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CHAPTER THREE: THEOLOGY

 

doctrinal study are: first, the doctrine of 

distinguish this area from the study of all six doctrines generally; second, the doctrine of 

condition, or anthropology; third, the doctrine of the person and work of 

fourth, the doctrine of the means of 

together with the sacraments, or 

eschatology. 

 

AN INITIAL WORD ON T

 

The word “theology” can be a bit of a misnomer in our day and age.  Since the ending ‘olog

“study of” any word with an ‘ology’ at the end connotes my reasonable and rationalistic study of that 

thing.  For instance, in biology (‘bio’ meaning life) we study the principles of life, usually in a lab or 

in an experiment where the object, may

study.  Theology is in a completely different realm because God is never a passive object waiting 

around for us to poke, prod, and analyze Him!  Rather than us pursuing the study of some passive, 

inanimate object, theology is God Himself personally revealing Himself to us by His Word.  We can 

only know God in any real sense because He has purposefully chosen to make Himself known.  

Therefore, all theology comes from intense work in the Bible, the pl

Himself.  This means that theology, properly understood, is “an encounter with the living God in His 

Word (Tim Chester).”   

 

In addition, this means that ‘theology’ is not simply a hobby or pastime for those with time for 

intricate debates over minutiae.  Notice how Scripture describes its own profitability:  

 

II Timothy 3.14-17: 

 

14 But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing 

from whom you learned it 15

sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 

16 All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 

equipped for every good work.

 

The most practical, relevant thing that Timothy can do, according to Paul, is to build on his already 

deep acquaintance with the “sacred writings”

make it his aim to know it inside and out.  Why?  Because it will make us “wise for salvation,” 
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THE FRAMEWORK FOR CHRISTIAN THOUGHT

 

 What do Christians believe?  Christian thought has 

been systematized, put into a coherent whole by theologians 

who have studied the Bible in a logical way. 

 

Traditionally, systematic theology has been broken 

down into six areas, which progress logically t

basic truths of the faith.  Each of these six areas will be a 

topic for study over the next six classes.  These topics of 

doctrinal study are: first, the doctrine of God, or theology, sometimes called “theology proper” to 

rom the study of all six doctrines generally; second, the doctrine of 

; third, the doctrine of the person and work of Christ

fourth, the doctrine of the means of salvation, called soteriology; fifth, the doctrine of the 

, or ecclesiology; and sixth, the doctrine of the 

AN INITIAL WORD ON THEOLOGY 

The word “theology” can be a bit of a misnomer in our day and age.  Since the ending ‘olog

“study of” any word with an ‘ology’ at the end connotes my reasonable and rationalistic study of that 

ing.  For instance, in biology (‘bio’ meaning life) we study the principles of life, usually in a lab or 

in an experiment where the object, maybe a cicada, becomes the passive object of my research and 

study.  Theology is in a completely different realm because God is never a passive object waiting 

around for us to poke, prod, and analyze Him!  Rather than us pursuing the study of some passive, 

nanimate object, theology is God Himself personally revealing Himself to us by His Word.  We can 

only know God in any real sense because He has purposefully chosen to make Himself known.  

Therefore, all theology comes from intense work in the Bible, the place where God chose to reveal 

Himself.  This means that theology, properly understood, is “an encounter with the living God in His 

In addition, this means that ‘theology’ is not simply a hobby or pastime for those with time for 

icate debates over minutiae.  Notice how Scripture describes its own profitability:  

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing 

15 and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the 

sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

training in righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be competent, 

equipped for every good work. 

The most practical, relevant thing that Timothy can do, according to Paul, is to build on his already 

deep acquaintance with the “sacred writings”—he is to study the Bible, desire it, seek it, go after it, 

make it his aim to know it inside and out.  Why?  Because it will make us “wise for salvation,” 
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RISTIAN THOUGHT 

What do Christians believe?  Christian thought has 

been systematized, put into a coherent whole by theologians 

who have studied the Bible in a logical way.  

Traditionally, systematic theology has been broken 

down into six areas, which progress logically through the 

basic truths of the faith.  Each of these six areas will be a 

topic for study over the next six classes.  These topics of 

, sometimes called “theology proper” to 

rom the study of all six doctrines generally; second, the doctrine of the human 

Christ, or Christology; 

doctrine of the church, 

; and sixth, the doctrine of the last things, called 

The word “theology” can be a bit of a misnomer in our day and age.  Since the ending ‘ology’ means 

“study of” any word with an ‘ology’ at the end connotes my reasonable and rationalistic study of that 

ing.  For instance, in biology (‘bio’ meaning life) we study the principles of life, usually in a lab or 

be a cicada, becomes the passive object of my research and 

study.  Theology is in a completely different realm because God is never a passive object waiting 

around for us to poke, prod, and analyze Him!  Rather than us pursuing the study of some passive, 

nanimate object, theology is God Himself personally revealing Himself to us by His Word.  We can 

only know God in any real sense because He has purposefully chosen to make Himself known.  

ace where God chose to reveal 

Himself.  This means that theology, properly understood, is “an encounter with the living God in His 

In addition, this means that ‘theology’ is not simply a hobby or pastime for those with time for 

icate debates over minutiae.  Notice how Scripture describes its own profitability:   

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing 

and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the 

sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

may be competent, 

The most practical, relevant thing that Timothy can do, according to Paul, is to build on his already 

study the Bible, desire it, seek it, go after it, 

make it his aim to know it inside and out.  Why?  Because it will make us “wise for salvation,” 
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because it is “profitable for teaching, reproof, correction, and training,” and it equips us for “every 

good work.”  But Paul continues in II Timothy 4.1-5: 

 

I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the 

dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: 2 preach the word; be ready in season and out 

of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching. 3 For the time is 

coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will 

accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, 4 and will turn away from 

listening to the truth and wander off into myths. 5 As for you, always be sober-minded, 

endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry. 

 

Paul warns that a time is coming when people will not love theology, when they will have their own 

perceptions of who God is and what He does.  But God cannot be studied like a cultural artifact; 

instead, we must study the Word, “be ready in season and out of season.”  This will make us “sober-

minded, able to endure suffering, and able to fulfill our ministry.”  In this respect, John Calvin 

writes, “The Lord, when he gave us the Scriptures, did not intend either to gratify our curiosity….or 

to give occasion for chatting and talking, but to do us good.  Therefore, the right use of Scripture 

must always tend to what is profitable.”   

 

Even more from Psalm 19: 

 

The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; 

     the testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple; 

the precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; 

     the commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes; 

the fear of the LORD is clean, enduring forever; 

     the rules of the LORD are true, and righteous altogether. 

More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; 

     sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb. 

Moreover, by them is your servant warned; in keeping them there is great reward. 

 

As you can see, knowing God, is the most intensely practical thing, and it means that every believer 

is called to be a theologian, a man or woman who knows, speaks, and lives before God.  II Peter 1.3-

4 says that “God has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge 

[theology] of Him.”   

 

Someone, might raise the objection here that our culture has given us a different understanding of 

God, a nice loving God who is gentle with everyone and tolerant with any views about Him.  Many 

today say that we cannot simply base our ideas about God on the Bible; rather we must have a more 

nuanced and modern view.  But this idea violates the very personhood of God, destroys any ability 

for you to have a real relationship with Him, and kills the entire field of theology.  Why do I say 

that?   

 

Imagine for a moment that your friend came to you and accuses you of being a Chicago Cubs fan.  

Initially, you are aghast and think she must be joking.  Who in their right mind would be a Cubs fan?  

But she persists and says she can no longer accept that you are indeed a Cardinals fan.  For proof, 

you show her your wardrobe, filled with Cardinals jerseys, t-shirts, and hats—she is still unmoved.  

You take her to your basement where you have every Cardinal pennant displayed and signed 

baseballs by Todd Worrell and Andy Benes—she still says you are a diehard Cubs fan.  Finally, you 
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show her your bank statements and all the thousands of dollars you have spent attending every home 

Cardinals game for the past 5 years, but despite the fact that you have never rooted for or spent a 

dime on Cubs gear, she does not budge from her claim.  At this point, you must either assume she is 

crazy or simply end the friendship.  Why?  Because she refuses to listen to you; she refuses to take 

you at your own self-revelation of yourself despite all the evidence.  In doing this, she denies you the 

right of personhood, the right to reveal yourself as you really are, the right to contradict her; she will 

only accept you for who she wants you to be, a Cubs fan.  This is what it is like to make up our own 

definitions of God and insert them wherever we want.  It denies His personhood, it destroys any 

ability to have a personal relationship with Him, and therefore kills any real attempt at theology.  If 

your God can never contradict you, you are not in a real relationship with Him; you are living in a 

make believe land with a God of your own creation.  

 

Theology, then, is intensely practical and always results in deeper relationship with God and deeper 

commitment to the mission of God.  Theology is not simply debate, it is profound Biblical reflection 

about God’s relationship to every area of life, and it leads to action.  One cannot, in fact, claim to 

understand the Bible unless he is actually obeying the Bible—the connection is unmistakable.  

Consider Psalm 119:100:  I understand more than the aged, for I keep your precepts.”  The Psalmist 

connects understanding to obedience because the two are inextricably linked.   

 

KNOWING GOD 

 

 “If we wish to have real wisdom we must know two things: we must know God and we 

must know ourselves.  In order to know one of these properly we must also know the other. 

 

 “Knowing God.  We cannot think seriously about ourselves without thinking about the 

One who made us, and continues to care for us.  The powers we have are such that we could not 

have made them ourselves, and we most certainly could not have given ourselves life.  We have 

been given so many things in this life that we must think of the Giver.  More than this, the evil of 

our natures makes us turn to God seeking for better things.  We want him to replace our 

ignorance, poverty, weakness and corruption with his true wisdom, wealth, power and 

righteousness. 

 

 “Knowing ourselves.  In order to have a right knowledge of ourselves, we must know 

God and know what we are like in God’s sight.  Our human pride makes us think we are wise 

and holy, until we look to the Lord, whose perfection is the only standard against which we must 

be measured.  Then we find that we are hypocrites.  We are content to appear to be righteous 

without having God’s true righteousness.  Our judgment is tainted by evil around us.  Because of 

this, we think certain things are good when, in fact, it’s only that they are not so corrupt as other 

things.  In the same way, we may look from black to cream color and, because our eyes are 

adjusted to the black, we think the cream is white.  We need to learn that in God’s sight our 

righteousness is sin, our strength is weakness, and our wisdom is folly.”  (John Calvin, from an 

abridged version of the Institutes of the Christian Religion, Introduction to Biblical Christianity) 
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THE IDEA OF REVELATI
 

 How do we know of God?  We know God because He 

has chosen to reveal Himself to us, although

never fully.  Generally, theologians have put the sources of our 

knowledge of God in two categories: general revelation and 

special revelation. 

 

 General revelation is God’s revelation of Himself in 

what we observe of the world.  We see 

preservation of the universe, order 

the prick of conscience among non

men.  All of these are means of God’s

to know that there is a God and that we are guilty and without excuse before Him.  Paul makes this 

very clear in the first chapter of Romans; “What may be known about God is plain to them,

God has made it plain to them.  For since the creation of the world, God’s invisible qualities 

eternal power and divine nature --

made, so that men are without excuse.” (Romans 1:2

law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now 

accusing, now even defending them.” (Romans 2:15).  However, general revelation is not sufficient 

to bring men to a saving faith.  It does not convey an absolutely reliable knowledge of God or 

acquaint us with the only way of salvation.

 

 

revelation is given to us through the incarnation of the living Word and 

the recording of the written Word.  We know nothing about God’s 

revelations among Israel and finally in Christ except from the Bible.  

The Bible and what it teaches us of G

necessary for salvation, for it is the means by which God reveals 

Himself and His plan of salvation to us.

 

 

Controversy has always swirled around the Bible, but for thousands of 

years one of the least controversial verses in the Bible was its great opening line, “In the beginning, 

God created the heavens and the earth.”  Scripture begins with God, posits God, assumes God

self-existence, His necessity, and His power to create the universe from

recent times however, controversy around the concept of the existence of God and His creative 

powers has been the topic of intense debate and public provocation.  Since the highly publicized 

“Scopes Monkey Trial” in 1925, sci

death over whether the world in which we exist is better explained by natural causes or by the God 

of the Bible.  In light of this “battle” many have asked for proof of God.  Maybe you’ve asked

someone to prove God’s existence to you or maybe you’ve been on the receiving end of that 

question.  Either way, what it seems that many are demanding is an empirical, no way to escape, 

laboratory demonstration of God’s existence that no

exactly the kind of proof demanded today from extremely outspoken atheists like Daniel Dennett, 

Victor Stenger, Sam Harris, and Richard Dawkins.  Dawkins argues that the claim of God’s 

existence is a scientific hypothesis that sh

 

THE IDEA OF REVELATION 

How do we know of God?  We know God because He 

has chosen to reveal Himself to us, although only in part, and 

never fully.  Generally, theologians have put the sources of our 

knowledge of God in two categories: general revelation and 

is God’s revelation of Himself in 

what we observe of the world.  We see the creation and 

order and harmony in the world and God’s work in 

among non-believers, and feel that there is a source of ethical restraint for all 

men.  All of these are means of God’s general revelation.  General revelation is sufficient light for us 

to know that there is a God and that we are guilty and without excuse before Him.  Paul makes this 

very clear in the first chapter of Romans; “What may be known about God is plain to them,

God has made it plain to them.  For since the creation of the world, God’s invisible qualities 

-- have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been 

made, so that men are without excuse.” (Romans 1:20).  Gentiles “show that the requirements of the 

law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now 

accusing, now even defending them.” (Romans 2:15).  However, general revelation is not sufficient 

to a saving faith.  It does not convey an absolutely reliable knowledge of God or 

acquaint us with the only way of salvation. 

Saving faith comes only through special revelation

revelation is given to us through the incarnation of the living Word and 

the recording of the written Word.  We know nothing about God’s 

revelations among Israel and finally in Christ except from the Bible.  

The Bible and what it teaches us of God is therefore absolutely 

necessary for salvation, for it is the means by which God reveals 

Himself and His plan of salvation to us. 

A WORD ON PROVING GOD’S EXISTENCE

Controversy has always swirled around the Bible, but for thousands of 

least controversial verses in the Bible was its great opening line, “In the beginning, 

God created the heavens and the earth.”  Scripture begins with God, posits God, assumes God

existence, His necessity, and His power to create the universe from nothing (ex nihilo

recent times however, controversy around the concept of the existence of God and His creative 

powers has been the topic of intense debate and public provocation.  Since the highly publicized 

“Scopes Monkey Trial” in 1925, science and religion have seemed locked in a fearsome duel to the 

death over whether the world in which we exist is better explained by natural causes or by the God 

of the Bible.  In light of this “battle” many have asked for proof of God.  Maybe you’ve asked

someone to prove God’s existence to you or maybe you’ve been on the receiving end of that 

question.  Either way, what it seems that many are demanding is an empirical, no way to escape, 

tion of God’s existence that no semi-reasonable person could deny.  This is 

exactly the kind of proof demanded today from extremely outspoken atheists like Daniel Dennett, 

Victor Stenger, Sam Harris, and Richard Dawkins.  Dawkins argues that the claim of God’s 

existence is a scientific hypothesis that should be open to rational demonstration.  He and others 
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in the world and God’s work in history.  We see 

believers, and feel that there is a source of ethical restraint for all 

general revelation.  General revelation is sufficient light for us 

to know that there is a God and that we are guilty and without excuse before Him.  Paul makes this 

very clear in the first chapter of Romans; “What may be known about God is plain to them, because 

God has made it plain to them.  For since the creation of the world, God’s invisible qualities -- his 

have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been 

0).  Gentiles “show that the requirements of the 

law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now 

accusing, now even defending them.” (Romans 2:15).  However, general revelation is not sufficient 

to a saving faith.  It does not convey an absolutely reliable knowledge of God or 

special revelation.  Special 

revelation is given to us through the incarnation of the living Word and 

the recording of the written Word.  We know nothing about God’s 

revelations among Israel and finally in Christ except from the Bible.  

od is therefore absolutely 

necessary for salvation, for it is the means by which God reveals 

D’S EXISTENCE 

Controversy has always swirled around the Bible, but for thousands of 

least controversial verses in the Bible was its great opening line, “In the beginning, 

God created the heavens and the earth.”  Scripture begins with God, posits God, assumes God—His 

ex nihilo).  In more 

recent times however, controversy around the concept of the existence of God and His creative 

powers has been the topic of intense debate and public provocation.  Since the highly publicized 

ence and religion have seemed locked in a fearsome duel to the 

death over whether the world in which we exist is better explained by natural causes or by the God 

of the Bible.  In light of this “battle” many have asked for proof of God.  Maybe you’ve asked 

someone to prove God’s existence to you or maybe you’ve been on the receiving end of that 

question.  Either way, what it seems that many are demanding is an empirical, no way to escape, 

erson could deny.  This is 

exactly the kind of proof demanded today from extremely outspoken atheists like Daniel Dennett, 

Victor Stenger, Sam Harris, and Richard Dawkins.  Dawkins argues that the claim of God’s 

ould be open to rational demonstration.  He and others 
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want an airtight, empirical argument from God that convinces every person., but is this fair?  I don’t 

think it is. 

 

What these skeptics are asking for is what has been termed ‘strong rationalism, meaning that no one 

should believe any proposition unless it can be proved rationally by loci or empirically by sense 

experience.  According to Tim Keller, proof, “in this view, is an argument so strong that no person 

whose logical faculties are operating properly would have any reason for disbelieving it.  However, 

‘strong rationalism’ is impossible and cannot be defended.  It cannot abide by its own most 

foundational premise.  How could you empirically prove that no one should believe something 

without empirical proof?  Notice how W.K. Clifford’s statement betrays that belief, not science is at 

the core of strong rationalism:  “It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything 

upon insufficient [empirical] evidence.”  This is a statement of ethics, belief, and faith, not a 

statement of science.  Thus, any call for ‘strong rationalism’ is by nature self-defeating.  This is why 

the books of the new atheism have not found kind quarters among even fellow atheist reviewers.  

Marxist scholar Terry Eagleton wrote a scathing review of Dawkin’s God Delusion, attacking the 

naïve ideas that faith has no rational component, and that reason isn’t based on faith: 

 

“Dawkins considers that all faith is blind faith, and that Christan and Muslim children are 

brought up to believe unquestioningly.  Not even the dim-witted clerics who knocked me 

about at grammar school taught that.  For mainstream Christianity, reason, argument and 

honest doubt have always played an integral role in belief…Even Richard Dawkins lives 

more by faith than by reason.  We hold many beliefs that have no unimpeachably rational 

justification, but are nonetheless reasonable to entertain.” 

 

Historically, scientists did not always think this way.  In fact, you may be surprised to know that 

science once acted on core theistic beliefs, namely that this world was a product of God’s mind, that 

His personhood, replete with personality, thought, and love, were the basis for our trusting our basic 

senses and rationality, and that science was a way to investigate the mind of God.  Not surprisingly, 

these beliefs brought us what has been dubbed the “Scientific Revolution.”  Copernicus, Galileo, 

Kepler, Newton, Pascal, many others were Christians who brought their beliefs to bear on science.   

 

The best approach to take is what C.S. Reppert called “critical rationality.”  It assumes that there are 

arguments that many or most will find convincing but that in the end, there will always be some way 

to rationally avoid ANY conclusion.  On this basis, we can evaluate belief without requiring 

empirical, conclusive proof.  This is exactly how science works.  Even Dawkins admits that 

Darwinism cannot be finally proven, and that “new facts may come to light which will force our 

successors to abandon Darwinism or modify it beyond recognition.”  But as Tim Keller writes, “that 

does not mean that science cannot test theories and find some far more empirically verified if it 

organizes the evidence and explains the phenomena better than any conceivable alternative theory.  

In exactly the same way, we can test to see if there is a God.  In other words, as a hypothesis, does 

naturalism or belief in God best explain that we have a universe, that regular laws operate within it, 

that it contains human life with consciousness and moral sense, and that we are personal in nature?   

 

TRADITIONAL PROOFS OF THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 

 

 Throughout the centuries, Christians and non-Christians have posited arguments for a 

Supreme Being (although not necessarily the God of Scripture) from reasons outside the Bible.  For 

instance, the classic cosmological argument is that there is a cause for every effect; therefore, we 

can reason our way to a First Cause, or an Uncaused Cause, which is infinitely great. 
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 The teleological argument extends the cosmological argument by looking at the order and 

beauty of creation.  What are the chances that a wind blowing through a junkyard will assemble a 

747 jumbo jet?  Or consider a watch.  Does it not imply that there is a watchmaker, and something 

about the character of the watchmaker?  Since there is order and harmony to the universe, we can 

know that the Supreme Being is one with intelligence and purposeful being. 

 

 The moral argument notes that men have consciences and have adopted moral codes.  Does 

this not imply a lawgiver and judge who has commanded men absolutely?   

 

Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) is 

credited with another argument. Saint Anselm 

was the outstanding Christian philosopher and 

theologian of the eleventh century. He is best 

known for the celebrated ontological argument 

for the existence of God, but his contributions to 

philosophical theology (and indeed to 

philosophy more generally) go well beyond the 

ontological argument.  

 

In his book, Proslogiaon, Anselm 

wanted to formulate a direct argument which 

does not need the world in order to find God.  

He wanted to find God in thought itself.  He 

would argue that before thought goes outside 

itself to the world, it should be certain of God.  

His argument is difficult to follow because it is 

extremely scholastic and far from our normal 

ways of reasoning (see inset box). 

 

 Each of these arguments for God – 

cosmological, teleological, moral, and 

ontological, -- as well as several others like 

them, start from general revelation (what can be 

observed about God from creation.)  As well, 

arguments for God like these are made by other 

deistic religions. 

 

 

OTHER PROOFS OF GOD’S EXISTENCE 

 

The Big Bang Theory:  The Bible is unique in 

positing the miracle of creation in such a way 

that science has now verified its veracity by 

admitting the Big Bang theory.  The Bible did 

not have to begin with a specific point-in-time 

creation event, but in fact it did, and it was 

unique to do so.  In Buddhism, “there are 

multiple world systems constantly coming into 

Ontology from Saint Anselm (1033-1109): 
            
          In his philosophical approach Saint Anselm 
followed Augustine but he advanced with surprising 
originality to new fields of inquiry.  He adopted from 
Augustine the motto Credo ut intelligam (“I believe in 
order that I may understand”). Anselm assumed that 
faith supplies the propositions with which one must 
start, propositions relating to the existence of God, the 
Trinity, the atonement and so forth; reason is able to 
elaborate rational proofs of these doctrines.  In his work 
Cur Deus homo (“Why the God-Man”), a masterpiece 
of theology, Anselm is the first in church history to have 
articulated the precise significance of Christ’s death in 
terms of the vicarious substitutionary atonement. 

In Proslogiaon, Anselm says: “Even the fool is 
convinced that there is something in the intellect than 
which nothing greater can be thought, because as soon 
as he (the fool) hears this, he understands it; and 
whatever is understood is in the understanding.  And 
certainly, that than which nothing greater can be 
thought cannot be only in the intellect.  If, namely, it 
were in the intellect alone, it could be thought to be in  
reality also, which is more. 

 If, therefore, that than which nothing greater 
can be thought is in the intellect alone, that than which 
nothing greater can be thought is something than which 
something greater can be thought.  But this is certainly 
impossible.  Therefore, beyond doubt, something than 
which nothing greater can be thought exists in intellect 
as well as in reality.  And this Being Thou art, O 
Lord, our God.”  The last sentence is remarkable in 
that after going through the most sophisticated logical 
argumentation, it ends in a prayer which makes the 
ontological connection between the mind and reality.  
Philosophers and theologians have been divided on the 
validity of this leap ever since Anselm made his 
argument.  It is very interesting that this is an argument 
which has continued from Plato to the present.  And its 
most classical formulation is that of Anselm. 

Whether or not we agree with the ontological 
argument, we can say that Anselm’s intention has 
never been defeated, namely, to make the certainty of 
God independent of any encounter with the world, and 
to link it entirely to our self-consciousness. We owe the 
curious name "ontological argument" for this 
argument to Immanuel Kant. The medievals simply 
called it "that argument of Anselm's" (argumentum 
Anselmi.)  
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being and passing away.”  In addition, Hinduism and Buddhism describe endless cycles of time 

stretching into the indefinite past while the Bible presents time as finite.  The Greeks and Romans 

believed in the eternity of history.  In contrast Jews and Christians have always believed not only 

that God made the universe, but also that He made it out of nothing (literally speaking the universe 

into existence).  We experience time and space in such a way that they seemingly have no end, and 

in such a way that it is almost unimaginable that there was a time when time and matter did not exist.  

In fact, nobody else (whether philosopher or worldview system or religion) ever did imagine it 

except for Judaism and Christianity.  But modern science has confirmed that the universe was indeed 

‘created’ out of nothing.  In addition, the Big Bang theory resolves one seemingly glaring 

contradiction in Genesis, namely that light was created on the first day (Gen. 1.3) but the sun (which 

produces our light) was not created until the fourth day.  However, we now know that the Big Bang 

happened with a burst of light and energy, and that the sun came into existence later.  Arthur 

Eddington, who once chafed at the Big Bang eventually acknowledged it and reluctantly admitted, 

“the beginning seems to present insuperable difficulties unless we agree to look at it as frankly 

supernatural.”  Astronomer Robert Jastrow puts it even more vividly, “For the scientist who has 

lived by his faith in the power of reason, the story ends like a bad dream.  He has scaled the 

mountains of ignorance; his is about to conquer the highest peak.  As he pulls himself over the final 

rock, he is greeted by a band of theologians who have been sitting there for centuries.”
1
  

 

Design:  Atheist Richard Dawkins begins one of his books with the startling sentence, “Biology is the study of 

complicated things that give the appearance of having been designed for a purpose.”  He then spends the rest of the 

book attempting to show that this appearance is deceiving.  His argument is against William Paley, an Anglican 

clergyman who with his 1802 book Natural Theology, offered one of the most lasting and irrefutable arguments for 

God—design.  Paley wrote, “Suppose I pitch my foot against a stone, and were asked how the stone came to be 

there, I might possibly answer, it had lain there forever.  But suppose I found a watch upon the ground, I should 

hardly think of the answer I gave before.”  His point was that you don’t have to know much about watches to know 

that someONE designed and made it.  In the same way, he argued, we see that same design and intricacy in earth 

and all of its life forms.  Dawkins believes that Paley was “gloriously and utterly wrong,” because Darwin has 

shown a way that all things could have come about naturally through the process of natural selection, a “blind 

watchmaker.’ In other words, things have the ‘appearance’ of design because they are being fitted by nature to 

survive. 

 

What Dawkins does not seem to appreciate is that his blind watchmaker is something even more remarkable than 

Paley’s watches.  Paley finds a watch and asks how such a thing could have come to be there by chance.  Dawkins 

finds an immense automated factory that blindly constructs watches, and feels that he has completely answered 

Paley’s point.  But that is absurd.  How can a factory that makes watches be less in need of an explanation than the 

watches themselves? 

 

The Fine Tuning Argument:  With modern science, cosmologists have now discovered that the 

universe’s fundamental forces are intricately balanced, as though on a knife’s edge.  If even one of 

the scores of fundamental forces and laws were not precisely exact, then life would not even be 

possible.  Consider the following examples (which are only a few among scores) given by scientist 

Robin Collins: 

 

1. If the initial explosion of the Big Bang had differed in strength by as little as one 

part in 10
60

, the universe would have either quickly collapsed back on itself, or 

expanded too rapidly for stars to form.  In either case, life would be impossible.  

This degree of accuracy could be compared to firing a bullet at a one inch target 20 

billion light years away and actually hitting the target.   

                                                 
1
  Tim Keller,  Reason for God, 122 
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2. If the strong nuclear force which binds protons and neutrons together in an atom, 

had been stronger or weaker by as little as 5%, life would be impossible.   

3. If gravity had been stronger or weaker by one part in 10
40

, then life-sustaining stars 

like the sun could not exist, rendering life itself impossible. 

4. If the neutron were not about 1.001 times the mass of the proton, all protons would 

have decayed into neutrons or all neutrons would have decayed into protons, 

making life impossible. 

 

It is this exact basis which led Nobel Prize winner Arno Penzias to say, “The best data we have are 

exactly what I would have predicted, had I had nothing to go on but the five books of Moses, the 

Psalms, and the Bible as a whole.”  Princeton physicist Freeman Dyson notes, “It almost seems as if 

the Universe must in some sense have known that we were coming.”  Not to be outdone, Stephen 

Hawking concludes, “It would be very difficult to explain why the universe would have begun in 

just this way except as the act of a God who intended to create beings like us.”  Moreover, the best 

atheistic response to the fine tuning argument, or ‘anthropic principle,’ is posited by Richard 

Dawkins who argues that there may be trillions of universes, and given the enormous number of 

universes existing over enormous amounts of time and space, it is inevitable that one or a few of 

them are fine-tuned to sustain our kind of life.  Thus, the argument is rationally avoidable but not, in 

my opinion, reasonably avoidable.  Alvin Plantinga says that this line of reasoning is akin to dealing 

oneself 20 straight hands of four aces in the same game of poker.  As his companions reach for their 

guns, the poker player says, “I know it looks suspicious!  But what if there is an infinite succession 

of universes, so that for any possible distribution of poker hands, there is one universe in which this 

possibility is realized?”  We just happen to find ourselves in the one where I deal myself 20 straight 

hands of four aces w/o cheating.”   

 

Self-Consciousness:  Somewhere along the way, humans, alone among all living creatures, 

discovered themselves.  Somewhere along the way, humans began to use “I.”  In other words, they 

became self-aware, cognizant of the fact that they existed, aware of their feelings and their 

personality.  What could produce this?   

 

Converted atheist Antony Flew writes, “We are conscious and conscious that we are conscious.  No 

one can deny this without self-contradiction.”  Although ‘consciousness’ is associated with certain 

regions of the brain, when the same systems of neurons are present in the brain stem there is no 

‘production’ of consciousness.  As physicist Gerald Schroeder points out, there is no essential 

difference in the ultimate physical constituents of a heap of sand and the brain of an Einstein.  Flew 

concludes, “Only blind and baseless faith in matter lies behind the claim that certain bits of matter 

can suddenly ‘create’ a new reality that bears no resemblance to matter.”  Self-awareness is a nearly 

impossible threshold to cross under the auspices of natural selection, for how could the impersonal 

forces of trait selection lead to an evolution of consciousness and self-awareness?  How could the 

impersonal lead to personality and the recognition of personal awareness?  Even the most vociferous 

atheists, Steve Pinker and Richard Dawkins, after laying out the problem thoughtfully (even if 

reluctantly) admit they just don’t know.  To quote Dawkins, it “Beats the heck out of me.”  Steve 

Pinker writes, “The existence of subjective first-person experience is not explainable by science.”   

 

Maybe it’s not intended to be explained by science?  It seems to me that personal beings (such as us) 

are much more likely to be the result (or creation!) of a personal God who creates people in His 

image than the result of impersonal forces that blindly direct toward reproduction alone. 

 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

THE DEFINITION AND A
 

 Can we define God?  Of course it is impossible for us to define Him in the sense of putting 

bounds around Him.  We can say that God is a spirit, for Jesus tells the Samaritan woman so. (John 

4:24).  He is therefore immaterial, invisible and without parts.

 

 God is, by nature, incomprehensible to us.  This is not, of course, to say that we cannot 

understand anything of God.  However, we will only understand that of God which He chooses to 

reveal to us, and then only to the limit of our comprehension.  Finite minds will never understand an 

infinite God. 

 

 Theologians have categorized God’s attributes as 

Communicable attributes are those qualities of God’s character 

which we see reflected in the world and other people, although 

present to a lesser degree than that to which they are present in 

God’s character.  For instance, we see power, 

righteousness displayed in the actions and spirit of others.  

Incommunicable attributes are those qualities of God to which there 

is no human or earthly analogy.  Have you ever been out on a 

camping trip and looked up at the stars and w

beyond them?  A feeling of metaphysical vertigo follows as you 

begin to contemplate the idea of infinity, and one of God’s 

incommunicable attributes.

 

existence

definition.  But God is not an effect.  He has no beginning, and 

therefore, no antecedent cause.  He is eternal.  He always was and is 

and always will be.  He has within Himself the power of being.  We 

know of nothing like it. 

 

 Another of God’s attributes is His 

anything.  However, this is not entirely true.  Can God make a rock so big He can’t lift it?  The 

question as presented is absurd.  The Bible indicates there are some t

cannot die.  He cannot lie.  He cannot fail to act in accordance with His own character.  

Omnipotence means that God has power over the whole of creation.

 

 The companions of omnipotence are God’s omnipresence and His omniscience.  

Omnipresence means that God is present fully everywhere

139; “Where can I go from your Spirit?  Where can I flee from your presence?  If I g

heavens, you are there; if I make my bed I the depths, you are there.”  Even the wicked in Hell are 

not separated from God’s presence, only from His benevolence.  His wrath is constantly with them.

 

 Omniscience means that God, being infinite, 

knows the future as well as the past and the present.  Nothing ever surprises Him.

 

 The holiness of God refers to two related qualities.  First, He is 

moral imperfection.  Human beings, tainted 

is not of this world, but outside of it, 
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which we see reflected in the world and other people, although 

present to a lesser degree than that to which they are present in 

God’s character.  For instance, we see power, goodness, mercy and 

righteousness displayed in the actions and spirit of others.  

Incommunicable attributes are those qualities of God to which there 

is no human or earthly analogy.  Have you ever been out on a 

camping trip and looked up at the stars and w

beyond them?  A feeling of metaphysical vertigo follows as you 

begin to contemplate the idea of infinity, and one of God’s 

incommunicable attributes. 

One of God’s incommunicable attributes is His 

existence.  Every effect must have a cause.  That is true by 

definition.  But God is not an effect.  He has no beginning, and 

therefore, no antecedent cause.  He is eternal.  He always was and is 

and always will be.  He has within Himself the power of being.  We 

other of God’s attributes is His omnipotence.  In simple terms, God has the power to do 

anything.  However, this is not entirely true.  Can God make a rock so big He can’t lift it?  The 

question as presented is absurd.  The Bible indicates there are some things God cannot do.  He 

cannot die.  He cannot lie.  He cannot fail to act in accordance with His own character.  

has power over the whole of creation. 

The companions of omnipotence are God’s omnipresence and His omniscience.  

God is present fully everywhere.  David spoke of this attribute in Psalm 

139; “Where can I go from your Spirit?  Where can I flee from your presence?  If I g

heavens, you are there; if I make my bed I the depths, you are there.”  Even the wicked in Hell are 

not separated from God’s presence, only from His benevolence.  His wrath is constantly with them.

means that God, being infinite, knows and understands everything

knows the future as well as the past and the present.  Nothing ever surprises Him. 

of God refers to two related qualities.  First, He is completely pure

moral imperfection.  Human beings, tainted with evil, cannot comprehend this quality.  Second, God 

is not of this world, but outside of it, set apart and in a classification of His own.  Human beings 
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who have observed God have invariably been overwhelmed by the experience of God’s holiness.  

God told Moses that no one could see His face and live.  God showed Moses only a small portion of 

His glory, but Moses’ face afterward was so radiant that the Israelites were afraid to come near 

Moses. (Exodus 33-34)  Samson’s father, Manoah, said, “We shall surely die; for we have seen 

God!” (Judges 13:22).  Isaiah felt his uncleanness, crying out, “Woe is me! For I am lost; I am a man 

of unclean lips.” (Isaiah 6:5).   

 

 God’s justice is another aspect of His character related to other attributes.  As the One who is 

totally pure and without fault, God is the only just judge.  Fortunately, God’s goodness, His grace, 

causes Him to temper his righteous judgment with mercy. 

 

 Two other attributes can be closely linked -- God’s immutability and God’s goodness.  God’s 

immutability means that He does not change.  He is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and 

the end, the same yesterday, today and tomorrow.  James declares, “Every good gift and every 

perfect gift comes down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow of 

turning.” (James 1:17).  However, in what sense is this so?  God is not immobile.  God does change 

in some respects.  In fact, God is constantly active in the world and our lives.  God’s immutability 

refers to the idea that He is unchanging in His character and purposes.   

 

 For instance, God is unfailing in His goodness.  He cannot be otherwise.  His goodness may 

be used to encompass His benevolence, mercy and grace.  Because God is good, He is more than just 

in His judgments - He is gracious. 

 

 Different theologians have divided or commented on the attributes of God differently.  

Attached is a longer list of God’s attributes.  But the above group is a good starting point.   

 

THE WORK AND DECREES OF GOD 

 

 We should now consider God’s relationship to the world.  His attributes show themselves in 

actions, in how He has acted in creating the universe and sustaining it. 

 

The Creation.  The Bible says that God created the world.  The existence of a world is an 

argument for the existence of a God.  Can you imagine the existence of nothing?  Probably not.  

However, if there were ever a time when nothing existed, what would be here now?  Exactly!  There 

would be nothing!  Why?  Because you cannot get something from nothing.  An absolute law of 

logic and science is that out of nothing, nothing comes (Ex nihilo, nihil fit.)  Therefore, either the 

cosmos has existed forever, or an eternal God created it.  The idea of a cosmos spontaneously 

generated out of nothing is intellectually bankrupt. 

 

 There are several credible world-views besides the Christian view of a Creator-God.  One 

view of the world is naturalism, the idea that the observable cosmos is the sum total of the universe, 

there was no creator behind it, and the world has existed forever.  Another view is pantheism, in 

which there is an impersonal spirit or force alive in the universe that is its moving force.  Still 

another view is that of deism, the view that there is a god who created the universe, winding it up 

like a huge clock, but not participating in its present operation.  The universe is now running on 

“automatic pilot” by natural laws god originally established, and god watches from the sideline 

without involvement. 
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 The Bible makes its position clear in the first sentence, “In the beginning, God created the 

heavens and the earth.”  The author of Hebrews lists the creation as the first item of faith in the 

eleventh chapter, “By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command.” 

(Hebrews 11:3).  According to the Bible, God created the world, but stands apart from it, not a part 

of it.  He is transcendent, not of the same substance as that which He made.  However, He is still 

involved in the world, or immanent.  This view of the world is referred to as theism, and is shared 

by Christians, Jews and Muslims. 

 

Providence.  In Rhode Island, there is a major city named Providence.  The name of the city 

points out the gap in thinking between the Twentieth Century and that of our forebears.  We are so 

secular in our thinking that few could tell us what “providence” is, let alone consider naming a city 

for it. 

 

Providence is the idea that not only has God created the world; God continues to sustain it 

for our good.  God upholds all things by His power.  It is in Him that we live and move and have 

our being.  Think about the import of that idea for a moment.  Why does your breath continue and 

your heart beat as you read this sentence?  Why do you not collapse without thought or breathe this 

instant?  You live because “in Him we live and move and have our being.” (Acts 17:28) 

 

 The Westminster Confession says, “God, who created everything, also upholds everything.  

He directs, regulates and governs every creature, action and thing from the greatest to the least by 

His completely wise and holy providence.  He does so in accordance with His infallible 

foreknowledge and the voluntary, unchangeable purpose of His own will, all to the glory of His 

wisdom, power, justice, goodness and mercy.” (WCF, ch.5, para.1) 

 

 The idea of providence is distinguishable from fortune or fate or luck or chance in that 

providence is the act of a personal God with the attributes discussed above.  When people talk of fate 

or luck, insofar as they have any conscious concept in mind at all, they usually are thinking of 

impersonal forces at work in their lives.  However, the Bible does not recognize any such forces, 

since God is in control of everything.  For most of us, discarding the idea and language of luck or 

chance would take some work. 

 

Sovereignty.  God’s providence is 

possible because of His 

sovereignty.  God’s sovereignty is 

the key doctrine of the Reformed 

faith.  Sovereignty is the idea that 

God is in control of everything, 

that He rules over all.  There is 

nothing beyond His control.  If 

anything were to come to pass 

which is outside of His control, it 

would frustrate His sovereignty, 

and whatever caused that to happen 

would be greater than God.  If God 

is not sovereign, God is not God.  

R.C. Sproul discusses sovereignty 

in Chosen by God. 
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 “If there is one single molecule in this universe running around loose, totally free of God’s 

sovereignty, then we have no guarantee that a single promise of God will ever be fulfilled.  Perhaps 

that one maverick molecule will lay waste all the grand and glorious plans that God has made and 

promised to us.  If a grain of sand in the kidney of Oliver Cromwell changed the course of English 

history, so one maverick molecule could change the course of all redemption history.  Maybe that 

one molecule will be the thing that prevents Christ from returning. 

 

 “I remember my distress when I heard that Bill Vukovich, the greatest car driver of his era, 

was killed in a crash in the Indianapolis 500.  The cause was later isolated in the failure of a cotter 

pin that cost ten cents. 

 

 “Bill Vukovich had amazing control of race cars.  He was a magnificent driver.  However, he 

was not sovereign.  A part worth only a dime cost him his life.  God doesn’t have to worry about ten-

cent cotter pins wrecking His plans.  There are no maverick molecules running around loose.  God is 

sovereign.  God is God.”  

 

Secondary Causes and Free Will.   While Reformed believers (and all thoughtful 

Christians, for that matter) affirm the sovereignty of God, some will object that this view makes us 

robots without any control or the ability to make meaningful decisions.  We will discuss this more in 

the next chapter in connection with the doctrine of the human condition, but for now, we will note 

that the Westminster Confession affirms the idea of secondary causes.  This means that God carries 

out His sovereignty by use of ordinary means, including the laws of nature and the acts of men. 

 

 “God is the first cause, and in relationship to Him, everything happens unchangeably and 

infallibly.  However, by this same providence, He orders things to happen from secondary causes.  

As a result of these secondary causes, some things must inevitably happen; others may or may not 

happen depending on the voluntary intentions of the agents involved; and some things do not have to 

happen but may, depending on other conditions.  God uses ordinary means to work out His 

providence day by day.  But as He pleases, He may work without, beyond or contrary to these 

means.” (WCF, ch. 5, para. 2 and 3). 

 

 “His providence extends even to the Fall, and to all other sins of angels and men.  These sins 

are not simply allowed by God, but are bound, ordered and governed by Him in the fullness of His 

wisdom and power so that they fulfill His own holy purposes.  However, the sinfulness does not 

proceed from God, whose holy righteousness does not and cannot cause or approve sin.” (WCF, 

ch.5, para.4)   

 

 This means that God uses the acts of men as secondary causes to accomplish His purposes - 

even the sinful acts of men.  Do you remember the discussion of Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson in the 

last chapter?  Jackson believed that slavery was foreordained for African-Americans.  Jackson may 

have needed to know that God can use secondary causes, such as a man like Jackson, to change the 

course of history.  Contrast Jackson with William Wilberforce, a British Christian largely 

responsible for ending the English slave trade.  Which man had the correct understanding of his 

position as God’s secondary cause for accomplishing His will? 

 

 In the alternative, God can work around the acts of men to accomplish His purposes.  God 

has a permissive will.  By this permissive will, God allows the consequences of the Fall.  Normal 

cells become cancerous; a child dies; jobs are lost -- these are all part of God’s permissive will.  

However, since God is sovereign, He can use those things for good. 
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 God also uses natural laws as secondary causes.  God is the One who has initiated the 

workings of the solar system, time, death and other natural forces.  However, God is also free to 

suspend these laws at any time to accomplish His will.  God has stopped the course of the sun 

(Joshua 10), created wine without time for fermentation (John 2) and raised a man from the dead 

(John 11) where useful to accomplish His purposes. 

 

In very recent years a view of God's sovereignty called "free will theism" or "the openness of 

God" has arisen among those who describe themselves as Evangelicals.  At its best, this view of God 

attempts to see God as highly empathetic with human suffering and not responsible for evil.  

However, it does so at the expense of Scripture's clear teaching on God's sovereignty.  The classic 

Augustinian view of God in relation to the future holds God's omnipotence, goodness and 

omniscience in proper relationship, not sacrificing an all-powerful God in order to have one who is 

compassionate.  The 23rd General Assembly found open theism to be a defective view of God 

containing some serious pastoral implications.  For more on this, see the EPC's "Pastoral Letter on 

Open Theism" at http://www.epc.org/about-epc/pastoral-letters/open-theism.html. 

 

 It is God’s sovereignty which allows Him to keep the promises of Romans 8, “We know that 

in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who are called according to His 

purpose...If God is for us, who can be against us?...Who shall separate us from the love of 

Christ?...For I am convinced that neither death not life, neither angels nor demons, neither the 

present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, not anything else in all creation, will 

be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:28,31,35,38-

39). 

 

God and History.   There are several views of history.  One is the cyclical view that history 

repeats itself in familiar patterns.  Another, the progressive view adopted by Pollyanna and extreme 

political liberals, is that the world is getting better every day (“in every way”), and that we can 

eventually perfect our world and ourselves.  Another view, the regressive view used in doomsday 

novels, is that the world is going downhill to inevitable destruction. 

 

 If God is sovereign, He is also in charge of history.  Time is His creation, and He sees all of it 

at once, forward and backward.  The cross is the central point of history.  History is essentially the 

story of God’s redemption of His people. 

 

Covenant.  God has consistently initiated a special relationship with a people He has chosen.  

This special relationship is the covenant, and it will be described in detail in the next chapter. 

 

THE TRINITY 

 

 We will consider the doctrine of the Trinity in connection 

with theology. 

 

 The Trinity as such is not taught in the Bible; that is, if you 

were to review a concordance or a Bible dictionary for the word 

“Trinity” in the Scriptures, you would not find it.  Yet the concept of 

the Trinity is taught throughout the Bible.  In the early centuries of 

the church, false teaching on the relationship of Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit was common.  The doctrine of the Trinity was the 
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church’s attempt to explain what the Bible said about this relationship. 

 

 The Old Testament had always maintained God to be a unity.  “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our 

God, the Lord is One.” (Deuteronomy 6:4)  After Jesus’ death and resurrection, the disciples claimed 

that Jesus was God.  And after Pentecost, they affirmed that the Holy Spirit was God also. 

 

 Some tried to reconcile the oneness and the three persons in ways that were unsatisfactory.  

Some held the second and third persons of the Trinity were not equal in essence to the Father, and 

thus not fully God.  Some held the different persons to be merely different “modes” of expression of 

God, with the real God sometimes being a different person altogether. 

 

 The historic formulation of the Trinity is that God is one in essence and three in person.  

The unity of the Godhead is affirmed in terms of essence and being, while the diversity of the 

Godhead is expressed in terms of person.  All three persons of the Trinity have all the attributes of 

deity.  However, there are some acts that are referred primarily to one of the three persons of the 

Trinity.  The Westminster Confession says: 

 

 “In the unity of the Godhead, there are three persons, having one substance, power and 

eternity: God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.  The Father exists.  He is not 

generated and does not come from any source.  The Son is eternally generated from the Father, and 

the Holy Spirit eternally comes from the Father and the Son.” (WCF ch. 2, para.3) 

 

 A longer more complete formulation of the Trinity from Charles Hodge’s Systematic 

Theology is attached at the end of this chapter.  A diagram depiction is also attached. 

 

 Though the formula of the Trinity is mysterious and even paradoxical, it is not contradictory.  

The doctrine of the Trinity sets the boundaries outside of which we should not step.  The doctrine of 

the Trinity is rather like the lines that run alongside the highway - it is safe to travel within those 

bounds.  Venturing outside those limits puts the traveler at risk.   

 

 

 

CHARLES HODGE ON THE TRINITY 

(from Systematic Theology, abridged edition, pp. 166-168.  P&R Publishing, 1992. Used by 

permission) 

 

“The form in which this doctrine lies in the Bible and in which it enters into the faith of the church 

universal includes substantially the following particulars: 

 

(1) There is only one living and true God or divine Being.  The religion of the Bible stands opposed 

not only to atheism, but also to all forms of polytheism.  The Scriptures everywhere assert that 

Jehovah alone is God. “The Lord our God is one Lord” (Deuteronomy 6:4).  “I am the first, and I am 

the last; and beside me there is no God.” (Isaiah 44:6).  “Thou believest that there is one God; thou 

doest well” (James 2:19).  The decalogue, which is the foundation of the moral and religious code of 

Christianity, as well as of Judaism, has as its first and greatest commandment, “Thou shalt have no 

other gods before me.”  No doctrine, therefore, can possibly be true which contradicts this primary 

truth of natural as well as of revealed religion. 

 

(2) In the Bible all divine titles and attributes are ascribed equally to the Father, Son and Spirit.  The 

same divine worship is rendered to them.  The one is as much the object of adoration, love, 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

  Page 16 

confidence, and devotion as are the others.  It is not more evident that the Father is God than that the 

Son is God, nor is the deity of the Father and Son more clearly revealed than that of the Spirit.  

 

(3) The terms Father, Son and Spirit do not express different revelations of God to His creatures.  

They are not analogous to the terms creator, preserver, and benefactor, which do express such 

relations.  The Scriptural facts are: (a) the Father says I, the Son says I, the Spirit says I; (b) the Father 

says Thou to the Son, and the Son says Thou to the Father; and in like manner the Father and the Son 

use the pronouns He and Him in reference to the Spirit; (c) the Father loves the Son, the Son loves the 

Father, the Spirit testifies of the Son.  The Father, Son, and Spirit are severally subject and object.  

They act and are acted upon, or are the objects of action.  Nothing is added to these facts when it is 

said that the Father, Son, and Spirit are distance persons; for a person is an intelligent subject who can 

say I, who can be addressed as Thou, and who can act and can be the object of action.  The above 

facts are summed up in the proposition; the one divine Being subsists in three persons, Father, Son, 

and Spirit.  This proposition adds nothing to the facts themselves, for the facts are: (a) there is one 

divine Being; (b) the Father, Son, and Spirit are divine; (c) the Father, Son, and Spirit are, in the sense 

just stated, distinct persons; and (d) attributes being inseparable from substance, the Scriptures, in 

saying that the Father, Son, and Spirit possess the same attributes, say they are the same in substance; 

and if the same in substance, they are equal in power and glory. 

 

(4) Notwithstanding that the Father, Son, and Spirit are the same in substance and equal in power and 

glory, it is no less true, according to the Scriptures, that (a) the Father is first, the Son second, and the 

Spirit third; (b) the Son is of the Father, and the Spirit is of the Father and of the Son; (c) the Father 

sends the Son, and the Father and Son send the Spirit; and (d) the Father operates through the Son, 

and the Father and Son operate through the Spirit.  The converse of these statements is never found.  

The Son is never said to send the Father nor to operate through Him; nor is the Spirit ever said to send 

the Father of the Son, or to operate through them.  The facts contained in the paragraph are summed 

up in the proposition; In the Holy Trinity there is a subordination of the persons as to the mode of 

subsistence and operation. 

 

(5) According to the Scriptures, the Father created the world, the Son created the world, and the Spirit 

created the world.  The Father preserves all things, the Son upholds all things, and the Spirit is the 

source of all life.  These facts are expressed by saying that the persons of the Trinity concur in all 

external acts.  Nevertheless, there are some acts that are predominantly referred to the Father, others 

to the Son, and others to the Spirit.  The Father creates, elects, and calls; the Son redeems; and the 

Spirit sanctified.  And, on the other hand, certain acts or conditions predicated of one person of the 

Trinity are never predicated of either of the others.  Thus, generation belongs exclusively to the 

Father, filiation to the Son, and procession to the Spirit.  This is the form in which the doctrine of the 

Trinity lies in the Bible.” 
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Definitions of the Attributes of God 
From H. Wayne House, Charts of Christian Theology and Doctrine, Zondervan Publishing.  1992.  Used by Permission. 

Attribute Definition Scripture Reference 

Simplicity / Spirituality 
God is uncompounded, incomplex, 

indivisible, unique, and spirit in 

essential being. 

John 1:18; 4.24; 1 Tim 1:17; 6:15-

16 

Unity God is one. Deut. 6:4; 1 Cor. 8:6 

Infinity 
God is without termination and 

finitude. 
1 Kings 8:27; Ps. 145:3; Acts 

17:24 

Eternity 
God is free from succession of 

time. 
Gen. 21:33; Ps. 90:2 

Immutability / Constancy 
God is unchanging and 

unchangeable in his being. 
Ps. 102:27; Mal. 3:6; James 1:17 

Omnipresence God is present everywhere. Ps. 139:7-12; Jer. 22:23-24 

Sovereignty 
God is the supreme ruler, 

independent of any authority 

outside of himself. 
Eph. 1, esp. v. 21 

Omniscience 
God knows all actual and possible 

things. 
Pss. 139:1-4; 147:4-5; Matt. 11:21 

Omnipotence God is all powerful. Matt. 19:26; Rev. 19:6 

Justice 
God has moral equity; he does not 

show favoritism. 
Acts 10:34-35; Rom. 2:11 

Love 
God seeks the higest good of 

humans at his own infinite cost. 
Ps. 103:17; Eph. 2:4-5; 1 John 4:8, 

10 

Benevolence 
God has unselfish concern for the 

welfare of those he loves. 
Deut. 7:7-8; John 3:16 

Grace 
God supplies those he loves with 

undeserved favors according to 

their need. 
Exod. 34:6; Eph. 1:5-8; Titus 2:11 
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Definitions of the Attributes of God (continued) 

Attribute Definition Scripture Reference 

Goodness 
That which constitutes the character of 

god and is shown by benevolence, 

mercy, and grace. 
Exod. 33:19; Ps. 145:9 

Freedom God is independent from his creatures. Ps. 115:3 

Holiness 
God is righteous, perfect, set apart or 

separate from all sin or evil. 
1 Peter 1:16 

Righteousness 
Holiness applied to relationships; God’s 

law and his actions are exactly right. 
Ps. 19:7-9; Jer. 9:24a 

Truth 
Agreement and consistency with all that 

is represented by God himself. 
John 14:6; 17:3 

Genuineness God is real/true Jer. 10:5-10; John 17:3 

Veracity God speaks the truth and is trustworthy. 
1 Sam. 15:29; John 17:17, 19; 

Heb. 6:18; Titus 1:2 

Faithfulness God proves true; he keeps his promises. 
Num. 23:19; Ps. 89:2; 1 Thess. 

5:24 

Personality 
God is personal.  He has self-

cognizance, will, intellect, self-

determination. 
Exod. 3:14; Gen. 3 

Life 
God is life and the ultimate source of all 

of life. 
Exod. 3:14; Jer. 10:10; John 5:26 

Mercy 

God is tenderhearted, showing 

compassion toward the miserable, needy 

people he loves and not bringing on 

fallen people what they deserve. 

Exod. 3:7, 17; Ps. 103:13; Matt. 

9:36 

Persistence 
God’s long-suffering nature and his 

patience toward his people. 
Ps. 86:15; Rom. 2:4; 9:22 
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Practical Implications of a few of God’s attributes
Taken from 

 Consider four life-changing truths about God:

 

� God is Sovereign 

� God is Majestic 

� God is Good 

� God is Gracious 

 

How does this transform my anxiety?  I may be anxious because:

 

� I doubt God’s Sovereign control over my future

� I fear someone else’s disapproval more than I fear our majestic God

� I doubt that God’s intentions towards me are good

� In my guilt I doubt God’s gracious forgiveness

 

In each case, I may believe these truths in an intellectual, box

changing way.  In the pressures of the moment, I lack faith.  

 

How does this transform my persistent fatigue?

 

� I may be worn out trying to manage my life beca

� I may be exhausted trying to win other’s approval because I fear others more than God

� I may be tired from pursuing material possessions because I am not satisfied in God

� I may be beat from proving myself instead of trusting th

through the finished work of Christ

Ancient Diagram of the Holy Trinity
From H. Wayne House, Charts of Christian Theology and Doctrine

 

Practical Implications of a few of God’s attributes 
Taken from Total Church by Tim Chester and Steve Timmis 

 

changing truths about God: 

anxiety?  I may be anxious because: 

I doubt God’s Sovereign control over my future 

I fear someone else’s disapproval more than I fear our majestic God 

I doubt that God’s intentions towards me are good 

In my guilt I doubt God’s gracious forgiveness 

h case, I may believe these truths in an intellectual, box-checking way but not in a deep, heart

changing way.  In the pressures of the moment, I lack faith.   

How does this transform my persistent fatigue? 

I may be worn out trying to manage my life because I doubt God’s sovereignty

I may be exhausted trying to win other’s approval because I fear others more than God

I may be tired from pursuing material possessions because I am not satisfied in God

I may be beat from proving myself instead of trusting the justification that is mine by grace 

through the finished work of Christ 

 

Ancient Diagram of the Holy Trinity 
Charts of Christian Theology and Doctrine, Zondervan Publishing.  1992.  Used by Permission.
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checking way but not in a deep, heart-

use I doubt God’s sovereignty 

I may be exhausted trying to win other’s approval because I fear others more than God 

I may be tired from pursuing material possessions because I am not satisfied in God 

e justification that is mine by grace 

, Zondervan Publishing.  1992.  Used by Permission. 
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THEOLOGY  QUESTIONS 

 

4-1. What are the six traditional areas of theology? 

 

 

 

4-2. What is general revelation?  What is its effect on men? 

 

 

 

4-3. What is special revelation?  What is its effect on men? 

 

 

 

4-4. What are some of the proofs of God’s existence from sources outside the Bible? 

 

 

 

4-5. What are communicable attributes of God?  Incommunicable attributes of God? 

 

 

 

4-6. What is God’s omnipotence? 

   omnipresence? 

   omniscience? 

 

 

 

4-7. What is God’s immutability? 

 

 

 

4-8. How is God related to the universe in naturalism?  pantheism? 

 

 

 

4-9. What is deism? 

 

 

 

4-10. What is the name of the view of God’s relationship to the world held by Christians, Jews, and 

 Muslims?  Describe this view. 
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4-11. What is providence? 

 

 

 

4-12. What is sovereignty?  Why is it necessary that God be sovereign? (Luke 22:22, Acts 2:23) 

 

 

 

4-13. What are secondary causes? 

 

 

 

4-14. In what sense is the doctrine of the Trinity not in the Bible?  In what sense is it in the Bible? 

 

 

 

4-15. Summarize the doctrine of the Trinity. 

 

 

 

4-16. In what sense is the doctrine of the Trinity a guide in what not to believe? 
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CHAPTER ONE: CHURCH HISTORY I 

 

 

Please read about the following important events in church history from Christian History magazine, 

Issue 28, “The 100 Most Important Events in Church History.” 

 

TIMELINE EVENTS 

 

1. 70 A.D. – Titus destroys Jerusalem 

 

2. 313 A.D. – Edict of Milan 

 

3. 325 – Council of Nicea 

 

4. 451 – Council of Chalcedon 

 

5. 386 – Augustine converts 

 

6. 540 – Benedict’s Rule 

 

7. 1054 – East/West Schism 

 

8. 1095 – First Crusade 

 

9. 1517/1521 – Martin Luther posts the 95 Theses and is called to the Diet of Worms 

 

10. 1536 – Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion are published 

 

11. 1734-42 – The First Great Awakening 

 

 

Christian History and Biography magazine--formerly Christian History--is dedicated to helping 

today's Christians recover their spiritual heritage through readable articles by expert authors. The 

following material is available at the magazine's website, www.christianhistory.net: (1) a free 

weekly Christian history "e-newsletter," (2) further information on a wide range of Christian history 

topics, and (3) the opportunity to order back issues or start a subscription to Christian History and 

Biography.  The following articles are used by permission of the publisher. 
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Church History I 

1. Titus Destroys Jerusalem (A.D. 70) 

When the Roman general sacked the temple, the Jews were forced into a new era—and so were the 

Christians.  

Gessius Florus loved money and hated Jews. As Roman procurator, he ruled Judea, caring little for their 

religious sensibilities. When tax revenues were low, he seized silver from the temple. As the uproar against 

him grew, in A.D. 66, he sent troops into Jerusalem who massacred 3,600 citizens. Florus’s action touched off 

an explosive rebellion—the First Jewish Revolt—that had been sizzling for some time.  

Launching the Revolt  

The Jewish Revolt began—and met its bitter end—at Masada, a hunk of rock overlooking the Dead Sea. The 

Romans had built a virtually impregnable fortress there. Yet the atrocities of Florus inspired some crazy 

Zealots to attack Masada. Amazingly, they won, slaughtering the Roman army there.  

In Jerusalem, the temple captain signified solidarity with the revolt by stopping the daily sacrifices to Caesar. 

Soon all Jerusalem was in an uproar, expelling or killing the Roman troops. Then all Judea was in revolt; then 

Galilee.  

Cestius Callus, the Roman governor of the region, marched from Syria with twenty thousand soldiers. He 

besieged Jerusalem for six months, yet failed. He left six thousand dead Roman soldiers, not to mention 

weaponry that the Jewish defenders picked up and used.  

Emperor Nero then sent Vespasian, a decorated general, to quell the Judean rebellion. Vespasian put 

down the opposition in Galilee, then in Transjordan, then in Idumea. He circled in on Jerusalem. But 

before the coup de grace, Nero died. Vespasian became embroiled in a leadership struggle that 

concluded with the eastern armies calling for him to be emperor. One of his first imperial acts was to 

appoint his son Titus to conduct the Jewish War.  

Crushing the Revolt  

By now, Jerusalem was isolated from the rest of the nation, and factions 

within the city fought over strategies of defense. As the siege wore on, 

people began dying from starvation and plague. The high priest’s wife, 

who once basked in luxury, scavenged for crumbs in the streets.  

Meanwhile the Romans employed new war machines to hurl boulders 

against the city walls. Battering rams assaulted the fortifications. Jewish 

defenders fought all day and struggled to rebuild the walls at night. 

Eventually the Romans broke through the outer wall, then the second wall, 

and finally the third wall. Still the Jews fought, scurrying to the temple as 

their last line of defense.  

That was the end for the valiant Jewish defenders and for the temple. 

Historian Josephus claimed that Titus wanted to preserve the temple, but 

his soldiers were so angry at their resilient opponents that they burned it. The remaining Jews were 

slaughtered or sold as slaves.  

A detail from the Arch of Titus in 

Rome, showing Titus’s victorious 

forces carrying the sacred 

Menorah from the Jewish people.  
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The Zealot band that took Masada held it for at least three more years. When the Romans finally built their 

siege ramp and invaded the mountain fortress, they found the defenders dead—they had committed suicide to 

avoid being captured by foreigners.  

Results of the Revolt  

The Jewish Revolt marked the end of the Jewish state until modern times. The destruction of the temple also 

signified a change in the Jews’ worship (although that change had begun as Jews had been scattering 

throughout the world for at least six hundred years). The first destruction of the temple, by the Babylonians in 

586 B.C., had forced the Jews to become people of the Book. The temple’s sad end slammed the door on the 

Jew’s sacrificial system. They adjusted, of course, creating new rituals for home and synagogue. But the 

Sanhedrin was dissolved, and the center of Jewish religion moved to the educational institutions of Jamnia.  

Where were the Christians? Out of town, basically. Many had been driven out of Jerusalem by persecution 

decades earlier. Eusebius wrote that when the revolt began, in A.D. 66, some of the remaining Jewish 

Christians fled to Pella, a city across the Jordan River.  

It could be said that these events threw the young church’s balance of power toward the Gentiles. 

Missionaries like Paul had originally dealt with a strong (and conservative) Jewish church, based in 

Jerusalem. But the Christian Jews’ non-involvement in the revolt drove an obvious wedge between them and 

their traditional counterparts. After A.D. 70, Christians were not permitted in the synagogues.  

The fall of Jerusalem, then, made the Christians even more distinct from the Jews and impelled the church to 

develop among the Gentiles.  

 

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997.  Used by permission 
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Church History I 

2. The Edict of Milan (313) 

The agreement shifted Christianity from being an illicit, persecuted sect to being a welcome—and soon 

dominant—religion of the Roman Empire.  

by DAVID F. WRIGHT, dean of the faculty of divinity at the University of Edinburgh and a member of the advisory 

board of Christian History. 

It came out of a two-man summit meeting in the northern Italian city of 

Milan in January 313. The two men were the Roman emperors—

Constantine ruling the West and Licinius the East. They met “under happy 

auspices,” as their joint communique put it. After years of power struggles 

for the imperial purple, the Roman world enjoyed a degree of peace. And 

after the failure of the Great Persecution (initiated by the emperors 

Diocletian and Galerius in 303–304), the Christian church had begun to 

recover its stability. Constantine and Licinius turned their minds to matters 

affecting the general welfare of the Empire.  

They determined first of all to attend to “the reverence paid to the 

Divinity.” This required a guarantee of full religious freedom to the 

Christians, setting them on a par with those who followed other religions. 

The so-called Edict of Milan provided for this. It marks the Roman 

Empire’s final abandonment of the policies of persecution of Christians. 

The age of the martyrs was at an end. The transition to the era of the 

“Christian Empire” had begun.  

Provisions of the “Edict”  

The conference at Milan undoubtedly resulted in a concordat. But its terms 

are known to us only from a rescript issued six months later by Licinius.  

(This rescript was sent from his capital in Nicomedia—now Izmit in 

Turkey, just east of the Bosporus—to the governor of the nearby province 

of Bithynia. The Christian writer Lactantius has preserved its original 

Latin, while the church historian Eusebius gives it in Greek. )  

Here are the rescript’s main provisions:  

“Our purpose is to grant both to the Christians and to all others full authority to follow whatever worship each 

person has desired, whereby whatsoever Divinity dwells in heaven may be benevolent and propitious to us, 

and to all who are placed under our authority. Therefore we thought it salutary and most proper to establish 

our purpose that no person whatever should be refused complete toleration, who has given up his mind either 

to the cult of the Christians or to the religion which he personally feels best suited to himself. It is our 

pleasure to abolish all conditions whatever which were embodied in former orders directed to your office 

about the Christians, that every one of those who have a common wish to follow the religion of the Christians 

may from this moment freely and unconditionally proceed to observe the same without any annoyance or 

disquiet.”  

The rescript goes out of its way to ensure evenhanded treatment for all: “no diminution must be made from 

the honor of any religion. ” But the strongly pro-Christian flavor is tasted in the instructions to restore to the 

Christians all property that had been appropriated during the persecution. This applied to property belonging 

 Emperor Constantine “the Great.”  
 

With his counterpart Licinius, he 

gave Christianity legal freedom 

and restored Christians’ 

confiscated property 
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to individual Christians as well as to churches—and without 

regard for the present owners, who could apply to the state for 

compensation.  

In implementing these rulings the governor was to give the 

Christians his “most effective intervention,” making sure the 

terms were published to all.  

These actions, Constantine and Licinius concluded, would 

ensure that “the Divine favor toward us, which we have 

already experienced in so many affairs, shall continue for all 

time to give us prosperity and success, together with happiness 

for the state.”  

Significance of the “Edict”  

In reality, the subjects of Constantine in the Western Empire already enjoyed the toleration and property 

rights spelled out in this rescript. Nevertheless, the “Edict’s” significance stands unchallenged (even though 

we must recognize the inaccuracy of its traditional title, since it was not an edict).  

Only a few months earlier Constantine had become the first Roman emperor to throw in his lot with the 

Christians. Although the Milan summit decreed only strict parity for Christians alongside other religionists, 

hindsight reads between the lines and discerns the hint of things to come. Before the end of the fourth century, 

orthodox Christianity had become the sole official religion of the Roman Empire.  

For Christianity, the changes were momentous. To this day state churches perpetuate the alignment between 

Christianity and the Empire worked out in the fourth century. Meanwhile, Christians in independent, “free” 

churches have long regarded the Constantinian revolution as little short of the fall of Christianity, almost as 

calamitous as the fall of Adam and Eve.  

One thing is clear: The unqualified toleration for all decreed at Milan did not last long, nor has it often 

prevailed in later centuries. The rescript’s noble sentiments surely warrant our attention today for that reason 

alone.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997.  Used by 

permission. 

 

The Arch of Constantine, built to celebrate 

his decisive military victory the year before 

the “Edict of Milan.” 
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Church History I 

4. The First Council of Nicea (325) 

At stake in the church’s first general council was the simplest, yet most profound, question: Who is Jesus 

Christ?  

by BRUCE L. SHELLEY, professor of church history at Denver Seminary and a member of the advisory board of 

Christian History. 

July 4, 325, was a memorable day. About three hundred Christian bishops and deacons from the eastern half 

of the Roman Empire had come to Nicea, a little town near the Bosporus Straits flowing between the Black 

Sea and the Mediterranean.  

In the conference hall where they waited was a table. On it lay an open copy of the Gospels.  

The emperor, Constantine the Great, entered the hall in his imperial, jewel-encrusted, multicolored brocades, 

but out of respect for the Christian leaders, without his customary train of soldiers. Constantine spoke only 

briefly. He told the churchmen they had to come to some agreement on the crucial questions dividing them. 

“Division in the church,” he said, “is worse than war.”  

A New Day  

The bishops and deacons were deeply impressed. After three centuries of periodic persecutions instigated by 

some Roman emperor, were they actually gathered before one not as enemies but as allies? Some of them 

carried scars of the imperial lash. One pastor from Egypt was missing an eye; another was crippled in both 

hands as a result of red-hot irons.  

But Constantine had dropped the sword of persecution in order to take up the cross. Just before a decisive 

battle in 312, he had converted to Christianity.  

Nicea symbolized a new day for Christianity. The persecuted followers of the Savior dressed in linen had 

become the respected advisers of emperors robed in purple. The once-despised religion was on its way to 

becoming the state religion, the spiritual cement of a single society in which public and private life were 

united under the control of Christian doctrine.  

If Christianity were to serve as the cement of the Empire, however, it had to hold one faith. So the emperors 

called for church councils like Nicea, paid the way for bishops to attend, and pressed church leaders for 

doctrinal unity. The age of Christian emperors was an age of creeds; and creeds were the instruments of 

conformity.  

A Troubling Question  

We can see this imperial pressure at work at Nicea, the first general council of the church. The problem that 

Constantine expected the bishops to solve was the dispute over Arianism.  

Arius, pastor of the influential Baucalis Church in Alexandria, Egypt, taught that Christ was more than human 

but something less than God. He said that God originally lived alone and had no Son. Then he created the 

Son, who in turn created everything else. The idea persists in some cults today.  

Arius made faith in Christ understandable, especially when he put his teaching in witty rhymes set to catchy 

tunes. Even the dockhands on the wharves at Alexandria could hum the ditties while unloading fish.  
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Arius’s teaching held a special appeal for many recent converts to Christianity. It was like the pagan religions 

of their childhood: the one supreme God, who dwells alone, makes a number of lesser gods who do God’s 

work, passing back and forth from heaven to earth. These former pagans found it hard to understand the 

Christian belief that Christ, the Divine Word, existed from all eternity, and that he is equal to the Almighty 

Father. So Arianism spread, creating Constantine’s concern.  

Once the Council of Nicea convened, many of the bishops were ready to compromise. One young deacon 

from Alexandria, however, was not. Athanasius, with the support of his bishop, Alexander, insisted that 

Arius’s doctrine left Christianity without a divine Savior. He called for a creed that made clear Jesus Christ’s 

full deity.  

In the course of the debate, the most learned bishop present, the church 

historian Eusebius of Caesarea (a friend and admirer of the emperor and a 

half-hearted supporter of Arius), put forward his own creed—perhaps as 

evidence of his questioned orthodoxy.  

Most of the pastors, however, recognized that something more specific 

was needed to exclude the possibility of Arian teaching. For this 

purpose they produced another creed, probably from Palestine. Into it 

they inserted an extremely important series of phrases: “True God of true 

God, begotten not made, of one substance with the Father.…”  

The expression homo ousion, “one substance,” was probably introduced by 

Bishop Hosius of Cordova (in today’s Spain). Since he had great influence 

with Constantine, the imperial weight was thrown to that side of the scales.  

After extended debate, all but two bishops at the council agreed upon a creed 

that confessed faith “in one Lord Jesus Christ, … true God of true God.” 

Constantine was pleased, thinking the issue was settled.  

An Unsettled Issue  

As it turned out, however, Nicea alone settled little. For the next century the 

Nicene and the Arian views of Christ battled for supremacy. First Constantine 

and then his successors stepped in again and again to banish this churchman or 

exile that one. Control of church offices too often depended on control of the 

emperor’s favor.  

The lengthy struggle over imperial power and theological language culminated in the mid-fifth century at the 

Council at Chalcedon in Asia Minor (today’s Turkey). There the church fathers concluded that Jesus was 

completely and fully God. And finally, the council confessed that this total man and this total God was one 

completely normal person. In other words, Jesus combined two natures, human and divine, in one person.  

This classical, orthodox affirmation from Chalcedon made it possible to tell the story of Jesus as good news. 

Since Jesus was a normal human being, bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh, he could fulfill every demand 

of God’s moral law, and he could suffer and die a real death. Since he was truly God, his death was capable of 

satisfying divine justice. God himself had provided the sacrifice.  

The Council of Nicea, then, laid the cornerstone for the orthodox understanding of Jesus Christ. That 

foundation has stood ever since.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. Used by permission 

The Council of Nicea, 

summoned by Emperor 

Constantine and held in the 

imperial palace under his 

auspices. Constantine viewed 

the Arian teachings—that 

Jesus was a created being 

subordinate to God—as an 

“insignificant” theological 

matter. But he wanted peace in 

the Empire he had just united 

through force. When 

diplomatic letters failed to 

solve the dispute, he convened 

around 220 bishops, who met 

for two months to hammer out 

a universally acceptable 

definition of Jesus Christ.  
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Church History I 

4. The Council of Chalcedon (451) 

If Jesus was truly God, how could he be truly human as well? Leo the Great helped guide a critical council 

to a clear answer.  

by TONY LANE, lecturer in historical theology at London Bible College and a member of the advisory board of 

Christian History. 

Perhaps the best known story about Leo the Great, bishop of Rome from 440 to 461, is his encounter with 

Attila the Hun in 452. Attila and his army of Huns were marching on Rome. The Roman emperor and senate 

sought to dissuade him from attacking the city, so they sent an embassy of leading Romans, including Leo, 

who met Attila and managed to dissuade him from plundering Rome.  

This story has acquired legendary accretions that magnify the role of Leo and introduce elements of the 

supernatural into the story. But what it does convey accurately is the formidable personality of Leo, one of the 

most imposing of the bishops of Rome. Another of Leo’s exploits was his intervention in the Council of 

Chalcedon.  

Knotty Questions  

A central theological issue in the first few centuries was the person of Christ: In what sense was he God? At 

the beginning of the fourth century Arius claimed that only the Father was truly God. In response, the Council 

of Nicea proclaimed the full deity of Christ. But if Jesus was truly God, how could he be truly human as well? 

Indeed, was he? If he was, how can one person be both God and man? Was he, in fact, one person? These and 

other such questions were to dominate Greek theological debate for the next three-and-a-half centuries.  

The Council of Chalcedon (451) comes in the middle—not at the end—of these debates. It marks a significant 

point at which four crucial issues concerning the person of Christ are 

clarified:  

• against Arius, the full deity of Christ is affirmed  

• against Apollinarius, the full humanity of Christ is affirmed  

• against Nestorius, it is affirmed that Christ is one person  

• against Eutyches, it is affirmed that the deity and humanity of 

Christ remain distinct and are not blurred together.  

Chalcedon was occasioned by the teaching of Eutyches, the last of these four heretics. Eutyches was an 

elderly monk who was theologically out of his depth rather than willfully heretical. He was condemned at 

Constantinople (now Istanbul) for denying that Christ is fully like us and for blurring together the two natures 

of Christ, his humanity and divinity.  

Leo’s Tome  

Leo wrote a Tome, a theological treatise condemning Eutyches. But the eastern way of settling matters was to 

convene a general council of bishops. One met in 449, at Ephesus, and took a position different from that of 

Leo, whose Tome was not read at the council. Eastern leaders of a like mind to Leo were deposed. Leo called 

this gathering a “robber synod” and tried to have it reversed, without success.  

Christ is “made known in Christ is “made known in Christ is “made known in Christ is “made known in 
two natures [which exist] two natures [which exist] two natures [which exist] two natures [which exist] 
without confusion, without without confusion, without without confusion, without without confusion, without 
change, without division, change, without division, change, without division, change, without division, 
without separation.”without separation.”without separation.”without separation.”    
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The following year the emperor fell from his horse and died. His successor 

favored the approach of Leo, and so another council was called, which met 

at Chalcedon (by Constantinople) in 451. Leo did not attend in person, but 

he sent delegates. This council reversed the decisions of Ephesus and 

condemned Eutyches. Leo’s Tome was read and approved, though not 

without some misgivings. Some bishops wanted to stop there, but the 

emperor insisted upon a confession of faith to unify the empire. Thus was 

born the Chalcedonian Definition.  

The Definition affirmed that Christ is “truly God,” “perfect in Godhead,” 

the Son of God who was “begotten of the Father before the ages.” Yet he is 

also “truly man,” “perfect in manhood” and was born of the Virgin Mary. 

The deity and humanity are “not parted or divided into two persons,” but 

Christ is “one person and one being.” Nor are his deity and humanity to be 

blurred together. “The difference of the [divine and human] natures is in no 

wise taken away by reason of the union, but rather the properties of each are 

preserved.” Thus Christ is “made known in two natures [which exist] 

without confusion, without change, without division, without separation.”  

Dynamite-Like Effect  

The emperor intended the Definition to unify the empire. Its actual effect 

was more like the explosion of dynamite. Large areas of the East would not 

accept Chalcedon, such as the Coptic churches in Egypt and Ethiopia. The 

Eastern church was split into two, and breakaway churches (the 

“Monophysite,” or “One Nature,” churches) formed that exist to this day. 

Various attempts were made to resolve the conflict, which led to further 

councils in 553 and 880/1. But the Eastern emperor, in Constantinople, faced a fundamental dilemma. He 

could unite the East by dropping Chalcedon, but at the price of losing communion with the West. 

Alternatively, he could maintain union with the West by holding to Chalcedon, but at the cost of Eastern 

unity. Ultimately, the conflict ended because the dissenting churches were in areas that came under Muslim 

control. Today, however, the two sides are moving closer together.  

The Chalcedonian Definition has been subjected to considerable criticism in the last two hundred years. The 

way in which it expresses itself is certainly not perfect. But its condemnation of the four basic heresies is an 

abiding and valuable contribution.  

The Council’s statement remains of considerable relevance since Nestorius’s approach is very much alive in 

modern liberal Christologies that speak of Jesus as a man with a special relationship to God rather than as 

himself being God incarnate. On the other hand, many who pride themselves on holding a conservative view 

think of Christ as having a single nature that is either divine (the error of Apollinarius) or a blend of the 

human and the divine (the error of Eutyches).  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. Used by permission. 
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Church History I 

5. Augustine Converts to Christianity (386) 

A brilliant, profligate professor of rhetoric became the church’s leading theologian for centuries to come.  

“Lord, make me chaste—but not yet.” That was the prayer of a man who was flirting with Christianity, but 

who was also flirting with a lot of other things. Yet he became one of the greatest, most influential authors the 

church has ever known.  

Who was this complex man? He was Augustinus Aurelius, better known as Augustine. Born in 354 in Tagaste 

(in what is now Algeria), Augustine had a devout Christian mother named Monica. His pagan father, 

Patricius, was a Roman official.  

Augustine was brilliant, so his parents arranged for the best schooling. He studied rhetoric—persuasive 

speech—in Carthage. Reading Latin authors such as Cicero convinced him that truth is life’s supreme goal. 

He couldn’t find truth in Christianity because he saw it as a religion for the simple-minded. In his teens, 

Augustine took a mistress—a concubine—who bore him a son. In his later Confessions he wrote, “I came to 

Carthage, where a cauldron of unholy loves was sizzling and crackling around me.”   

Restlessness  

Augustine’s intellectual restlessness led him to embrace Manichaeism, a popular 

religion of the day that held a dualistic view of the world as a battle between light and 

dark, flesh and spirit. (Even after his conversion to Christianity, his negative attitude 

toward sex reflected the Manichaean position.) After nine years of holding to 

Manichaeism, Augustine became disillusioned by the failure of a leading Manichaean 

teacher to answer his questions. He gradually drifted into Neoplatonism. Meanwhile, 

vocationally, he moved from Carthage to Rome to Milan, teaching rhetoric.  

In Milan, Augustine met the Christian bishop, Ambrose, who impressed him with his 

intellect and answered his objections to the Bible. Augustine also learned about saints 

who had conquered sexual temptation by surrendering themselves to God. This was the 

right combination: a faith that would overcome his sexual temptations and let him be a 

thinker.  

In the late summer of 386 Augustine sat in a garden in Milan and heard a child’s sing-

song voice: “Take it and read it; take it and read it.” He picked up what was nearby, 

Paul’s Letter to the Romans, and began reading Romans 13:13–14, “Let us behave 

decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and 

debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord 

Jesus Christ.…”  

This was his conversion. On Easter eve in 387, Ambrose baptized him. Augustine returned to his joyful 

mother and spent time in retreat and study.  

Augustine could have been happy living a quiet monastic life. But his reputation spread. While visiting Hippo 

Regius on the North African coast, he was seized by the people and presented to the bishop to be ordained. He 

asked for time to develop his knowledge of Scripture, and in 391 he was ordained. Four years later he was 

consecrated bishop.  

Theology Forged in Controversy  

The oldest known 

portrait of 

Augustine, from a 

fresco in the 

Lateran Palace in 

Rome. He is 

depicted as a 

scholar holding a 

scroll of his writings 

and studying an 

open Bible. 
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Bishop Augustine was involved in every church controversy of the day. One was Donatism, a movement that 

refused to accept clergy who had handed over Scriptures to the authorities during persecution or even to 

accept clergy who had been consecrated by such a person. There were thousands of Donatists, especially in 

Augustine’s area.  

Augustine wrote that there could be no rival church; the church is one, though it may include some less-than-

holy persons in it. The sacraments—Communion and baptism—are effective not because of the priest’s own 

righteousness, but because God’s grace operates through the sacraments. (Augustine also defined a sacrament 

as “a visible sign of an invisible grace,” which has become a standard definition.) Augustine’s view on the 

Donatists prevailed, and the movement eventually lost momentum.  

A major heresy he fought was Pelagianism. Pelagius, a British teacher, emphasized man’s ability to do good. 

He didn’t really teach that people could save themselves, but he made it clear that they could take the first 

important steps apart from God’s grace. Augustine was much more pessimistic or, in his view, realistic. 

Individuals will not, he said, choose the good unless God leads them to. In fact, God has already predestined 

his elect, his redeemed ones, and nothing we can do will change the eternal decree. In 431, a year after 

Augustine’s death, Pelagianism was officially condemned at the Council of Ephesus.  

Writings and Influence  

Augustine wrote hundreds of works, including the monumental City of God. When Rome fell in 410, people 

asked, “If Rome is fallen, has God abandoned us?” Augustine said no. The church endures forever, no matter 

what happens to nations. He also wrote the classic work On the Trinity, probably the best known work on this 

difficult subject.  

Augustine not only challenged heretics, he also wrote of his spiritual quest in his Confessions, a book that was 

probably the first true autobiography. The famous words “Our hearts are restless until they rest in You” are 

from its opening paragraph.  

Augustine’s teaching has become so basic that we don’t realize how original he was at the time. His thought 

trickled down through both Catholic and Protestant theologians. Luther and Calvin, for example, liked his 

emphasis on God’s grace and quoted him constantly.  

Augustine wrote in Latin, and in this, too, he was a pacesetter. Greek had long been the language of theology; 

after Augustine, in the western part of the Empire, it was Latin.  

Space doesn’t permit us to do justice to Augustine. He was a grand figure, a thinker who put his vast mental 

abilities at the service of the church. He bequeathed to the church a pessimistic view of human ability—and 

perhaps a too negative view of sex. But his honesty about his sinfulness and his God-centered intellect 

continue to win admiration.  

“The true philosopher is the lover of God,” Augustine wrote, and that phrase sums up his achievement.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. Used by permission. 
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Church History I 

Benedict Writes His Monastic Rule (540) 

His flexible, compassionate guidelines for Christian community forever shaped monastic life—and 

influenced Western society.  

by BENNETT D. HILL, professor of history at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C. 

We have, therefore, to establish a school of the Lord’s service, in the institution of which we hope to order 

nothing that is harsh or rigorous,” wrote Benedict in the prologue to his Rule. The Rule of St. Benedict is a 

short document, perhaps thirteen thousand words, yet it has influenced all forms of organized religious life, 

Protestant and Catholic, in the West.  

Reading the Rule  

Scholars speculate that Benedict (c. 480–549) wrote the Rule in the early sixth century (a) as a constitution for 

his own monastery of Monte Cassino between Rome and Naples; or (b) at the request of other local monastic 

communities; or (c) in response to a papal petition for a normative guide for the many groups of monks and 

nuns throughout Italy and the Christian West.  

The Rule represents the accumulated spiritual wisdom of earlier centuries of monastic experience. It draws 

upon the teachings of the desert fathers of Egypt, the practice of monastic life in southern Europe, and 

(especially) the Rule of the Master, a long, highly detailed, and exhortatory document. By classical standards, 

Benedict was not well educated: his Rule contains not one reference to an ancient Greek or Latin author. But 

it displays a deep knowledge of the Scriptures, the writings of the church fathers, and the Egyptian monastic 

tradition as it came to the West in the Institutes and Conferences of John Cassian. Modern scholars stress the 

major influence of the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament (and Apocrypha)—the Books of Psalms, 

Sirach, and Wisdom.  

Living the Rule  

Benedict’s Rule contains both theoretical principles for the monastic life and 

practical, everyday directives. Benedict legislated for a community of laymen 

governed benevolently by an abbot—a community whose purpose was the 

glorification of God and the salvation of the individual monk. After a year’s 

novitiate or probation, a monk professed three vows: stability, the reformation 

of the monk’s life, and obedience. Benedictine life meant a routine done in a 

spirit of silence, dedicated to prayer and work, and characterized by 

moderation and flexibility in all things. This flexibility, and what St. Gregory 

the Great called the Rule’s “discretion,” both distinguish the Benedictine from 

earlier, more austere forms of monastic life, and help explain the Rule’s 

widespread adoption. For example, discussing food and drink, Benedict wrote 

(ch. 40): “Although we read that wine is not a proper drink for monks, yet, 

since in our own day they cannot be persuaded of this, let us at least agree not 

to drink to excess, but sparingly, ‘because wine makes even the wise fall away’ 

(Ecclesiasticus 19:2).”  

Benedict intended that the monk’s day be centered around liturgy, the Opus Dei (Work of God) “to which 

nothing ought to be preferred” (ch. 46). The liturgical code consisted of the night office (vigils or matins) and 

the seven day offices (lauds, prime, tierce, sext, none, vespers, and complin), as advised in Psalm 119:147, 

164. At each office the monks recited psalms with refrains, and versicles, punctuated by silent prayer, a hymn, 

A page from the Rule of St. 

Benedict 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

  Page 35 

and readings from the Scriptures and from patristic commentaries on those Scriptures. In Benedict’s day the 

practice was to recite the entire 150 psalms within a week’s time.  

St. Benedict planned the monastery as a self-sufficient socio-economic unit “so constructed that within it all 

the necessities, such as water, mill, and garden are contained and the various crafts are practiced. Then there 

will be no need for the monks to roam outside, because that is not at all good for their souls” (ch. 66). Having 

stated that “Idleness is the enemy of the soul; therefore, the brethren should be occupied at stated times in 

manual labor, and at other fixed times in sacred writing” (ch. 48), the Rule prescribes that all monks in good 

health should spend part of the day in manual work. Here Benedict made a profound contribution to the 

concept of the dignity of labor. The ancient world considered manual labor demeaning and idealized the life 

of leisure. The free man, the gentleman, did not work with his hands. Benedict implied that manual labor, 

even apart from its economic import, was physically and psychologically healthful, that work was a worthy 

occupation.  

Benedict called his monastery “a school of the Lord’s service,” and he used the word “school” in both a 

spiritual and an intellectual sense. In the monastery the monk learned to serve the Lord, slowly crushing his 

faults and sins and adoring the Almighty in worship. To praise the Lord in the Opus Dei, however, the monk 

had to learn to read. From Benedict’s entirely spiritual conception, there gradually evolved schools within 

monasteries whose practical purpose was the education of young monks and the children of the local nobility. 

Between about 600 and 1000, the period that John Henry Newman called “the Benedictine centuries,” 

monastic schools provided much of the training available in Western Europe. Books are a necessity for any 

school, and the preparation of books and manuscripts became a distinctly monastic craft. Contrary to the 

popular modern view, however, most medieval monks were not involved in copying manuscripts. Aside from 

the obvious fact that many kinds of work are required for the operation of a large (or small) establishment, 

few people in any age have the inclination or discipline for long periods of literary and intellectual work.  

Understanding the Rule  

Benedict considered his Rule a guide for ordinary men and women, not saints or mystics or intellectuals. The 

Rule implies that the newcomer to the monastery has had no previous ascetic experience nor even a 

particularly strong bent to the religious life. In his advice to the abbot—“Let him make no distinction of 

persons in the monastery.… Let not one of noble birth be put before him who was formerly a slave” (ch. 2)—

Benedict anticipated the entrance of persons of all social classes. His advice to the monks—“Let them bear 

with the greatest patience one another’s infirmities, whether of body or of character” (ch. 72)—clearly 

anticipated very different (and perhaps difficult) personality types within the community. And, again, in his 

recommendation to the abbot—“Let him always exalt mercy above judgment … let him keep his own frailty 

before his eyes and remember that the bruised reed must not be broken” (ch. 64)—Benedict urged 

compassionate, not dictatorial, government.  

What accounts for the Rule’s profound influence on Western culture? The Rule’s compassion for weakness 

and failure while it sets forth high ideals; its flexibility and adaptability; its monarchal government but respect 

for individual freedom; and its proverbial discretion.  

The enduring legacy of the Rule of St. Benedict to the modern world is a tradition of ordered and disciplined 

living, a deep appreciation for the ancient liturgy, the wisdom of a rich literary culture, a respect for the 

dignity of labor, and a compassionate understanding of the human condition.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. 
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Church History I 

The East-West Schism (1054) 

Long-standing differences between Western and Eastern Christians finally caused a definitive break, and 

Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox still remain separate.  

by GEORGE T. DENNIS, professor of history at Catholic University of America in Washington. D.C., and author of 

several books on the Byzantine Empire. 

On Saturday, July 16, 1054, as afternoon prayers were about to begin, Cardinal Humbert, legate of Pope Leo 

IX, strode into the Cathedral of Hagia Sophia, right up to the main altar, and placed on it a parchment that 

declared the Patriarch of Constantinople, Michael Cerularius, to be excommunicated. He then marched out of 

the church, shook its dust from his feet, and left the city. A week later the patriarch solemnly condemned the 

cardinal.  

Centuries later, this dramatic incident was thought to mark the beginning of the schism between the Latin and 

the Greek churches, a division that still separates Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox (Greek, Russian, 

and other). Today, however, no serious scholar maintains that the schism began in 1054. The process leading 

to the definitive break was much more complicated, and no single cause or event can be said to have 

precipitated it.  

 

Immediate Causes of the Break  

In 1048 a French bishop was elected as Pope Leo IX. He and the clerics who accompanied him to Rome were 

intent on reforming the papacy and the entire church. Five years earlier in Constantinople, the rigid and 

ambitious Michael Cerularius was named patriarch.  

Problems arose in Southern Italy (then under Byzantine rule) in the 1040s, when Norman warriors conquered 

the region and replaced Greek [Eastern] bishops with Latin [Western] ones. People were confused, and they 

argued about the proper form of the liturgy and other external matters. Differences over clerical marriage, the 

bread used for the Eucharist, days of fasting, and other usages assumed an unprecedented importance.  

When Cerularius heard that the Normans were forbidding Greek customs in Southern Italy, he retaliated, in 

1052, by closing the Latin churches in Constantinople. He then induced bishop Leo of Ochrid to compose an 

attack on the Latin use of unleavened bread and other practices. In response to this provocative treatise, Pope 

Leo sent his chief adviser, Humbert, a tactless and narrow-minded man with a strong sense of papal authority, 

to Constantinople to deal with the problem directly.  

On arriving in the imperial city in April 1054, Humbert launched into a vicious criticism of Cerularius and his 

supporters. But the patriarch ignored the papal legate, and an angry Humbert stalked into Hagia Sophia and 

placed on the altar the bull of excommunication. He returned to Rome convinced he had gained a victory for 

the Holy See.  

Cathedral of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, site of the 

excommunication of 1054. The building—today the St. Sophia 

Museum in Instanbul—reflects more recent additions of Islamic art 

and architecture.  
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Dramatic though they were, the events of 1054 were not recorded by the chroniclers of the time and were 

quickly forgotten. Negotiations between the pope and the Byzantine emperor continued, especially in the last 

two decades of the century, as the Byzantines sought aid against the invading Turks. In 1095, to provide such 

help, Pope Urban II proclaimed the Crusades; certainly there was no schism between the churches at that 

time. Despite episodes of tension and conflict, Eastern and Western Christians lived and worshiped together.  

In the latter half of the twelfth century, however, friction between the groups increased, caused not so much 

by religious differences as by political and cultural ones. Violent anti-Latin riots erupted in Constantinople in 

1182, and in 1204 Western knights brutally ravaged Constantinople itself. The tension accelerated, and by 

1234, when Greek and Latin churchmen met to discuss their differences, it was obvious they represented 

different churches.  

Underlying Causes of the Break  

What caused the schism? It was not the excommunications of 1054; not differences in theology, discipline, or 

liturgy; not political or military conflicts. These may have disposed the churches to draw apart, as did 

prejudice, misunderstanding, arrogance, and plain stupidity. More fundamental, perhaps, was the way each 

church came to perceive itself.  

The eleventh-century reform in the Western Church called for the strengthening of papal authority, which 

caused the church to become more autocratic and centralized. Basing his claims on his succession from St. 

Peter, the pope asserted his direct jurisdiction over the entire church, East as well as West.  

The Byzantines, on the other hand, viewed their church in the context of the imperial system; their sources of 

law and unity were the ecumenical councils and the emperor, whom God had placed over all things, spiritual 

and temporal. They believed that the Eastern churches had always enjoyed autonomy of governance, and they 

rejected papal claims to absolute rule. But neither side was really listening to the other.  

In addition, since the ninth century, theological controversy had focused on the procession of the Holy Spirit. 

In the life of the Trinity, does the Spirit proceed from the Father only, or from the Father and from the Son 

(Filioque in Latin)? The Western church, concerned about resurgent Arianism, had, almost inadvertently, 

added the word to the Nicene Creed, claiming that it made more precise a teaching already in the creed. The 

Greeks objected to the unilateral addition to the creed, and they strongly disagreed with the theological 

proposition involved, which seemed to them to diminish the individual properties of the three Persons in the 

Trinity. In 1439 Greek and Latin theologians at the Council of Florence, after debating the issue for over a 

year, arrived at a compromise that, while reasonable, has not proven fully satisfactory.  

After the Byzantine Empire fell in 1453, the Eastern church lived on under Turkish rule and then in various 

nations. Millions of Orthodox Christians in those lands are still separated from the millions of Christians 

adhering to Rome. Today greater efforts are made to address the issues, but neither side seems willing to 

make the necessary concessions. As a result, Christians who share a common belief and accept Jesus as head 

of the church, feel that they cannot share his Eucharist.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. Used by permission. 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

  Page 38 

Church History I 

8. Pope Urban II Launches the First Crusade (1095) 

 
 

 
 

At the Battle of Manzikert, in 1071, the Seljuk Turks 

massacred the Byzantine Empire’s armies. The feared 

Turks overran Asia Minor and began to threaten even 

the capital of Constantinople. Meanwhile, they had 

also conquered Jerusalem, preventing Christian 

pilgrimages to the holy sites.  

In 1074, Pope Gregory VII proposed leading fifty 

thousand volunteers to help the Christians in the East 

and possibly liberate the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. 

Finally, in 1095, in response to desperate appeals from 

Eastern Emperor Alexius Comnenus, the new pope, 

Urban II, preached a stirring sermon at Clermont:  

“A horrible tale has gone forth,” he said. “An accursed race utterly alienated from God … has invaded the 

lands of the Christians and depopulated them by the sword, plundering, and fire.” Toward the end, he made 

his appeal: “Tear that land from the wicked race and subject it to yourselves.”  

The people were riled. They began shouting, “Deus vult! Deus vult!” (“God wills it!”) Urban II made “Deus 

vult” the battle cry of the Crusades.  

Why the Crusaders Went  

The pope’s representatives then traversed Europe, recruiting people to go to Palestine. The list of the First 

Crusade’s leaders read like a medieval “Who’s Who,” including the fabled Godfrey of Bouillon. Soon waves 

of people—probably over one hundred thousand, including about ten thousand—knights were headed for the 

Holy Land. Thus began over three hundred years of similar expeditions and pilgrimages, which gradually 

became known as crusades, because of the cross worn on the clothing of the crusaders.  

Why did so many respond?  

A spirit of adventure, for one thing. Pilgrimages to the Holy Land had become a feature of medieval piety, 

and now the pilgrimage was coupled with the prospect of fighting to recapture the pilgrimage sites, to avenge 

the dishonor their Lord Jesus had suffered.  

The crusaders also took on an arduous journey in dismal conditions for spiritual reward. This was a holy 

undertaking, so participants could receive an indulgence remission of sins allowing for direct entry to heaven 

or reduced time in purgatory. Finally laypeople could do something that was nearly as spiritually noble as 

entering the monastery.  

Further, many of the crusaders hoped to acquire land in the East, to plunder and grow rich.  

Progress of the First Crusade  

Waves of pilgrims and soldiers embarked for the 

Holy Land, beginning an era of exploration, 

conquest, defeat, and folly.  
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The first crusaders ventured for Constantinople, slaughtering Jews throughout Germany and occasionally 

skirmishing with local peoples over food and foraging rights. By late 1096, Emperor Alexius found his city of 

Constantinople overrun with fifty thousand unruly visitors. In exchange for the crusaders’ oaths of fealty, he 

provided them with supplies and sent them on. The Muslims were divided into rival factions at this time, so 

the crusaders advanced fairly rapidly, capturing Antioch in 1098 and Jerusalem by the following July. The 

crusaders followed a “take no prisoners” line; an observer at the time wrote that the soldiers “rode in blood up 

to their bridle reins.” Following their conquest, the crusaders set up four Latin states, including the Kingdom 

of Jerusalem under the rule of Godfrey of Bouillon. They built numerous structures, especially at the holy 

sites, and some still stand.  

The First Crusade was the most successful. The Second, preached by Bernard of Clairvaux, was a stunning 

failure, and later ones did little to regain territory. The infamous Children’s Crusade disintegrated before it 

reached the Holy Land, with most of the children dying or being sold into slavery. The last Christian 

stronghold in Syria fell in 1291 when the Muslims captured the city of Acre. The major waves of the 

Crusades had ended.  

Crusades’ Consequences  

We find it hard to sympathize with the crusaders. Their holy wars seem like an incredibly unchristian waste of 

energy and time. The medieval mind, however, easily accepted the idea of fighting for—and dying for—a 

holy cause. Some crusaders were truly pious, while admittedly, others were just violently adventurous.  

The Crusades deeply damaged Western Christians’ relations with others. When, in 1204, the knights of the 

Fourth Crusade sacked Constantinople, the breach between Eastern and Western Christians became wide and 

lasting. The major calls to crusade invariably sparked pogroms against the Jews. And the crusaders’ brutality 

worked only to make the Muslims more militant.  

On an economic level, however, the Crusades increased trade and stepped up Europe’s economic growth. 

They also led to a greater interest in travel, map making, and exploration.  

Modern cynics point to the Crusades as an example of Christians’ fanaticism and intolerance. In the 1990s 

Christians are still living down a reputation created by bands of medieval pilgrims and soldiers intent on 

liberating the Holy Land.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. Used by permission  



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

  Page 40 

Church History I 

9. Luther Posts the 95 Theses (1517) 

An obscure monk invited debate on a pressing church issue—and touched off a history-shattering reform 

movement.  

by ERIC W. GRITSCH, Maryland Synod Professor of Church History and director of the Institute for Luther Studies at 

Gettysburg Lutheran Seminary, Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.]  

Sometime during October 31, 1517, the day before the Feast of All Saints, the 33-

year-old Martin Luther posted theses on the door of the Castle Church in 

Wittenberg. The door functioned as a bulletin board for various announcements 

related to academic and church affairs. The theses were written in Latin and 

printed on a folio sheet by the printer John Gruenenberg, one of the many 

entrepreneurs in the new print medium first used in Germany about 1450. Luther 

was calling for a “disputation on the power and efficacy of indulgences out of 

love and zeal for truth and the desire to bring it to light.” He did so as a faithful 

monk and priest who had been appointed professor of biblical theology at the 

University of Wittenberg, a small, virtually unknown institution in a small town.  

Some copies of the theses were sent to friends and church officials, but the 

disputation never took place. Albert of Brandenburg, archbishop of Mainz, sent 

the theses to some theologians whose judgment moved him to send a copy to 

Rome and demand action against Luther. By the early months of 1518, the theses 

had been reprinted in many cities, and Luther’s name had become associated with 

demands for radical change in the church. He had become front-page news.  

 

The Issue of Indulgences  

Why? Luther was calling for a debate on the most neuralgic issue of his time: the relationship between money 

and religion. “Indulgences” (from the Latin indulgentia—permit) had become the complex instruments for 

granting forgiveness of sins. The granting of forgiveness in the sacrament of penance was based on the 

“power of the keys” given to the apostles according to Matthew 16:18, and was used to discipline sinners. 

Penitent sinners were asked to show regret for their sins (contrition), confess them to a priest (confession), 

and do penitential work to atone for them (satisfaction).  

Indulgences were issued by executive papal order and by written permission in various bishoprics, and they 

were meant to relax or commute the penitent sinner’s work of satisfaction. By the late eleventh century it had 

Luther shows his Theses. The glamorized painting does capture 

the fact that “within a fortnight, every university and religious 

center was agog with excitement.”  

The north door of the 

Castle Church in 

Wittenberg, Germany, 

which in Luther’s day was a 

common bulletin board for 

local church and university 

announcements 
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become customary to issue indulgences to volunteers taking part in crusades to the Holy Land against the 

Muslims; all sins would be forgiven anyone participating in such a dangerous but holy enterprise. After 1300 

a complete commutation of satisfaction (“plenary indulgence”) was granted to all pilgrims visiting holy 

shrines in Rome during “jubilee years” (at first every hundred years, and, eventually, every twenty-five 

years).  

Abuses soon abounded: “permits” were issued offering release from all temporal punishment—indeed, from 

punishment in purgatory—for a specific payment as determined by the church. Some popes pursued their 

“edifice complex” by collecting large sums through the sale of indulgences. Pope Julius II, for example, 

granted a “jubilee indulgence” in 1510, the proceeds of which were used to build the new basilica of St. Peter 

in Rome.  

In 1515, Pope Leo X commissioned Albert of 

Brandenburg to use the Dominican order to sell St. Peter 

indulgences in his lands. Albert owed a large sum to 

Rome for having granted him a special dispensation to 

become the ecclesiastical prince ruling three territories 

(Mainz, Magdeburg, and Halberstadt). He borrowed the 

money from the Fugger bank in Augsburg, which 

engaged an experienced indulgences salesman, the 

Dominican John Tetzel, to run the indulgences traffic; 

one half of the proceeds went to Albert and the Fuggers, 

the other half to Rome. Tetzel’s campaign gave rise to 

the famous jingle, “As soon as the coin in the coffer 

rings, a soul from purgatory springs.”  

The issue of indulgences had now become linked to the prevalent anxiety regarding death and the final 

judgment. This anxiety was fueled by a runaway credit system based on printed money and the new banking 

system.  

The Message of Martin Luther  

Luther attacked the abuse of indulgence sales in sermons, in counseling sessions, and, finally, in the Ninety-

Five Theses, which rang out the revolutionary theme of the Reformation: “When our Lord and Master Jesus 

Christ said, ‘Repent,’ He willed the entire life of believers to be one of repentance” (Thesis 1).  

By 1520, Luther announced that baptism is the only indulgence necessary for salvation. All of life is a “return 

to baptism” in the sense that one clings to the divine promise of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ alone, 

who by his life, death, and resurrection liberated humankind from all punishment for sin. One lives by trusting 

in Christ alone and thus becoming a Christ to the neighbor in need rather than by trying to pacify God.  

It is this simple reaffirmation of the ancient Christian “good news,” the gospel, that created in the church 

catholic the reform movement that attracted legions in Germany and other European territories. The 

movement was propelled by slogans stressing the essentials of Christianity: faith alone (soia fides), grace 

alone (sola gratia), Christ alone (solus Christus). Many joined because Luther criticized the papacy, which 

had claimed to have power over every soul. “Why does not the pope whose wealth today is greater than the 

wealth of the richest Crassus (a wealthy Roman nicknamed “Fats,” who died in 53 B.C.) build this one 

basilica of St. Peter with his own money rather than with the money of poor believers?” (Thesis 87).  

The Ninety-Five Theses were the straw that broke the Catholic camel’s back. When Luther was asked later 

why he had done what he did, he answered, “I never wanted to do it, but was forced into it when I had to 

become a Doctor of Holy Scripture against my will.” Though condemned by church and state, Luther 

survived the attempts to burn him as a heretic.  

The sale of indulgences as depicted in a woodcut.  Luther 

objected to abuses in what was called “the holy trade.” 
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Hindsight suggests that Luther’s theses planted the seeds of an ecumenical dialogue on what is essential for 

Christian unity, indeed for survival, in the interim between Christ’s first and second coming. That dialogue 

will bear fruit as long as it wrestles, as Luther did, with the proper distinction between the power of the Word 

of God and the power of human sin.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. Used by Permission. 
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Church History I 

The Diet of Worms (1521) 

Was the wayward Luther free to dissent? A German council rendered a judgment. 

by ERIC W. GRITSCH [ERIC W. GRITSCH, Maryland Synod Professor of Church History and director of the Institute 

for Luther Studies at Gettysburg Lutheran Seminary, Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.  

A complex constellation of events and circumstances dominated Europe in the first two decades of the 

sixteenth century. The rediscovery and study of Christian and Roman culture, known as “renaissance” and 

“humanism,” called into question much of the contemporary Christian culture. Discovery and exploration of a 

new, non-European world expanded trade and led to what was later called “capitalism.” The Holy Roman 

Empire, a symbiotic relationship between spiritual and temporal rulers—pope and emperor—was being 

threatened by a massive invasion of Muslims led by Turkish sultans. Moreover, the unity of Christendom was 

being imperiled by the fast-growing reform movement started by Martin Luther. In this turbulent era, the diet 

(assembly) held at Worms in 1521 was one attempt to preserve that unity.  

Pressures for the Diet  

Politics and religion had become strange bedfellows in Germany. The “Golden Bull” of 1356 had provided 

for the election of an emperor by majority vote of four secular and three ecclesiastical princes. Two years 

before the Diet of Worms, the elector Frederick “the Wise” cast the deciding vote in favor of Charles I of 

Spain to become Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor. Luther was Frederick’s subject; thus, when the papacy 

moved to silence him, Frederick insisted that his professor—a growing attraction at the University of 

Wittenberg, newly founded by Frederick—be heard on German soil and treated fairly.  

As a result, Luther had a hearing before a 

cardinal in Augsburg in 1518, and he 

could debate the issue of papal authority 

at a well-publicized event at the 

University of Leipzig in 1519. He was 

also free, in 1520, to publish his ideas on 

church reform through bestselling 

treatises such as The Babylonian Captivity 

of the Church (a stinging critique of the 

hierarchical system of sacraments) and 

The Freedom of the Christian (the 

exposition of a Christian stance liberated 

from bondage to a church claiming to 

have an inerrant structure).  

In 1520, Rome threatened to 

excommunicate Luther unless he recanted, 

but the Wittenberg professor refused to do 

so. The letter threatening 

excommunication was burned in a festive bonfire staged by faculty and students in December. Luther’s actual 

excommunication by papal bull in January 1521 only fueled the opposition to Rome. Under pressure from 

Elector Frederick and other princes, Emperor Charles V agreed to hear Luther at a German diet scheduled to 

meet in Worms in the spring of 1521.  

 

Luther defends himself before Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor, at Worms. 

Luther had already been excommunicated by Rome. Would the state inflict 

its own penalty for his controversial teachings? 
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Proceedings of the Diet  

Rome hoped that the diet would reject Luther’s cause, thus easing the task of a general council of bishops, 

chaired by the pope, who would be dealing with the religious issues raised. Virtually all of Germany was 

supporting Luther. As the official papal representative to the diet, Jerome Meander, put it in his secret 

message to Rome, “Nine-tenths of the people are shouting ‘Luther!’ and the other tenth are crying ‘Death to 

the Roman Court!’ ”  

Luther appeared before the diet on April 17 at 4:00 p.m., after a triumphant journey from Wittenberg. Silence 

descended on the room where the diet was meeting. A representative of the emperor asked Luther to respond 

to two questions: Did he acknowledge the authorship of books that had been brought to the diet and bore his 

name? Would he stand by them or retract anything in them?  

Luther asked for time to reflect before answering, and he was granted twenty-four hours. On April 18, 6:00 

p.m., he gave his now-famous answer:  

“Unless I am convinced by the testimony of Scripture or by clear reason (for I trust neither pope nor council 

alone, since it is well known that they have often erred and contradicted themselves), I am bound by the 

Scriptures I have cited, for my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant 

anything, since to act against one’s conscience is neither safe nor right. I cannot do otherwise. Here I stand, 

may God help me.”  

The next day, the 19-year-old emperor called Luther “a notorious heretic” who would have to be silenced. A 

rump session of the diet approved a condemnation edict on May 26. The edict called Luther a criminal who 

had committed high treason; it demanded the capture of Luther and his disciples; and it condemned the 

“demon in the appearance of a man” as the leader of a notorious heresy that must be exterminated.  

In short, Luther was condemned to death, albeit in absentia, for he had been persuaded to leave Worms 

earlier. Elector Frederick arranged a “kidnapping” of the homeward-bound Luther and hid him at Wartburg, 

his castle in Thuringia. Luther stayed there until March 1522 when unrest drove him to return to Wittenberg.  

Practical Consequences of the Diet  

The Diet of Worms revealed two radically differing world views: Charles V, armed with the powerful 

weapons of ecclesiastical ban and imperial edict, embodied institutional authority; Luther stood for the Word 

of God as revealed in Holy Scripture, which promised freedom from all human bondage, including death. 

Luther summarized his view in two seemingly contradictory propositions: “A Christian is a perfectly free lord 

of all, subject to none. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.” For Luther, faith in 

Christ frees humans from their human righteousness by binding them to the righteousness of Christ. Believers 

are subject to no human powers, although they are to serve neighbors in need as if they were slaves.  

Luther’s dissent at Worms was a testimony to Christian freedom. Subsequent dissent has often been grounded 

in notions of human rights like freedom of speech. Luther might or might not have agreed with these notions. 

It is clear, however, that he clung to the ancient biblical mandate to honor no power other than the power of 

the Word of God.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. Used by permission. 
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Church History I 

10. John Calvin Publishes Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536) 

Either adored or abhorred, the reformer and his teachings live on in his monumental work. 

“There is not one blade of grass, there is no color in this world that is not intended 

to make us rejoice.” These words were penned by a man who has been accused of 

generating a joyless Christianity. He is remembered as the man who taught 

predestination, an idea repugnant to modern minds. As historian Will Durant 

complained, “We shall always find it hard to love the man who darkened the 

human soul with the most absurd and blasphemous conception of God in all the 

long and honored history of nonsense.”  

Yet those who know Calvin well regard him as a saint. Philip Schaff wrote that 

Calvin “must be reckoned as one of the greatest and best of men whom God raised 

up in the history of Christianity.”  

Calvin’s Geneva  

This controversial theologian was born in 1509 in Picardy, part of France. Calvin 

was brilliant. Initially he intended to be a priest, but his father induced him to study law. Calvin studied at 

different universities, including Paris, sharpening his already logical mind and avidly reading the Greek and 

Latin classics.  

About 1533 Calvin had what he called a “sudden conversion”: “God subdued and brought my heart to 

docility.” Apparently he had encountered the writings of Luther. He broke from Catholicism, left France, and 

settled in Switzerland as an exile.  

In 1536, in Basel, Calvin published the first edition of one of the greatest religious works ever written, The 

Institutes of the Christian Religion. The title, perhaps better translated as “Principles of the Christian Faith,” 

introduced a book designed to “hand on some elementary teaching by which anyone who had been touched by 

an interest in religion might be formed to true godliness.” At the age of 27, Calvin had already produced a 

systematic theology, a clear defense of Reformation teachings.  

His writings impressed people, including Guillaume Farel, a reformer in Geneva, Switzerland. On his way to 

Strasbourg, Calvin stopped overnight in Geneva. When Farel learned that the author of the Institutes was in 

town, he sought him out and pled with him to stay and help the church in Geneva. Calvin refused, wanting 

only a quiet life of study. So Farel swore a curse on Calvin’s studies unless he stayed. “I felt as if God from 

heaven had laid his hand on me,” Calvin said, and Geneva was to be his home (with one brief exile) until he 

died in 1564.  

Calvin pastored the St. Pierre church, preaching almost daily. He produced commentaries on almost every 

book of the Bible and wrote dozens of devotional and doctrinal pamphlets. (He managed to do all this while 

constantly battling various ailments, including migraine headaches.) He also married and fathered a child. 

Sadly, his wife died young, as did their son. Calvin refused to remarry, feeling his work would keep him busy. 

It did.  

Calvin wanted Geneva, a city of notoriously lax morals, to be a holy city. His influence was felt everywhere, 

notably in the schools. He urged excommunicating church members whose lives did not conform to spiritual 

standards, and every citizen of Geneva had to subscribe to his confession of faith.  



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

  Page 46 

Some balked at the moral restrictions, but Geneva became a moral magnet, attracting Protestant exiles from 

all over Europe. One, John Knox, described Geneva as “the most perfect school of Christ since the days of the 

apostles.”  

  

Calvin’s Institutes  

What is so grand about the Institutes? For one thing, no other 

reformer ever stated Protestant beliefs so systematically. Calvin’s 

book, which he kept enlarging throughout his life, covered all the 

bases.  

Calvin, ever logical, took a logical starting point: the Apostle’s 

Creed, accepted by all Christians. He saw that it has four major 

points: “I believe in God the Father … Jesus Christ … the Holy Spirit 

… the holy catholic church.” Those are the four divisions of the 

Institutes. Drawing on his wide reading, and building on the work of 

other reformers, Calvin stated a theology and its practical application 

in church life.  

Book III of the Institutes has received much attention. In considering the Holy Spirit, Calvin examined the 

question of regeneration—that is, How are we saved? He claimed that salvation is possible only through the 

grace of God. Even before creation God chose some people to be saved. This is the bone most people choke 

on: predestination. Curiously, it isn’t particularly a Calvinist idea. Luther believed it, as did most of the other 

reformers. Yet Calvin held it so absolutely and stated it so forcefully that the teaching is forever identified 

with him.  

For Calvin, God was—above all else—sovereign. Calvin’s constant theme was this: If you are saved, it is 

God’s doing, not your own. God alone knows who is elect (saved) and who isn’t.  

But, Calvin said, a moral life shows that a person is (probably) one of the elect. Calvin himself, an intensely 

moral and energetic man, impressed on others the need to work out their salvation—not to be saved, but to 

show they are saved.  

Calvin’s Institutes also set forth the presbyterian system of church order. Book IV of the Institutes describes a 

church under the guidance of elders (presbuteroi in Greek), moral leaders elected by the church. Other orders 

of ministry are pastor, doctor (teacher), and deacon. With modifications, this system is still followed in 

churches called Presbyterian or Reformed.  

In emphasizing God’s sovereignty, Calvin’s Institutes also leads the reader to believe that no person—king or 

bishop—can demand our ultimate loyalty. Calvin never taught a right to revolution, but his teaching laid the 

groundwork for this idea. In this sense his works are amazingly “modern,” and he is regarded as a father of 

democracy.  

Title page of the first edition of Calvin’s Institutes. This edition, a slim volume of 

only 6 chapters, was revised and expanded by Calvin five times; the final 1559 

edition contained 79 chapters. It is largely the Institutes that has caused Calvin 

to be considered “one of the great seminal minds … in the development of 

Western culture and civilization.” 
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Calvin’s Influence  

A single article cannot do justice to Calvin’s influence. Calvin’s theology found a home in places as far apart 

as Scotland, Poland, Holland, and America. Volumes have been written about him, some applauding him, 

some calling him a puritanical fiend. But it is safe to say that few Christians have been more brilliant, more 

energetic, more sincere, more moral, and more dedicated to the purity of the Christian church.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. Used by permission. 
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Church History I 

11. The Great Awakening Peaks (1740) 

A mighty wave of revival washed across North America, forever altering the religious landscape.  

by MARK A. NOLL [MARK A. NOLL, professor of history at Wheaton College in Wheaton, Illinois, and a member of 

the advisory board of Christian History.]  

In the fall of 1740, a farmer near Hartford, Connecticut, heard life-

changing news. Nathan Cole was a conventionally religious man whose 

conscience had been increasingly troubled by an unmet need for God. 

The news was that the young revivalist George Whitefield would be 

preaching twelve miles away in Middletown. Immediately, as Cole later 

wrote, “I … ran to my pasture for my horse with all my might,” and with 

his wife hastened to Middletown “as if we were fleeing for our lives.” 

They arrived just in time to see Whitefield mount the scaffold that had 

been erected for his sermon. To Nathan Cole the young British 

evangelist “lookt almost angelical.” But it was Whitefield’s message that 

changed his life: “My hearing him preach gave me a heart wound; by 

Gods blessing my old Foundation was broken up, and I saw that my 

righteousness would not save me.” After several more months, Cole was 

confident that he had been reconciled to a gracious God.  

First Stirrings  

Nathan Cole and his wife were among the thousands who thrilled to the 

message of George Whitefield at the high-water mark of America’s 

Great Awakening. But the roots of this revival extended deep in time before Whitefield, and its fruits could be 

observed for generations. First stirrings occurred during the early decades of the eighteenth century. 

Preaching aimed at “awakening” the spiritually sluggish or “harvesting” those with a new interest in God’s 

grace took place in New England Congregational churches, in Dutch Reformed congregations in New Jersey, 

and among scattered Presbyterians in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Solomon Stoddard (grandfather and 

predecessor of Jonathan Edwards as minister in Northampton, Massachusetts), Theodore Frelinghuysen (a 

Dutch minister trained by Continental Pietists), and several members of the Tennent family (Presbyterian 

immigrants from Northern Ireland) were the pioneers of this work.  

Then, in the mid-1730s, the Northampton congregation that Edwards had inherited from his grandfather was 

deeply stirred by Edwards’ dramatic preaching on justification by faith. His account of this stirring, A Faithful 

Narrative of the Surprising Work of God in the Conversion of Many Hundred Souls in Northampton (1737) 

was read widely in America and the British Isles and stimulated other ministers to look for similar renewal in 

their congregations.  

Fiery Whitefield  

General revival, however, awaited the arrival of Whitefield. This young Anglican had been a colleague of 

John and Charles Wesley and had already experimented with preaching out-of-doors in Britain. His nominal 

reason for being in America was to supervise an orphanage in Georgia. His real reason was to preach. A 

person of nearly overpowering charisma, Whitefield also intuited something about the changing 

circumstances of his day. Whitefield’s dramatic appeal to individuals represented a Christian adaptation of the 

old gospel to the kind of free market that was speedily developing in trade and ideas. It was to the individual 

(not as positioned in a traditional hierarchy, not as bound by family constraints, not as member of a local 

congregation) that Whitefield made his appeal. Whitefield preached more than fifteen thousand sermons in his 

Jonathan Edwards, who interpreted 

the Awakening in his many writings, 

is considered by many the greatest 

theologian America has ever 

produced 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

  Page 49 

thirty-five-year career as an itinerant, but none were more effective than in 1740. On a New England 

preaching circuit in the fall of that year, when he was heard by Nathan Cole and his wife, Whitefield 

addressed crowds of up to eight thousand people nearly every day for over a month. That tour may have been 

the most sensational event in the history of American 

religion.  

In his wake Whitefield left thousands asking “What must I 

do to be saved?” He also left some of the colonies’ leaders 

wondering what such religious “enthusiasm” would do to 

the social fabric, and not a few ministers dismayed about 

this radical new approach. The attacks that eventually rose 

against Whitefield and his message led to lingering 

disputes. But they also prompted careful, discriminating 

defenses of awakened piety from Jonathan Edwards. 

Edwards’ defense of the Awakening’s revivalistic 

Calvinism became a major component of the theological 

work that sets him apart as America’s most powerful 

Christian theologian.  

Forceful Changes  

Revivals like those promoted by Whitefield and defended by Edwards soon spread throughout the colonies. 

Some, like awakenings under Henry Alline in the Canadian Maritimes, rejected the Calvinism that had 

undergirded Whitefield’s message. Others, like those encouraged by Isaac Backus in New England and 

Shubal Stearns in North Carolina, were led by Baptists, a group that grew in great numbers as a result of the 

Awakening. Still other currents of renewal helped prepare the way for the later expansion of the Methodists.  

The colonial Awakening stamped American Protestantism with a revivalistic character that it has never lost. 

Although its leading spirits (Frelinghuysen, the Tennents, Whitefield, and Edwards) were Calvinist members 

of state churches, its primary institutions legacy was among Baptists and Methodists who rejected Calvinism, 

the establishment of religion, or both. Historians ponder deeply the connection between the revivalists’ 

willingness to break with religious tradition and the eagerness of Americans only a few decades later to throw 

off the hereditary rule of England. Christians will be impressed by that possibility, but even more by the 

renewal of faith that was the revival’s gift to humble hearers like Nathan Cole.  

The 100 Most Important Events in Church History: Christian History, Issue 28, (Carol Stream, IL: Christianity Today, Inc.) 1997. Used by permission. 

George Whitefield stirring listeners in 1742 

(engraving from Harper’s Weekly, Sept. 9, 1865). He 

was the first modern evangelist to preach to large 

crowds outdoors. Benjamin Franklin estimated that 

Whitefield’s commanding voice could be heard by 

30,000 people.  
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CHURCH HISTORY I 

QUESTIONS 

 

1-1. What was the significance of the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans to the Christian 

church? 

 

 

 

 

 

1-2. What is the Edict of Milan?  What was its effect on the church?  What is its parallel in 

today’s world? 

 

 

 

 

 

1-3. What issue was at stake at the Councils of Nicea and Chalcedon? 

 

 

 

 

 

1-4. Who was Augustine?  Why was he significant? 

 

 

 

 

1-5 Who was Benedict, and how did he affect the practices of Christians today? 

 

 

 

 

 

1-6 What was the first church split? 

 

 

 

 

 

1-7 What was the significance of Luther’s posting of the 95 Theses?  What issue was at stake? 
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1-8 What was the significance of the Diet of Worms?  What issue was at stake? 

 

 

 

 

 

1-9 What was the Institutes of the Christian Religion?  Who wrote it? 

 

 

 

 

 

1-10 Who were some of the principals in the First Great Awakening? 
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CHAPTER TWO: CHURCH HISTORY II

 
 

THE REFORMED AND PRE

 

An Overview of the Protestant Reformation 

The Reformation was the 1

ended the supremacy of the Roman pope in the West.  It initiated the era of modern history, and 

resulted in the establishment of a new branch of Christian church 

Reformation was a convergence of movements (personal holiness movements, monastic movements, 

renewal movements, etc.) which attempted to reform the practices of the Roman Church from 

within.  After the Middle Ages, the Crusades, and the Renaissance, 

had become highly centralized and political.  Popes, cardinals, and bishops had far

over their parishioners, falsely claiming to control not only Church membership but also each 

person’s eternal salvation.  Misuse

available only to those who could read Latin, Hebrew, or Greek, there was little accountability.   

Leaders often created church laws which were outside of any Scriptural boundaries.  For example

permission and prior forgiveness for a sin could be bought in the form of an “Indulgence” from 

church leaders.   

 

Into this environment, a group of men began to publicly stand against the excesses of the 

Church.  We often forget that the movement was “an

Catholic priests or religious scholars in Catholic Seminaries.  These men were offended at the state 

of their church, and desired to return it to a more holy way of operation.  The movement’s earliest 

roots can be traced to voices like Thomas a’Kempis (Holland

Wycliffe (England), and the Hussites (Bohemia).  By the 1500’s, this call for reform had become a 

wide movement across Europe.  It included many church leaders, think

“Protestants”) like Erasmus (Holland), Martin Luther (Germany), Zwingli (Zurich, Switzerland), 

John Calvin (Geneva, Switzerland), and John Knox (Scotland).  

John Wycliffe 

and his Bible 

 

CHAPTER TWO: CHURCH HISTORY II 

THE REFORMED AND PRESBYTERIAN TRADITION 

An Overview of the Protestant Reformation  

 

The Reformation was the 16th-century religious revolution in the Christian church which 

ended the supremacy of the Roman pope in the West.  It initiated the era of modern history, and 

resulted in the establishment of a new branch of Christian church - the Protestants.  In abstract

of movements (personal holiness movements, monastic movements, 

renewal movements, etc.) which attempted to reform the practices of the Roman Church from 

within.  After the Middle Ages, the Crusades, and the Renaissance, the Catholic Church of Rome 

had become highly centralized and political.  Popes, cardinals, and bishops had far

over their parishioners, falsely claiming to control not only Church membership but also each 

person’s eternal salvation.  Misuses and corruption in the church were common. Since Bibles were 

available only to those who could read Latin, Hebrew, or Greek, there was little accountability.   

Leaders often created church laws which were outside of any Scriptural boundaries.  For example

permission and prior forgiveness for a sin could be bought in the form of an “Indulgence” from 

Into this environment, a group of men began to publicly stand against the excesses of the 

Church.  We often forget that the movement was “an inside job,” for most of the “Reformers” were 

Catholic priests or religious scholars in Catholic Seminaries.  These men were offended at the state 

of their church, and desired to return it to a more holy way of operation.  The movement’s earliest 

n be traced to voices like Thomas a’Kempis (Holland), the Waldensians (Switzerland

Wycliffe (England), and the Hussites (Bohemia).  By the 1500’s, this call for reform had become a 

wide movement across Europe.  It included many church leaders, thinkers, and “protesters” (called 

“Protestants”) like Erasmus (Holland), Martin Luther (Germany), Zwingli (Zurich, Switzerland), 

John Calvin (Geneva, Switzerland), and John Knox (Scotland).   

 

The Reformed church grew from a 

desire for a church which would re

Biblical roots.  The Reformed church 

drew on classical Christian theology 

expressed by theologians like Augustine 

in his understanding of the radical grace 

of God, and Anselm in his understanding 

of the substitutionary atonement of Christ.  

The Reformed church was in the tradition 

of the Catholic pre-Reformers Wycliffe 

and Hus and Savonarola, who called for 

the use of Scripture in the church and the 

repentance of the church.

 

While the Reformation 

spread movement, it was 

every country or in all areas of theology.  

John Wycliffe 
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century religious revolution in the Christian church which 

ended the supremacy of the Roman pope in the West.  It initiated the era of modern history, and 

the Protestants.  In abstract, the 

of movements (personal holiness movements, monastic movements, 

renewal movements, etc.) which attempted to reform the practices of the Roman Church from 

the Catholic Church of Rome 

had become highly centralized and political.  Popes, cardinals, and bishops had far-reaching power 

over their parishioners, falsely claiming to control not only Church membership but also each 

s and corruption in the church were common. Since Bibles were 

available only to those who could read Latin, Hebrew, or Greek, there was little accountability.   

Leaders often created church laws which were outside of any Scriptural boundaries.  For example, 

permission and prior forgiveness for a sin could be bought in the form of an “Indulgence” from 

Into this environment, a group of men began to publicly stand against the excesses of the 

inside job,” for most of the “Reformers” were 

Catholic priests or religious scholars in Catholic Seminaries.  These men were offended at the state 

of their church, and desired to return it to a more holy way of operation.  The movement’s earliest 
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desire for a church which would return to 

Biblical roots.  The Reformed church 

drew on classical Christian theology 

expressed by theologians like Augustine 

in his understanding of the radical grace 

of God, and Anselm in his understanding 

of the substitutionary atonement of Christ.  

ormed church was in the tradition 

Reformers Wycliffe 

and Hus and Savonarola, who called for 

the use of Scripture in the church and the 

repentance of the church. 

he Reformation was a wide 
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every country or in all areas of theology.  
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However, the following theological truths – often called “the Five Solas” -- were consistent across 

the movement: 

 

• How are we saved? “Sola fide”-  By faith alone, 

instead of by church membership or sacrament. 

 

• How are we forgiven? “Sola gratia” - By grace 

alone, instead of through penance and absolution 

from a Priest. 

 

• What is the ultimate basis of authority for spiritual 

life? “Sola scriptura”- By Scripture alone, above 

the traditions and teachings of the Roman Church. 

 

• Who is the mediator of the Church? “Solus 

Christus” -  By Christ alone.  Instead of two 

classes, priests (mediators) and lay members, 

Protestants believe in One Mediator, Jesus, and a 

single class, “The Priesthood of all believers.” 

 

• What is the purpose of life and the Church?  “Soli 

deo gloria” – Glory to God alone, not to any 

organization, leader, or ruler. 

 

 The Evangelical Presbyterian Church is rooted in 

the Reformed and Presbyterian tradition.  You should 

know something of this tradition.  Ten dates important to 

Presbyterians are examined below. 

 

 

 

 

 

1536 - CALVIN PUBLISHES THE INSTITUTES OF THE CHRISTIAN RELIGION 

 

It has been said that John Calvin “was one of those strong and consistent 

men of history who people either liked or disliked, adored or abhorred.” (Lewis W. 

Spitz, Lutheran historian)  Consider the following comments: 

 

“Calvin is the man who, next to St. Paul, has done the most good to 

mankind.” (William Cunningham, Scottish theologian.) 

 

Calvin “belongs to the ranks of the greatest haters in history.” (Erich 

Fromm, author) 

 

“Taking into account all his failings, he must be reckoned as one of the greatest and best men 

whom God raised up in the history of Christianity.” (Philip Schaff, historian) 

 

Some Key Reformation Facts:Some Key Reformation Facts:Some Key Reformation Facts:Some Key Reformation Facts:  
• The Reformation was made possible by Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in 1450. This allowed mass circulation of Bibles and reformation documents in several common languages.  Previously all Bibles had been written only in Latin, Hebrew, or Greek. 
• The Protestant Reformation began officially on “All Saints Day,” Oct. 31st, 1517, when Professor Martin Luther nailed his “95 Theses” (a theological discussion of “The Gross Error of Indulgences”) to the door of the church in Wittenberg, Germany. 
• According to the Library of Congress, more books have been written about Luther than any other human figure in Christian history. 
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“Calvin has, I believe, caused untold millions of souls to be damned...” (Jimmy Swaggart, 

preacher) 

 

“The longer I live the clearer does it appear that John Calvin’s system is the nearest to 

perfection.” (Charles Haddon Spurgeon, English Baptist preacher) 

 

“The strength of that heretic [Calvin] consisted in this, that money never had the slightest 

charm for him.  If I had such servants, my dominion would extend from sea to sea.” (Pope 

Pius IV, Pope at the time of Calvin’s death) 

 

 Calvin was the leading figure of the Reformed movement.  Despite chronic poor health, his 

output was prodigious.  He preached or lectured an average of five times a week for twenty years, he 

wrote commentaries on almost every book of the Bible, his correspondence fills eleven volumes and 

his Institutes grew from about 100 pages to almost 1300 pages.  He was greatly involved in the life 

of the Elders of the city of Geneva, and in establishing schools, opportunities for employment and 

other social welfare sponsored by the church.  Even on Calvin’s deathbed, he continued to work.  

When his friends suggested he refrain from his labors, he replied, “What!  Would you have the Lord 

find me idle when He comes?” 

 

 Calvin was a Catholic (as were all Western Christians of his time) who studied law and took 

up serious study of the Bible.  As he studied, he added his voice to the cry for reformation of the 

church.  He was forced to flee France to avoid persecution and ended up in Geneva by accident.  By 

then he had published the first version of the Institutes and was on his way to Basel.  When the roads 

were blocked, he detoured to Geneva until he could get to Basel.  However, the leaders of Geneva 

begged him to stay and teach the people of Geneva Reformation theology.  Calvin reluctantly 

agreed.  However, within eighteen months, he was run out of town, for not everyone loved his views 

on the Bible’s teachings.  After three years in Strasbourg, the city leaders again begged him to come 

to Geneva.  Calvin did so and worked there until his death over twenty years later in 1564. 

 

 Calvin is the father of that branch of Protestantism called the Reformed Church from which 

we Presbyterians come.  There were several branches to the Reformation - the first was 

Lutheranism; a second was Anglicanism; another was a radical element represented by the 

Anabaptists, and there was the Reformed Church, of which we Presbyterians are a part.  A 

characterization of Presbyterians requires a description of both (1) our form of government, and (2) 

our doctrinal stance.  If you describe us by the way we govern ourselves, we are called 

Presbyterians.  The word “Presbyterian” is derived from a Greek work meaning “elder”, and we are 

ruled or governed by elders.  But if you describe us by what we believe, we are called Reformed.  

So we are Presbyterian in government and we are reformed in faith.  Our spiritual forefather then is 

John Calvin. 

 

 Both Calvin and Luther took the Bible seriously when it came to reforming the church.  The 

Roman Church said that there were two sources of what we believe and practice as Christians.  First, 

there was the Bible.  It is a source of faith and practice.  But second, there is the tradition of the 

church.  What the church has believed and practiced across the centuries is valid, too.  Thus, the 

Pope may take the tradition of the church and declare it as an article of faith.  For example, the 

Catholics believe that Mary was conceived sinless in order that she be a fitting vessel for the 

conception of Christ.  That is not in scripture, but it is in the tradition of the church.  So the Pope 

declared the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception of Mary and it became a matter of faith.  But 

Luther and Calvin took a different position.  Both said scripture was the final authority. 
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 Being Reformed has two connotations.  First the name is derived from the idea that we are 

people who are reformed by the Bible, by the Word of God.  We stand under the Word of God to 

be reformed in our faith and practice by what it says.  But that is not a one-time thing.  We keep on 

standing under God’s word to keep on being reformed by it.  That means that not only were we 

reformed in the past, but also we continue to be reformed today and we will keep on being reformed 

in the future by what we learn from God’s Word.   

 

 However, there are other groups, Lutherans, Baptists, Pentecostals and others, who would 

consider the Bible to be their authority but who are not generally referred to as “Reformed.”  Being 

Reformed also has the connotation that an individual or church adopts the theological views of 

Calvin, Knox, the Westminster divines and others, views which we will discuss over the next weeks. 

 

1559 - JOHN KNOX RETURNS TO ENGLAND 

 

 John Knox, the “Thundering Scot,” was the man most 

responsible for bringing the Reformed perspective through 

Scotland to the English-speaking world. 

  

A biographer said of Knox that he “was a strange and 

rather frightening character.  He was narrow-minded and 

intolerant.  He lacked generosity of spirit and loved to hate.  

But he possessed immense courage and feared no one.  In the 

pulpit, he was at his most powerful.  He mesmerized 

thousands of Scots.  By his preaching, he molded a 

formidable fighting force and thus left his stamp on 

Protestantism for centuries to come.” (R. Rudur Jones, 

Christian History, Issue 46, Volume XIV, p.8) 

 

 Some knowledge of Knox’s times helps us understand his difficult disposition.  Like Calvin, 

Knox studied law and was a Catholic, becoming a priest.  However, he then was converted to 

Protestantism.  At the time, acceptance of Protestantism was a dangerous decision.  Knox became a 

bodyguard to prominent Protestant George Wishart, serving armed with a two-edged sword at the 

meetings at which Wishart preached.  Pursued by Catholics, Wishart eventually gave himself up to 

authorities, was tried, found guilty of heresy, strangled and his body burned.  Knox was also in 

danger.  A French fleet laid siege to Protestant St. Andrews Castle, and Knox and others were taken 

prisoner.  Knox was required to row a French galley ship under terrible conditions for nineteen 

months until his release could be negotiated.  Knox’s health was permanently damaged. 

 

 For the next five years, Knox was an important leader to Protestants in England.  However, 

when Mary Tudor became queen, she renewed persecution of Protestants, and Knox fled to the 

continent, ending up in Geneva where John Calvin mentored him.  Knox later described Geneva 

under Calvin as “the most perfect school of Christ that was ever on earth since the days of the 

Apostles.” 

 

 When Protestant Elizabeth I ascended to the throne, Knox returned to Scotland and England 

where he worked tirelessly for Protestant causes.  He was sometimes intemperate, offending rulers of 

his day and women of our time with his strong positions.  However, he established the Reformed 

faith in the English-speaking world through his preaching, his Scots Confession and his general 

John Knox’s 

church in 

Edinburgh, 

Scotland 
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writings.  It is evidence of God’s grace that He could use two difficult and sickly men like Calvin 

and Knox to accomplish His purposes.

 

1647 - THE WESTMINSTER CONF

 

 One hundred years after Knox’s conversion to Protestantism, religious and governmental 

affairs in England were still entwined.  Parliament asked the Westminster Assembly to draft a 

statement of faith.  Over five years a group of “divines,” 120 English ministers and 12 S

were more influential than their number would indicate), drafted 

Faith and The Westminster Larger and Shorter Catechisms.

 

 These documents, perhaps especially the Confession, have had a profound impact on 

Presbyterians.  Two points about the Confession: (1) it is a truly wonderful document.  It is a guide, 

which can almost always be relied upon when you have doctrinal questions or need Scripture 

references for your study; however, (2) like all statements of

is always to be subservient to Scripture.

 

 The Reverend Francis Makemie, a Scot immigrant to the American wilderness, often has 

been referred to as the “Father of American Presbyterians.”  He planted churches in Maryland and 

Virginia, and preached in New York, where he was fined a year’s salary for preaching without a 

license.  Makemie was also instrumental in forming the first Presbytery.

 

 As discussed above, Presbyterians can be described as (1) Reformed in doctrine and (2) 

Presbyterian in government.  A “presbytery” is a group of churches that work together.  The 

formation of a presbytery of churches is one of the distinctive marks of a Presbyterian church.

 

 In 1706, nine pastors and four laymen from England, Scotland and Ireland met in 

Philadelphia “to consult the most proper measure for advancing religion and pro

Christianity” in the American wilderness.  They formed the Presbytery of Philadelphia, the first 

Presbytery of the New World. 

“First Sermon at 

Plymouth – 1620” 

 

writings.  It is evidence of God’s grace that He could use two difficult and sickly men like Calvin 

and Knox to accomplish His purposes. 

THE WESTMINSTER CONFESSION OF FAITH IS COMPLETED

ars after Knox’s conversion to Protestantism, religious and governmental 

affairs in England were still entwined.  Parliament asked the Westminster Assembly to draft a 

statement of faith.  Over five years a group of “divines,” 120 English ministers and 12 S

were more influential than their number would indicate), drafted The Westminster Confession of 

The Westminster Larger and Shorter Catechisms. 

These documents, perhaps especially the Confession, have had a profound impact on 

Presbyterians.  Two points about the Confession: (1) it is a truly wonderful document.  It is a guide, 

which can almost always be relied upon when you have doctrinal questions or need Scripture 

references for your study; however, (2) like all statements of faith, it was written by fallible men.  It 

is always to be subservient to Scripture. 

1706 - PRESBYTERIANISM COME

AMERICA - THE PRESBYTERY OF 

PHILADELPHIA

 

 The Reformed faith came to America through 

several different denominational groups, including the 

Pilgrims and Puritan Congregationalists to New 

England, French Huguenots in various pockets, Dutch 

Reformed in the New York Hudson Valley and New 

Jersey, and German Reformed in Pennsylvania.

 

Makemie, a Scot immigrant to the American wilderness, often has 

been referred to as the “Father of American Presbyterians.”  He planted churches in Maryland and 

Virginia, and preached in New York, where he was fined a year’s salary for preaching without a 

license.  Makemie was also instrumental in forming the first Presbytery. 

As discussed above, Presbyterians can be described as (1) Reformed in doctrine and (2) 

Presbyterian in government.  A “presbytery” is a group of churches that work together.  The 

ormation of a presbytery of churches is one of the distinctive marks of a Presbyterian church.

In 1706, nine pastors and four laymen from England, Scotland and Ireland met in 

Philadelphia “to consult the most proper measure for advancing religion and pro

Christianity” in the American wilderness.  They formed the Presbytery of Philadelphia, the first 
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which can almost always be relied upon when you have doctrinal questions or need Scripture 

faith, it was written by fallible men.  It 

PRESBYTERIANISM COMES TO 

THE PRESBYTERY OF 

PHILADELPHIA 

The Reformed faith came to America through 

rent denominational groups, including the 

Pilgrims and Puritan Congregationalists to New 

England, French Huguenots in various pockets, Dutch 

Reformed in the New York Hudson Valley and New 

Jersey, and German Reformed in Pennsylvania. 

Makemie, a Scot immigrant to the American wilderness, often has 

been referred to as the “Father of American Presbyterians.”  He planted churches in Maryland and 

Virginia, and preached in New York, where he was fined a year’s salary for preaching without a 
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1729 - SUBSCRIPTION AND THE ADOPTING ACT 

 

 One of the first issues that the 

Presbyterians in America faced was this: 

Should a minister be required to subscribe 

to the Westminster Confession of Faith 

before being accepted for ministry?  Most 

Presbyterians desired that their churches 

be Reformed in doctrine.  How could this 

be maintained without a meaningful 

confession?  Others, however, argued on 

principle that the place of the Bible as our 

guide to faith and practice would be 

threatened by a mandatory confession.  

The Roman Catholic Church had elevated 

its doctrine over the Bible, and this 

position was the major cause for the 

Reformation itself.  Still others argued the 

practical position that a man might have 

scruples about particular parts of the 

Confession, but be in agreement with all 

the rest.  Could he not minister? 

 

 In 1729, under the leadership of 

Jonathan Dickinson, the church passed the 

“Adopting Act.”  The Adopting Act 

provided for the Westminster Confession 

as the church’s doctrinal standard.  

However, if a man had scruples about any 

particular article, he should report this to 

the presbytery and the presbytery would 

determine whether the issue was an 

essential of the Calvinistic system of 

doctrine in the Confession and 

Catechisms. 

 

 With this compromise, the need for 

a standard was affirmed, but there was 

some flexibility for differences, so long as 

Reformed essentials were maintained. 

 

 The Evangelical Presbyterian 

Church has adopted the “Essentials of Our 

Faith” and an “Explanatory Statement to 

‘Essentials of Our Faith.’” All officers in 

the EPC must agree to the “Essentials of 

Our Faith” without exception and take a 

vow to “sincerely receive and adopt the 

Westminster Confession of Faith and the Catechisms of this Church as containing the system of 

What it means to “receive and adopt” 
 the Westminster Standards 

 
In the early 18th Century, American Presbyterians determined that it 
was necessary to adopt a doctrinal statement in order to declare their 
common faith. The Synod of Philadelphia in 1729 adopted the 
Westminster Confession of Faith and the Larger and Shorter 
Catechisms as the confession of their faith. In the 1729 “Adopting 
Act,” Presbyterians declared their “agreement in and approbation of 
the Confession of Faith, with the Larger and Shorter Catechisms of 
the Assembly of Divines at Westminster, as being, in all the essential 
and necessary articles, good forms of sound words and systems of 
Christian doctrine.” 
 
The Adopting Act stipulated that ministers may state their “scruples” 
with the Confession, i.e., describing places where they had 
disagreements with particular articles. After hearing the candidates’ 
scruples, a Presbytery would determine whether or not these 
reservations were about articles “essential and necessary” in 
doctrine, worship or government. If scruples were judged to be over 
“extra-essentials,” the minister was admitted as a member. This 
established the principle of liberty of conscience. 
 
When the first General Assembly met in 1789 they endorsed the 
Adopting Act and established a formula for subscribing the 
Confession that was included in the Form of Government. The 
subscription formula asked this question of the ministerial candidate: 
“Do you sincerely receive and adopt the confession of faith of this 
church as containing the system of doctrine taught in the Holy 
Scriptures?” The phrase “system of doctrine” was understood to 
include not only fundamental catholic Christianity and the evangelical 
doctrines of the Protestant Reformation but also the unique 
Reformed or Calvinistic system of doctrine embodied in the 
Westminster Standards. It was the Reformed system of the 
Confession that distinguished the Presbyterian theological heritage 
from Roman Catholic, Lutheran or Arminian systems of doctrine. 
 
The 1789 formula of subscription has served American Presbyterians 
well for over 200 years. Amidst significant doctrinal diversity, schism 
and reunion, the historic subscription vow has stood the test of time 
as a median position between the extremes of strict subscription 
(every word) and a minimal subscription requiring “essentials of 
Christianity only.” The historic moderate doctrinal position of 
Presbyterianism has allowed diversity in expressing the Reformed 
faith while at the same time affirming our distinctives as Reformed 
people committed to the doctrines of grace. 
 
When a church officer takes the traditional ordination vow in the 
EPC, he or she is affirming a personal commitment to the doctrines 
displayed in the Westminster Standards. The subscription vow is 
understood to be an acknowledgment of the Reformed or Calvinistic 
“system of doctrine” as expressing one’s own belief of what the Holy 
Scriptures teach. This vow allows one freedom to express 
reservations about parts of the Confession provided these “scruples” 
are not about “essential” components of the Reformed system. It is 
the duty of sessions and presbyteries when examining candidates for 
church office to determine what constitutes an essential of the 
“system of doctrine” found in the Confession and Catechisms. The 
balance of individual liberty and commitment to Reformed theology is 
a hallmark of Presbyterianism and a value we hold dear. 

 
--Adopted by the 22nd General Assembly (2002) 
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doctrine taught in the Holy Scriptures” (see inset on page 57).  Take some time to read the Essentials 

and the Explanatory Statement now (on page 62).  Also, read over questions 3 and 4 in the 

ordination vows you will take at the time you are to be ordained and installed with regard to the 

Westminster Confession and the Essentials.  If there is any material there with which you disagree, 

now is a good time to talk to your pastor. 

 

 

1801 - AGREEMENT WITH THE CONGREGATIONALISTS 

 

 In 1801, Presbyterians and Congregationalists entered into a Plan of Union.  The purpose for 

the Plan was good, but the Plan had unintended adverse consequences for Presbyterians. 

 

 The Plan was entered into to curb competition for members between two similar churches.  

Both churches purported to be Reformed in faith, but different in government.  Congregationalists 

had no higher courts, no presbytery, synod or general assembly to govern the local church.  All 

decisions were locally made.  Nevertheless, the two churches were similar, and so the Plan allowed 

local congregations to call either a Presbyterian or a Congregational minister.  There were also 

provisions for a mixed form of government. 

 

 However, in practice, there were also doctrinal issues.  By this time, liberalism had begun to 

make its impact on the church, making more inroads in the Congregationalist than in Presbyterian 

churches.  In the view of many conservatives, the Presbyterians were therefore adversely affected by 

the Plan and the liberal preaching it brought.  The church continues to struggle with the influence of 

liberalism to this day. 

 

 There have been several factors that have caused the introduction of liberal thought to 

churches.  These factors include: 

 

1. The rise of Enlightenment thought.  Where God had once been man’s measure, 

enlightenment thought of Rousseau and others in the 1700’s encouraged men to measure 

themselves by themselves. 

 

2. Increased prosperity.  When the Pilgrims and Puritans first eked out an 

existence on a tough wilderness, it was essential in their view that they rely 

on God for His provision.  By the First Great Awakening in the 1740’s, 

Jonathan Edwards commented that this reliance on God was replaced by 

self-reliance in a time of prosperity. 

 

3. Changes in education.  German influence changed the purpose of 

education from development of character to development of specialized, 

science-based knowledge. 

 

4. Scientific world-view.  Man’s knowledge of science grew explosively.  As natural laws 

were understood, men viewed miracles with increasing skepticism. 

 

5. Historical criticism of the Bible.  Academic critiques of the Bible increasingly doubted 

its historicity and reliability.  By the early 1900’s, Albert Schweitzer in his book, The Quest 

For the Historical Jesus, doubted we could know anything about Jesus as a historical figure. 

 

Jonathan Edwards 
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7. Psychology.  Freud and many of his progeny held that most human belief could 

be explained in terms of our upbringing and sexual development.

 

All these factors 

 

 As the frontier moved westward, it may have seemed that Presbyterians 

would have been in a perfect position to have moved with it, converting the 

people of the frontier.  Presbyterians genera

prosperous, and well educated.  However, Presbyterians did not fare as well 

on the frontier as the Baptists or the Methodists.  Why did the Presbyterians 

not dominate?  There were two related reasons.

 

First, Presbyterians require 

grown slowly and were limited in number.  Second, the local Presbyterian Church calls its pastors 

go out and find a man who will come.  This approach requires believers who wish to be 

Presbyterians before pastoral leadership can be in place.  But the Methodist church instituted circuit 

riders -- men who were assigned to go out to the people, and the Baptists called men from among 

their own number who would serve.  So the Presbyterian minister was called, the Methodist 

was sent, and the Baptist minister came with the people.

 

 Some of this issue remains relevant today.  It should affect the way in which we evaluate our 

prospects for church planting and mission work.

 

1741, 1837 AND 1861
 

 Along the way there were several splits in the Presbyterian Church.  The first was in 1741 

between the “Old Side” and the “New Side.”  Lead by Gilbert Tennent, the New Side strongly 

supported revivalism with its itinerant preaching.  They opened the Log Co

training of pastors.  The Old Siders were suspicious of itinerant preaching.  Why should itinerant 

preaching be needed in towns where there was a church?  The Old Siders supported traditional 

theological education with an emphasis on do

two groups, and the split ensued.  By 1758, with words of apology from the both sides, the split was 

mended. 

 

 The church split again in 1837, this time between groups that went by the names “Old 

School” and “New School.”  The Old School was concerned about a lack of theological grounding 

 

6. Darwinism.  In 1859, Charles Darwin published his 

the Species.  Increasingly, Christians felt the need to 

accommodate evolutionary thought, but could not draw any lines 

between accommodation and surrender.  The “Scopes Monkey 

Trial” of 1925 brought a direct confrontation between Christians 

(represented by William Jennings Bryan) and l

(represented by Clarence Darrow) over the teaching of evolution 

in public schools. 

Freud and many of his progeny held that most human belief could 

be explained in terms of our upbringing and sexual development.

All these factors contributed to the rise of liberalism.

 

 

1800’S - THE WAY WEST 

As the frontier moved westward, it may have seemed that Presbyterians 

would have been in a perfect position to have moved with it, converting the 

people of the frontier.  Presbyterians generally were well organized, 

prosperous, and well educated.  However, Presbyterians did not fare as well 

on the frontier as the Baptists or the Methodists.  Why did the Presbyterians 

not dominate?  There were two related reasons. 

First, Presbyterians require more education.  Ministers were thus 

grown slowly and were limited in number.  Second, the local Presbyterian Church calls its pastors 

go out and find a man who will come.  This approach requires believers who wish to be 

dership can be in place.  But the Methodist church instituted circuit 

men who were assigned to go out to the people, and the Baptists called men from among 

their own number who would serve.  So the Presbyterian minister was called, the Methodist 

was sent, and the Baptist minister came with the people. 

Some of this issue remains relevant today.  It should affect the way in which we evaluate our 

prospects for church planting and mission work. 

1741, 1837 AND 1861 – SPLITS IN THE CHURCH

Along the way there were several splits in the Presbyterian Church.  The first was in 1741 

between the “Old Side” and the “New Side.”  Lead by Gilbert Tennent, the New Side strongly 

supported revivalism with its itinerant preaching.  They opened the Log College, a school for 

training of pastors.  The Old Siders were suspicious of itinerant preaching.  Why should itinerant 

preaching be needed in towns where there was a church?  The Old Siders supported traditional 

theological education with an emphasis on doctrinal grounding.  There were fiery words between the 

two groups, and the split ensued.  By 1758, with words of apology from the both sides, the split was 

The church split again in 1837, this time between groups that went by the names “Old 

l” and “New School.”  The Old School was concerned about a lack of theological grounding 
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In 1859, Charles Darwin published his Origin of 

ristians felt the need to 

accommodate evolutionary thought, but could not draw any lines 

between accommodation and surrender.  The “Scopes Monkey 

Trial” of 1925 brought a direct confrontation between Christians 

(represented by William Jennings Bryan) and liberals 

(represented by Clarence Darrow) over the teaching of evolution 

Freud and many of his progeny held that most human belief could 

be explained in terms of our upbringing and sexual development. 

contributed to the rise of liberalism. 

As the frontier moved westward, it may have seemed that Presbyterians 

would have been in a perfect position to have moved with it, converting the 

lly were well organized, 

prosperous, and well educated.  However, Presbyterians did not fare as well 

on the frontier as the Baptists or the Methodists.  Why did the Presbyterians 

more education.  Ministers were thus 

grown slowly and were limited in number.  Second, the local Presbyterian Church calls its pastors - 

go out and find a man who will come.  This approach requires believers who wish to be 

dership can be in place.  But the Methodist church instituted circuit 

men who were assigned to go out to the people, and the Baptists called men from among 

their own number who would serve.  So the Presbyterian minister was called, the Methodist minister 

Some of this issue remains relevant today.  It should affect the way in which we evaluate our 

SPLITS IN THE CHURCH 

Along the way there were several splits in the Presbyterian Church.  The first was in 1741 

between the “Old Side” and the “New Side.”  Lead by Gilbert Tennent, the New Side strongly 

llege, a school for 

training of pastors.  The Old Siders were suspicious of itinerant preaching.  Why should itinerant 

preaching be needed in towns where there was a church?  The Old Siders supported traditional 

ctrinal grounding.  There were fiery words between the 

two groups, and the split ensued.  By 1758, with words of apology from the both sides, the split was 

The church split again in 1837, this time between groups that went by the names “Old 

l” and “New School.”  The Old School was concerned about a lack of theological grounding 
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IN REVIEW - WHAT IS A 
PRESBYTERY? Presbyterian church government is often called a “mixed” system of democratic and hierarchical elements, because the power is balanced between clergy and members and between congregations and larger governing bodies of the church. Presbyterian government consists of ascending church bodies, or courts. Each congregation is governed by a ruling body called a Session, composed of the pastor and the elders, who are elected representatives of the congregation. Congregations within a particular geographic area belong to a Presbytery, which coordinates and governs the activities of congregations. The members of a presbytery include all the pastors and elected representative elders from each of 

and lax discipline.  They opposed the 1801 union with the Congregationalists and the resulting lack 

of doctrinal clarity.  They also opposed the creation of independent mission boards by the New 

School proponents, stating that the church itself is a missionary society and should itself direct 

mission work. 

 

 These splits point out the need for the church to serve both head and heart.  The church is to 

worship in Spirit and in truth (John 4:23).  There is no conflict between doctrinal purity and a heart-

felt zeal for God and the lost.  The church can maintain both.   

 

 In 1861, the immediate issue was slavery and the Union.  Slavery had also played a part in 

the Old School-New School split.  A resolution was proposed to the General Assembly declaring it 

the obligation of Presbyterians to proclaim loyalty to the United States, to “uphold and encourage the 

Federal government.”  When the resolution was passed, the Southern churches left to form a separate 

Presbyterian church.  Many Southern Presbyterians felt that slavery for African-Americans was 

God’s will.  Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, a strong 

Christian and a Presbyterian, is a poignant example.  

Despite opposition, he had started a Sunday School 

for slaves.  However, he also knew that God was 

sovereign and therefore believed slavery was 

ordained by God.  Remember his position when we 

discuss God’s sovereignty and His use of secondary 

causes to accomplish His will. 

 

Many felt that the church should not take a position 

on a political issue.  This is also an issue with current 

applications.  When is the church obligated to call 

government and society to account for its actions? 

 

1935 - J. GRESHAM MACHEN SUSPENDED 

FROM MINISTRY 

 

 Liberals and Traditionalists continued to 

struggle in the church.  Dr. Andrew Jumper, former 

pastor of Central Presbyterian Church, has observed 

that by the turn of the twentieth century, liberals had 

won the day among scholars, and that a number of 

them had departed from historical Christianity.  In 

response, conservatives established a group of five 

basic doctrines or five “fundamentals” of the faith - 

inerrancy of the scriptures, virgin birth, 

substitutionary atonement, bodily resurrection and the 

reality of the miracles of Christ.  Conservatives who 

believed in these five doctrines became known as “Fundamentalists,” and later evangelicals.   

 

 A Baptist minister named Harry Emerson Fosdick became a primary representative of liberal 

thought.  He was named to a Presbyterian pulpit, and there preached the sermon, “Shall the 

Fundamentalists Win?”  He listed three doctrines - the virgin birth, Biblical inerrancy and the 
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physical return of Christ - as examples of doctrines that man could refuse to believe and still be a 

Christian, since they were not basic to the faith.

 

A sample of Fosdick’s writing is attached.  You will see that liberals believe str

“creating goodness” is the principal focus of Christianity, and that doctrine, while helpful, is not 

necessary. 

 

 Dr. J. Gresham Machen became a prominent proponent of Fundamentalism.  Machen was a 

pastor and author and also the head of a conser

1934, the General Assembly voted to shut down the mission board.  Machen refused to disassociate 

himself from the board.  He was brought to trial for his action.  Whereas in times past, liberals were 

brought to trial for theological error, now conservatives were being brought to trial for ecclesiastical 

errors.  In 1935, Machen was suspended as a minister in the Presbyterian Church.  Machen helped to 

form a new denomination, and was elected the first moderat

thereafter. 

 

 An example of Machens’ writings is also attached.  Note his focus on the problem of sin and 

man’s separation from God as a basic issue that liberals do not wish to 

address. 

 

The liberal/fundamentalist stru

(1) what is essential to faith? and 

(2) how do we view the Bible?  

 

We will address these issues in the next chapter.

 

 

 

1980 - FORMATION OF THE EVANGELICAL PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

 

 The EPC began in the fall of 1980 and spring of 1981 when a group of pastors and 

elders held meetings in St. Louis, Missouri for planning and prayer. They came from mainline 

Presbyterian denominations like the United Presbyterian (northern churches) and th

Church in the United States (southern churches). These leaders had become increasingly distressed 

by liberalism within their denominations. They wanted to form a church that took seriously the 

words of Scripture, the theology of the historic

Presbyterian founders. They envisioned a denomination that was truly evangelical and truly 

Presbyterian; hence the name. 

 

Six months later, the first General Assembly of the Evangelical Presbyterian 

Presbyterian Church near Detroit, Michigan. To ensure that the ideals of faith would remain 

foundational to the new denomination, the Assembly drafted an intentionally brief list of essential 

beliefs. The Essentials of Our Faith define a

government, as well as evangelical in sharing the good news of salvation through Jesus Christ.

 

Even though the founders of the EPC valued purity of faith, they saw the danger of division over 

non-essential issues. To protect the new denomination from needless strife, the founders promoted 

an understanding of freedom in which less essential matters were left to the conscience of individual 

churches and believers. This understanding included such matters as
 

as examples of doctrines that man could refuse to believe and still be a 

Christian, since they were not basic to the faith. 

A sample of Fosdick’s writing is attached.  You will see that liberals believe str

“creating goodness” is the principal focus of Christianity, and that doctrine, while helpful, is not 

Dr. J. Gresham Machen became a prominent proponent of Fundamentalism.  Machen was a 

pastor and author and also the head of a conservative mission board within the denomination.  In 

1934, the General Assembly voted to shut down the mission board.  Machen refused to disassociate 

himself from the board.  He was brought to trial for his action.  Whereas in times past, liberals were 

t to trial for theological error, now conservatives were being brought to trial for ecclesiastical 

errors.  In 1935, Machen was suspended as a minister in the Presbyterian Church.  Machen helped to 

form a new denomination, and was elected the first moderator.  However, he died within a year 

An example of Machens’ writings is also attached.  Note his focus on the problem of sin and 

man’s separation from God as a basic issue that liberals do not wish to 

The liberal/fundamentalist struggle brings into focus the issues –  

(1) what is essential to faith? and  

(2) how do we view the Bible?   

We will address these issues in the next chapter. 

FORMATION OF THE EVANGELICAL PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

The EPC began in the fall of 1980 and spring of 1981 when a group of pastors and 

elders held meetings in St. Louis, Missouri for planning and prayer. They came from mainline 

Presbyterian denominations like the United Presbyterian (northern churches) and th

Church in the United States (southern churches). These leaders had become increasingly distressed 

by liberalism within their denominations. They wanted to form a church that took seriously the 

words of Scripture, the theology of the historic confessions of the faith, and the evangelical fervor of 

Presbyterian founders. They envisioned a denomination that was truly evangelical and truly 

Six months later, the first General Assembly of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church met at Ward 

Presbyterian Church near Detroit, Michigan. To ensure that the ideals of faith would remain 

foundational to the new denomination, the Assembly drafted an intentionally brief list of essential 

beliefs. The Essentials of Our Faith define a church that is Presbyterian in theology and church 

government, as well as evangelical in sharing the good news of salvation through Jesus Christ.

Even though the founders of the EPC valued purity of faith, they saw the danger of division over 

al issues. To protect the new denomination from needless strife, the founders promoted 

an understanding of freedom in which less essential matters were left to the conscience of individual 

churches and believers. This understanding included such matters as the freedom of a local church to 
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as examples of doctrines that man could refuse to believe and still be a 

A sample of Fosdick’s writing is attached.  You will see that liberals believe strongly that 

“creating goodness” is the principal focus of Christianity, and that doctrine, while helpful, is not 

Dr. J. Gresham Machen became a prominent proponent of Fundamentalism.  Machen was a 

vative mission board within the denomination.  In 

1934, the General Assembly voted to shut down the mission board.  Machen refused to disassociate 

himself from the board.  He was brought to trial for his action.  Whereas in times past, liberals were 

t to trial for theological error, now conservatives were being brought to trial for ecclesiastical 

errors.  In 1935, Machen was suspended as a minister in the Presbyterian Church.  Machen helped to 

or.  However, he died within a year 

An example of Machens’ writings is also attached.  Note his focus on the problem of sin and 

FORMATION OF THE EVANGELICAL PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 

The EPC began in the fall of 1980 and spring of 1981 when a group of pastors and 

elders held meetings in St. Louis, Missouri for planning and prayer. They came from mainline 

Presbyterian denominations like the United Presbyterian (northern churches) and the Presbyterian 

Church in the United States (southern churches). These leaders had become increasingly distressed 

by liberalism within their denominations. They wanted to form a church that took seriously the 

confessions of the faith, and the evangelical fervor of 

Presbyterian founders. They envisioned a denomination that was truly evangelical and truly 

Church met at Ward 

Presbyterian Church near Detroit, Michigan. To ensure that the ideals of faith would remain 

foundational to the new denomination, the Assembly drafted an intentionally brief list of essential 

church that is Presbyterian in theology and church 

government, as well as evangelical in sharing the good news of salvation through Jesus Christ. 

Even though the founders of the EPC valued purity of faith, they saw the danger of division over 

al issues. To protect the new denomination from needless strife, the founders promoted 

an understanding of freedom in which less essential matters were left to the conscience of individual 

the freedom of a local church to 
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elect its own officers, to exercise spiritual gifts, and to own and keep property. So EPC churches 

study the Scripture and make their own decisions about issues like worship style and the ordination 

of women. At regional and national meetings, church leaders take for granted that they will work and 

worship with other leaders who differ with them on these and other non-essential matters. 

 

The final statement of our motto speaks of love. We are fellow pilgrims, walking together with our 

Lord. We have, individually, received his charity toward us, so we extend that charity to each other. 

We speak the truth to define our faith and to extend it to others. But we speak it out of love for our 

brothers and sisters, and for our Savior. 

 

In 1981, the 1st General Assembly convened with 75 delegates representing 12 churches. When the 

Second General Assembly met nine months later, more than 120 elders and ministers registered as 

commissioners. Before the decade of the 80’s ended, an impressive growth in member congregations 

took place. Churches in Argentina formed a presbytery and joined us in 1987. By the mid-90’s, 56 

missionaries represented the EPC throughout the world. Because we believe that God uses a variety 

of ways to draw people to himself, many of these missionaries serve through missions agencies other 

than our own with EPC support. Our global mission plan focuses on planting, developing, and 

nurturing the Church. 

 

Additional resources: 

 

Christian History magazine, any issue, but especially: 

 Volume V, No. 4 “Meet John Calvin” 

 Issue 28, Volume IX, No. 4 “The 100 Most Important Events in Church History” 

 Issue 33, Volume XI, No. 1 “The Untold Story of Christianity and the Civil War” 

 Issue 46, Volume XIV, No. 2 “John Knox, the Thundering Scot” 

 

Mark A Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada.  William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1992 

 

James H. Smylie, A Brief History of the Presbyterians.  Geneva Press, 1996 

 

The “Historical Overview” section of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church website at 

http://www.epc.org/about-epc/historical-overview.html 

 

“A Family of Churches: Introducing the Evangelical Presbyterian Church.”  Available in 

DVD and video tape formats from the Office of the General Assembly:  phone 734-742-

2020; e-mail: epchurch@epc.org; order online at www.epc.org/general-assembly/order-

print.html. 

 

Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms (Modern Language Version).  Available 

from the Office of the General Assembly (see ordering information above). 
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Essentials of Our Faith 
 
All Scripture is self-attesting and being Truth, requires our 
unreserved submission in all areas of life. The infallible Word of 
God, the sixty-six books of the Old and New Testaments, is a 
complete and unified witness to God's redemptive acts culminating 
in the incarnation of the Living Word, the Lord Jesus Christ. The 
Bible, uniquely and fully inspired by the Holy Spirit, is the supreme 
and final authority on all matters on which it speaks. On this sure 
foundation we affirm these additional Essentials of our faith: 
 
1. We believe in one God, the sovereign Creator and Sustainer of all 
things, infinitely perfect and eternally existing in three Persons: 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. To Him be all honor, glory and praise 
forever! 
 
2. Jesus Christ, the living Word, become flesh through His 
miraculous conception by the Holy Spirit and His virgin birth. He who 
is true God became true man united in one Person forever. He died 
on the cross a sacrifice for our sins according to the Scriptures. On 
the third day He arose bodily from the dead, ascended into heaven, 
where, at the right hand of the Majesty on High, He now is our High 
Priest and Mediator. 
 
3. The Holy Spirit has come to glorify Christ and to apply the saving 
work of Christ to our hearts. He convicts us of sin and draws us to 
the Savior. Indwelling our hearts, He gives new life to us, empowers 
and imparts gifts to us for service. He instructs and guides us into all 
truth, and seals us for the day of redemption. 
 
4. Being estranged from God and condemned by our sinfulness, our 
salvation is wholly dependent upon the work of God's free grace. 
God credits His righteousness to those who put their faith in Christ 
alone for their salvation, thereby justifies them in His sight. Only 
such as are born of the Holy Spirit and receive Jesus Christ become 
children of God and heirs of eternal life. 
 
5. The true Church is composed of all persons who through saving 
faith in Jesus Christ and the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit are 
united together in the body of Christ. The Church finds her visible, 
yet imperfect, expression in local congregations where the Word of 
God is preached in its purity and the sacraments are administered in 
their integrity; where scriptural discipline is practiced, and where 
loving fellowship is maintained. For her perfecting, she awaits the 
return of her Lord. 
 
6. Jesus Christ will come again to the earth—personally, visibly, and 
bodily—to judge the living and the dead, and to consummate history 
and the eternal plan of God. “Even so, come, Lord Jesus.” (Rev. 
22:20) 
 
7. The Lord Jesus Christ commands all believers to proclaim the 
Gospel throughout the world and to make disciples of all nations. 
Obedience to the Great Commission requires total commitment to 
“Him who loved us and gave Himself for us.” He calls us to a life of 
self-denying love and service. “For we are His workmanship, 
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand that we should walk in them.” (Eph. 2:10) 
 
These Essentials are set forth in greater detail in the Westminster 
Confession of Faith. 

Explanatory Statement to 
“Essentials of Our Faith”* 

 
The Westminster Confession of Faith is a 
confessional statement of orthodox 
Presbyterianism. The Westminster Confession 
of Faith is our standard of doctrine as found in 
Scripture. It is a positive statement of the 
Reformed Faith. The Westminster Confession 
of Faith constitutes a system of biblical truth 
that an officer of the Evangelical Presbyterian 
Church is required to believe, acknowledging 
that each individual court has the freedom to 
allow exceptions which do not infringe upon the 
system of doctrine in the Westminster 
Confession of Faith.  
 
“Essentials of Our Faith” is an irenic statement 
of historic evangelicalism. The purpose of 
“Essentials of Our Faith” is to define core beliefs 
of the Christian Faith. It expresses historic 
Christian beliefs common to all true believers 
and churches throughout the world. “Essentials 
of Our Faith” is not intended to be the exclusive 
test of orthodoxy for ordination. It is not 
intended to be used as an explicit standard for 
minimal core beliefs for candidates, ordination 
or ministerial examinations. It is not to be 
construed as a substitute for the Westminster 
Confession of Faith.  
 
Both the Westminster Confession of Faith and 
“Essentials of Our Faith” are important 
documents in the Evangelical Presbyterian 
Church. The Westminster Confession of Faith 
and “Essentials of Our Faith” are not alternative 
statements of truth, nor are they competitive 
statements of truth. They each serve important 
and harmonious purposes within the 
Evangelical Presbyterian Church. The 
Westminster Confession of Faith preserves our 
commitment to the historic orthodoxy of the 
Reformed Faith. “Essentials of Our Faith” 
preserves our commitment to historic 
evangelicalism 
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Relevant Morality 
Modernism's most popular preacher on the hopes of liberals. 
Harry Emerson Fosdick 

Though in the 1930s, pastor Harry Emerson Fosdick (below) questioned many liberal premises, in the 1920s, he was 

an ardent champion of modernist thought. In a 1926 essay, "What Christian Liberals Are Driving At," he outlined 

two major aims of liberalism; the following is a condensed excerpt.  

Certainly I cannot claim the right to speak for all Christian liberals. There are too many 

different sorts of them, from swashbuckling radicals, believing not much of anything, 

to men of well-stabilized convictions who are tolerant of differences and open-minded 

to new truth. But there is a large and growing group in our churches for whom I shall 

try to speak. 

The uproar of the last few years associated with fundamentalism has been caused in 

part by the clear and true perception of the reactionaries that the liberals are gaining 

and that, if not stopped now, they will soon be in control. What the liberals are driving 

at, therefore, is an important matter, not only to the churches, but also to the public in 

general. Let me try to group their major aims and motives under two heads. 

Getting with it 

For one thing, liberals undoubtedly wish to modernize Christianity's expression of its faith. The Protestant 

Reformation was a valiant stroke for liberty, but it occurred before the most characteristic ideas of our modern 

age had arrived. The Augsburg Confession is a memorable document, but the Lutherans who framed it did not 

even know that they were living on a moving planet, and Martin Luther himself called Copernicus a new 

astrologer. The Westminster Confession is a notable achievement in the development of Christian thought, 

but it was written 40 years before Newton published his work on the law of gravitation. 

Protestantism, that is, was formulated in prescientific days. Not one of its historic statements of faith takes 

into account any of the masterful ideas which constitute the framework of modern thinking—the inductive 

method, the new astronomy, natural law, evolution. All these have come since Protestantism arrived. 

Protestantism stiffened into its classic forms under the intellectual influences long antedating our modern 

world, and the chaos and turmoil in Christian thought today are the consequences. They spring directly from 

the impossible endeavor of large sections of the church to continue the presentation of the gospel in forms of 

thought that are no longer real and cogent to well-instructed minds. 

As one deals with young men and women religiously upset, one must often blame their unsettlement not so 

much upon the colleges as upon Christian churches and Sunday schools—upon religious agencies which 

taught these young people in the beginning that the Christian gospel is indissolubly associated with the 

prescientific view of the world in the Scriptures or the creeds; that the gospel of the Lord Jesus is dependent 

upon fiat creation or the historic reliability of old miracle narratives; that the God of the gospel, like the God 

of the early Hebrew documents, is a magnified man who could walk in the garden in the cool of the day or 

come down from the sky to confound men's speech lest they should build a tower high enough to reach his 

home. 

It is a tragic error thus to set up in the minds of young children an artificial adhesion between the gospel and a 

literal interpretation of Scripture and creed, so that, when education inevitably opens a child's mind, the whole 

unnatural combination of liberalism and spiritual faith collapses, and Christ is banished from a soul because 

he has been associated with opinions that are bound in the end to prove untenable. 

Liberalism is not primarily a set of opinions; it is a spirit of free inquiry which wishes to face the new facts, 

accept whatever is true, and state the abiding principles of Christian faith in cogent and contemporary terms. 
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Doing good 

At the very center of liberalism, as I understand it, is the conviction that nothing fundamentally matters in 

religion except those things which create private and public goodness. 

In historic and contemporary Christianity, three elements have been continually used as competitors of 

character in the interest of Christians. They have repeatedly usurped the place which private and public 

righteousness ought to occupy as the one supreme matter with which Christianity is concerned and for which 

it works. These three elements are ritual, doctrine, and church. 

This does not mean that ritual is unnecessary or unimportant in religion. Religion always has had its 

ceremonies and always will. 

Nevertheless, a peril lurks in all ritualism—the supposition, namely, that the Lord God of this infinite 

universe cares anything about our meticulous performance of a ceremony—if it does not issue in private and 

public righteousness. 

Nor does the liberal Christian belittle doctrine. The ordered and intelligible statement of the convictions 

which undergird Christian living is important. A man's creed, if real and vital, is his conviction about the 

nature and meaning of his life, of the world in which it is lived, and of the God who rules it. That certainly is 

basic and controlling. 

Only there is an omnipresent danger in emphasis on doctrine. Doctrine in time is petrified into dogma. It is 

officially formulated. Then there is an ecclesiastical type of mind ready to use it, no longer as an inspiring 

elucidation of the convictions by which men really live but as a mold into which men's thinking must be 

exactly run. Doctrine is then authoritative, a definition laid down in times past of the way in which men must 

always think. And men often pride themselves on this repetition of their fathers' thoughts, as though the God 

and Father of Jesus cared anything for that, except as it represents real convictions vitally issuing in private 

and public righteousness. 

Furthermore, the liberal certainly does not undervalue the church. Nevertheless, the pathos of Christian 

History lies in the way the church has so often misrepresented and obstructed vital Christianity. Our 

multiplied and meaningless denominations are doing that today. 

In one of our American communities, a congregation called itself The Church of God. They could not agree 

among themselves and, having split asunder, the split called itself, The True Church of God. They in turn 

divided, and the new division called itself The Only True Church of God. 

The tragedy of that picturesque situation, too typical of our modern Protestantism to be pleasant, is that none 

of these divisions has any imaginable relationship with the one supreme business of religion: the creation of 

private and public righteousness. 

A liberal, therefore, in his emphasis is utterly careless of sectarian distinctions. He sees that our 

denominational peculiarities for the most part are caused by historic reasons only, have no contemporary 

excuse for existence, and have no contribution to make to righteousness. He is convinced that nothing matters 

in any church except those few vital and transforming faiths and principles of the gospel, common to all 

churches, which do create personal character and social progress. 

From Issue 55, Christian History Magazine.  Copyright © 1997.  Issue 55.  Used by Permission. 
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A Return to Bondage 
Fundamentalism's most gifted theologian critiques liberalism. 
J. Gresham Machen 

Even H. L. Mencken, the agnostic and cynical columnist of the Baltimore Sun, admired Presbyterian J. Gresham 

Machen (below) as an "adept theologian" whose scholarship was "wide and deep." Machen made the most adept 

critique of liberalism in his 1923 book, Christianity and Liberalism. The following are condensed excerpts.  

The great redemptive religion which has always been known as Christianity is battling 

against a totally diverse type of religious belief, which is only the more destructive of 

the Christian faith because it makes use of traditional Christian terminology. This 

modern non-redemptive religion is called "modernism" or "liberalism." 

The liberal attempt at reconciling Christianity with modern science has really 

relinquished everything distinctive of Christianity, so that what remains is in essentials 

only that same indefinite type of religious aspiration which was in the world before 

Christianity came upon the scene. In trying to remove from Christianity everything that 

could possibly be objected to in the name of science, in trying to bribe off the enemy 

by those concessions which the enemy most desires, the apologist has really abandoned what he started out to 

defend. 

In view of the lamentable defects of modern life, a type of religion certainly should not be commended simply 

because it is modern or condemned simply because it is old. In the midst of all the material achievements of 

modern life, one may well ask the question whether in gaining the whole world we have not lost our own 

soul. Are we forever condemned to live the sordid life of utilitarianism? Or is there some lost secret which if 

rediscovered will restore to mankind something of the glories of the past? 

Such a secret the writer of this little book would discover in the Christian religion. But the Christian religion 

which is meant is certainly not the religion of the modern liberal church, but a message of divine grace. 

Whatever happened to sin? 

At the very root of the modern liberal movement is the loss of consciousness of sin. The consciousness of sin 

was formerly the starting point of all preaching, but today it is gone. 

Characteristic of the modern age, above all else, is a supreme confidence in human goodness; the religious 

literature of the day is redolent of that confidence. Get beneath the rough exterior of men, we are told, and we 

shall discover enough self-sacrifice to found upon it the hope of society; the world's evil, it is said, can be 

overcome with the world's good; no help is needed from outside the world. 

Despite all superficial continuity, a remarkable change has come about within the last 75 years. The change is 

nothing less than the substitution of paganism for Christianity as the dominant view of life. 

In speaking of "paganism," we are not using a term of reproach. Ancient Greece was pagan, but it was 

glorious, and the modern world has not even begun to equal its achievements. What, then, is paganism? 

Paganism is that view of life which finds the highest goal of human existence in the healthy and harmonious 

and joyous development of existing human faculties. 

Very different is the Christian ideal. Paganism is optimistic with regard to unaided human nature, whereas 

Christianity is the religion of the broken heart. 
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We do not mean that the characteristic Christian attitude is a continual beating on the breast or a continual 

crying of "Woe is me." Nothing could be further from the fact. On the contrary, Christianity means that sin is 

faced once for all and then is cast, by the grace of God, forever into the depths of the sea. 

The trouble with the paganism of ancient Greece, as with the paganism of modern times, was not in the 

superstructure, which was glorious, but in the foundation, which was rotten. There was always something to 

be covered up; the enthusiasm of the architect was maintained only by ignoring the disturbing fact of sin. 

In Christianity, on the other hand, nothing needs to be covered up. The fact of sin is faced squarely once for 

all and is dealt with by the grace of God. But then, after sin has been removed by the grace of God, the 

Christian can proceed to develop joyously every faculty that God has given him. 

Middle Ages redux 

Faith, according to the Christian view, means simply receiving a gift. To have faith in Christ means to cease 

trying to win God's favor by one's own character; the man who believes in Christ simply accepts the sacrifice 

which Christ offered on Calvary. The result of such faith is a new life and all good works, but the salvation 

itself is an absolutely free gift of God. 

According to modern liberalism, faith is essentially the same as "making Christ Master" in one's life; at least, 

it is by making Christ Master in the life that the welfare of men is sought. But that simply means that 

salvation is thought to be obtained by our own obedience to the commands of Christ. Such teaching is just a 

sublimated form of legalism. Not the sacrifice of Christ, on this view, but our own obedience to God's law, is 

the ground of hope. 

In this way, the whole achievement of the Reformation has been given up, and there has been a return to the 

religion of the Middle Ages. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, God raised up a man who began to 

read the Epistle to the Galatians with his own eyes. The result was the rediscovery of the doctrine of 

justification by faith. Upon that rediscovery has been based the whole of our evangelical freedom. 

The grace of God is rejected by modern liberalism. And the result is slavery—the slavery of the law, the 

wretched bondage by which man undertakes the impossible task of establishing his own righteousness as a 

ground of acceptance with God. It may seem strange at first sight that "liberalism," of which the very name 

means freedom, should in reality be wretched slavery. But the phenomenon is not really so strange. 

Emancipation from the blessed will of God always involves bondage to some worse taskmaster. 

From Issue 55, Christian History Magazine.  Copyright © 1997.  Issue 55.  Used by Permission. 
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CHURCH HISTORY II 

QUESTIONS 

 

2-1. Who was John Calvin and what did he do? 

 

 

 

2-2. How can we describe Presbyterians? 

 

 

 

2-3. What does it mean to be Reformed? 

 

 

 

2-4. Who was John Knox? 

 

 

 

2-5. What is the Westminster Confession? 

 

 

 

2-6. Who was the Father of American Presbyterianism? 

 

 

 

2-7. What happened in 1706 that was of significance to American Presbyterians? 

 

 

 

2-8. What was the Adopting Act?  What was the issue that spawned it?  How does the EPC 

address the issue? 

 

 

 

2-9. What was the effect of the Agreement with the Congregationalists on Presbyterians? 

 

 

 

2-10. Why did Presbyterians not thrive on the frontier like the Methodists and Baptists?  State two 

reasons. 
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2-11. What was the Gardiner Spring resolution and what was its result? 

 

 

 

2-12. Who were Harry Emerson Fosdick and J. Gresham Machen? 

 

 

 

2-13. What did liberals believe to be the primary focus of Christianity?  What did Fundamentalists 

think that liberals were missing? 

 

 

 

2-14. When was the EPC formed?  Who formed it and why? 
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CHAPTER 

 

 

 

The study of the human condition, and our position before God starts with 

creation.  The Scriptural account of the origin of humanity is contained in 

Genesis. 

 

 

and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over 

 

 This account tells us several things about human beings.

 

Created as Body and Soul

which He used to create the rest of creation.  God spoke the rest of the universe into creation.  God 

created man from the dust of the earth, and in that way we are tied to

But God went on to breathe into man the breath of life.  So to his earthiness God added something 

absolutely different - a soul.  Therefore, man has 

material; the one is physical, the other spiritual.  These two form a unity, and cannot be separated 

during life.  This unity is important, because as we will see, when God acts to redeem us, He 

redeems the whole person. 

 

 Some would add a third element to human beings 

and spirit is called trichotomy, but is not clearly taught in Scripture, and is not favored by many 

theologians. (R.C.Sproul, Essential Truths of the Christian Faith

Theology, p.250-1; Louis Berkhof, 

 

Created in the Image of God

mean that man was created in the image of God?  Our likeness to God includes our intellectual and 

moral nature.  God is a spirit and the human soul is a spirit.  We were created with 

intellectual power and moral freedom

creation, and make us capable of communion with our maker.  If we were not like Go

respects, we could not know God. 

 

 The creation of our first parents as moral free agents meant that they originally 

power to obey God or the power to disobey

before our first parents, as the tree of the knowledge of good and evil stood in the center of the 

garden.  The decision to obey or disobey God stood in the center of the lives of Adam and Eve, 

where they passed by it every day.  That same decision to obey or disobey stands at the 

lives. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE: ANTHROPOLOGY 

THE CREATION 

The study of the human condition, and our position before God starts with 

e Scriptural account of the origin of humanity is contained in 

“And God said ‘Let us make man in our image, in our 

and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over 

the livestock, and over all the earth, and over all the creatures that 

move along the ground.’  So God created man in his own image, 

in the image of God he created him; male and female he created 

them....  And the Lord formed man from the dust of the 

ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and 

man became a living being.” (Genesis 1:26-

This account tells us several things about human beings. 

ted as Body and Soul. As God created us, He created us in a way different from that 

which He used to create the rest of creation.  God spoke the rest of the universe into creation.  God 

created man from the dust of the earth, and in that way we are tied to the physical realm of creation.  

But God went on to breathe into man the breath of life.  So to his earthiness God added something 

a soul.  Therefore, man has a body and a soul.  One is material, the other non

hysical, the other spiritual.  These two form a unity, and cannot be separated 

during life.  This unity is important, because as we will see, when God acts to redeem us, He 

Some would add a third element to human beings - a spirit.  This view that we are body, soul 

and spirit is called trichotomy, but is not clearly taught in Scripture, and is not favored by many 

Essential Truths of the Christian Faith, p. 134; Charles Hodge, 

; Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, p. 193.) 

Created in the Image of God.  Man was also created in the image of God

mean that man was created in the image of God?  Our likeness to God includes our intellectual and 

spirit and the human soul is a spirit.  We were created with 

intellectual power and moral freedom.  These attributes of a spirit distinguish us from the rest of 

creation, and make us capable of communion with our maker.  If we were not like Go

 

The creation of our first parents as moral free agents meant that they originally 

power to obey God or the power to disobey.  The decision to obey or to disobey was constantly 

as the tree of the knowledge of good and evil stood in the center of the 

garden.  The decision to obey or disobey God stood in the center of the lives of Adam and Eve, 

where they passed by it every day.  That same decision to obey or disobey stands at the 
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The study of the human condition, and our position before God starts with 

e Scriptural account of the origin of humanity is contained in 

“And God said ‘Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, 

and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over 

the livestock, and over all the earth, and over all the creatures that 

move along the ground.’  So God created man in his own image, 

e and female he created 

them....  And the Lord formed man from the dust of the 

ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and 

-27, 2:8) 

As God created us, He created us in a way different from that 

which He used to create the rest of creation.  God spoke the rest of the universe into creation.  God 

the physical realm of creation.  

But God went on to breathe into man the breath of life.  So to his earthiness God added something 

.  One is material, the other non-

hysical, the other spiritual.  These two form a unity, and cannot be separated 

during life.  This unity is important, because as we will see, when God acts to redeem us, He 

it.  This view that we are body, soul 

and spirit is called trichotomy, but is not clearly taught in Scripture, and is not favored by many 

, p. 134; Charles Hodge, Systematic 

image of God.  What does it 

mean that man was created in the image of God?  Our likeness to God includes our intellectual and 

spirit and the human soul is a spirit.  We were created with immortality, 

.  These attributes of a spirit distinguish us from the rest of 

creation, and make us capable of communion with our maker.  If we were not like God in these 

The creation of our first parents as moral free agents meant that they originally had the 

.  The decision to obey or to disobey was constantly 

as the tree of the knowledge of good and evil stood in the center of the 

garden.  The decision to obey or disobey God stood in the center of the lives of Adam and Eve, 

where they passed by it every day.  That same decision to obey or disobey stands at the center of our 
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 The situation after creation and before the Fall is summarized in the Westminster Confession 

as follows: 

 

 “After God made all the other creatures, He created man, male and female, with reasoning, 

immortal souls.  He endowed them with knowledge, righteousness, and true holiness in His own 

image and wrote His law in their hearts.  God also gave them the ability to obey His law and the 

potential to disobey it; i.e., He gave them the freedom of their own will, which could change.  In 

addition to this law written on their hearts, they were commanded not to eat from the Tree of the 

Knowledge of Good and Evil.  As long as they obeyed God’s law and kept this commandment, they 

were happy in fellowship with God and had dominion over the other creatures.” (WCF, ch. 4, para.2) 

 

God’s Purpose in Creation.  Why did God create human beings?  What is our purpose in 

life?  The Westminster Larger Catechism, Question 1 says “the chief end of man is to glorify God 

and enjoy Him forever.” 

 

THE FALL 

 

 Eventually, of course, Adam and Eve chose to 

disobey God and eat of the forbidden fruit.  The 

immediate consequences of the disobedience of 

Adam and Eve were: (a) a sense of guilt and shame; 

(b) a desire to hide themselves from God; (c) 

brokenness in the relationship between the man and 

the woman; (d) God’s righteous judgment on the 

serpent, the man and the woman, tempered by grace; 

and (e) expulsion from the garden. 

 

 Why did Adam and Eve choose to disobey 

God?  We do not know.  We know that the first step 

of Satan was to cause Eve to question God’s word (“You will not surely die”), and then to suggest 

that if they ate of the fruit, they would be like God.  Nevertheless, it is hard for us to understand why 

they made the choice they did.  However, we do know that God is never the author of sin, and 

therefore, man’s sin was not God’s fault. 

 

 Many who read the Scriptures would like to spiritualize the story of the Fall, to treat it as an 

allegory.  There are other stories in the Bible, such as the parables, clearly intended to be taken as 

spiritual truth, not historical truth.  Can the Fall not be an allegory?  Did we really have ancestors 

who disobeyed?  Did their actions really affect us?  As we will see, the effect of Adam and Eve’s 

disobedience on humanity has been debated for centuries. 

 

 We will note that there is substantial scientific evidence for the premise that all of humankind 

has a common female ancestor, and so far scientists are unable to either confirm or deny a common 

male ancestor. (John Tierney, Linda Wright and Karen Springen, “The Search for Adam and Eve,” 

Newsweek, January 11, 1988; Nancy Shute, “Where We Come From,” U.S, News & World Report, 

January 29, 2001).  We can also observe that the world around us is plagued by the universality of 

sin, and therefore conforms to the description of a world suffering from the effects of the Fall.  Most 

importantly, we should observe that the rest of Scripture assumes the account of Genesis to be 

historical fact, and that the Fall underlies the whole doctrinal system revealed in the Scriptures. 
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THE EFFECTS OF THE FALL - TOTAL DEPRAVITY 

 

 What were the effects of the Fall?  This has been a subject of debate going back to at least the 

Fifth Century.  At that time, an English monk named Pelagius taught that, although Adam and Eve 

were affected by their sin, the human race thereafter was not affected.  Augustine, about whom we 

read in the church history section of this study, opposed Pelagius, and Pelagius’ view has since been 

treated as heretical.  Later, however, the same debate raged in a modified form between the 

supporters of Calvin and the supporters of a Dutch teacher named Arminius.  Reformed theology 

followed Calvin, and Arminius passed his viewpoint to his followers, the “Arminians.”  We will 

discuss this debate over the next few lessons, especially in the lesson on Soteriology.  The debate 

focuses on the spiritual health of the human race after Adam, and has some very practical 

implications for the church and society as a whole, particularly 

touching the church’s approach to evangelism and social 

welfare. 

 

 Both Reformed and Arminian thinkers agree that the 

results of the Fall reached beyond Adam and Eve to us today, 

and that their actions lead to the sinful nature of all succeeding 

generations.  However, Reformed theology says that we are 

born with a radically fallen nature, which we inherited from 

Adam, and we are totally unable to please God on our own.  

God must intervene to save us.  Arminians believe that 

although the Fall was serious, we still have sufficient good left 

to seek after God.  Let us first understand the Reformed 

position. 

 

 You will remember that Adam had the ability to obey or 

the ability to disobey God.  However, after Adam’s fall, he no 

longer had the ability not to sin.  The Bible also says that when 

Adam fell, he fell as our representative.  Adam acted as the 

representative of the entire human race.  He was placed in the 

Garden to act not only for himself, but also for all his future 

descendants.  His sin is ours by imputation.  That means that 

we also no longer have the ability not to sin. 

 

 Two terms are helpful here.  Adam is referred to as our “federal head.”  Just as a federal 

government has a chief spokesman who speaks and acts for the entire nation, so Adam spoke and 

acted on our behalf. 

 

 “Imputation” is the idea that we are attributed with credit or responsibility for the acts of 

another.  Those of you in accounting know the term “imputed interest,” where related parties borrow 

and loan money at below-market rates.  One party may have interest imputed for tax purposes, even 

though it was not really paid, because it is fair that that party pay tax on the loan as if the interest had 

been paid.  We will see that the imputation of Adam’s sin to us works to our terrible detriment; 

however, another imputation works to our wonderful benefit. 

 

 When the Fall took place, not only was Adam forced to earn his living by the sweat of his 

brow, we were, too.  Not only was Eve forced to experience pain in childbirth; all women after her 

“The Captive” by 

Michelangelo 
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experienced that same pain.  In fact, the whole universe suffered, “for we know that the whole 

creation groans and labors with birth 

universality of a sinful nature in human beings through the actions of people around us.

 

 The New Testament explicitly teaches that we suffer as a result of Adam’s sin.  In Romans 5, 

for instance, Paul says, “Through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin.... By the one 

man’s offense, many died...Through one man’s offense, judgment came to all men, resulting in 

condemnation...Through one man’s disobedience many were made sinners.” (Romans 

and 19).   

 

 Most importantly, through Adam our basic natures changed.  We became corrupt and 

polluted in all aspects of our lives.  The theological term for this is 

part of us left untouched by sin.  Our minds, our wills, our senses and our bodies are affected by the 

Fall.  We have impure thoughts, speak sinful words and do sinful deeds.  Because we are sinners, we 

sin.  The Westminster Confession again 

 

“By this sin they [Adam and Eve] fell from their original righteousness and fellowship with 

God, and so became dead in sin and completely polluted in all their faculties and parts of body and 

soul.  Since Adam and Eve are the root of al

human beings, who are their natural descendants and have inherited the same death in sin and the 

same corrupt nature.  This original corruption completely disinclines, incapacitates and turns us 

away from every good, while it completely inclines us to every evil.  From it proceeds all actualized 

sins.” (WCF, ch.6, para. 2-4) 

 

 Some people favor the term “radical depravity” to express this idea, because “radical” comes 

from the word “radix,” or “root.”  We are not corrupted as badly as we could be.  However, we are 

corrupted at root. 

 

 The person who does not know Christ cannot please God.  Because of t

the verdict of Scripture falls: “There is no one righteous, not one.” (Romans 3:10); “They are 

altogether unprofitable.” (Romans 3:12); we are “dead in our trespasses and sins.” (Ephesians 2:1); 

we are “sold under slavery to sin.” (

(Ephesians 2:3) 

 

 The Reformed position takes seriously the idea that we are spiritually dead.  We are unable to 

help ourselves until God awakens us from death.  This radical corruption leaves us enemi

 

experienced that same pain.  In fact, the whole universe suffered, “for we know that the whole 

creation groans and labors with birth pangs together until now.” (Romans 8:22).  We see the 

universality of a sinful nature in human beings through the actions of people around us.

The New Testament explicitly teaches that we suffer as a result of Adam’s sin.  In Romans 5, 

says, “Through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin.... By the one 

man’s offense, many died...Through one man’s offense, judgment came to all men, resulting in 

condemnation...Through one man’s disobedience many were made sinners.” (Romans 

Most importantly, through Adam our basic natures changed.  We became corrupt and 

polluted in all aspects of our lives.  The theological term for this is “total depravity.”

part of us left untouched by sin.  Our minds, our wills, our senses and our bodies are affected by the 

Fall.  We have impure thoughts, speak sinful words and do sinful deeds.  Because we are sinners, we 

sin.  The Westminster Confession again expresses it well: 

“By this sin they [Adam and Eve] fell from their original righteousness and fellowship with 

God, and so became dead in sin and completely polluted in all their faculties and parts of body and 

soul.  Since Adam and Eve are the root of all mankind, the guilt for this sin has been imputed to all 

human beings, who are their natural descendants and have inherited the same death in sin and the 

same corrupt nature.  This original corruption completely disinclines, incapacitates and turns us 

y from every good, while it completely inclines us to every evil.  From it proceeds all actualized 

 

 We must be careful to note that there is a difference 

between total depravity and utter depravity.  After all, we 

could be worse.  We are not as wicked as we could possibly 

be.  I look good compared to Adolph Hitler, and even Hitler 

probably loved his mother.  However, God does not grade on a 

curve.  While I may look good compared to someone else, I do 

not measure up to God’s standard, which is absolute 

perfection.  After all, God measures both my actions and my 

motivations for them.  Rarely, if ever, do I do anything purely 

to please God.  Almost always I have my own interests at least 

partly in view. 

rm “radical depravity” to express this idea, because “radical” comes 

from the word “radix,” or “root.”  We are not corrupted as badly as we could be.  However, we are 

The person who does not know Christ cannot please God.  Because of this radical corruption, 

the verdict of Scripture falls: “There is no one righteous, not one.” (Romans 3:10); “They are 

altogether unprofitable.” (Romans 3:12); we are “dead in our trespasses and sins.” (Ephesians 2:1); 

we are “sold under slavery to sin.” (Romans 7:23) and we are “by nature children of wrath.” 

The Reformed position takes seriously the idea that we are spiritually dead.  We are unable to 

help ourselves until God awakens us from death.  This radical corruption leaves us enemi
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experienced that same pain.  In fact, the whole universe suffered, “for we know that the whole 

pangs together until now.” (Romans 8:22).  We see the 

universality of a sinful nature in human beings through the actions of people around us. 

The New Testament explicitly teaches that we suffer as a result of Adam’s sin.  In Romans 5, 

says, “Through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin.... By the one 

man’s offense, many died...Through one man’s offense, judgment came to all men, resulting in 

condemnation...Through one man’s disobedience many were made sinners.” (Romans 5:12, 15, 18, 

Most importantly, through Adam our basic natures changed.  We became corrupt and 

“total depravity.”  There is no 

part of us left untouched by sin.  Our minds, our wills, our senses and our bodies are affected by the 

Fall.  We have impure thoughts, speak sinful words and do sinful deeds.  Because we are sinners, we 

“By this sin they [Adam and Eve] fell from their original righteousness and fellowship with 

God, and so became dead in sin and completely polluted in all their faculties and parts of body and 

l mankind, the guilt for this sin has been imputed to all 

human beings, who are their natural descendants and have inherited the same death in sin and the 

same corrupt nature.  This original corruption completely disinclines, incapacitates and turns us 

y from every good, while it completely inclines us to every evil.  From it proceeds all actualized 

We must be careful to note that there is a difference 

between total depravity and utter depravity.  After all, we 

orse.  We are not as wicked as we could possibly 

be.  I look good compared to Adolph Hitler, and even Hitler 

probably loved his mother.  However, God does not grade on a 

curve.  While I may look good compared to someone else, I do 

tandard, which is absolute 

perfection.  After all, God measures both my actions and my 

motivations for them.  Rarely, if ever, do I do anything purely 

to please God.  Almost always I have my own interests at least 

rm “radical depravity” to express this idea, because “radical” comes 

from the word “radix,” or “root.”  We are not corrupted as badly as we could be.  However, we are 

his radical corruption, 

the verdict of Scripture falls: “There is no one righteous, not one.” (Romans 3:10); “They are 

altogether unprofitable.” (Romans 3:12); we are “dead in our trespasses and sins.” (Ephesians 2:1); 

Romans 7:23) and we are “by nature children of wrath.” 

The Reformed position takes seriously the idea that we are spiritually dead.  We are unable to 

help ourselves until God awakens us from death.  This radical corruption leaves us enemies of God, 
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dead in our sins, totally unable to please Him.  It is no longer in our natures to seek to please God.  

We are as dead spiritually as Lazarus was dead physically before Christ called him from the grave.

 

 Fortunately, God has not left us in this

whom He has called, there is another imputation, one of righteousness that is received by grace 

through faith.  For God imputed our sins to Jesus Christ, and has imputed to us His righteousness.

 

The Question of Free Will

no longer have free will.  However, Reformed thinkers consistently affirm free will, even while also 

affirming that unregenerate men will never choose to please God.  

 

 What is free will?  Essentially, exercising free will is doing that which we want to do.  Free 

will is the exercise of our strongest desires.  Free will is acting on what we want most and everyone 

has a reason for the choices made.  It is not a violation of

Alice In Wonderland, Alice came to a fork in the road.  She did not know whether to turn to the left 

or the right.  She saw the grinning Cheshire cat in the tree.  She asked the cat, “Which way shall I 

turn?”  The cat replied, “Where are you going?”  Alice answered, “I don’t know.”  “Then,” replied 

the Cheshire cat, “it doesn’t matter.” (Application to the issue of free will from R.C. Sproul, 

By God, p.52) 

 

 No one would object if Alice had a reason for c

a reason for her actions, she would never have moved.  

reason for that which we want to do.

want to do.  We always choose according to our strongest instinct at the moment.  Following this 

instinct, from wherever derived, is the heart and soul of free will.  After the Fall, we still continue to 

have the ability to follow our strongest instinct.  It is no den

have a reason for choosing to follow my own way rather than God’s.

from that nature.  

 

THE EFFECT OF THE FALL -

 

 There was another change in our relationship to God, which took place with the Fall.  Man’s 

relationship to God has been governed by the covenants God initiated.  Before the Fall, Adam stood 

under the Covenant of Works.  After the Fa

effect today. 

 

dead in our sins, totally unable to please Him.  It is no longer in our natures to seek to please God.  

We are as dead spiritually as Lazarus was dead physically before Christ called him from the grave.

Fortunately, God has not left us in this wretched condition.  For we will see that for those 

whom He has called, there is another imputation, one of righteousness that is received by grace 

through faith.  For God imputed our sins to Jesus Christ, and has imputed to us His righteousness.

stion of Free Will.  Some will object that if our will has been corrupted by sin, we 

no longer have free will.  However, Reformed thinkers consistently affirm free will, even while also 

affirming that unregenerate men will never choose to please God.   

hat is free will?  Essentially, exercising free will is doing that which we want to do.  Free 

will is the exercise of our strongest desires.  Free will is acting on what we want most and everyone 

has a reason for the choices made.  It is not a violation of free will to have a motive for a choice.  In 

, Alice came to a fork in the road.  She did not know whether to turn to the left 

or the right.  She saw the grinning Cheshire cat in the tree.  She asked the cat, “Which way shall I 

The cat replied, “Where are you going?”  Alice answered, “I don’t know.”  “Then,” replied 

the Cheshire cat, “it doesn’t matter.” (Application to the issue of free will from R.C. Sproul, 

No one would object if Alice had a reason for choosing one direction over the other.  Without 

a reason for her actions, she would never have moved.  Free will is not violated when we have a 

reason for that which we want to do.  In fact, that is the very essence of free will 

We always choose according to our strongest instinct at the moment.  Following this 

instinct, from wherever derived, is the heart and soul of free will.  After the Fall, we still continue to 

have the ability to follow our strongest instinct.  It is no denial of free will to say that after the Fall, I 

have a reason for choosing to follow my own way rather than God’s. 

 

Free will must also be exercised within 

certain limits.  We are not free to fly as birds fly.  

Birds are free to fly, but (to our knowledge)

free to do advanced mathematical calculations.  

No matter how I might wish to do so, I am not 

free to change my skin pigmentation.  Freedom is 

always exercised within limits.  

violated when my freedom is exercised within 

limits.  The Bible asserts my freedom, but within 

limits.  We are free, but our nature is not inclined 

to pursue God – indeed my nature is hostile to 

God.  We need the initiative of God to free us 

- THE COVENANT OF WORKS AND THE COVENANT OF 

GRACE 

There was another change in our relationship to God, which took place with the Fall.  Man’s 

relationship to God has been governed by the covenants God initiated.  Before the Fall, Adam stood 

under the Covenant of Works.  After the Fall, God introduced a Covenant of Grace, which is still in 
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dead in our sins, totally unable to please Him.  It is no longer in our natures to seek to please God.  

We are as dead spiritually as Lazarus was dead physically before Christ called him from the grave. 

wretched condition.  For we will see that for those 

whom He has called, there is another imputation, one of righteousness that is received by grace 

through faith.  For God imputed our sins to Jesus Christ, and has imputed to us His righteousness. 

Some will object that if our will has been corrupted by sin, we 

no longer have free will.  However, Reformed thinkers consistently affirm free will, even while also 

hat is free will?  Essentially, exercising free will is doing that which we want to do.  Free 

will is the exercise of our strongest desires.  Free will is acting on what we want most and everyone 

free will to have a motive for a choice.  In 

, Alice came to a fork in the road.  She did not know whether to turn to the left 

or the right.  She saw the grinning Cheshire cat in the tree.  She asked the cat, “Which way shall I 

The cat replied, “Where are you going?”  Alice answered, “I don’t know.”  “Then,” replied 

the Cheshire cat, “it doesn’t matter.” (Application to the issue of free will from R.C. Sproul, Chosen 

hoosing one direction over the other.  Without 

Free will is not violated when we have a 

In fact, that is the very essence of free will - doing what we 

We always choose according to our strongest instinct at the moment.  Following this 

instinct, from wherever derived, is the heart and soul of free will.  After the Fall, we still continue to 

ial of free will to say that after the Fall, I 

Free will must also be exercised within 

certain limits.  We are not free to fly as birds fly.  

Birds are free to fly, but (to our knowledge) not 

free to do advanced mathematical calculations.  

No matter how I might wish to do so, I am not 

free to change my skin pigmentation.  Freedom is 

always exercised within limits.  Free will is not 

violated when my freedom is exercised within 

Bible asserts my freedom, but within 

limits.  We are free, but our nature is not inclined 

indeed my nature is hostile to 

God.  We need the initiative of God to free us 

HE COVENANT OF 

There was another change in our relationship to God, which took place with the Fall.  Man’s 

relationship to God has been governed by the covenants God initiated.  Before the Fall, Adam stood 

ll, God introduced a Covenant of Grace, which is still in 
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Covenants.  God’s relationship to His people has been governed by covenants.  Covenant is 

a seldom-used concept today.  To most people, the word has the connotation of a serious 

but most people could not distinguish a covenant from a contract.

 

 A covenant is a bond in blood

enter into a covenant, they pledge their lives, their families, their property and all else they have to 

each other, to defend each other to the death.  Covenants for mutual defense were commonplace.  

The Hebrew word used to describe entering into a covenant is the word “berit,” which literally 

means to “cut” a covenant.  A covenant was often solemnized by cutting an animal, symbol

if one party were to fail in the covenant, may he be cut and his blood flow like the blood of the 

animal.  Other ways of solemnizing a covenant might include the exchange of family members, the 

exchange of possessions or the eating of a covenant

 

 We have the written record of some covenants entered into between political parties in the 

Middle East.  The usual elements of these political covenants included (1) a statement of the parties 

to the covenant, (2) the historical backgroun

each side, (4) a list of witnesses to the agreement, and (5) blessings and curses for keeping or 

breaching the agreement.  That God would enter into a covenant relationship with us shows His love 

and concern for us. 

 

The Covenant of Works.  

Covenant of Works with Adam.  God did not overtly state that this was a covenant, as He did later 

with some of Adam’s descendants.  The word “covenant” is no

dealings with Adam.  Nevertheless, the elements of a covenant are present in God’s dealings with 

Adam. 

 

 God established the covenant, requiring that Adam and Eve live in perfect and total 

obedience to Him.  He promised eter

as the penalty for disobeying.  We have discussed the event of the Fall above.  When Adam 

disobeyed, he subjected not only himself, but also all his offspring to the penalty of death for 

disobeying the Covenant of Works.

 

The Covenant of Grace.  

established a Covenant of Grace, beginning with Adam and continuing today.  The story of 

redemptive history is the story of God calling his r

 

 We see the first steps taken by God to establish a Covenant of Grace in Genesis 3, 

immediately after Adam and Eve had fallen.  Although they deserved to die under the Covenant of 

Works, God graciously spared them.  Further, God promised them a redeemer who would crush the 

head of the serpent. 

 

 God established the Covenant of Grace, and continued to clarify it throughout the Old 

Testament.  The Covenant of Grace is summarized by God’s pledge, “I will be your Go

will be my people.”  By the Covenant of Grace, God delights in redeeming His people without 

condition.   

 

 God entered into the covenant with Abraham in Genesis 15 and 17, by which God told 

Abraham that he would have a son, he would be a blessing

 

.  God’s relationship to His people has been governed by covenants.  Covenant is 

used concept today.  To most people, the word has the connotation of a serious 

but most people could not distinguish a covenant from a contract. 

bond in blood.  When two people 

enter into a covenant, they pledge their lives, their families, their property and all else they have to 

ach other to the death.  Covenants for mutual defense were commonplace.  

The Hebrew word used to describe entering into a covenant is the word “berit,” which literally 

means to “cut” a covenant.  A covenant was often solemnized by cutting an animal, symbol

if one party were to fail in the covenant, may he be cut and his blood flow like the blood of the 

animal.  Other ways of solemnizing a covenant might include the exchange of family members, the 

exchange of possessions or the eating of a covenant meal together. 

We have the written record of some covenants entered into between political parties in the 

Middle East.  The usual elements of these political covenants included (1) a statement of the parties 

to the covenant, (2) the historical background to the agreement, (3) the agreements to be kept by 

each side, (4) a list of witnesses to the agreement, and (5) blessings and curses for keeping or 

breaching the agreement.  That God would enter into a covenant relationship with us shows His love 

.  To establish His relationship with man, God entered into the 

with Adam.  God did not overtly state that this was a covenant, as He did later 

with some of Adam’s descendants.  The word “covenant” is not used in connection with God’s 

dealings with Adam.  Nevertheless, the elements of a covenant are present in God’s dealings with 

God established the covenant, requiring that Adam and Eve live in perfect and total 

obedience to Him.  He promised eternal life as the blessing of obedience, but also established death 

as the penalty for disobeying.  We have discussed the event of the Fall above.  When Adam 

disobeyed, he subjected not only himself, but also all his offspring to the penalty of death for 

obeying the Covenant of Works. 

  However, God did not stop with the Covenant of Works.  God 

established a Covenant of Grace, beginning with Adam and continuing today.  The story of 

redemptive history is the story of God calling his redeemed to Himself by the Covenant of Grace.

We see the first steps taken by God to establish a Covenant of Grace in Genesis 3, 

immediately after Adam and Eve had fallen.  Although they deserved to die under the Covenant of 

hem.  Further, God promised them a redeemer who would crush the 

God established the Covenant of Grace, and continued to clarify it throughout the Old 

Testament.  The Covenant of Grace is summarized by God’s pledge, “I will be your Go

will be my people.”  By the Covenant of Grace, God delights in redeeming His people without 

God entered into the covenant with Abraham in Genesis 15 and 17, by which God told 

Abraham that he would have a son, he would be a blessing to many nations and that he would have a 

Page 75 

.  God’s relationship to His people has been governed by covenants.  Covenant is 

used concept today.  To most people, the word has the connotation of a serious agreement, 

enter into a covenant, they pledge their lives, their families, their property and all else they have to 

ach other to the death.  Covenants for mutual defense were commonplace.  

The Hebrew word used to describe entering into a covenant is the word “berit,” which literally 

means to “cut” a covenant.  A covenant was often solemnized by cutting an animal, symbolizing that 

if one party were to fail in the covenant, may he be cut and his blood flow like the blood of the 

animal.  Other ways of solemnizing a covenant might include the exchange of family members, the 

We have the written record of some covenants entered into between political parties in the 

Middle East.  The usual elements of these political covenants included (1) a statement of the parties 

d to the agreement, (3) the agreements to be kept by 

each side, (4) a list of witnesses to the agreement, and (5) blessings and curses for keeping or 

breaching the agreement.  That God would enter into a covenant relationship with us shows His love 

To establish His relationship with man, God entered into the 

with Adam.  God did not overtly state that this was a covenant, as He did later 

t used in connection with God’s 

dealings with Adam.  Nevertheless, the elements of a covenant are present in God’s dealings with 

God established the covenant, requiring that Adam and Eve live in perfect and total 

nal life as the blessing of obedience, but also established death 

as the penalty for disobeying.  We have discussed the event of the Fall above.  When Adam 

disobeyed, he subjected not only himself, but also all his offspring to the penalty of death for 

However, God did not stop with the Covenant of Works.  God 

established a Covenant of Grace, beginning with Adam and continuing today.  The story of 

edeemed to Himself by the Covenant of Grace. 

We see the first steps taken by God to establish a Covenant of Grace in Genesis 3, 

immediately after Adam and Eve had fallen.  Although they deserved to die under the Covenant of 

hem.  Further, God promised them a redeemer who would crush the 

God established the Covenant of Grace, and continued to clarify it throughout the Old 

Testament.  The Covenant of Grace is summarized by God’s pledge, “I will be your God and you 

will be my people.”  By the Covenant of Grace, God delights in redeeming His people without 

God entered into the covenant with Abraham in Genesis 15 and 17, by which God told 

to many nations and that he would have a 
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land.  This covenant was to run between God and Abraham and Abraham’s descendants.  This 

covenant was initiated by God by His grace, certainly not because Abraham deserved such promises.

 

 The covenant was reaffirmed when God led the people out of Egypt, and when Moses gave 

the people the Law.  You will remember that after the Law was given, Moses sprinkled blood on the 

people, solemnizing the covenant. (Exodus 24:1

blessings for obeying and the curses for disobeying the Law. (Deuteronomy 28).  With the Law, God 

also graciously gave Israel the sacrifice to permit their cleansing and forgiveness when they 

disobeyed. 

 

 God’s covenant revelation continued to David.  Even though

Bathsheba and Uriah, God graciously made an “everlasting covenant” with David (II Samuel 23:5) 

by which God promised that a descendent of David would always be the ruler of the kingdom (II 

Samuel 7). 

 

 In all, there are 290 references to the Covenant in the Old Testament.  The people of Israel 

clearly understood themselves to stand in unique relationship to God because of the covenant He had 

initiated with them. 

 

 The Covenant of Grace continued into the New Testament.  Second 

speak about the covenant’s fulfillment.  Paul writes in Romans 11 that the Gentiles, as wild 

branches, have been grafted into the olive tree that was Israel.  By this ingrafting, the Gentile 

believers enjoy the benefits of the coven

even more gracious in the New Testament, and available to even more people.  But it is essentially 

the same covenant as the Covenant of Grace in the Old Testament.

 

 But what about the original 

punishment of death that Adam deserved?  Did God just forget about the penalty that went with 

Adam’s disobedience? 

 

GOD’S GRACE ON THE CROSS 

 God answered our needs at 

greater detail later.  But the cross answers our need for a nature renewed from our total depravity by 

a double switch.  And the cross was the place where Adam’s sin was punished, the Covenant 

Works was fulfilled and we could be promised the benefits of the fulfilled Covenant.

 

Imputation and the Wondrous Double Switch

sin to us, and the change in our natures that resulted.  If the only imputation were

to us, we would be left in our state of radical corruption, separated from God and without hope.  

However, God has not stopped there.

  

 

land.  This covenant was to run between God and Abraham and Abraham’s descendants.  This 

covenant was initiated by God by His grace, certainly not because Abraham deserved such promises.

med when God led the people out of Egypt, and when Moses gave 

the people the Law.  You will remember that after the Law was given, Moses sprinkled blood on the 

people, solemnizing the covenant. (Exodus 24:1-8).  The book of Deuteronomy contains the 

gs for obeying and the curses for disobeying the Law. (Deuteronomy 28).  With the Law, God 

also graciously gave Israel the sacrifice to permit their cleansing and forgiveness when they 

God’s covenant revelation continued to David.  Even though David was guilty of sin with 

Bathsheba and Uriah, God graciously made an “everlasting covenant” with David (II Samuel 23:5) 

by which God promised that a descendent of David would always be the ruler of the kingdom (II 

ferences to the Covenant in the Old Testament.  The people of Israel 

clearly understood themselves to stand in unique relationship to God because of the covenant He had 

The Covenant of Grace continued into the New Testament.  Second Corinthians and Hebrews 

speak about the covenant’s fulfillment.  Paul writes in Romans 11 that the Gentiles, as wild 

branches, have been grafted into the olive tree that was Israel.  By this ingrafting, the Gentile 

believers enjoy the benefits of the covenant previously offered only to the Jews.  The covenant is 

even more gracious in the New Testament, and available to even more people.  But it is essentially 

the same covenant as the Covenant of Grace in the Old Testament. 

But what about the original Covenant of Works?  Was it ever fulfilled?  What about the 

punishment of death that Adam deserved?  Did God just forget about the penalty that went with 

GOD’S GRACE ON THE CROSS -- THE ANSWER TO ADAM’S FALL

God answered our needs at the cross.  We will discuss the work of Christ at the cross in 

greater detail later.  But the cross answers our need for a nature renewed from our total depravity by 

a double switch.  And the cross was the place where Adam’s sin was punished, the Covenant 

Works was fulfilled and we could be promised the benefits of the fulfilled Covenant.

Imputation and the Wondrous Double Switch.   We discussed the imputation of Adam’s 

sin to us, and the change in our natures that resulted.  If the only imputation were 

to us, we would be left in our state of radical corruption, separated from God and without hope.  

However, God has not stopped there. 
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land.  This covenant was to run between God and Abraham and Abraham’s descendants.  This 

covenant was initiated by God by His grace, certainly not because Abraham deserved such promises. 

med when God led the people out of Egypt, and when Moses gave 

the people the Law.  You will remember that after the Law was given, Moses sprinkled blood on the 

8).  The book of Deuteronomy contains the 

gs for obeying and the curses for disobeying the Law. (Deuteronomy 28).  With the Law, God 

also graciously gave Israel the sacrifice to permit their cleansing and forgiveness when they 

David was guilty of sin with 

Bathsheba and Uriah, God graciously made an “everlasting covenant” with David (II Samuel 23:5) 

by which God promised that a descendent of David would always be the ruler of the kingdom (II 

ferences to the Covenant in the Old Testament.  The people of Israel 

clearly understood themselves to stand in unique relationship to God because of the covenant He had 

Corinthians and Hebrews 

speak about the covenant’s fulfillment.  Paul writes in Romans 11 that the Gentiles, as wild 

branches, have been grafted into the olive tree that was Israel.  By this ingrafting, the Gentile 

ant previously offered only to the Jews.  The covenant is 

even more gracious in the New Testament, and available to even more people.  But it is essentially 

Covenant of Works?  Was it ever fulfilled?  What about the 

punishment of death that Adam deserved?  Did God just forget about the penalty that went with 

THE ANSWER TO ADAM’S FALL 

the cross.  We will discuss the work of Christ at the cross in 

greater detail later.  But the cross answers our need for a nature renewed from our total depravity by 

a double switch.  And the cross was the place where Adam’s sin was punished, the Covenant of 

Works was fulfilled and we could be promised the benefits of the fulfilled Covenant. 

We discussed the imputation of Adam’s 

 that of Adam’s sin 

to us, we would be left in our state of radical corruption, separated from God and without hope.  
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God went on to make available to us two further imputations, discussed in Romans 5.  First, 

on the cross, God imputed the sins of believers to His son, Jesus Christ, and Christ paid all of the 

debt for those sins.  By the cross we are free from the debt we owe God.  We are then restored from 

our great debt to God for our sins to a position of moral neutr

would not have any merit, any righteousness of our own, if this were the only 

imputation made by God.  But God also imputes to us the obedience, the 

righteousness of Christ.  This is the double switch that takes place at 

the cross, and our acceptance of God’s grace.  Our sin has been 

imputed to Christ and Christ’s righteousness has been imputed to us.  

This is what gives us merit before God.  It is totally by the merit of 

Christ that we are righteous before God.  It is by this dou

switch that God declares us righteous in His sight.

 

We have earlier talked about J. Gresham Machen.  On 

New Year's Eve, 1936 in a Roman Catholic hospital in 

Bismarck, North Dakota J. Gresham Machen was one day away 

from death at the age of 55. It was 

Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia where he taught New 

Testament. His colleagues said he looked "deadly tired," but instead of 

resting, he took the train from Philadelphia to the 20

a few Presbyterian churches at the request of pastor Samuel Allen.  He had pneumonia and could 

hardly breathe.   

 

The following day, New Year's Day, 1937, he mustered the strength to send a telegram to 

John Murray, his friend and colleague at Westminster. It was 

for [the] active obedience of Christ. No hope without it."   He died that evening.

 

 Machen was right to place his hope in the active obedience, the righteousness of Christ.  

Christ has been perfectly obedient, even

imputed to the account of J. Gresham Machen, to my account and to the account of every believer.  

There is no hope without the active obedience of Christ, reckoned to me as righteousness in my 

account.    

 

The Fulfillment of the Covenant of Works

Works is fulfilled.  Christ has been perfectly obedient, thus fulfilling all that God commanded in the 

Covenant of Works.  Christ is the one whose blood i

instead of the blood of you and me as punishment for our failure to be perfectly obedient to God.  

Jesus has taken the punishment that Adam deserved, and that we deserve for breaking the Covenant 

of Works, in our place.  This is what Jesus meant when he said at the Last Supper, “This is my blood 

of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Matthew 26:28; Mark 

14:24; Luke 24:20)  When Christ’s righteousness is imputed to us at the c

have also fulfilled the obligations of the Covenant of Works.  We are therefore given the eternal life 

promised for perfect obedience to God.

 

 A new nature and eternal life, won for us by Jesus on the cross.  Praise God for His 

wonderful work on our behalf! 

 

 

 

 

God went on to make available to us two further imputations, discussed in Romans 5.  First, 

ross, God imputed the sins of believers to His son, Jesus Christ, and Christ paid all of the 

debt for those sins.  By the cross we are free from the debt we owe God.  We are then restored from 

our great debt to God for our sins to a position of moral neutrality.  However, we still 

would not have any merit, any righteousness of our own, if this were the only 

imputation made by God.  But God also imputes to us the obedience, the 

righteousness of Christ.  This is the double switch that takes place at 

, and our acceptance of God’s grace.  Our sin has been 

imputed to Christ and Christ’s righteousness has been imputed to us.  

This is what gives us merit before God.  It is totally by the merit of 

that we are righteous before God.  It is by this double 

switch that God declares us righteous in His sight. 

We have earlier talked about J. Gresham Machen.  On 

New Year's Eve, 1936 in a Roman Catholic hospital in 

Bismarck, North Dakota J. Gresham Machen was one day away 

from death at the age of 55. It was Christmas break at 

Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia where he taught New 

Testament. His colleagues said he looked "deadly tired," but instead of 

resting, he took the train from Philadelphia to the 20-below-zero winds of North Dakota to preach in 

resbyterian churches at the request of pastor Samuel Allen.  He had pneumonia and could 

The following day, New Year's Day, 1937, he mustered the strength to send a telegram to 

John Murray, his friend and colleague at Westminster. It was his last recorded word: "I'm so thankful 

for [the] active obedience of Christ. No hope without it."   He died that evening. 

Machen was right to place his hope in the active obedience, the righteousness of Christ.  

Christ has been perfectly obedient, even to death on a cross.  Christ’s perfect righteousness has been 

imputed to the account of J. Gresham Machen, to my account and to the account of every believer.  

There is no hope without the active obedience of Christ, reckoned to me as righteousness in my 

The Fulfillment of the Covenant of Works.   It is also by the cross that the Covenant of 

Works is fulfilled.  Christ has been perfectly obedient, thus fulfilling all that God commanded in the 

Covenant of Works.  Christ is the one whose blood is spilled, instead of the blood of Adam, and 

instead of the blood of you and me as punishment for our failure to be perfectly obedient to God.  

Jesus has taken the punishment that Adam deserved, and that we deserve for breaking the Covenant 

r place.  This is what Jesus meant when he said at the Last Supper, “This is my blood 

of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Matthew 26:28; Mark 

14:24; Luke 24:20)  When Christ’s righteousness is imputed to us at the cross, in God’s view we 

have also fulfilled the obligations of the Covenant of Works.  We are therefore given the eternal life 

promised for perfect obedience to God. 

A new nature and eternal life, won for us by Jesus on the cross.  Praise God for His 
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God went on to make available to us two further imputations, discussed in Romans 5.  First, 

ross, God imputed the sins of believers to His son, Jesus Christ, and Christ paid all of the 

debt for those sins.  By the cross we are free from the debt we owe God.  We are then restored from 

ality.  However, we still 

zero winds of North Dakota to preach in 

resbyterian churches at the request of pastor Samuel Allen.  He had pneumonia and could 

The following day, New Year's Day, 1937, he mustered the strength to send a telegram to 

his last recorded word: "I'm so thankful 

Machen was right to place his hope in the active obedience, the righteousness of Christ.  

to death on a cross.  Christ’s perfect righteousness has been 

imputed to the account of J. Gresham Machen, to my account and to the account of every believer.  

There is no hope without the active obedience of Christ, reckoned to me as righteousness in my 

It is also by the cross that the Covenant of 

Works is fulfilled.  Christ has been perfectly obedient, thus fulfilling all that God commanded in the 

s spilled, instead of the blood of Adam, and 

instead of the blood of you and me as punishment for our failure to be perfectly obedient to God.  

Jesus has taken the punishment that Adam deserved, and that we deserve for breaking the Covenant 

r place.  This is what Jesus meant when he said at the Last Supper, “This is my blood 

of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Matthew 26:28; Mark 

ross, in God’s view we 

have also fulfilled the obligations of the Covenant of Works.  We are therefore given the eternal life 

A new nature and eternal life, won for us by Jesus on the cross.  Praise God for His 
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ANTHROPOLOGY 

QUESTIONS 

 

5-1. What does the Bible say was the origin of man?  What does this tell us about the nature of 

humanity? 

 

 

 

5-2. What does the Bible teach about the relationship of the two parts of man?  What is the 

implication for redemption? 

 

 

 

5-3. What does it mean that man was created in the image of God? 

 

 

 

5-4. What is God’s purpose for men? 

 

 

 

5-5. What were some of the immediate effects of the Fall? 

 

 

 

5-6. What is total depravity? 

 

 

 

5-7. What does it mean that Adam acted as “federal head” for humanity? 

 

 

 

5-8. What are the effects of the imputation of Adam’s sin to us? 

 

 

 

5-9. What is a covenant? 

 

 

 

5-10. What was the Covenant of Works? 

 What was its condition? 

 What was its promise? 

 What was its penalty? 
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5-11. Summarize the Covenant of Grace. 

 

 

 

 

5-12. What is the relationship of the Covenant in the Old Testament to the Covenant in the New 

 Testament? 

 

 

 

 

5-13. How do we become righteous in God’s view? 

 

 

 

 

5-14.    What is “imputed righteousness”? 

 

 

 

 

5-15.    Does our salvation depend upon obedience to the Law? 
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CHAPTER SIX: CHRISTOLOGY 

 

 

 In the last chapter we looked at the 

condition of humanity, anthropology.  There 

we learned that we were created to be in right 

relationship with God, and with the ability to 

obey or disobey God.  However, with the Fall, 

our relationship with God was broken, and we 

lost the ability to lead an obedient life.  In this 

chapter, we will look at Jesus Christ, the 

second person of the Trinity, and His work to 

restore us. 

 

THE NATURE OF CHRIST 

 

 Who was this Savior?  In brief, we can 

say three things about Jesus: (1) He was fully 

human; (2) He was fully divine, and (3) these 

natures are a unity in one personality. 

 

The Humanity of Jesus.   Jesus was 

fully human.  He was born of a woman, from 

the womb of Mary.  He grew in wisdom and 

stature.  He displayed normal bodily responses 

to physical and mental stimulation.  Jesus had 

all human emotions, but without sinning. 

 

 Theologian B.B. Warfield surveyed the 

gospels for the emotional make-up of Jesus in 

his study “The Emotional Life of Christ.”  He 

notes that Jesus felt compassion and love for 

the people of Jerusalem and Lazarus and his 

family; moral indignation at the money 

changers; the affliction of the Man of Sorrows, 

distress at the thought of the cross, sorrowful 

unto death; amazement at the faith of the 

centurion; joy in God’s work; anticipation of 

the Last Supper with the disciples.  His 

emotions displayed themselves in physical 

reactions.  He hungered (Matthew 4:2), 

thirsted (John 19:20) and was weary (John 

4:6).  Jesus wept (John 11:35), wailed (Luke 

19:41) and sighed (Mark 7:34).  A loud cry 

was wrung from Him at the moment of death.  

Nothing was lacking to make the impression 

that Jesus was a human being fully like ourselves. 

 

The Nicene Creed  

(325 AD) 

We believe in one God, 

  the Father, the Almighty, 

  Maker of heaven and earth, 

  of all that is, seen and unseen. 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, 

  the only Son of God, 

  eternally begotten of the Father, 

  God from God, Light from Light, 

  true God from true God, 

  begotten, not made, 

  of one Being with the Father. 

  Through him all things were made. 

  For us and for our salvation 

    he came down from heaven: 

  by the power of the Holy Spirit 

    he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary, 

    and was made man. 

  For our sake he was crucified under Pontius 

Pilate; 

    he suffered death and was buried. 

    On the third day he rose again 

      in accordance with the Scriptures; 

    he ascended into heaven 

      and is seated at the right hand of the 

Father. 

  He will come again in glory to judge the living 

and the dead, 

    and his kingdom will have no end. 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the 

giver of life, 

  who proceeds from the Father and the Son. 

  With the Father and the Son he is worshiped 

and glorified. 

  He has spoken through the Prophets. 

  We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic 

Church. 

  We acknowledge one baptism for the 

forgiveness of sins. 

  We look for the resurrection of the dead, 

    and the life of the world to come.  Amen. 

 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

 The display of strong emotions by Jesus is an encouragement to us that there is a place for 

Godly emotions.  And yet, throughout the expression o

Jesus is always master of himself. 

 

 In all ways, He was like us, except that He did not sin.  The sinlessness of Jesus, His 

fulfillment of the Law, had both negative and positive aspects to it.  Negatively, J

Himself from transgression.  He challenged His accusers to find any fault in Him.  However, Jesus 

not only restrained Himself from sin, He also affirmatively fulfilled the Law by zealously fulfilling 

the Law’s spirit as well as its letter. 

for His Father’s house consumed Him (John 2:17).  Hebrews says that Jesus is able to sympathize 

with us in our weakness, for He was tempted in every way like we are, but did not sin. (Hebrews 

4:15).  The sinlessness of Christ is more than just an example to us.  Since every sin carries with it 

the penalty of death, this perfect obedience was required in order for Jesus to offer a sacrifice of 

infinite value. 

 

The Divine Nature of Jesus.

declared that Jesus is of the same divine nature as the Father.  The New Testament 

demands this conclusion.  Jesus claimed to be the Lord of the Sabbath (Mark 

2:28).  Jesus was called “Lord” by the early church (Acts 2

authority, mastery over the lives of His people.  No Jew would have 

acknowledged anyone in this position except God Himself.  Jesus claimed to have 

the authority to forgive sins, transgressions against God. (Mark 2:1

forgive except the one offended?  Jesus received worship when Thomas 

confessed, “My Lord and My God!” (John 20:28).  With each of the “I am” statements Jesus 

identified Himself with the God who revealed Himself to Moses in the burning bush as “I Am.”  In 

the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus was unafraid to claim that He was greater than Moses, since His 

words were to be accorded obedience over the Law.  Hebrews says that Jesus is higher than the 

angels (Hebrews 1:4), Moses (Hebrews 3:3) and Melchizedek, the high priest (Heb

says that the fullness of God dwelt in Jesus (Colossians 1:19).  He is described as the creator, 

upholder and ruler of the universe (Colossians 1:16

which we will discuss under “The Pre
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the Father, Son and Spirit as distinct persons in the Godhead.  There is nothing like this in the two 

natures of Jesus Christ.  Jesus is consistently referred to as one person 

He showed no sense of confusion from having a split or disjointed personality.  Jesus is one person.

 

THE PRE

 

 The clearest statements of the nature of Christ are set out in John 1:1

and I John 1:1-3.  From these passages we see that Christ was with God in the beginning (I John and 

John), that Christ was the equal of the Father (Philippians), and that He was in intimate relationship 

with God the Father (John), and that He was God Himself (John).

 

 The Bible refers to Jesus as “the only

called “the firstborn over all creation.” (Colossians 1:15).  Both Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormons 

 

The display of strong emotions by Jesus is an encouragement to us that there is a place for 

Godly emotions.  And yet, throughout the expression of these emotions, Jesus is always in control.  

 

In all ways, He was like us, except that He did not sin.  The sinlessness of Jesus, His 
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Himself from transgression.  He challenged His accusers to find any fault in Him.  However, Jesus 

not only restrained Himself from sin, He also affirmatively fulfilled the Law by zealously fulfilling 

the Law’s spirit as well as its letter.  His meat was to do the will of His Father (John 4:34) and zeal 

for His Father’s house consumed Him (John 2:17).  Hebrews says that Jesus is able to sympathize 

with us in our weakness, for He was tempted in every way like we are, but did not sin. (Hebrews 

4:15).  The sinlessness of Christ is more than just an example to us.  Since every sin carries with it 

the penalty of death, this perfect obedience was required in order for Jesus to offer a sacrifice of 

The Divine Nature of Jesus.  At the Council of Nicea in 325, the church 

declared that Jesus is of the same divine nature as the Father.  The New Testament 

demands this conclusion.  Jesus claimed to be the Lord of the Sabbath (Mark 

2:28).  Jesus was called “Lord” by the early church (Acts 2

authority, mastery over the lives of His people.  No Jew would have 

acknowledged anyone in this position except God Himself.  Jesus claimed to have 

the authority to forgive sins, transgressions against God. (Mark 2:1

ept the one offended?  Jesus received worship when Thomas 

confessed, “My Lord and My God!” (John 20:28).  With each of the “I am” statements Jesus 

identified Himself with the God who revealed Himself to Moses in the burning bush as “I Am.”  In 

n the Mount, Jesus was unafraid to claim that He was greater than Moses, since His 

words were to be accorded obedience over the Law.  Hebrews says that Jesus is higher than the 

angels (Hebrews 1:4), Moses (Hebrews 3:3) and Melchizedek, the high priest (Heb

says that the fullness of God dwelt in Jesus (Colossians 1:19).  He is described as the creator, 

upholder and ruler of the universe (Colossians 1:16-18).  There are other passages even more direct, 

which we will discuss under “The Pre-existent Christ” below. 

Although perfect man and perfect God, Christ was nevertheless one 

.  Jesus was not God underneath, covered by human flesh.  The two natures 

are joined “without being altered, disunited or jumbled” (WCF ch.8, para. 2).  The Scriptures reveal 

the Father, Son and Spirit as distinct persons in the Godhead.  There is nothing like this in the two 

natures of Jesus Christ.  Jesus is consistently referred to as one person - as “I” or “He,” not in plur

He showed no sense of confusion from having a split or disjointed personality.  Jesus is one person.

THE PRE-EXISTENT CHRIST 

The clearest statements of the nature of Christ are set out in John 1:1-14, Philippians 2:5

these passages we see that Christ was with God in the beginning (I John and 

John), that Christ was the equal of the Father (Philippians), and that He was in intimate relationship 

with God the Father (John), and that He was God Himself (John). 

efers to Jesus as “the only-begotten of the Father” (John 1:14).  Jesus is also 

called “the firstborn over all creation.” (Colossians 1:15).  Both Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormons 
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deny the deity of Christ based on these concepts.  It is primarily because of their denial of the deity 

of Christ that these groups are considered to be cults or sects rather than Christian denominations. 

 

 Both of these groups are echoing arguments heard at the Council of Nicea in 325 A.D.  These 

arguments were made by Arius, who was condemned as a heretic.  Arius argued that the use of the 

word “begotten” implies that Jesus has not always been, that He had a beginning in time and is not 

eternal. 

 

 The Nicene Creed reflects the church’s response.  The church determined that the Bible’s 

references to Jesus as the “firstborn” or “begotten” son must be understood from the background of 

Jewish culture.  From that perspective the term “firstborn” is a statement of Christ’s exalted status as 

the heir of the Father.  Just as the firstborn son in Jewish culture received the patriarchal inheritance, 

so Jesus, as the divine Son, receives the Father’s kingdom as His inheritance.  The two books that 

refer to Jesus as begotten (John 1:14 and 18 and Hebrews 1:5) are also the books with the clearest 

and highest Christology -- that is, these same books proclaim the exalted position of Jesus.  The 

Nicene Creed declares that Jesus was “begotten, not made.”  Jesus was, therefore, not a created 

being.  The Council decided that Jesus is “very God of very God,” and “of one substance with the 

Father.”  He is not less than or different in essence from the Father. 

 

 When Jehovah’s Witnesses knock on your door, you would probably discuss the same verses 

of the Bible, which were the subject of discussions at the Council of Nicea almost 1700 years ago.  

The outcome will be the same.  The Orthodox Church has determined that the pre-existent Christ 

was God, of the same substance of the Father.  There are others outside of orthodox Christianity who 

believe Jesus to be something less. 

 

THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF CHRIST 

 

Jesus lived a life that was righteous in every respect, a perfect life.  Most people think of sin in 

negative terms – I will be all right if I “do not smoke or chew, or go with girls who do.”  Jesus 

fulfilled all the prohibitions of Scripture, but also He went to all lengths to live a life of active 

righteousness.  When Jesus asked John the Baptist to baptize him, John protested, but Jesus said, 

“Let us fulfill all righteousness.” (Matthew 3:15).  It was said of Jesus, “Zeal for my Father’s house 

will consume me.” (John 2:17).  Jesus said, “My food is to do the will of Him who sent me and to 

finish his work.” (John 4:34).  These are examples of Jesus’ work to fulfill not only the prohibitions 

of the Law, but also the positive requirements of righteousness.  When Jesus was put on trial, Pilate 

was right to say that he could find not fault in Jesus, for He was the lamb without fault or blemish.  

As we have seen, the righteousness of Christ is our hope of a right standing before God.      

 

THE HUMILIATION OF JESUS 

 

 The passage in Philippians chapter 2 tells us that Jesus did not think His equality with God a 

thing to be grasped, but Jesus emptied Himself, taking on human likeness, and humbled Himself, 

even to death on the cross.  This passage is referred to as the “kenosis” passage, from the Greek 

word for “emptying.”  This humbling was entirely voluntary on the part of Jesus, and it is this act 

that is the ground for Jesus’ exaltation above every name on earth and under the earth. 
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THE ROLE OF THE CROSS AND THE THEORIES OF THE ATONEMENT 
 

 By His atoning death on the cross, Jesus won redemption for multitudes.  Jesus won for us a 

restored nature and a right relationship with God.  But how was this redemption the result of the 

cross?  There have been a number of explanations given for the cross. 

 

 For example, one view of the necessity of the cross is called the 

“ransom to Satan” theory.  According to this view, we were captive to 

Satan because of sin.  Christ on the cross was offered to Satan as a 

ransom for the souls of those who believed in Jesus.  Satan accepted the 

transaction, but could not hold Jesus when He turned out to be the Son 

of God.  This theory involves God in a rather shady transaction.  Yet, 

there is a certain element of truth in the theory in that Satan and evil 

were indeed dealt a decisive blow on the cross. 

 

 Another theory of atonement is called “recapitulation.”  This 

view suggests that even as the first Adam introduced sin into the world, 

Christ introduced obedience to undo what Adam had done.  Again, 

there is an element of truth in this, in that Jesus did indeed introduce 

perfect obedience to God into the world - yet a good example is inadequate to change our hearts.  

We need more than another good example - we have more good examples than we can follow. 

 

Another view is called the satisfaction theory.  In a modified form, this is the view of the 

Roman church today.  According to this view, God’s honor had been violated and offended because 

we had withheld from God what was due him.  Thus, the violation of God’s honor must be satisfied.  

Christ, who gave perfect obedience to God, thereby gave God honor and did not deserve to die.  

However, He permitted Himself to be crucified upon the cross, bringing infinite glory to God.  If 

dishonor to God brings punishment, then honor and glory to God brings reward.  But Christ, being 

the second person of the Trinity, needed no reward and so He passed His reward on to us as 

forgiveness of our sin.  The shortcoming of this view of the cross is that it puts the emphasis on the 

honor of God rather than the justice and holiness of God. 

 

 Another view of the meaning of the cross is the moral influence theory.  There is nothing in 

the character of God, according to this view, that requires justice or satisfaction.  The cross is simply 

God’s identifying with and suffering with sinful humankind.  This demonstration of God’s love for 

and identification with us moves upon the heart of the rebellious sinner to turn from sin and to 

respond to God’s love with obedience.  This accurately makes the cross of Jesus an act of 

identification with humanity, but fails to provide for our need for forgiveness and does not bring 

about salvation. 

 

 The historic view of the Reformed church is called the vicarious substitutionary view.  

From Chapter 3, you will recall that Anselm was a very influential thinker, and he was the first to 

articulate the idea of vicarious substitutionary atonement.  According to this theory, vicarious 

substitution occurs when the offended party makes payment on behalf of the offending party.  

Suppose you are brought to court for negligent collision because of a traffic accident and you are 

fined.  But suppose further, the person whose car you hit steps forward and pays the fine for you.  

This is an example of substitutionary payment. 

 

“Passion” by Velacruz 
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 The example would be improved if you had hit the judge’s car.  The judge must uphold the 

law and is compelled to exact the penalty for violation because if he does not support the legal 

structures of society, those structures will collapse.  However, having fined

your fine. 

 

 

substituted for us.  He took our place and died our death.  He bore 

the punishment for our sins on the cross.  As Isaiah puts it, “...the 

Lord has laid on him the iniqui

we read in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to 

be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 

God.”  Other passages supporting the vicarious substitutionary 

view include Galatians 3:

the law, by becoming a curse for us...” and Hebrews 9:28, “So 

Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people...”  

That is what we mean by the substitutionary understanding of the 

atonement

taking his place.

 

 

truth to them, yet no one theory can adequately encompass all that 

the cross means.  God cann

existent or unimportant.  The love of God and our sin and the sins of all 

humanity meet at the cross.  The crucifixion of Christ is the central point of redemptive history, for 

at the cross our sins are borne in the reco

 

 We can say this about the cross: 

objectively real to God at Calvary.  As God enables us to respond to what He has done there, as we 

in faith turn to this Jesus of the cross, we

commitment, we come into the living, dynamic, personal relationship with God for which we were 

intended. 

 

SALVATION IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

 

 So salvation is available to us through the cross.  But what about t

After all, God told the Jews that they were His people, set aside for Him alone.  How were they 

saved? 

 

God’s View of Time.   We have discussed God’s view of time.  God 

created time.  He is not limited by it.  He sees all of it at once from an 

outside vantage point.  From that vantage point, God sees past, present and 

future as a sort of eternal “now.”  From God’s viewpoint, the 

moves both backwards and forwards through time.  The writer of 

Revelation says, “Jesus is the Lamb that was slain from the beginning of the 

world” (Revelation 13:8).  From the time of the Fall, God tells Adam and 

Eve of the one who will crush the head of the serpent.  Surely these verses 

tell us that it has always been the plan of God to use the cross to restore our 

relationship to him, and that the restoration was effective from the 

“Christ the Judge” 

by Michelangelo 
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 That is what we mean when we say that Jesus was 

substituted for us.  He took our place and died our death.  He bore 

the punishment for our sins on the cross.  As Isaiah puts it, “...the 

Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” (Isaiah 53:6).  Or, as 

we read in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to 

be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 

God.”  Other passages supporting the vicarious substitutionary 

view include Galatians 3:13, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of 

the law, by becoming a curse for us...” and Hebrews 9:28, “So 

Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people...”  

That is what we mean by the substitutionary understanding of the 

atonement--the offended party makes payment for the offender by 

taking his place. 

 

 Most of the theories of the atonement have some element of 

truth to them, yet no one theory can adequately encompass all that 

the cross means.  God cannot ignore sin as though it were non

existent or unimportant.  The love of God and our sin and the sins of all 

humanity meet at the cross.  The crucifixion of Christ is the central point of redemptive history, for 

at the cross our sins are borne in the reconciling love of God. 

We can say this about the cross: reconciliation really occurs there.  There was something 

objectively real to God at Calvary.  As God enables us to respond to what He has done there, as we 

in faith turn to this Jesus of the cross, we are reconciled to God.  As we turn in faith and 

commitment, we come into the living, dynamic, personal relationship with God for which we were 

SALVATION IN THE OLD TESTAMENT 

So salvation is available to us through the cross.  But what about the people before Christ?  

After all, God told the Jews that they were His people, set aside for Him alone.  How were they 

We have discussed God’s view of time.  God 

created time.  He is not limited by it.  He sees all of it at once from an 

outside vantage point.  From that vantage point, God sees past, present and 

future as a sort of eternal “now.”  From God’s viewpoint, the cross’s effect 

moves both backwards and forwards through time.  The writer of 

Revelation says, “Jesus is the Lamb that was slain from the beginning of the 

world” (Revelation 13:8).  From the time of the Fall, God tells Adam and 

h the head of the serpent.  Surely these verses 

tell us that it has always been the plan of God to use the cross to restore our 

relationship to him, and that the restoration was effective from the 
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beginning.  Jesus’ death on the cross is the means of salvation for all people and for all time, 

even in the Old Testament. 
 

 But if it was God’s plan to restore us by the cross, how could the Jews of the Old Testament 

know of the plan?  If Jesus were the only way, how could people who did not know Him become 

part of that plan?  

 

 We believe that the Old Testament provided men with a progressive revelation of God’s 

plan.  Jesus said that Abraham saw Jesus’ day and rejoiced (John 8:56-58).  The writer of Hebrews 

said that people of the Old Testament lived by faith. (Hebrews 11).  And what was the object of that 

faith?  Jesus Christ, to the extent He had been revealed to those people. 

 

Prefiguring and Foreshadowing, Types and Signs.  Jesus consistently taught that He was 

the centerpiece, the main topic of the Old Testament.  He said that the Scriptures (to the Jews whom 

He was addressing, the Old Testament) bear witness to him. (John 5:39)  He said that Moses wrote 

about him (John 5:46).  When He began his ministry, He read from Isaiah 61 about the Messiah’s 

mission and message, and added, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” (Luke 

4:21).  In other words, Jesus claimed to be the subject of Isaiah’s writing.  After the resurrection, 

when the disciples were discouraged, Jesus joined two of them on the road to Emmaus and 

“beginning with Moses and all the prophets, He explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures 

concerning himself.” (Luke 24:27).  The plan Jesus showed them was a powerful encouragement.  

“Were not our hearts burning within us while He talked with us on the road and opened the 

Scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32).   

 

How was Jesus revealed in the Old Testament?  God revealed Jesus to the Old Testament 

Jews by prefigurings and foreshadowings, by types and signs.  What does that mean?  Jesus was 

not fully revealed, but many things that the Jews heard or were commanded to do showed Jesus to 

them.  For instance, the covenant we have described foreshadowed a relationship between God and 

His people based on the shed blood of Jesus.  Isaac escaped death because of the sacrifice of the ram 

in Isaac’s place.  Jacob saw a ladder built from heaven to earth, by which God descended to us, and 

that ladder was Christ (John 1:51).  In the Passover, death moved over the homes of the Israelites 

based on the blood of the lamb.  The people of Israel followed God’s mediator Moses from slavery 

to freedom, prefiguring the freedom from bondage to sin to freedom in Christ (Romans 6).  They 

were accompanied by a rock, which was Christ. (I Corinthians 10:4).  Jesus was the bread and the 

water of life for the Israelites in the desert as He is for us.  The temple worship, especially the 

sacrifice of the lamb for the sins of Israel, pointed to Jesus. 

 

 The prophecies caused the people to look forward to a Messiah who would come specifically 

from Bethlehem (Micah 5:2), out of Egypt (Hosea 11:1), from the lineage of David (Isaiah 9:7), who 

would minister primarily in Galilee (Isaiah 9:1), who would be a shepherd stricken, causing the 

sheep to scatter (Zechariah 13:7), who would be betrayed for thirty pieces of silver (Zechariah 

11:12), who would suffer and be insulted and have lots cast for his clothing (Psalm 69).  But this 

Messiah would emerge victorious to sit at the right hand of the Father (Psalm 110). 

 

 All of these are examples of the prefiguring and foreshadowing, types and signs by which 

Jesus was known to the people of the Old Testament.  The people of the Old Testament looked 

forward to the cross as we look back to it, but with a lesser knowledge based on God’s progressive 

revelation. 
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 There is one specific area of prefiguring

look at in greater detail, because it reveals an example of Old Testament knowledge of Jesus and 

because it bears on the work of Jesus.  Jesus was a mediator of the relationship between God and His 

people as prophet, priest and king. 

 

JESUS AS PROPHET, PRIEST AND KING

 

 In the Old Testament there were three offices through which God communicated the 

covenant relationship.  God worked through 

the covenant.  Each of these offices is perfectly performed by Jesus.

 

 The responsibility of the prophet

the future, but at least as importantly, he 

with God.  Jesus performed this same responsibility.  He called the people, whether the religious 

leaders or the lost sheep, to right relationship with God.  Even a Samaritan woman of questionable 

moral character could see that Jesus was a prophet (John 4:

“In many and various ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets; but in these last days, he has 

spoken to us by a son.” (Hebrews 1:1,2).

 

 The responsibility of the priest

for the people.  The priest offered sacrifice for the sins of 

God’s people, and interceded in prayer for the nation of 

Israel, God’s chosen people.  The unique thing in Christ’s 

action for us is that, instead of sacrificing a sheep or a 

for the forgiveness of sins, He sacrificed himself.  This was 

the only way of offering a sacrifice that would serve once 

and forever.  Jesus now sits at the right hand of the Father, 

the place of honor, where He intercedes on behalf of the 

chosen people.  (Hebrews 8:1, Romans 8:34).

 

 The responsibility of the king 

people.  Jesus preached that the kingdom of God

kingdom was spiritual and not physical, saying, “My kingdom is not of this world,”  (John 18:36).

 

These were the three mediators through whom God worked in the Old Testament.  The 

people of Israel anointed their leaders with oil as a sign they had a special task.  Prophets, priests and 

kings were anointed to show they were set aside with special responsibilities.  The people of Israel 

looked forward to a promised and expected mediator, who was referred to a

Hebrew word for “anointed.”  This promised Messiah was Jesus.  The word “Christ” is the Greek 

equivalent of “Messiah” or “anointed.”  “Jesus Christ” is then a title or description, meaning “Jesus 

the anointed,” or “Jesus the mediator.”

 

 Jesus is our prophet, priest and king.

behalf; and He rules over all.  Each prophet, priest and king in the Old Testament prefigured and 

foreshadowed Jesus.  The people of the Old Testament looked forwar

who would perfectly mediate the covenant between God and His people.  As they looked forward to 

this Messiah, they looked forward to and placed their hope in Jesus. 

 

 

There is one specific area of prefigurings and foreshadowings, types and signs that we will 

look at in greater detail, because it reveals an example of Old Testament knowledge of Jesus and 

because it bears on the work of Jesus.  Jesus was a mediator of the relationship between God and His 
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moral character could see that Jesus was a prophet (John 4:19).  Jesus took the place of the prophets.  

“In many and various ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets; but in these last days, he has 

spoken to us by a son.” (Hebrews 1:1,2). 

priest was to speak to God 

.  The priest offered sacrifice for the sins of 

God’s people, and interceded in prayer for the nation of 

Israel, God’s chosen people.  The unique thing in Christ’s 

action for us is that, instead of sacrificing a sheep or a bull 

for the forgiveness of sins, He sacrificed himself.  This was 

the only way of offering a sacrifice that would serve once 

and forever.  Jesus now sits at the right hand of the Father, 

the place of honor, where He intercedes on behalf of the 

le.  (Hebrews 8:1, Romans 8:34). 

king was to rule over all.  Jesus is now the sovereign over His 

people.  Jesus preached that the kingdom of God was at hand.  Before Pilate, Jesus said that His 

kingdom was spiritual and not physical, saying, “My kingdom is not of this world,”  (John 18:36).

These were the three mediators through whom God worked in the Old Testament.  The 

their leaders with oil as a sign they had a special task.  Prophets, priests and 

kings were anointed to show they were set aside with special responsibilities.  The people of Israel 

looked forward to a promised and expected mediator, who was referred to as the “Messiah,” the 

Hebrew word for “anointed.”  This promised Messiah was Jesus.  The word “Christ” is the Greek 

equivalent of “Messiah” or “anointed.”  “Jesus Christ” is then a title or description, meaning “Jesus 

the anointed,” or “Jesus the mediator.” 

Jesus is our prophet, priest and king.  He speaks to us for God; He speaks to God on our 

behalf; and He rules over all.  Each prophet, priest and king in the Old Testament prefigured and 

foreshadowed Jesus.  The people of the Old Testament looked forward to the promised Messiah, 

who would perfectly mediate the covenant between God and His people.  As they looked forward to 

this Messiah, they looked forward to and placed their hope in Jesus.  

Sacrifices in the
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s and foreshadowings, types and signs that we will 

look at in greater detail, because it reveals an example of Old Testament knowledge of Jesus and 

because it bears on the work of Jesus.  Jesus was a mediator of the relationship between God and His 

In the Old Testament there were three offices through which God communicated the 

who were mediators of 

.  The prophet foretold 

, calling the people of Israel into right relationship 

with God.  Jesus performed this same responsibility.  He called the people, whether the religious 

leaders or the lost sheep, to right relationship with God.  Even a Samaritan woman of questionable 

19).  Jesus took the place of the prophets.  

“In many and various ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets; but in these last days, he has 

Jesus is now the sovereign over His 

was at hand.  Before Pilate, Jesus said that His 

kingdom was spiritual and not physical, saying, “My kingdom is not of this world,”  (John 18:36). 

These were the three mediators through whom God worked in the Old Testament.  The 

their leaders with oil as a sign they had a special task.  Prophets, priests and 

kings were anointed to show they were set aside with special responsibilities.  The people of Israel 

s the “Messiah,” the 

Hebrew word for “anointed.”  This promised Messiah was Jesus.  The word “Christ” is the Greek 

equivalent of “Messiah” or “anointed.”  “Jesus Christ” is then a title or description, meaning “Jesus 

He speaks to us for God; He speaks to God on our 

behalf; and He rules over all.  Each prophet, priest and king in the Old Testament prefigured and 

d to the promised Messiah, 

who would perfectly mediate the covenant between God and His people.  As they looked forward to 

Sacrifices in the Tabernacle  
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 Jesus did not stay on the cross or in the g

days, Jesus rose again. 

hinges on the fact of the resurrection:

 

1. All of Christ’s claims and the success of His work rest on the fact that He rose from the 

dead. 

 

2. If He rose, the gospel is true and the identity of Jesus is certain.  He is the Son of God, 

equal to the Father, God manifest in the flesh.

 

3. If He rose, His words are true, and dependable as words of life.

 

4. If He rose, His sacrifice has been accepted as a satisfaction of divine justice, and His 

blood is a ransom for many.

 

5. If He rose, He has acted as federal head

illustrates the new life we will enjoy.

 

But if Christ is not risen, none of these glorious possibilities are true, and Paul is right, we are 

without hope.  “But,” Paul assures us “Christ has indeed been 

those who have fallen asleep.” (I Corinthians 15:20).

 

The fact of the resurrection may be the best

 

1. It was foretold in the Old Testament.

 

2. Christ Himself foretold it.

 

3. The empty tomb was never explained.

 

4. The witnesses to the fact that Christ was seen alive after His death were numerous, (more 

than 500 at once) competent and worthy of confidence.

 

 

THE RESURRECTION 

Jesus did not stay on the cross or in the grave.  After His death and entombment, after three 

 

 The resurrection of Christ 

is declared by Paul to be the 

fundamental truth of the gospel. 

“If Christ is not risen,” he says, 

“then is our preaching vain, and your 

faith is also in vain.... you are still 

dead in your sins.” (I Corinthians 

15:14,17).  The apostles were in 

despair and fear on Christ’s death 

and before His resurrection.  Then 

remember the change in them on 

Easter morning.  They were right to 

be so transformed.  Consi

hinges on the fact of the resurrection: 

All of Christ’s claims and the success of His work rest on the fact that He rose from the 

If He rose, the gospel is true and the identity of Jesus is certain.  He is the Son of God, 

er, God manifest in the flesh. 

If He rose, His words are true, and dependable as words of life. 

If He rose, His sacrifice has been accepted as a satisfaction of divine justice, and His 

blood is a ransom for many. 

If He rose, He has acted as federal head for His people, and His resurrection secures and 

illustrates the new life we will enjoy. 

But if Christ is not risen, none of these glorious possibilities are true, and Paul is right, we are 

“But,” Paul assures us “Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the first fruits of 

those who have fallen asleep.” (I Corinthians 15:20). 

The fact of the resurrection may be the best-authenticated fact in history.

It was foretold in the Old Testament. 

Christ Himself foretold it. 

was never explained. 

The witnesses to the fact that Christ was seen alive after His death were numerous, (more 

than 500 at once) competent and worthy of confidence. 
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rave.  After His death and entombment, after three 

The resurrection of Christ 

is declared by Paul to be the 

fundamental truth of the gospel.  
“If Christ is not risen,” he says, 

“then is our preaching vain, and your 

in vain.... you are still 

dead in your sins.” (I Corinthians 

15:14,17).  The apostles were in 

despair and fear on Christ’s death 

and before His resurrection.  Then 

remember the change in them on 

Easter morning.  They were right to 

be so transformed.  Consider what 

All of Christ’s claims and the success of His work rest on the fact that He rose from the 

If He rose, the gospel is true and the identity of Jesus is certain.  He is the Son of God, 

If He rose, His sacrifice has been accepted as a satisfaction of divine justice, and His 

for His people, and His resurrection secures and 

But if Christ is not risen, none of these glorious possibilities are true, and Paul is right, we are 

raised from the dead, the first fruits of 

authenticated fact in history. 

The witnesses to the fact that Christ was seen alive after His death were numerous, (more 
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5. The sincerity of conviction of the believers cannot be questioned, as their entire view of 

life changed and they made sacrifices for their convictions otherwise unimaginable. 

 

6. The testimony of witnesses was confirmed by signs and wonders that could not be 

explained. 

 

7. The resurrection has been commemorated from its occurrence to the present by a change 

in the day of the week of God’s worship. 

 

8. The testimony of the Holy Spirit to the truth of the resurrection continues in the hearts of 

believers even to the present day. 

 

The resurrection of Christ is a promise that as Jesus has been raised from the dead, we 

also will be raised. 

 

Additional resources: 

 

Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, pp. 305-

414, 1996. 

 

Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, Abridged Version, P & R Publishing, pp. 337-420, 

1992. 

  

R.C. Sproul, Essential Truths of the Christian Faith, Tyndale House Publishers, 1992. 

 

Westminster Shorter Catechism, Questions 23-26 on Jesus as prophet, priest and king; 

Question 27 on the active obedience of Christ. 
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CHRISTOLOGY 

QUESTIONS 

 

6-1. What three statements can be made about the nature of Christ? 

 

 

 

 

6-2. What do we mean by the “unipersonality” of Christ? 

 

 

 

 

6-3. What was the issue decided at the Council of Nicea?  What groups are separated from 

orthodox Christianity today by that decision? 

 

 

 

 

6-4. What is the “kenosis” passage?  What does “kenosis” mean? 

 

 

 

 

6-5. Explain the major theories of the atonement. 

 

 A. 

 

 

 

 B. 

 

 

 

 C. 

 

 

 

 D. 

 

 

 

 E. 
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6-6. What is the Reformed view of the cross? 

 

 

 

6-7. How is God related to time? 

 

 

 

6-8. How were people in the Old Testament period saved? 

 

 

 

6-9. How was Jesus revealed to the Old Testament Jews? 

 

 

 

 

6-10. What were the three offices of the Old Testament? 

 

 

 

 

6-11. What was the responsibility of the prophet?  How was Jesus a prophet? 

 

 

 

 

6-12. What was the responsibility of the priest?  How was Jesus a priest? 

 

 

 

 

6-13. What was the responsibility of the king?  How was Jesus a king? 

 

 

 

 

6-14. In what way is the resurrection of Jesus a promise? 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN: SOTERIOLOGY

called universalists, who believe that all people are saved by Christ’s death on the cross, that His 

death is effective for all humanity wit

on the part of any individual.  However, almost all believers agree that Christ’s death does not bring 

us to right relationship with God without some action or response on our part.  What action 

response is needed and how do we come to that response?  Soteriology answers the question of the 

Philippian jailer, “What must I do to be saved?”

 

WHAT HAPPENS IN SALV

 

 What is salvation?  Most people have heard of the graffiti proclamations back

public building wall: “Jesus saves!” followed by “But Hull gets the rebound, shoots and S

S!”  These two theologians did not have the same idea of “saved.”  So what does it mean to be 

saved? 

 

 This issue was at the center of the Prote

and John Calvin both searched the Scriptures to develop a Biblically grounded soteriology.  Many 

Protestants will agree that the following are at the heart of salvation:

 

 Salvation involves regeneration,

born again.  He says, “I tell you the truth, unless a man is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of 

God.”  (John 3:3).  Paul echoes this thought.  “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the 

gone, the new has come.”  (II Corinthians 5:17).

 

 A part of salvation is calling

call, the proclamation of the word so that there can be a response.  However, there must also be the 

work of God, the internal call, in the person so that he or she responds.  The work of God in the 

person hearing the message is also sometimes referred to as 

 

 Salvation brings conversion, repentance and faith

(metanoia) means “to undergo a change of one’s mind.”  This change of mind does not mean a mere 

changing of a few opinions, or changing some bad habits, but changing the entire direction of one’s 

life.  It implies going down a highway in one dir

radical turning from sin, self, the world and Satan and a turning to Christ.

 

 With salvation there is also 

sinners to be just.  There is a decla

 

CHAPTER SEVEN: SOTERIOLOGY 

 

 

 We will now turn our attention to the 

doctrine of soteriology.  Of all the areas of 

theology, the doctrine of soteriology has been the 

subject of greatest debate within the faith.

 

 Soteriology deals with the 

Christ’s death to our lives to bring us

knowledge of God.  What makes Christ’s sacrifice 

effective for us?  There are a relatively few people, 

, who believe that all people are saved by Christ’s death on the cross, that His 

death is effective for all humanity without need for any action or response, or even any knowledge, 

on the part of any individual.  However, almost all believers agree that Christ’s death does not bring 

us to right relationship with God without some action or response on our part.  What action 

response is needed and how do we come to that response?  Soteriology answers the question of the 

Philippian jailer, “What must I do to be saved?” 

WHAT HAPPENS IN SALVATION? 

What is salvation?  Most people have heard of the graffiti proclamations back

public building wall: “Jesus saves!” followed by “But Hull gets the rebound, shoots and S

S!”  These two theologians did not have the same idea of “saved.”  So what does it mean to be 

This issue was at the center of the Protestant Reformation.  As we will see, Martin Luther 

and John Calvin both searched the Scriptures to develop a Biblically grounded soteriology.  Many 

Protestants will agree that the following are at the heart of salvation: 

regeneration, spiritual rebirth.  Jesus told Nicodemus that he must be 

born again.  He says, “I tell you the truth, unless a man is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of 

God.”  (John 3:3).  Paul echoes this thought.  “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the 

gone, the new has come.”  (II Corinthians 5:17). 

calling.  By this we mean two calls.  First, there must be an 

call, the proclamation of the word so that there can be a response.  However, there must also be the 

, in the person so that he or she responds.  The work of God in the 

person hearing the message is also sometimes referred to as effectual calling. 

conversion, repentance and faith.  In Scripture, the word 

) means “to undergo a change of one’s mind.”  This change of mind does not mean a mere 

changing of a few opinions, or changing some bad habits, but changing the entire direction of one’s 

life.  It implies going down a highway in one direction and doing a U-turn.  These steps mean a 

radical turning from sin, self, the world and Satan and a turning to Christ. 

With salvation there is also justification, the legal act of God by which He declares unjust 

sinners to be just.  There is a declaration of “not guilty.”  Salvation means that, by the imputation of 
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now turn our attention to the 

doctrine of soteriology.  Of all the areas of 

theology, the doctrine of soteriology has been the 

subject of greatest debate within the faith. 

deals with the application of 

to bring us to a saving 

What makes Christ’s sacrifice 

effective for us?  There are a relatively few people, 

, who believe that all people are saved by Christ’s death on the cross, that His 

hout need for any action or response, or even any knowledge, 

on the part of any individual.  However, almost all believers agree that Christ’s death does not bring 

us to right relationship with God without some action or response on our part.  What action or 

response is needed and how do we come to that response?  Soteriology answers the question of the 

What is salvation?  Most people have heard of the graffiti proclamations back-to-back on a 

public building wall: “Jesus saves!” followed by “But Hull gets the rebound, shoots and S-C-O-R-E-

S!”  These two theologians did not have the same idea of “saved.”  So what does it mean to be 

stant Reformation.  As we will see, Martin Luther 

and John Calvin both searched the Scriptures to develop a Biblically grounded soteriology.  Many 

piritual rebirth.  Jesus told Nicodemus that he must be 

born again.  He says, “I tell you the truth, unless a man is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of 

God.”  (John 3:3).  Paul echoes this thought.  “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has 

.  By this we mean two calls.  First, there must be an external 

call, the proclamation of the word so that there can be a response.  However, there must also be the 

, in the person so that he or she responds.  The work of God in the 

.  In Scripture, the word repentance 

) means “to undergo a change of one’s mind.”  This change of mind does not mean a mere 

changing of a few opinions, or changing some bad habits, but changing the entire direction of one’s 

turn.  These steps mean a 

, the legal act of God by which He declares unjust 

ration of “not guilty.”  Salvation means that, by the imputation of 
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Christ’s righteousness to us, we are saved from the guilt and eternal punishment that should be the 

consequence of our sin. 

 

 As the believer grows in the knowledge of Christ, the believer

image of Christ and growing in holiness.  The believer 

finally enters into glorification when life is over.

 

 Each of these is a part of salvation

 

HOW ARE WE SAVED?  

standard, and was tortured by his sin.  In human terms, his sins did not amount to much.  His 

superior once commanded him to go out and commit a real sin.  “You don’t have any real sins 

anyway.  You must not inflate your halting, artificial sins out of proportion.”  But Luther kne

own nature, and would not be satisfied.  Luther said later that he hated the righteous God who 

punished sinners. 

 

 By the time of the Reformation the church commonly taught that salvation is mediated by the 

church, through confession.  During Luther’

During confession, Luther knew himself to be most selfish.  He was confessing his sins and 

performing his penance out of the intensely human instinct to save his own skin.  “My conscience 

would never give me assurance, but I was always doubting and said, ‘You did not perform that 

correctly.’”  You were not contrite enough.  You left that out of your confession.’”

 

 Luther became a professor of Bible.  His preparation, his reading of the Scriptures with his 

own discomfort in mind, led him to a new view of the Scriptures.  “At last,” he said, “meditating day 

and night and by the mercy of God, I began to understand that the righteous live by a gift of God, 

namely by faith...I felt as if I were entirely born aga

gates that had been flung open.” 

 

 Justification is the act by which unjust sinners are made right in the sight of a just and holy 

God.  Justification by faith means that the works we do are not good enough to

Instead, we are declared to be righteous when God imputes the righteousness of Christ to our 

account.  The necessary condition to this is faith.

 

 Romans 3:20-22 says just this.  “No one will be declared righteous in His [God’s] sigh

observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.  But now righteousness from 

 

Christ’s righteousness to us, we are saved from the guilt and eternal punishment that should be the 

As the believer grows in the knowledge of Christ, the believer is sanctified

image of Christ and growing in holiness.  The believer perseveres in the faith, even when tried, and 

when life is over. 

Each of these is a part of salvation 

HOW ARE WE SAVED?  JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH 

 

Martin Luther, the young Augustinian 

monk, was tortured by doubts about his 

standing before God.  As a beginning theology 

student he was taught that God demanded 

absolute righteousness, as in the passage, “Be 

perfect, even as your Father in heaven is 

perfect.”  People needed to love God absolutely, 

and their neighbors as themselves.  They should 

have the unshakable faith of Abraham, who was 

willing to sacrifice his son. 

 

 Luther knew he could never meet the 

d by his sin.  In human terms, his sins did not amount to much.  His 

superior once commanded him to go out and commit a real sin.  “You don’t have any real sins 

anyway.  You must not inflate your halting, artificial sins out of proportion.”  But Luther kne

own nature, and would not be satisfied.  Luther said later that he hated the righteous God who 

By the time of the Reformation the church commonly taught that salvation is mediated by the 

church, through confession.  During Luther’s years of turmoil, he would wear out confessors.  

During confession, Luther knew himself to be most selfish.  He was confessing his sins and 

performing his penance out of the intensely human instinct to save his own skin.  “My conscience 

me assurance, but I was always doubting and said, ‘You did not perform that 

correctly.’”  You were not contrite enough.  You left that out of your confession.’”

Luther became a professor of Bible.  His preparation, his reading of the Scriptures with his 

own discomfort in mind, led him to a new view of the Scriptures.  “At last,” he said, “meditating day 

and night and by the mercy of God, I began to understand that the righteous live by a gift of God, 

...I felt as if I were entirely born again and had entered paradise itself through the 

Justification is the act by which unjust sinners are made right in the sight of a just and holy 

God.  Justification by faith means that the works we do are not good enough to 

Instead, we are declared to be righteous when God imputes the righteousness of Christ to our 

account.  The necessary condition to this is faith. 

22 says just this.  “No one will be declared righteous in His [God’s] sigh

observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.  But now righteousness from 
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Christ’s righteousness to us, we are saved from the guilt and eternal punishment that should be the 

sanctified, conformed to the 

in the faith, even when tried, and 

 

Martin Luther, the young Augustinian 

monk, was tortured by doubts about his 

standing before God.  As a beginning theology 

student he was taught that God demanded 

absolute righteousness, as in the passage, “Be 

Father in heaven is 

perfect.”  People needed to love God absolutely, 

and their neighbors as themselves.  They should 

have the unshakable faith of Abraham, who was 

Luther knew he could never meet the 

d by his sin.  In human terms, his sins did not amount to much.  His 

superior once commanded him to go out and commit a real sin.  “You don’t have any real sins 

anyway.  You must not inflate your halting, artificial sins out of proportion.”  But Luther knew his 

own nature, and would not be satisfied.  Luther said later that he hated the righteous God who 

By the time of the Reformation the church commonly taught that salvation is mediated by the 

s years of turmoil, he would wear out confessors.  

During confession, Luther knew himself to be most selfish.  He was confessing his sins and 

performing his penance out of the intensely human instinct to save his own skin.  “My conscience 

me assurance, but I was always doubting and said, ‘You did not perform that 

correctly.’”  You were not contrite enough.  You left that out of your confession.’” 

Luther became a professor of Bible.  His preparation, his reading of the Scriptures with his 

own discomfort in mind, led him to a new view of the Scriptures.  “At last,” he said, “meditating day 

and night and by the mercy of God, I began to understand that the righteous live by a gift of God, 

in and had entered paradise itself through the 

Justification is the act by which unjust sinners are made right in the sight of a just and holy 

 merit justification.  

Instead, we are declared to be righteous when God imputes the righteousness of Christ to our 

22 says just this.  “No one will be declared righteous in His [God’s] sight by 

observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.  But now righteousness from 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  This 

righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to

 

 Protestant theology affirms that faith is the instrumental cause of justification, in that faith is 

the means by which the merits of Christ are granted to us.  Protestants believe that Christ’s death on 

the cross will, by faith, give us all the merit we need or can receive.  No works of our own, by 

themselves or added to Christ’s death, can justify us before God.  

 

HOW ARE WE SAVED?  THE REFORMED DOCTRINE OF SALVATION

 

 If Luther’s contribution to our un

justification by faith, then John Calvin’s contribution was the articulation of predestination.  And to 

be more accurate, Calvin set out a broader theology of salvation than predestination alone.

 

 Actually, Augustine had set out both of these doctrines in the fifth century, but the church 

had lost sight of them.  Luther largely understood predestination in the same way as Calvin, but the 

doctrine is associated with Calvin because he systematized the idea and

Institutes. 

 

 It must be stated at the outset that no doctrine of the faith sets more teeth on edge, both 

within and outside the church, than predestination.  Not all Protestant denominations adhere to the 

view of predestination articulated by Calvin.  However, every Christian needs to come to 

understanding of predestination, because the Bible is so full of references to the idea.  The words 

“predestination,” “chosen” and “elect” are so commonplace in Scripture they cann

Every Christian who reads Ephesians 1:1

Scriptures seriously can simply say, “I don’t believe in predestination” and be done with it.

 

 Calvin came to his understanding of 

issue.  When he preached the word of God, why did different people respond so differently?  Several 

parishioners would hear the same sermon.  One would be enraptured by a message that had 

communicated good news to his troubled heart.  A second might be outraged.  A third 

would consistently slumber through the service.  What accounted for the 

difference?  Should Calvin change his approach to appeal to all three?  Like 

Luther in his rediscovery of justific

very practical eye to a pastoral issue, and saw the answer there.

 

 Later students reviewed the doctrine of salvation and made up a useful 

mnemonic device to describe it: T

we discussed the “Arminian” view of humanity.  In Dortrecht (or “Dort”), Holland in 

1618-1619, a Synod of Reformed churches met to consider the theology of salvation 

propounded by a Dutch Professor of Theology, Jacobus Arminius.  Those holdi

of Arminius, the Arminians, took five positions on issues such as the position of humanity 

before God, the work of God in salvation, the reasons for God’s work in salvation and the 

certainty of salvation.  The Arminian views were examined by t

wanting.  In response, the Synod drafted the Canons of Dort (you will remember that 

“canon” means “rule” -- “Diet,” “Canons,” “Worms,” “Dort” 

any sense of public relations or brand name appeal?)  Studen

the Canon with five positions captured by T

salvation by reviewing TULIP.   

 

God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  This 

righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.” 

Protestant theology affirms that faith is the instrumental cause of justification, in that faith is 

the means by which the merits of Christ are granted to us.  Protestants believe that Christ’s death on 

s all the merit we need or can receive.  No works of our own, by 

themselves or added to Christ’s death, can justify us before God.  Justification is by faith alone

HOW ARE WE SAVED?  THE REFORMED DOCTRINE OF SALVATION

If Luther’s contribution to our understanding of salvation was the re

justification by faith, then John Calvin’s contribution was the articulation of predestination.  And to 

be more accurate, Calvin set out a broader theology of salvation than predestination alone.

Augustine had set out both of these doctrines in the fifth century, but the church 

had lost sight of them.  Luther largely understood predestination in the same way as Calvin, but the 

doctrine is associated with Calvin because he systematized the idea and expressed it so clearly in the 

It must be stated at the outset that no doctrine of the faith sets more teeth on edge, both 

within and outside the church, than predestination.  Not all Protestant denominations adhere to the 

tion articulated by Calvin.  However, every Christian needs to come to 

understanding of predestination, because the Bible is so full of references to the idea.  The words 

“predestination,” “chosen” and “elect” are so commonplace in Scripture they cann

Every Christian who reads Ephesians 1:1-10 must believe in predestination.  No one reading the 

Scriptures seriously can simply say, “I don’t believe in predestination” and be done with it.

Calvin came to his understanding of predestination after seeing a very practical pastoral 

issue.  When he preached the word of God, why did different people respond so differently?  Several 

parishioners would hear the same sermon.  One would be enraptured by a message that had 

ood news to his troubled heart.  A second might be outraged.  A third 

would consistently slumber through the service.  What accounted for the 

difference?  Should Calvin change his approach to appeal to all three?  Like 

Luther in his rediscovery of justification by faith, Calvin read the Scripture with a 

very practical eye to a pastoral issue, and saw the answer there.

Later students reviewed the doctrine of salvation and made up a useful 

mnemonic device to describe it: T-U-L-I-P.   In the chapter on the h

we discussed the “Arminian” view of humanity.  In Dortrecht (or “Dort”), Holland in 

1619, a Synod of Reformed churches met to consider the theology of salvation 

propounded by a Dutch Professor of Theology, Jacobus Arminius.  Those holdi

of Arminius, the Arminians, took five positions on issues such as the position of humanity 

before God, the work of God in salvation, the reasons for God’s work in salvation and the 

certainty of salvation.  The Arminian views were examined by the Synod of Dort and found 

wanting.  In response, the Synod drafted the Canons of Dort (you will remember that 

“Diet,” “Canons,” “Worms,” “Dort” – did these Reformers have 

any sense of public relations or brand name appeal?)  Students later summarized the position 

the Canon with five positions captured by T-U-L-I-P.  We will examine the Reformed doctrine of 
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God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  This 

Protestant theology affirms that faith is the instrumental cause of justification, in that faith is 

the means by which the merits of Christ are granted to us.  Protestants believe that Christ’s death on 

s all the merit we need or can receive.  No works of our own, by 

Justification is by faith alone. 

HOW ARE WE SAVED?  THE REFORMED DOCTRINE OF SALVATION 

derstanding of salvation was the re-discovery of 

justification by faith, then John Calvin’s contribution was the articulation of predestination.  And to 

be more accurate, Calvin set out a broader theology of salvation than predestination alone. 

Augustine had set out both of these doctrines in the fifth century, but the church 

had lost sight of them.  Luther largely understood predestination in the same way as Calvin, but the 

expressed it so clearly in the 

It must be stated at the outset that no doctrine of the faith sets more teeth on edge, both 

within and outside the church, than predestination.  Not all Protestant denominations adhere to the 

tion articulated by Calvin.  However, every Christian needs to come to some 

understanding of predestination, because the Bible is so full of references to the idea.  The words 

“predestination,” “chosen” and “elect” are so commonplace in Scripture they cannot be ignored.  

10 must believe in predestination.  No one reading the 

Scriptures seriously can simply say, “I don’t believe in predestination” and be done with it. 

predestination after seeing a very practical pastoral 

issue.  When he preached the word of God, why did different people respond so differently?  Several 

parishioners would hear the same sermon.  One would be enraptured by a message that had 

ood news to his troubled heart.  A second might be outraged.  A third 

would consistently slumber through the service.  What accounted for the 

difference?  Should Calvin change his approach to appeal to all three?  Like 

ation by faith, Calvin read the Scripture with a 

very practical eye to a pastoral issue, and saw the answer there. 

Later students reviewed the doctrine of salvation and made up a useful 

P.   In the chapter on the human condition 

we discussed the “Arminian” view of humanity.  In Dortrecht (or “Dort”), Holland in 

1619, a Synod of Reformed churches met to consider the theology of salvation 

propounded by a Dutch Professor of Theology, Jacobus Arminius.  Those holding the views 

of Arminius, the Arminians, took five positions on issues such as the position of humanity 

before God, the work of God in salvation, the reasons for God’s work in salvation and the 

he Synod of Dort and found 

wanting.  In response, the Synod drafted the Canons of Dort (you will remember that 

did these Reformers have 

ts later summarized the position 

P.  We will examine the Reformed doctrine of 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

 

 

 We said above that faith is the means, the instrument by which we are justified.  T

explains how we get such faith.  What is the source behind the instrument?  We do not ourselves 

conjure up faith.  God provides us with faith as His gift.

 

 The letters of TULIP stand for 

Irresistible Grace; and Perseverance of the Saints.  We will examine each of these ideas in turn.

 

Total Depravity.  We have discussed the idea of total depravity in our study of the human 

condition, but some review will be helpful, because it is the foundation for all else that follows.

 

 Total depravity is the idea that humanity was radically corrupted by the Fall. 

humanity is fallen.  There is no part of us that was not affected by the Fall 

our bodies and our senses were all impacted.  Total depravity does not mean that we are as bad as we 

can be.  It is not “utter depravity.”  

term “radical depravity.” 

 

 Total depravity means that we will never 

choose Christ by ourselves.  The Reformed view of 

salvation takes seriously the Bible’s declaration that we 

are dead in our sins.  Unless our nature is changed, we 

will never follow God. 

 

 The concept of total depravity is set out in the 

Westminster Confession, Chapter 6, paragraphs 2, 3 

and 4.  Scriptural grounding from Psalm 51:5; Isaiah 

53:6; Jeremiah 17:9; John 8:34; Roman

Romans 8:7-8; Ephesians 2:1,4,5. 

 

Unconditional Election.  

from the beginning without regard to any of their acts or their faith.  The Westminster Confession 

says it this way: 

 

 “Before the creation of the world, according to His eternal, unchangeable plan and the hidden 

purpose and good pleasure of His will, God has chosen in Christ those who are predestined to life 

and to everlasting glory.  He has done this out of His own mercy 

praise of His wonderful grace.  This choice was completely independent of His foreknowledge of 

how His created beings would be or act.  Neither their faith nor good works had any part in 

influencing His selection.” (WCF ch.3,

 

 These last two sentences are key.  How does God choose?  The Reformed view is that God 

makes His election based on His own good pleasure, not on anything in me.  The view of the 

Arminians is that God makes His choice based on His foreknowledge o

 

 You will recall that Reformed thinkers and Arminians disagree as to the effect of the Fall.  

Arminians believe humanity is adversely affected by the Fall, but that we are still capable of 

choosing God.  Arminians believe that God has forek

 

T-U-L-I-P 

We said above that faith is the means, the instrument by which we are justified.  T

explains how we get such faith.  What is the source behind the instrument?  We do not ourselves 

conjure up faith.  God provides us with faith as His gift. 

The letters of TULIP stand for Total Depravity; Unconditional Election; L

erseverance of the Saints.  We will examine each of these ideas in turn.

We have discussed the idea of total depravity in our study of the human 

condition, but some review will be helpful, because it is the foundation for all else that follows.

Total depravity is the idea that humanity was radically corrupted by the Fall. 

humanity is fallen.  There is no part of us that was not affected by the Fall – our intellect; our will, 

our bodies and our senses were all impacted.  Total depravity does not mean that we are as bad as we 

can be.  It is not “utter depravity.”  We could still be worse.  For this reason some would prefer the 

Total depravity means that we will never 

choose Christ by ourselves.  The Reformed view of 

salvation takes seriously the Bible’s declaration that we 

sins.  Unless our nature is changed, we 

The concept of total depravity is set out in the 

Westminster Confession, Chapter 6, paragraphs 2, 3 

and 4.  Scriptural grounding from Psalm 51:5; Isaiah 

53:6; Jeremiah 17:9; John 8:34; Romans 5:12,15,17; 

 

  Unconditional election is the idea that God has chosen His own 

from the beginning without regard to any of their acts or their faith.  The Westminster Confession 

Before the creation of the world, according to His eternal, unchangeable plan and the hidden 

purpose and good pleasure of His will, God has chosen in Christ those who are predestined to life 

and to everlasting glory.  He has done this out of His own mercy and love and completely to the 

praise of His wonderful grace.  This choice was completely independent of His foreknowledge of 

how His created beings would be or act.  Neither their faith nor good works had any part in 

ch.3, para.5) 

These last two sentences are key.  How does God choose?  The Reformed view is that God 

makes His election based on His own good pleasure, not on anything in me.  The view of the 

Arminians is that God makes His choice based on His foreknowledge of my decision.

You will recall that Reformed thinkers and Arminians disagree as to the effect of the Fall.  

Arminians believe humanity is adversely affected by the Fall, but that we are still capable of 

choosing God.  Arminians believe that God has foreknowledge of our decision, and so God chooses 
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We said above that faith is the means, the instrument by which we are justified.  TULIP 

explains how we get such faith.  What is the source behind the instrument?  We do not ourselves 

Limited Atonement; 

erseverance of the Saints.  We will examine each of these ideas in turn. 

We have discussed the idea of total depravity in our study of the human 

condition, but some review will be helpful, because it is the foundation for all else that follows. 

Total depravity is the idea that humanity was radically corrupted by the Fall.  Our whole 

our intellect; our will, 

our bodies and our senses were all impacted.  Total depravity does not mean that we are as bad as we 

We could still be worse.  For this reason some would prefer the 

Unconditional election is the idea that God has chosen His own 

from the beginning without regard to any of their acts or their faith.  The Westminster Confession 

Before the creation of the world, according to His eternal, unchangeable plan and the hidden 

purpose and good pleasure of His will, God has chosen in Christ those who are predestined to life 

and love and completely to the 

praise of His wonderful grace.  This choice was completely independent of His foreknowledge of 

how His created beings would be or act.  Neither their faith nor good works had any part in 

These last two sentences are key.  How does God choose?  The Reformed view is that God 

makes His election based on His own good pleasure, not on anything in me.  The view of the 

f my decision. 

You will recall that Reformed thinkers and Arminians disagree as to the effect of the Fall.  

Arminians believe humanity is adversely affected by the Fall, but that we are still capable of 

nowledge of our decision, and so God chooses 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

for eternal life those whom He knows will choose Him.  But then who really predestines?  In the 

Arminian scheme, we predestine, not God.  The Reformed view takes God’s sovereignty seriously.  

God predestines.  God chooses His elect without condition.

 

 The Reformed view holds that, left to himself, no fallen person will ever choose God.  Fallen 

people still have a free will and are able to choose what they desire.  But the problem is that we have 

no desire for God and will not choose God unless first regenerated.  Only those who are elect will 

ever respond to the gospel in faith.  The elect do choose Christ, but only because they were first 

chosen by God. 

 

Some people object to this idea because God does not ele

the right to have mercy upon whom He has mercy.  Some of fallen humankind will receive grace and 

the mercy of election.  The rest God passes over, leaving them in their sinful condition.  The elect 

receive mercy.  The non-elect receive justice.  No one receives injustice.

  

It is God’s prerogative to grant mercy on whom He pleases.  He is never obligated to be 

merciful. 

 

A 

redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified, adopted, sanctified and saved.... According to the 

hidden purpose of His own will, by which He offers or withholds mercy at His pleasure, and for the 

glory of His sovereign power over creatures, it pleased God not to call the rest of mankind, and to 

ordain them to dishonor and wrath for their sin, to the praise of His 

para. 6-7). 

 

 There are two sides to this idea.  For the elect, it means that Christ died, not just to make 

salvation possible, but also to make it 

for whom it is paid will be delivered.  It is not a ransom unless it actually frees us.  We will discuss 

how this works below.  However, by implication then, the other class, those not among the elect, will 

not choose Christ. 

 

 It is difficult to think that God would no

true when we read, “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart” (Exodus 7:1

actively harden the hearts of men and women?  Or does He simply withdraw His hand, leave men 

 

for eternal life those whom He knows will choose Him.  But then who really predestines?  In the 

Arminian scheme, we predestine, not God.  The Reformed view takes God’s sovereignty seriously.  

od chooses His elect without condition. 

The Reformed view holds that, left to himself, no fallen person will ever choose God.  Fallen 

people still have a free will and are able to choose what they desire.  But the problem is that we have 

God and will not choose God unless first regenerated.  Only those who are elect will 

ever respond to the gospel in faith.  The elect do choose Christ, but only because they were first 

Some people object to this idea because God does not elect or choose everyone.  He reserves 

the right to have mercy upon whom He has mercy.  Some of fallen humankind will receive grace and 

the mercy of election.  The rest God passes over, leaving them in their sinful condition.  The elect 

elect receive justice.  No one receives injustice. 

It is God’s prerogative to grant mercy on whom He pleases.  He is never obligated to be 

 Scriptural grounding at Exodus 33:19 and Romans 

9:15; Matthew 22:14; John 15:16; Romans 9:11

Ephesians 1:4-5, 11-12. 

 

Limited Atonement.   The logical corollary to total 

depravity and unconditional election is a limited atonement.  

limited atonement means that Christ’s death on the cross was 

sufficient for all, but efficient only for the elect.  Ex

free will, unregenerated men will never choose Christ.  

This is once more true because the nature of fallen men 

is such that they cannot please God, but only themselves.  

However, once one is able to see God’s grace, he or she 

will choose God.  The Westminster Confession says:

 

 “Those who are chosen, having fallen in Adam, 

are redeemed by Christ.... Only the elect, and no others, are 

redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified, adopted, sanctified and saved.... According to the 

e of His own will, by which He offers or withholds mercy at His pleasure, and for the 

glory of His sovereign power over creatures, it pleased God not to call the rest of mankind, and to 

ordain them to dishonor and wrath for their sin, to the praise of His glorious justice.” (

There are two sides to this idea.  For the elect, it means that Christ died, not just to make 

, but also to make it certain.  No one pays a ransom without being certain that those 

paid will be delivered.  It is not a ransom unless it actually frees us.  We will discuss 

how this works below.  However, by implication then, the other class, those not among the elect, will 

It is difficult to think that God would not choose to grant salvation to all.  This is particularly 

true when we read, “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart” (Exodus 7:1-5 and Romans 9).  Does God 

actively harden the hearts of men and women?  Or does He simply withdraw His hand, leave men 
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for eternal life those whom He knows will choose Him.  But then who really predestines?  In the 

Arminian scheme, we predestine, not God.  The Reformed view takes God’s sovereignty seriously.  

The Reformed view holds that, left to himself, no fallen person will ever choose God.  Fallen 

people still have a free will and are able to choose what they desire.  But the problem is that we have 

God and will not choose God unless first regenerated.  Only those who are elect will 

ever respond to the gospel in faith.  The elect do choose Christ, but only because they were first 

ct or choose everyone.  He reserves 

the right to have mercy upon whom He has mercy.  Some of fallen humankind will receive grace and 

the mercy of election.  The rest God passes over, leaving them in their sinful condition.  The elect 

It is God’s prerogative to grant mercy on whom He pleases.  He is never obligated to be 

Scriptural grounding at Exodus 33:19 and Romans 

9:15; Matthew 22:14; John 15:16; Romans 9:11-23; 

The logical corollary to total 

depravity and unconditional election is a limited atonement.  

limited atonement means that Christ’s death on the cross was 

sufficient for all, but efficient only for the elect.  Exercising 

free will, unregenerated men will never choose Christ.  

This is once more true because the nature of fallen men 

is such that they cannot please God, but only themselves.  

However, once one is able to see God’s grace, he or she 

e Westminster Confession says: 

“Those who are chosen, having fallen in Adam, 

are redeemed by Christ.... Only the elect, and no others, are 

redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified, adopted, sanctified and saved.... According to the 

e of His own will, by which He offers or withholds mercy at His pleasure, and for the 

glory of His sovereign power over creatures, it pleased God not to call the rest of mankind, and to 

glorious justice.” (WCF ch.3, 

There are two sides to this idea.  For the elect, it means that Christ died, not just to make 

.  No one pays a ransom without being certain that those 

paid will be delivered.  It is not a ransom unless it actually frees us.  We will discuss 

how this works below.  However, by implication then, the other class, those not among the elect, will 

t choose to grant salvation to all.  This is particularly 

5 and Romans 9).  Does God 

actively harden the hearts of men and women?  Or does He simply withdraw His hand, leave men 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

and women on their own, and allow them to do what they want without intervening?  Our hearts are 

“deceitful above all things and beyond cure” (Jeremiah 17:9).  Left to our own devices, our hearts 

are very hard.  Did God harden Pharaoh’s heart actively, or did He harden Ph

withdrawing His influence in Pharaoh’s life and letting Pharaoh’s own hard heart rule?  There is 

disagreement as to how God worked here.  But we know Pharaoh is responsible for his own actions.

 

Scriptural grounding at Matthew 1:21; John 1

 

Irresistible Grace.

accomplish its purpose.  Of course, as sinful people, we can resist God’s grace and 

do so all the time.  But God’s grace is irresistible in the sense

achieves its purpose.  It brings about God’s intended effect.  The Westminster 

Confession says:

 

 

those and only those whom He has predestined to life.  He calls them by 

His wo

and salvation through Jesus Christ.  He enlightens their minds spiritually 

with a saving understanding of the things of God.  He takes away their 

heart of stone and gives them a heart of 

His mighty power leads them to what is good.  And so He effectually draws them to 

Jesus Christ.  But they come voluntarily, having been made willing by God’s grace.

 

 “This effectual call is freely made by God, and is e

not depend on anything God foreknew or foresaw about the person called, who is completely 

passive.  God Himself gives life and renewal by the Holy Spirit.  He thereby enables each person to 

answer His call and to accept the grace He offers and actually gives.” (

 

 Some theologians prefer the term “Effectual Grace” over “Irresistible Grace.”  Note that the 

Confession says that the person effectually called by God comes voluntarily.  God’s gra

that person willing to come.  But we still function according to the strongest desires of our hearts.  

We are as free as before.  But it is as if scales have fallen from the eyes of one healed of blindness, 

and God’s beauty is newly revealed.  Of 

sacrifice all to have it. 

 

 The whole point of irresistible grace is that rebirth quickens one to spiritual life in such a way 

that Jesus is now seen in His irresistible sweetness.  Jesus is irresistib

alive to the things of God. 

 

 Scriptural grounding at John 6:37; Acts 13:48; Romans 9:15

Philippians 2:13. 

 

 

Perseverance of the Saints.

 

Many of us know people who have made professions of faith, sometimes participating in and 

even leading ministries, but years later, they show no signs of a living faith.  Such a case always 

raises the question, “Can a person once saved lose his salvation?”

 

 

ir own, and allow them to do what they want without intervening?  Our hearts are 

“deceitful above all things and beyond cure” (Jeremiah 17:9).  Left to our own devices, our hearts 

are very hard.  Did God harden Pharaoh’s heart actively, or did He harden Ph

withdrawing His influence in Pharaoh’s life and letting Pharaoh’s own hard heart rule?  There is 

disagreement as to how God worked here.  But we know Pharaoh is responsible for his own actions.

Scriptural grounding at Matthew 1:21; John 10:26-28; John 6:44; John 6:65. 

Irresistible Grace. Irresistible grace means that God’s grace will always 

accomplish its purpose.  Of course, as sinful people, we can resist God’s grace and 

do so all the time.  But God’s grace is irresistible in the sense

achieves its purpose.  It brings about God’s intended effect.  The Westminster 

Confession says: 

 

“At the right time, appointed by Him, God effectually calls all 

those and only those whom He has predestined to life.  He calls them by 

His word and Spirit out of their natural state of sin and death into grace 

and salvation through Jesus Christ.  He enlightens their minds spiritually 

with a saving understanding of the things of God.  He takes away their 

heart of stone and gives them a heart of flesh.  He renews their wills and by 

His mighty power leads them to what is good.  And so He effectually draws them to 

Jesus Christ.  But they come voluntarily, having been made willing by God’s grace.

“This effectual call is freely made by God, and is entirely an act of His special grace.  It does 

not depend on anything God foreknew or foresaw about the person called, who is completely 

passive.  God Himself gives life and renewal by the Holy Spirit.  He thereby enables each person to 

to accept the grace He offers and actually gives.” (WCF ch.10, para. 1

Some theologians prefer the term “Effectual Grace” over “Irresistible Grace.”  Note that the 

Confession says that the person effectually called by God comes voluntarily.  God’s gra

that person willing to come.  But we still function according to the strongest desires of our hearts.  

We are as free as before.  But it is as if scales have fallen from the eyes of one healed of blindness, 

and God’s beauty is newly revealed.  Of course, one will be drawn to that beauty, and now will 

The whole point of irresistible grace is that rebirth quickens one to spiritual life in such a way 

that Jesus is now seen in His irresistible sweetness.  Jesus is irresistible to those who have been made 

Scriptural grounding at John 6:37; Acts 13:48; Romans 9:15-16; I Corinthians 2:14; 

Perseverance of the Saints.  The “P” in the mnemonic ‘TULIP” stands for “perseverance.”

Many of us know people who have made professions of faith, sometimes participating in and 

even leading ministries, but years later, they show no signs of a living faith.  Such a case always 

raises the question, “Can a person once saved lose his salvation?” 
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ir own, and allow them to do what they want without intervening?  Our hearts are 

“deceitful above all things and beyond cure” (Jeremiah 17:9).  Left to our own devices, our hearts 

are very hard.  Did God harden Pharaoh’s heart actively, or did He harden Pharaoh’s heart by 

withdrawing His influence in Pharaoh’s life and letting Pharaoh’s own hard heart rule?  There is 

disagreement as to how God worked here.  But we know Pharaoh is responsible for his own actions. 

Irresistible grace means that God’s grace will always 

accomplish its purpose.  Of course, as sinful people, we can resist God’s grace and 

do so all the time.  But God’s grace is irresistible in the sense that it always 

achieves its purpose.  It brings about God’s intended effect.  The Westminster 

“At the right time, appointed by Him, God effectually calls all 

those and only those whom He has predestined to life.  He calls them by 

rd and Spirit out of their natural state of sin and death into grace 

and salvation through Jesus Christ.  He enlightens their minds spiritually 

with a saving understanding of the things of God.  He takes away their 

flesh.  He renews their wills and by 

His mighty power leads them to what is good.  And so He effectually draws them to 

Jesus Christ.  But they come voluntarily, having been made willing by God’s grace. 

ntirely an act of His special grace.  It does 

not depend on anything God foreknew or foresaw about the person called, who is completely 

passive.  God Himself gives life and renewal by the Holy Spirit.  He thereby enables each person to 

ch.10, para. 1-2) 

Some theologians prefer the term “Effectual Grace” over “Irresistible Grace.”  Note that the 

Confession says that the person effectually called by God comes voluntarily.  God’s grace makes 

that person willing to come.  But we still function according to the strongest desires of our hearts.  

We are as free as before.  But it is as if scales have fallen from the eyes of one healed of blindness, 

course, one will be drawn to that beauty, and now will 

The whole point of irresistible grace is that rebirth quickens one to spiritual life in such a way 

le to those who have been made 

16; I Corinthians 2:14; 

The “P” in the mnemonic ‘TULIP” stands for “perseverance.” 

Many of us know people who have made professions of faith, sometimes participating in and 

even leading ministries, but years later, they show no signs of a living faith.  Such a case always 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

 The Roman Catholic Church and many Protestants believe that it is possible to lose our 

salvation.  They look at Hebrews 6 and Paul’s concern about being “disqualified” (I Corinthians 

9:27) and some examples like King Saul and conclude that we can fall 

However, none of these scriptures say directly that we, or any of the people discussed, have had 

saving faith and then lost it. 

 Further Scriptural grounding for eternal security is found in Jesus’ assurance that no believer 

can be snatched from the Father’s hand (John 10:27

behalf assures us that He intercedes for us.  The “golden chain” of Romans 8:30 tells us that all 

whom he predestines He brings to glory.  Jesus prayed for the disc

says, “none of them is lost except the son of perdition [Judas], that the Scripture might be fulfilled.”  

(John 17:12).  The only one lost was one who was never saved.

 

 We believe that God grants perseverance to those whom

 

THE IMPLICATIONS OF TULIP

 

 One may ask whether this is entirely an intellectual exercise, or whether the means of our 

salvation has practical import.  One can surely be saved without knowing all of the instruments God 

has used. 

 

However, there are applications of this doctrine, some of them requiring changes in attitude 

and some requiring action. 

 

 First, John Calvin said that the doctrine of predestination is both a “horrible decree” and 

“very sweet fruit,” depending on the side of the doctrin

for our own salvation.  When I first became a Christian, I knew that I had not done anything that 

merited God’s favor.  However, I also “knew” that I had made the right decision in accepting Christ, 

and that my unbelieving fraternity brothers had made a serious error by failing to accept Christ.  

Spiritual pride was the inevitable result.  I had turned my decision to accept Christ into just another 

act for which I took credit.  But according to the Reformed view

decision to receive Christ since it was by God’s grace I did so.  

properly leaves no room for my spiritual pride.

do not know Christ. 

 

 

The Roman Catholic Church and many Protestants believe that it is possible to lose our 

salvation.  They look at Hebrews 6 and Paul’s concern about being “disqualified” (I Corinthians 

9:27) and some examples like King Saul and conclude that we can fall fully and finally from grace.  

However, none of these scriptures say directly that we, or any of the people discussed, have had 

 

The Reformed position is that God 

will not allow those whom He has called to 

fall away.  Our salvation depends on God 

initially, and so He will continue to protect 

us.  In essence, those people who have 

saving faith cannot lose it, and those who 

lose it, never had it.  John says of those 

falling away, “They went out from us, but 

they did not really belong to us.  For if they 

had been of us, they would have remained 

with us; but their going showed that none of 

them belonged to us.” (I John 2:19).

 

Further Scriptural grounding for eternal security is found in Jesus’ assurance that no believer 

natched from the Father’s hand (John 10:27-30).  The priestly work of Christ praying on our 

behalf assures us that He intercedes for us.  The “golden chain” of Romans 8:30 tells us that all 

whom he predestines He brings to glory.  Jesus prayed for the disciples and restored Peter.  Jesus 

says, “none of them is lost except the son of perdition [Judas], that the Scripture might be fulfilled.”  

(John 17:12).  The only one lost was one who was never saved. 

We believe that God grants perseverance to those whom He calls. 

THE IMPLICATIONS OF TULIP 

One may ask whether this is entirely an intellectual exercise, or whether the means of our 

salvation has practical import.  One can surely be saved without knowing all of the instruments God 

are applications of this doctrine, some of them requiring changes in attitude 

First, John Calvin said that the doctrine of predestination is both a “horrible decree” and 

“very sweet fruit,” depending on the side of the doctrine on which we fall.  We may never take credit 

for our own salvation.  When I first became a Christian, I knew that I had not done anything that 

merited God’s favor.  However, I also “knew” that I had made the right decision in accepting Christ, 

unbelieving fraternity brothers had made a serious error by failing to accept Christ.  

Spiritual pride was the inevitable result.  I had turned my decision to accept Christ into just another 

act for which I took credit.  But according to the Reformed view, I could not take credit for my 

decision to receive Christ since it was by God’s grace I did so.  The Reformed view of salvation 

properly leaves no room for my spiritual pride.  We should feel Calvin’s compassion for all who 
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The Roman Catholic Church and many Protestants believe that it is possible to lose our 

salvation.  They look at Hebrews 6 and Paul’s concern about being “disqualified” (I Corinthians 

fully and finally from grace.  

However, none of these scriptures say directly that we, or any of the people discussed, have had 

The Reformed position is that God 

will not allow those whom He has called to 

lvation depends on God 

initially, and so He will continue to protect 

us.  In essence, those people who have 

saving faith cannot lose it, and those who 

lose it, never had it.  John says of those 

falling away, “They went out from us, but 

belong to us.  For if they 

had been of us, they would have remained 

with us; but their going showed that none of 

them belonged to us.” (I John 2:19). 

Further Scriptural grounding for eternal security is found in Jesus’ assurance that no believer 

30).  The priestly work of Christ praying on our 

behalf assures us that He intercedes for us.  The “golden chain” of Romans 8:30 tells us that all 

iples and restored Peter.  Jesus 

says, “none of them is lost except the son of perdition [Judas], that the Scripture might be fulfilled.”  

One may ask whether this is entirely an intellectual exercise, or whether the means of our 

salvation has practical import.  One can surely be saved without knowing all of the instruments God 

are applications of this doctrine, some of them requiring changes in attitude 

First, John Calvin said that the doctrine of predestination is both a “horrible decree” and 

e on which we fall.  We may never take credit 

for our own salvation.  When I first became a Christian, I knew that I had not done anything that 

merited God’s favor.  However, I also “knew” that I had made the right decision in accepting Christ, 

unbelieving fraternity brothers had made a serious error by failing to accept Christ.  

Spiritual pride was the inevitable result.  I had turned my decision to accept Christ into just another 

, I could not take credit for my 

The Reformed view of salvation 

compassion for all who 
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 Second, God, His sovereignty and grace, are all magnified.

the throne. 

 

 Third, we do not delude ourselves about the perfectibility of human beings.

achievements of humankind in perspective.

 

 Fourth, we can take part in 

responsible for the results, which are up to God, only for our faithfulness in proclaiming the 

message.  This approach frees us up to share the good news without the burden of having to get it 

just right. 

 

 Fifth, we will see that we can take comfort that once justified, we cannot lose our 

salvation. 

 

 

 Salvation results in a new relationship with God that lasts for all time.  We continue to 

struggle with sin.  However, during life we grow

Spirit works in us.  We are able to perform good works pleasing to God.  How does this 

transformation take place? 

 

regenerated, one of the products is a

faith, our nature does that U

repentance.  Just as our nature was changed with Adam’s Fall, so we 

are changed again.  Until Adam fell, he had the ability to obey or 

disobey God.  However, with

nature) was corrupted so that neither he nor we had the ability to 

obey.  We were unable to refrain from sin.  But with our 

regeneration, we once more have the ability to obey God.

 

 

all the way to the state of glory as follows:

 

 

not forced or necessarily inclined toward good or evil.

 

“In his state of innocence man had complete freedom and the n

what is good and pleasing to God.  God also made man so that he could lose that freedom.

 

 “Man fell into a state of sin by his disobedience and so completely lost his ability to will any 

spiritual good involving salvation.

spiritual good, is dead in sin and is unable by his own strength either to convert himself or to prepare 

himself for conversion. 

 

 “When God converts a sinner and brings him into a state of grac

natural enslavement to sin.  By God’s grace alone, freely given, sinful man is enabled to will and to 

do what is spiritually good.  However, since the old sinful nature also remains, the believer cannot 

consistently or perfectly will to do what is good but also wills evil.

 

God, His sovereignty and grace, are all magnified.  God is God, and properly on 

we do not delude ourselves about the perfectibility of human beings.

achievements of humankind in perspective. 

we can take part in evangelism as privileged partners of God.

responsible for the results, which are up to God, only for our faithfulness in proclaiming the 

message.  This approach frees us up to share the good news without the burden of having to get it 

we can take comfort that once justified, we cannot lose our 

SANCTIFICATION 

Salvation results in a new relationship with God that lasts for all time.  We continue to 

struggle with sin.  However, during life we grow in holiness, becoming more Christ

Spirit works in us.  We are able to perform good works pleasing to God.  How does this 

The New Nature.  As we have discussed, when we are 

regenerated, one of the products is a new nature.  As we come to 

faith, our nature does that U-turn that comes with conversion and 

repentance.  Just as our nature was changed with Adam’s Fall, so we 

are changed again.  Until Adam fell, he had the ability to obey or 

disobey God.  However, with the Fall, the nature of Adam (and our 

nature) was corrupted so that neither he nor we had the ability to 

obey.  We were unable to refrain from sin.  But with our 

regeneration, we once more have the ability to obey God.

The Westminster Confession traces the changes in our wills 

all the way to the state of glory as follows: 

“God has given man a will, which by nature is free, i.e., it is 

not forced or necessarily inclined toward good or evil.

 

“In his state of innocence man had complete freedom and the natural ability to will and to do 

what is good and pleasing to God.  God also made man so that he could lose that freedom.

“Man fell into a state of sin by his disobedience and so completely lost his ability to will any 

spiritual good involving salvation.  Consequently, fallen man is by nature completely opposed to 

spiritual good, is dead in sin and is unable by his own strength either to convert himself or to prepare 

“When God converts a sinner and brings him into a state of grace, He frees him from his 

natural enslavement to sin.  By God’s grace alone, freely given, sinful man is enabled to will and to 

do what is spiritually good.  However, since the old sinful nature also remains, the believer cannot 

ll to do what is good but also wills evil. 
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God is God, and properly on 

we do not delude ourselves about the perfectibility of human beings.  We keep the 

evangelism as privileged partners of God.  We are not 

responsible for the results, which are up to God, only for our faithfulness in proclaiming the 

message.  This approach frees us up to share the good news without the burden of having to get it 

we can take comfort that once justified, we cannot lose our 

Salvation results in a new relationship with God that lasts for all time.  We continue to 

in holiness, becoming more Christ-like as the Holy 

Spirit works in us.  We are able to perform good works pleasing to God.  How does this 

As we have discussed, when we are 

new nature.  As we come to 

turn that comes with conversion and 

repentance.  Just as our nature was changed with Adam’s Fall, so we 

are changed again.  Until Adam fell, he had the ability to obey or 

the Fall, the nature of Adam (and our 

nature) was corrupted so that neither he nor we had the ability to 

obey.  We were unable to refrain from sin.  But with our 

regeneration, we once more have the ability to obey God. 

the changes in our wills 

“God has given man a will, which by nature is free, i.e., it is 

not forced or necessarily inclined toward good or evil. 

atural ability to will and to do 

what is good and pleasing to God.  God also made man so that he could lose that freedom. 

“Man fell into a state of sin by his disobedience and so completely lost his ability to will any 

Consequently, fallen man is by nature completely opposed to 

spiritual good, is dead in sin and is unable by his own strength either to convert himself or to prepare 

e, He frees him from his 

natural enslavement to sin.  By God’s grace alone, freely given, sinful man is enabled to will and to 

do what is spiritually good.  However, since the old sinful nature also remains, the believer cannot 
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 “The will of man is perfectly free and permanently inclined to good alone only in the state of 

glory.” (WCF ch. 9, para. 1-5) 

 

 R.C. Sproul in Chosen By God

chart: 

 

Pre-Fall 

Man 

able to sin 

 

able to not 

sin 

 

 

 

 The significance of this truth is that God has freed

He paid the penalty, but He has freed us to resist temptation and to affirmatively fulfill the spirit of 

the Law.  The power of sin is broken, not only in our legal standing before God, but also in our daily 

lives. 

 

The Struggle with Sin.  If we are new creations, why do we seem to struggle so with the old 

habits?  The world, the flesh and the devil seem to have part of us, because even while we have new 

natures, the old nature remains. 

 

 There is a branch of Christians who believe that we should be without sin after conversion.  

This belief seems out of line with the very real struggle Paul says he continued to have as a believer, 

“When I want to do what is good, evil is right there with me.  For in my inner being 

God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of 

my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members.  What a wretched 

man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of de

our Lord!” (Romans 7:21-25) 

 The struggle to become sanctified is difficult.  We have a part to play in the sanctification 

process.  Sanctification is a joint effort 

the work of our wills and our action.  Paul calls on the Philippians to “work out your own salvation 

with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you...” (Philippians 2:12

trembling does not suggest terror, but ra

that while we are at work, God is at work in us.

 

“The will of man is perfectly free and permanently inclined to good alone only in the state of 

Chosen By God (p. 66) has portrayed our moral abilities and inabilit

Post-Fall 

Man 

Reborn 

Man 

Glorified 

Man 

able to sin able to sin  

 able to not 

sin 

able to not 

sin 

unable to 

not sin 

  

  unable to 

sin 

The significance of this truth is that God has freed us from our bondage to sin 

He paid the penalty, but He has freed us to resist temptation and to affirmatively fulfill the spirit of 

the Law.  The power of sin is broken, not only in our legal standing before God, but also in our daily 

If we are new creations, why do we seem to struggle so with the old 

habits?  The world, the flesh and the devil seem to have part of us, because even while we have new 

tians who believe that we should be without sin after conversion.  

This belief seems out of line with the very real struggle Paul says he continued to have as a believer, 

“When I want to do what is good, evil is right there with me.  For in my inner being 

God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of 

my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members.  What a wretched 

man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God - through Jesus Christ 

The struggle to become sanctified is difficult.  We have a part to play in the sanctification 

process.  Sanctification is a joint effort - it requires both the work of the Holy Spir

the work of our wills and our action.  Paul calls on the Philippians to “work out your own salvation 

with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you...” (Philippians 2:12-13).  The fear and 

trembling does not suggest terror, but rather reverence coupled with effort.  And we can be assured 

that while we are at work, God is at work in us. 

 

GOOD WORKS 

 

 Is there a place for good works?  If we are justified 

by faith alone, does God care about our works?

 

 There are several common views on the relationship 

between religion and works.  Many people assume that if 

they live a good life, they have done all that is necessary to 
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“The will of man is perfectly free and permanently inclined to good alone only in the state of 

(p. 66) has portrayed our moral abilities and inabilities by this 

us from our bondage to sin - not only has 

He paid the penalty, but He has freed us to resist temptation and to affirmatively fulfill the spirit of 

the Law.  The power of sin is broken, not only in our legal standing before God, but also in our daily 

If we are new creations, why do we seem to struggle so with the old 

habits?  The world, the flesh and the devil seem to have part of us, because even while we have new 

tians who believe that we should be without sin after conversion.  

This belief seems out of line with the very real struggle Paul says he continued to have as a believer, 

“When I want to do what is good, evil is right there with me.  For in my inner being I delight in 

God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of 

my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members.  What a wretched 

through Jesus Christ 

The struggle to become sanctified is difficult.  We have a part to play in the sanctification 

it requires both the work of the Holy Spirit within us and 

the work of our wills and our action.  Paul calls on the Philippians to “work out your own salvation 

13).  The fear and 

ther reverence coupled with effort.  And we can be assured 

Is there a place for good works?  If we are justified 

by faith alone, does God care about our works? 

on the relationship 

between religion and works.  Many people assume that if 

they live a good life, they have done all that is necessary to 
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get to heaven.  We have already discussed the fact that our sinful nature will never permit us to be 

good enough or do good enough to satisfy a holy God.  God demands perfection in both our actions 

and our thoughts.  This might be expressed as follows: 

 

Works = Justification ...................................FALSE 

 

 Some people have accepted a modified form of works-righteousness that takes Christ’s death 

into account, but still leaves us responsible for a considerable piece of the work necessary to achieve 

God’s favor.  This requires us to continue to do good deeds and make penance before we will be 

truly accepted by God.  We fail to really understand that Christ has truly taken all of our sins, and 

that we are given faith and salvation completely as a gift of God.  There is also an element of 

spiritual pride here, as we would like to have a hand in our salvation.  But we can add nothing to the 

cross of Christ, which was sufficient for all time. 

 

Faith + Works = Justification .....................FALSE 

 

 There is also a view that there is no relationship between faith and works - we simply receive 

faith as a gift of God, are assured of our eternal relationship with God and go on with our lives 

without regard to Him.  The theological term for this view is “anti-nomianism” (anti = against, nomy 

= law).  Some people thought that Paul’s message of God’s grace amounted to this easy believism.  

“Shall we sin then because we are not under law but under grace?  By no means!” (Romans 6:15).  

This view may be expressed as follows: 

 

Faith = Justification – Works .....................FALSE 

 

 Faith and good deeds can never be separated.  James says that faith without works is dead 

(James 2:18-24).  In other words, if you have no works, you do not have faith.  We live by faith 

alone, but never by a faith that is alone.  A true understanding of God’s grace to us makes us 

grateful to Him, and the work of the Holy Spirit changes our nature, these together result in good 

works.  Justification depends on true faith, which will always show itself in acts of obedience.  If 

there is no change in the life of one who professes Christ, there is reason to doubt whether the 

profession is genuine. 

 

Faith = Justification + Works .....................TRUE! 
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Additional resources: 

 

Loraine Boettner, The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination, Presbyterian and Reformed 

Publishing Company, 1932. 

 

J.I. Packer, Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God, InterVarsity Press, 2001.  

 

R.C. Sproul, Chosen By God, Tyndale House Publishers, 1986. 
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SOTERIOLOGY 

QUESTIONS 

 

7-1. What is soteriology? 

 

 

7-2. What is regeneration? 

 

 

7-3. What is effectual calling? 

 

 

7-4. What is justification? 

 

 

7-5. How are we justified before God? 

 

 

7-6. Why must we have a doctrine of predestination? 

 

 

7-7. What does each letter of TULIP stand for?  What is the meaning of each term? 

 

 A. T =  

 B. U =  

 C. L = 

 D. I = 

 E. P = 

 

7-8. What happens in salvation, which enables us to live differently? 

 

 

7-9. What are two differences between justification and sanctification? 

 A. Justification is ______________________but sanctification is _________________;  

 

 B. Justification is ______________________but sanctification is _________________. 

 

 

7-10. What is the proper relationship between Faith, Works, and Justification? 

 

 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT: THE HOLY SPIRIT

 

 

the expressions “God said” and “the Spirit said” are used interchangeably.  This pattern continues in 

the New Testament, as in Acts 5:3

lie to the Holy Spirit, and keep back part of the price of the land for yourself?... You have not lied to 

men but to God.”  Lying to the Holy Spirit is lying to God.

 

 The Bible also attributes divine qualities to the Holy Spirit.  Paul ascribes omniscience to the 

Holy Spirit, saying “The Spirit searches all things, yes, the deep things of God...No one knows the 

things of God except the Spirit of God.” (I Corinthians 2:10

omnipresent in Psalm 139, “Where can I go from your Spirit?  Or where can I flee from

presence?”  The Holy Spirit also works in creation, hovering over the face of the waters (Genesis 

1:1-2), consistent with omnipotence.

 

THE WORK OF THE HOLY

 

 Arthur Pink, in his book The Holy Spirit

will look at only a few here. 

 

 Revelation of Truth - Prosecutor and Sculptor.

us.  The Holy Spirit brings us to salvation, and reveals spiritual truth for our sanctification.

 

 Jesus told the disciples “wh

sin and righteousness and judgment.” (John 16:8).  Jesus tells Nicodemus “No one can enter the 

kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit...the Spirit gives birth to spirit.

3:3,5).  Paul tells the Corinthians that, “No one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says ‘Jesus be 

cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” (I Corinthians 12:3)

 

 The prophets were moved to speak by the Holy Spir

Scriptures were inspired (I Peter 1:21, II Timothy 3:16).  We can also ask the Holy Spirit for wisdom 

because Jesus promised us that, “The Counselor, the Holy Spirit will teach you all things.” (John 

14:26).  In all these ways, God reveals truth to us.

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT: THE HOLY SPIRIT 

 We have already discussed the Trinity 

and much of the work of the Holy Spirit.  

Nevertheless, we should discuss the Third 

Person of the Trinity, the nature

the Holy Spirit. 

 

THE DEITY OF THE HOL

 

 The Holy Spirit is the third person of 

the Trinity.  The deity of the Holy Spirit is 

rarely questioned, as is the deity of Christ, 

probably because the Holy Spirit has never 

taken on human form.  In the Old Testament 

the expressions “God said” and “the Spirit said” are used interchangeably.  This pattern continues in 

the New Testament, as in Acts 5:3-4 where Peter says, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to 

back part of the price of the land for yourself?... You have not lied to 

men but to God.”  Lying to the Holy Spirit is lying to God. 

The Bible also attributes divine qualities to the Holy Spirit.  Paul ascribes omniscience to the 

e Spirit searches all things, yes, the deep things of God...No one knows the 

things of God except the Spirit of God.” (I Corinthians 2:10-11).  The Spirit is described as 

omnipresent in Psalm 139, “Where can I go from your Spirit?  Or where can I flee from

presence?”  The Holy Spirit also works in creation, hovering over the face of the waters (Genesis 

2), consistent with omnipotence. 

THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

The Holy Spirit ascribed twenty-two roles to the Holy Spiri

Prosecutor and Sculptor. It is the Holy Spirit who reveals truth to 

us.  The Holy Spirit brings us to salvation, and reveals spiritual truth for our sanctification.

Jesus told the disciples “when the Spirit comes, He will convict the world of guilt in regard to 

sin and righteousness and judgment.” (John 16:8).  Jesus tells Nicodemus “No one can enter the 

kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit...the Spirit gives birth to spirit.

3:3,5).  Paul tells the Corinthians that, “No one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says ‘Jesus be 

cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” (I Corinthians 12:3)

The prophets were moved to speak by the Holy Spirit, and it was by the Holy Spirit that the 

Scriptures were inspired (I Peter 1:21, II Timothy 3:16).  We can also ask the Holy Spirit for wisdom 

because Jesus promised us that, “The Counselor, the Holy Spirit will teach you all things.” (John 

ll these ways, God reveals truth to us. 
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We have already discussed the Trinity 

and much of the work of the Holy Spirit.  

Nevertheless, we should discuss the Third 

Person of the Trinity, the nature and work of 

THE DEITY OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

The Holy Spirit is the third person of 

the Trinity.  The deity of the Holy Spirit is 

rarely questioned, as is the deity of Christ, 

probably because the Holy Spirit has never 

In the Old Testament 

the expressions “God said” and “the Spirit said” are used interchangeably.  This pattern continues in 

4 where Peter says, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to 

back part of the price of the land for yourself?... You have not lied to 

The Bible also attributes divine qualities to the Holy Spirit.  Paul ascribes omniscience to the 

e Spirit searches all things, yes, the deep things of God...No one knows the 

11).  The Spirit is described as 

omnipresent in Psalm 139, “Where can I go from your Spirit?  Or where can I flee from your 

presence?”  The Holy Spirit also works in creation, hovering over the face of the waters (Genesis 

two roles to the Holy Spirit.  We 

It is the Holy Spirit who reveals truth to 

us.  The Holy Spirit brings us to salvation, and reveals spiritual truth for our sanctification. 

en the Spirit comes, He will convict the world of guilt in regard to 

sin and righteousness and judgment.” (John 16:8).  Jesus tells Nicodemus “No one can enter the 

kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit...the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” (John 

3:3,5).  Paul tells the Corinthians that, “No one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says ‘Jesus be 

cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” (I Corinthians 12:3) 

it, and it was by the Holy Spirit that the 

Scriptures were inspired (I Peter 1:21, II Timothy 3:16).  We can also ask the Holy Spirit for wisdom 

because Jesus promised us that, “The Counselor, the Holy Spirit will teach you all things.” (John 
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 Power.  What is it that enables us as believers to do things that make us afraid?  The power 

of the Holy Spirit, “for God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power.” (II Timothy 

1:7).  “You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you,” Jesus promised. (Acts 1

8).  The word for power is 

“dynamite.”  This power strengthens us as believers, and is associated with 

the miracles of Jesus and the abi

 

Comfort.

Father, and He will send you another Counselor to be with you forever 

Spirit of truth.” (John 14:16).  This Counselor is a “

comes alongside us.  It is the Spirit who gives us a sense of Sonship 

(Galatians 4:6), so that we know that we are God’s, in His tender care.

 

 Prayer.  

weakness; for we do not know how to pra

with groanings too deep for words...He intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.” 

(Romans 8:26-7). 

 

 Enabling for Service.  The Holy Spirit also calls men and 

women to service and enables them to serve well.  In some cases, 

this service is formally ordained office within the church 

priest and king were anointed to show they were set 

aside for service and empowered by the Spirit.  

Persons serving in the ordained offices of

and deacon are to be filled with the Spirit.  In 

other cases, the Spirit has strengthened for 

service outside ordained positions 

instance, God filled Bezalel and Oholiab with 

the Spirit for the building of the tabernacle 

and all its furnishings (Exodus 31).

 

 

FILLING OF THE HOLY SPIRIT AND 

BAPTISM OF THE HOLY 

 

 The Filling of the Holy Spirit

discusses the filling of the Spirit is Ephesians 5:17

  

 “Do not get drunk with wine, which leads to debauch

Instead be filled with the Spirit.  Speak to one another with Psalms, 

hymns and spiritual songs.  Sing and make music in your heart to 

the Lord, always giving thanks to God the father for everything, in 

the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Submit to o

reverence for Christ.” 

 

 All this is connected.  In the Greek there are two verbs in the imperative (“Do not get drunk 

with wine…instead be filled with the Spirit”), on which depend four verbs which are present 

participles (“speaking,” “singing and making music,” “giving thanks” and “submitting”).  That is, 

 

What is it that enables us as believers to do things that make us afraid?  The power 

of the Holy Spirit, “for God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power.” (II Timothy 

l receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you,” Jesus promised. (Acts 1

8).  The word for power is dunamis, the word from which we derive 

“dynamite.”  This power strengthens us as believers, and is associated with 

the miracles of Jesus and the ability of the disciples to witness.

Comfort.  Jesus told the disciples at the Last Supper, “I will ask the 

Father, and He will send you another Counselor to be with you forever 

Spirit of truth.” (John 14:16).  This Counselor is a “paraclete

comes alongside us.  It is the Spirit who gives us a sense of Sonship 

(Galatians 4:6), so that we know that we are God’s, in His tender care.

Prayer.  The Holy Spirit enables us to pray, for He “helps us in our 

weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us 

with groanings too deep for words...He intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.” 

The Holy Spirit also calls men and 

enables them to serve well.  In some cases, 

this service is formally ordained office within the church - prophet, 

priest and king were anointed to show they were set 

aside for service and empowered by the Spirit.  

Persons serving in the ordained offices of elder 

and deacon are to be filled with the Spirit.  In 

other cases, the Spirit has strengthened for 

service outside ordained positions - for 

instance, God filled Bezalel and Oholiab with 

the Spirit for the building of the tabernacle 

s (Exodus 31). 

SPIRIT AND 

BAPTISM OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

The Filling of the Holy Spirit.  The passage which best 

discusses the filling of the Spirit is Ephesians 5:17-21, as follows:

“Do not get drunk with wine, which leads to debauchery.  

Instead be filled with the Spirit.  Speak to one another with Psalms, 

hymns and spiritual songs.  Sing and make music in your heart to 

the Lord, always giving thanks to God the father for everything, in 

the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Submit to one another out of 

All this is connected.  In the Greek there are two verbs in the imperative (“Do not get drunk 

with wine…instead be filled with the Spirit”), on which depend four verbs which are present 

inging and making music,” “giving thanks” and “submitting”).  That is, 

THE FRUIT OF THE SPI
 
 Galatians 5:22 shows us 
the fruit of living a 
“The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self
These are habits of mind, of 
lifestyle and of conduct, which 
find their source in God.  Notice 
that the word “fru
pointing to the fact that a believer 
should exhibit all of these 
characteristics as a unity.  It is 
important to know that these 
“fruit” are not produced by a 
believer, but by the Holy Spirit 
working inside a person who is in 
vital union w
8).  A yielded believer should 
begin to show these qualities in 
his or her life as we mature into 
the image of Jesus and as the 
Spirit works within us.
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What is it that enables us as believers to do things that make us afraid?  The power 

of the Holy Spirit, “for God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power.” (II Timothy 

l receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you,” Jesus promised. (Acts 1-

, the word from which we derive 

“dynamite.”  This power strengthens us as believers, and is associated with 

lity of the disciples to witness.   

Jesus told the disciples at the Last Supper, “I will ask the 

Father, and He will send you another Counselor to be with you forever - the 

paraclete,” one who 

comes alongside us.  It is the Spirit who gives us a sense of Sonship 

(Galatians 4:6), so that we know that we are God’s, in His tender care. 

The Holy Spirit enables us to pray, for He “helps us in our 

y as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us 

with groanings too deep for words...He intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.” 

All this is connected.  In the Greek there are two verbs in the imperative (“Do not get drunk 

with wine…instead be filled with the Spirit”), on which depend four verbs which are present 

inging and making music,” “giving thanks” and “submitting”).  That is, 

THE FRUIT OF THE SPIRIT 

Galatians 5:22 shows us 
the fruit of living a Spirit-filled life.  
“The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control.”  
These are habits of mind, of 
lifestyle and of conduct, which 
find their source in God.  Notice 
that the word “fruit” is singular, 
pointing to the fact that a believer 
should exhibit all of these 
characteristics as a unity.  It is 
important to know that these 
“fruit” are not produced by a 
believer, but by the Holy Spirit 
working inside a person who is in 
vital union with Christ (John 15:1-
8).  A yielded believer should 
begin to show these qualities in 
his or her life as we mature into 
the image of Jesus and as the 
Spirit works within us. 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

the single command to be filled with the Spirit is followed by four descriptive consequences of the 

Holy Spirit’s fullness.  

 

 The first and fourth consequences of this command to be fi

relationship with each other, because our speech is right and we submit to one another.  The second 

and third consequences are that we are in right relationship to God because we are worshipful and 

thankful.  

 

 We can make four points about the statement that we are to be filled. 

 

 First, the statement is in the 

mild recommendation, or a polite piece of advice.  It is a command.

 

 Second, the verb is in the plural 

Christians.  

 

 Third, the verb is in passive voice: 

to yield to the Spirit without reserve.  But we are not purely passive in receiv

any more than we are passive in getting drunk.  A man gets drunk by drinking; we become filled 

with the Spirit by drinking too, as Jesus said, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.” 

(John 7:37).  We must come to be filled. 

 

 Fourth, the verb is in the present tense

the action is either a single action or that the action is continuous.  Thus when at the wedding in 

Cana Jesus said, “Fill the jars with water.” (Joh

he meant to do it only once.  The present imperative, “be filled with the Holy 

Spirit,” on the other hand, indicates that this filling is to be continuous.  This is 

not some dramatic or decisive experience that will settle 

a continuous appropriation. 

 

 In summary, God intends us to be filled with the Holy Spirit as part of 

the normal Christian life.  The filling puts us in right relationship with each 

other and God.  All Christians are exhorted and c

Holy Spirit by being yielded to him on an ongoing basis.

  

 The Baptism of the Holy Spirit.

Jesus all said that God would provide an outpouring of His Spirit on His people.  

sometimes referred to as the “baptism” of the Holy Spirit, began at Pentecost.

 

 From time to time in the book of Acts, there are believers who have a second experience with 

the Holy Spirit, sometimes at some interval after they have initi

48, 19:6-7).  From these experiences some Christians derive a belief that a “second baptism” is 

commonplace, or even necessary, for a Christian to receive the Holy Spirit.

 

 The Reformed tradition believes that such a sec

The doctrinal passages of Scripture indicate the Spirit is received at conversion, and indeed must be 

at work before our hearts are softened to conversion.  “No one who is speaking by the Spirit of God 

says, ‘Jesus be cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” (I 

 

the single command to be filled with the Spirit is followed by four descriptive consequences of the 

The first and fourth consequences of this command to be filled are that we are in right 

relationship with each other, because our speech is right and we submit to one another.  The second 

and third consequences are that we are in right relationship to God because we are worshipful and 

r points about the statement that we are to be filled.  

First, the statement is in the imperative mood.  ‘Be filled’ is not a tentative suggestion, a 

mild recommendation, or a polite piece of advice.  It is a command. 

plural form.  Being filled is not optional.  It is a command for all 

passive voice: be filled.  That is, “let the Holy Spirit fill you.”  We must 

to yield to the Spirit without reserve.  But we are not purely passive in receiving the Spirit’s fullness, 

any more than we are passive in getting drunk.  A man gets drunk by drinking; we become filled 

with the Spirit by drinking too, as Jesus said, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.” 

filled.  

present tense.  In the Greek language, the verb form can show that 

the action is either a single action or that the action is continuous.  Thus when at the wedding in 

Cana Jesus said, “Fill the jars with water.” (John 2:7), the verb form shows that 

he meant to do it only once.  The present imperative, “be filled with the Holy 

Spirit,” on the other hand, indicates that this filling is to be continuous.  This is 

not some dramatic or decisive experience that will settle the issue for good, but 

a continuous appropriation.  

In summary, God intends us to be filled with the Holy Spirit as part of 

the normal Christian life.  The filling puts us in right relationship with each 

other and God.  All Christians are exhorted and commanded to be filled by the 

Holy Spirit by being yielded to him on an ongoing basis. 

The Baptism of the Holy Spirit. The Old Testament prophet Joel, John the Baptist and 

Jesus all said that God would provide an outpouring of His Spirit on His people.  

sometimes referred to as the “baptism” of the Holy Spirit, began at Pentecost. 

From time to time in the book of Acts, there are believers who have a second experience with 

the Holy Spirit, sometimes at some interval after they have initially believed (Acts 8:14

7).  From these experiences some Christians derive a belief that a “second baptism” is 

commonplace, or even necessary, for a Christian to receive the Holy Spirit. 

The Reformed tradition believes that such a second experience is not necessary or normative.  

The doctrinal passages of Scripture indicate the Spirit is received at conversion, and indeed must be 

at work before our hearts are softened to conversion.  “No one who is speaking by the Spirit of God 

Jesus be cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” (I 
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the single command to be filled with the Spirit is followed by four descriptive consequences of the 

lled are that we are in right 

relationship with each other, because our speech is right and we submit to one another.  The second 

and third consequences are that we are in right relationship to God because we are worshipful and 

.  ‘Be filled’ is not a tentative suggestion, a 

.  Being filled is not optional.  It is a command for all 

be filled.  That is, “let the Holy Spirit fill you.”  We must 

ing the Spirit’s fullness, 

any more than we are passive in getting drunk.  A man gets drunk by drinking; we become filled 

with the Spirit by drinking too, as Jesus said, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.” 

.  In the Greek language, the verb form can show that 

the action is either a single action or that the action is continuous.  Thus when at the wedding in 

n 2:7), the verb form shows that 

he meant to do it only once.  The present imperative, “be filled with the Holy 

Spirit,” on the other hand, indicates that this filling is to be continuous.  This is 

the issue for good, but 

In summary, God intends us to be filled with the Holy Spirit as part of 

the normal Christian life.  The filling puts us in right relationship with each 

ommanded to be filled by the 

The Old Testament prophet Joel, John the Baptist and 

Jesus all said that God would provide an outpouring of His Spirit on His people.  This experience, 

From time to time in the book of Acts, there are believers who have a second experience with 

ally believed (Acts 8:14-17, 10:44-

7).  From these experiences some Christians derive a belief that a “second baptism” is 

ond experience is not necessary or normative.  

The doctrinal passages of Scripture indicate the Spirit is received at conversion, and indeed must be 

at work before our hearts are softened to conversion.  “No one who is speaking by the Spirit of God 

Jesus be cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” (I 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

Corinthians 12:3).  “He saved us by the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit...” (Titus 

3:5).  “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not bel

 

 The cases in Acts may have served as confirmation to the disciples that Samaritans and 

Gentiles, the subjects of the “second baptisms,” could serve God as acceptably as could the Jews 

who received the spectacular signs of Pen

a particular situation.  It may happen from time to time presently as God wills.  Certainly, we want 

never to “quench” the Spirit.  We should want all that the Holy Spirit has for us, and we should 

encouraged ourselves, and we should encourage the body of Christ, to receive the fullness of the 

Spirit.  But there is no doctrinal teaching to require any particular experience with the Holy Spirit.

 

 

 Four passages in the New Testament discuss the gifts of the Holy 

Spirit - 

4:10-11.  At I Corinthians 12:4

gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are vari

Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it is the same God who 

inspires them all in every one.”  

 

 Paul emphasizes that, although there are diverse gifts, 

God.  He says this three times, each time relating

person of the Trinity (“the same Spirit,” “the same Lord” and “the same 

God.”)  

 

 Second, the Scriptures emphasize that 

one gift.  Gifts are not just widespread 

gift to share.  This is emphasized in each one of the passages on the gifts.  “For I say to 

you…” (Romans 12:3);  “one and the same Spirit, and he gives them 

determines…” (I Corinthians 12:11); “But t

4:7); “Each of you should use whatever gift he has received…” (I Peter 4:10).

 

 Next, Paul makes several points by his body metaphor.  The gifts are given, not for our 

private enjoyment, but for the purpose of building up the body.  

 

 In early 2001 two sports stories played out on opposite ends of the U.S. New Englanders 

went into wild celebration when Adam Vinatieri kicked a last

XXXVI for the Patriots 20-17 over the Rams.  Meanwhile on the West Coast, the Lakers were 

seeking to defend their NBA title, but without the best big man in basketball.  S

7’1” and 340 pounds) was out of action, felled by an injury to his toe.  The humble and lowly toe!  

Who can love a toe, except perhaps a podiatrist?  But a single toe brought glory and pride and 

celebration to one coast; and a single t

recovered and lead the Lakers to a successful title defense).  

 

 So it is with the body of Christ.  All the members must exercise their gifts for the body to 

function as God has designed it.  Any 

body.  And if any member, no matter how humble, fails to do its part, the whole body suffers. 

 

 

Corinthians 12:3).  “He saved us by the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit...” (Titus 

3:5).  “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.” (Romans 8:9)

The cases in Acts may have served as confirmation to the disciples that Samaritans and 

Gentiles, the subjects of the “second baptisms,” could serve God as acceptably as could the Jews 

who received the spectacular signs of Pentecost.  The second baptism may have been appropriate for 

a particular situation.  It may happen from time to time presently as God wills.  Certainly, we want 

never to “quench” the Spirit.  We should want all that the Holy Spirit has for us, and we should 

encouraged ourselves, and we should encourage the body of Christ, to receive the fullness of the 

Spirit.  But there is no doctrinal teaching to require any particular experience with the Holy Spirit.

THE GIFTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

Four passages in the New Testament discuss the gifts of the Holy 

 I Corinthians 12, Romans 12:3-8, Ephesians 4:7

11.  At I Corinthians 12:4-6, Paul says, “Now there are varieties of 

gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but the same 

Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it is the same God who 

inspires them all in every one.”   

Paul emphasizes that, although there are diverse gifts, 

.  He says this three times, each time relating the gifts to a different 

person of the Trinity (“the same Spirit,” “the same Lord” and “the same 

 

Second, the Scriptures emphasize that each believer has at least 

.  Gifts are not just widespread – they are universal.  No one can say tha

gift to share.  This is emphasized in each one of the passages on the gifts.  “For I say to 

you…” (Romans 12:3);  “one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one

determines…” (I Corinthians 12:11); “But to each one of us grace has been given…” (Ephesians 

should use whatever gift he has received…” (I Peter 4:10). 

Next, Paul makes several points by his body metaphor.  The gifts are given, not for our 

private enjoyment, but for the purpose of building up the body.   

In early 2001 two sports stories played out on opposite ends of the U.S. New Englanders 

ld celebration when Adam Vinatieri kicked a last–second field goal to win Super Bowl 

17 over the Rams.  Meanwhile on the West Coast, the Lakers were 

seeking to defend their NBA title, but without the best big man in basketball.  Shaquille O’Neal (all 

7’1” and 340 pounds) was out of action, felled by an injury to his toe.  The humble and lowly toe!  

Who can love a toe, except perhaps a podiatrist?  But a single toe brought glory and pride and 

celebration to one coast; and a single toe brought anxiety and fear to the other coast (Mr. O’Neal 

recovered and lead the Lakers to a successful title defense).   

So it is with the body of Christ.  All the members must exercise their gifts for the body to 

function as God has designed it.  Any member, no matter how humble, can bring glory to the whole 

body.  And if any member, no matter how humble, fails to do its part, the whole body suffers. 
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Corinthians 12:3).  “He saved us by the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit...” (Titus 

ong to Christ.” (Romans 8:9) 

The cases in Acts may have served as confirmation to the disciples that Samaritans and 

Gentiles, the subjects of the “second baptisms,” could serve God as acceptably as could the Jews 

tecost.  The second baptism may have been appropriate for 

a particular situation.  It may happen from time to time presently as God wills.  Certainly, we want 

never to “quench” the Spirit.  We should want all that the Holy Spirit has for us, and we should be 

encouraged ourselves, and we should encourage the body of Christ, to receive the fullness of the 

Spirit.  But there is no doctrinal teaching to require any particular experience with the Holy Spirit. 

Y SPIRIT 

Four passages in the New Testament discuss the gifts of the Holy 

8, Ephesians 4:7-12 and I Peter 

6, Paul says, “Now there are varieties of 

eties of service, but the same 

Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it is the same God who 

Paul emphasizes that, although there are diverse gifts, the giver is 

the gifts to a different 

person of the Trinity (“the same Spirit,” “the same Lord” and “the same 

each believer has at least 

they are universal.  No one can say that he or she has no 

gift to share.  This is emphasized in each one of the passages on the gifts.  “For I say to every one of 

to each one, just as he 

grace has been given…” (Ephesians 

Next, Paul makes several points by his body metaphor.  The gifts are given, not for our 

In early 2001 two sports stories played out on opposite ends of the U.S. New Englanders 

second field goal to win Super Bowl 

17 over the Rams.  Meanwhile on the West Coast, the Lakers were 

haquille O’Neal (all 

7’1” and 340 pounds) was out of action, felled by an injury to his toe.  The humble and lowly toe!  

Who can love a toe, except perhaps a podiatrist?  But a single toe brought glory and pride and 

oe brought anxiety and fear to the other coast (Mr. O’Neal 

So it is with the body of Christ.  All the members must exercise their gifts for the body to 

member, no matter how humble, can bring glory to the whole 

body.  And if any member, no matter how humble, fails to do its part, the whole body suffers.  



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

 Because the gifts are for the use of the body

or disappointment in his gift.  All the gifts are valuable for the functioning of the body.

 

 The passages together suggest a great number of gifts.  There are nine gifts listed at the 

beginning of I Corinthians 12, and nine at the end, and four of these are new. 

seven in Romans 12, five of which are not in I Corinthians; a list of five in Ephesians, two of which 

are new; and two gifts are cited in Peter, one of which is new.  In some cases it is difficult to 

determine if the gifts named coincide because the names are similar but not the same; however, there 

are about twenty or so gifts in total.  However, there is also no indication that the lists are exhaustive 

– there may be additional gifts.  No single gift is in all the lists, and thirt

as if to emphasize the variety of the gifts.

 

 In some cases, our spiritual gifts may be talents given by the Holy Spirit applied to building 

the body of Christ.  In some cases the spiritual gifts named are closely related to 

are almost mundane.  For instance, in Romans 12, Paul names serving, teaching and encouraging as 

spiritual gifts (v. 7), and says that he who contributes should do so generously; he who shows mercy 

should do so cheerfully (v. 8).  In I C

of the gifts.  These gifts – serving, teaching, encouraging, giving, mercy and administration 

probably all closely related to natural talents.  These gifts are not what most people woul

“miraculous,” but God has transformed the heart of a person who was hostile to God so that person 

now wishes to use their giftedness to build the body of Christ.     

 

 In other cases, the gifts are miraculous in that they involve works beyon

ordinary human capacity. These gifts include healing, miraculous powers, and 

prophecy, distinguishing between spirits, speaking in and interpreting other 

tongues. (I Corinthians 12:9-10)  However, all the gifts, whether appearing 

mundane or miraculous, are given by the same Spirit for the good of the body. 

 

 What is the place of the gifts of the Holy Spirit today?  Some churches 

believe that these gifts were only for the apostolic age and are not available for us 

today.  Other churches believe all of the

that one who has not received the gift of tongues has not received the Holy Spirit.

 

 Those who doubt the validity of some or all of these gifts for today argue along several lines.  

First, they argue that some or all of these gifts were valid for a period prior to the New Testament 

only and that such signs were needed to show God’s authority.  Now that foundation has been laid 

and does not need to be laid again.  For instance, we do not need more apostles, which

offices listed in I Corinthians 12:27.  Some of these people will argue that some of the gifts were 

temporary, limited to the apostolic age, and others were permanent.

 

 Second, they argue the issue of “gift” versus “office.”  During the apo

and others may have been commissioned by God, given the ability to heal consistently and wherever 

they were.  Those questioning the gifts for today would argue that while God may heal or allow 

                                                 
2
 Martin Lloyd-Jones in God the Holy Spirit

healing, miracles, discerning spirits and tongues.  Permanent gifts are the word of wisdom, the word of 
knowledge, the ability to teach, the gift of ministering and helps, the gift of administrat
the ability that Elders and Deacons have, the gift of evangelism, the gift of the pastorate, the gift of exhortation 
and the gift of faith.  He observes that some of the temporary gifts are experienced today, but are not 
exercised by persons “commissioned” with an office as in the New Testament.

 

the gifts are for the use of the body, no one member should feel pride in his part, 

pointment in his gift.  All the gifts are valuable for the functioning of the body.

The passages together suggest a great number of gifts.  There are nine gifts listed at the 

beginning of I Corinthians 12, and nine at the end, and four of these are new.  There is also a list of 

seven in Romans 12, five of which are not in I Corinthians; a list of five in Ephesians, two of which 

are new; and two gifts are cited in Peter, one of which is new.  In some cases it is difficult to 

incide because the names are similar but not the same; however, there 

are about twenty or so gifts in total.  However, there is also no indication that the lists are exhaustive 

there may be additional gifts.  No single gift is in all the lists, and thirteen appear in only one list, 

as if to emphasize the variety of the gifts. 

In some cases, our spiritual gifts may be talents given by the Holy Spirit applied to building 

the body of Christ.  In some cases the spiritual gifts named are closely related to ordinary work, and 

are almost mundane.  For instance, in Romans 12, Paul names serving, teaching and encouraging as 

spiritual gifts (v. 7), and says that he who contributes should do so generously; he who shows mercy 

should do so cheerfully (v. 8).  In I Corinthians 12:28, Paul names the “gift of administration” as one 

serving, teaching, encouraging, giving, mercy and administration 

probably all closely related to natural talents.  These gifts are not what most people woul

“miraculous,” but God has transformed the heart of a person who was hostile to God so that person 

now wishes to use their giftedness to build the body of Christ.      

In other cases, the gifts are miraculous in that they involve works beyon

ordinary human capacity. These gifts include healing, miraculous powers, and 

prophecy, distinguishing between spirits, speaking in and interpreting other 

10)  However, all the gifts, whether appearing 

re given by the same Spirit for the good of the body.  

What is the place of the gifts of the Holy Spirit today?  Some churches 

believe that these gifts were only for the apostolic age and are not available for us 

today.  Other churches believe all of the gifts are available today.  A few would say 

that one who has not received the gift of tongues has not received the Holy Spirit. 

Those who doubt the validity of some or all of these gifts for today argue along several lines.  

or all of these gifts were valid for a period prior to the New Testament 

only and that such signs were needed to show God’s authority.  Now that foundation has been laid 

and does not need to be laid again.  For instance, we do not need more apostles, which

offices listed in I Corinthians 12:27.  Some of these people will argue that some of the gifts were 

temporary, limited to the apostolic age, and others were permanent.
2
 

Second, they argue the issue of “gift” versus “office.”  During the apostolic age, Peter, Paul 

and others may have been commissioned by God, given the ability to heal consistently and wherever 

they were.  Those questioning the gifts for today would argue that while God may heal or allow 

God the Holy Spirit argues that the temporary gifts were apostleship, prophecy, 
healing, miracles, discerning spirits and tongues.  Permanent gifts are the word of wisdom, the word of 
knowledge, the ability to teach, the gift of ministering and helps, the gift of administration and governments, 
the ability that Elders and Deacons have, the gift of evangelism, the gift of the pastorate, the gift of exhortation 
and the gift of faith.  He observes that some of the temporary gifts are experienced today, but are not 

ersons “commissioned” with an office as in the New Testament. 
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, no one member should feel pride in his part, 

pointment in his gift.  All the gifts are valuable for the functioning of the body. 

The passages together suggest a great number of gifts.  There are nine gifts listed at the 

There is also a list of 

seven in Romans 12, five of which are not in I Corinthians; a list of five in Ephesians, two of which 

are new; and two gifts are cited in Peter, one of which is new.  In some cases it is difficult to 

incide because the names are similar but not the same; however, there 

are about twenty or so gifts in total.  However, there is also no indication that the lists are exhaustive 

een appear in only one list, 

In some cases, our spiritual gifts may be talents given by the Holy Spirit applied to building 

ordinary work, and 

are almost mundane.  For instance, in Romans 12, Paul names serving, teaching and encouraging as 

spiritual gifts (v. 7), and says that he who contributes should do so generously; he who shows mercy 

orinthians 12:28, Paul names the “gift of administration” as one 

serving, teaching, encouraging, giving, mercy and administration – are 

probably all closely related to natural talents.  These gifts are not what most people would classify as 

“miraculous,” but God has transformed the heart of a person who was hostile to God so that person 

In other cases, the gifts are miraculous in that they involve works beyond 

ordinary human capacity. These gifts include healing, miraculous powers, and 

prophecy, distinguishing between spirits, speaking in and interpreting other 

10)  However, all the gifts, whether appearing 

What is the place of the gifts of the Holy Spirit today?  Some churches 

believe that these gifts were only for the apostolic age and are not available for us 

gifts are available today.  A few would say 

 

Those who doubt the validity of some or all of these gifts for today argue along several lines.  

or all of these gifts were valid for a period prior to the New Testament 

only and that such signs were needed to show God’s authority.  Now that foundation has been laid 

and does not need to be laid again.  For instance, we do not need more apostles, which is among the 

offices listed in I Corinthians 12:27.  Some of these people will argue that some of the gifts were 

stolic age, Peter, Paul 

and others may have been commissioned by God, given the ability to heal consistently and wherever 

they were.  Those questioning the gifts for today would argue that while God may heal or allow 

argues that the temporary gifts were apostleship, prophecy, 
healing, miracles, discerning spirits and tongues.  Permanent gifts are the word of wisdom, the word of 

ion and governments, 
the ability that Elders and Deacons have, the gift of evangelism, the gift of the pastorate, the gift of exhortation 
and the gift of faith.  He observes that some of the temporary gifts are experienced today, but are not 
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Christians to prophesy or work miracles from time to time, God does not have people who occupy 

the position or “office” of healer, prophet or miracle-worker today, consistently exercising those 

gifts. 

 

 Third, those who question the gifts may do so based on the idea that prophecy, tongues and 

interpretation are new revelation.  The argument is that the Scripture is our authority, and that the 

canon is closed.  Therefore, the exercise of the gifts must always be subject to Scripture.   

 

 Those endorsing the validity of the gifts for today point out that there is plenty of evidence to 

show that the gifts are in use today, and that the exercise of the gifts is a faith-building experience.  

They would also point out that most of the above arguments are not made from Scripture, which is 

our authority.  Scripture advocates the freedom of the believer in Christ.  If there is no clear and 

direct statement in Scripture to require that any gift ended, we should expect that the gifts continue.   

 

 There are many nuances of positions along the lines outlined above.  This is a good place to 

note that in the Evangelical Presbyterian Church there is freedom.  The motto of the EPC is “In 

Essentials Unity; In Non-Essentials Liberty; In All Things Charity.”  This is an area where we must 

exercise charity.  Finally, as discussed above, the fruit of the Spirit is the primary means of 

considering growth or maturity in a Christian’s life.  As such, the fruit is more significant than the 

operation of the gifts of the Spirit in our lives. 

 

 The EPC has adopted a “Position Paper on the Holy Spirit,” which states in part, “Some 

would require that Christians manifest a particular gift, such as speaking in tongues, as evidence of a 

deeper work of the Spirit within. Others would have us believe such a gift is no longer available or 

acceptable. As a Reformed denomination, we adhere strongly to our belief in the sovereignty of God, 

a belief that does not allow us either to require a certain gift or to restrict the Spirit in how He will 

work. Rather, we call upon all Christians to open their lives unto God’s Spirit to fill, empower, and 

‘gift’ as He sees fit.”    

 

 The Position Paper also states that the gifts should be exercised under the guidelines of 

Scripture and the local Session.  Officers in the local church should therefore take the initiative to 

study in this area so as to be able to exercise their authority judiciously.  The Position Paper is a 

good place to start, available on the EPC website http://www.epc.org/about-epc/position-

papers/holy-spirit.html and in paper pamphlet. 

  

Additional resources: 

 

 Evangelical Presbyterian Church, “Position Paper on the Holy Spirit.” 

 

 Sinclair Ferguson, The Holy Spirit, InterVarsity Press, 1996. 

 

 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, Abridged Version, P&R Publishing, pp. 185-192, 

1992. 

 

 Martin Lloyd-Jones, God the Holy Spirit, Crossway Books, 1997. 

 

 John R. W. Stott, Baptism and Fullness, InterVarsity Press, 1964.  
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THE HOLY SPIRIT 

QUESTIONS 

 

8-1. What are some of the works of the Holy Spirit? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8-2. What is the filling of the Holy Spirit? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8-3. When does one receive the Holy Spirit? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8-4. Where do we read about the fruit of the Spirit?  What are the fruit of the Spirit? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8-5. What is the position of the EPC on the gifts of the Spirit? 
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CHAPTER NINE: ECCLESIOLOGY AND THE 

 

 

 

 The doctrine of the application of the merits of Christ leads us logically to the doctrine of the 

church, for the church consists of those who are in Christ, and have received the blessings of 

salvation, together with their children.

 The Character of the Church

warrant discussion. 

 

 The Visible and the Invisible Church.  

aspects of the one church of Jesus Christ

Christ, along with their children (Westminster Confession, Chapter 25, paragraph 2).  The visible 

church is that church acknowledged by the world.  However, no church is wholly pure, and there 

pious and impious, wheat and tares, sheep and goats in every body of believers. We do not see which 

individuals among those who claim Christ are truly in right relationship to God and which are not.  

The invisible church is comprised of all those who e
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CHAPTER NINE: ECCLESIOLOGY AND THE 

SACRAMENTS 

THE CHURCH 

The doctrine of the application of the merits of Christ leads us logically to the doctrine of the 

of those who are in Christ, and have received the blessings of 

salvation, together with their children. 

 

 The word most commonly used for the church in the 

New Testament is “ekklesia,” which roughly means 

ones.”  In the Old Testament, “kahal,” also is rooted in the word 

meaning called by God.  In the Old Testament this term is used 

with reference to Israel (Joshua 8:35, Ezra 2:65, Joel 2:16).  If 

this is the right understanding of the church, those called by 

God, then the church did not start in the New Testament. Since 

Abraham is the patriarch of Israel, the one called by God to 

begin His special people, we may understand 

Abraham is the beginning of an unbroken line of persons called 

to covenant with God.. Others may contend that

started even earlier, with Adam and the covenant of grace.  

However, it is clear the church originated in the Old Testament, 

and goes back further than the calling of Christ’s disciples or 

Pentecost.   

 

          The Reformation thinkers changed the emphasis in the 

concept of the church.  The change is reflected in a sign at Des 

Peres Presbyterian Church in St. Louis County, one of the oldest 

churches west of the Mississippi River.  The sign says, “1833 

Meeting House/Des Peres Presbyterian Church.”  The sign is an 

acknowledgment that the building is a meetinghouse, not the 

church.  The church is the people who are the community of 

saints.  The Catholic Church tended to emphasize the externals of 

the church and saw the church first as the mother of believers.  

Protestants have tended to emphasize the spiritual aspect of the 

church as the community of believers, and the result of God’s 

work, not the source of it. 

 

The Character of the Church.  There are several aspects of the character of the church that 

The Visible and the Invisible Church.  There is a visible and an invisible church, both 

aspects of the one church of Jesus Christ.  The visible church is comprised of all who profess faith in 

Christ, along with their children (Westminster Confession, Chapter 25, paragraph 2).  The visible 

church is that church acknowledged by the world.  However, no church is wholly pure, and there 

pious and impious, wheat and tares, sheep and goats in every body of believers. We do not see which 

individuals among those who claim Christ are truly in right relationship to God and which are not.  

The invisible church is comprised of all those who entered into union with Christ through the Holy 
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There is a visible and an invisible church, both 

.  The visible church is comprised of all who profess faith in 

Christ, along with their children (Westminster Confession, Chapter 25, paragraph 2).  The visible 

church is that church acknowledged by the world.  However, no church is wholly pure, and there are 

pious and impious, wheat and tares, sheep and goats in every body of believers. We do not see which 

individuals among those who claim Christ are truly in right relationship to God and which are not.  

ntered into union with Christ through the Holy 
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Spirit, and therefore enjoy the spiritual blessings of regeneration, conversion, faith and communion 

with Christ.  The invisible church is known to God, but will become visible to us only in our 

glorified state, when true believers will become known to one another. 

 

 The Church as Organism and Organization.  The church is also both organism and 

organization.  Paul compares the church to a body made up of different cells and organs (I 

Corinthians 12).  In this respect the church is a living and breathing organism made up of different 

members.  However, there is organization to the church, just as there is organization to a living 

being.  It is this organization that makes the church an institution, which is a means to God’s end, the 

growth of the community of faith. 

 

 The Militant and Triumphant Church.  The church and all its members in the present age 

are engaged in a struggle against the world, the flesh and the devil.  However, the church is assured 

that Christ has already secured the victory in the end, and the church militant will therefore also be 

the church triumphant. 

 

 The “Catholic” Church.  The word “catholic” simply means “universal.”  Members of the 

catholic church are all members of the church universal, the church comprised of all its members.  

While others may be Roman Catholic, you are Presbyterian catholic. 

 

 The Marks of the Church. What makes a true church?  When the church began to split in 

the Reformation period, and many churches and sects, the Reformers felt it appropriate to point out 

some marks by which a true church could be distinguished from a false church.  Generally, three 

marks of a true church were recognized: (1) the true preaching of the Word; (2) the right 

administration of the sacraments; and (3) the faithful exercise of discipline.  Note the adjectives 

used.  How does our church measure up? 

 

THE MEANS OF GRACE 

 

 Fallen men receive blessings from God.  Some of these blessings are available to all men, 

saved and unsaved.  God’s blessings include the benefits of nature, employment, the harvest, arts 

and sciences, charitable causes and good government.  God causes the rain to fall on both the just 

and the unjust.  God has operated to provide material blessings and restrain sin.  The blessings of 

God available to all men are referred to as common grace. 

 

 All of us know people who are not believers, but who have high moral standards.  All men 

have some sense of right and wrong, of the need for truth.  That is the operation of common grace.  

Christians frequently degrade the value of charitable work outside the church, such as works 

promoting medical care, research and the arts since they do not provide salvation.  What a 

misunderstanding of God’s common grace! 

 

 However, there are also blessings available which result in salvation and strengthen those 

who have received salvation, means by which God works in our hearts and lives.  These blessings 

connected to salvation are referred to as special means of grace.  They include the Word and the 

sacraments. 

 

 A small digression is in order here.  The terms “common grace” and “special grace” are not 

used in Scripture.  Not all theologians agree on the means of special grace.  Some include prayer and 

the church among the means of special grace.  But even if there is not universal agreement on 
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particulars, common grace and special grace are helpful terms, in that they help us to remember and 

give thanks for God’s blessings to us, and help us to be vigilant to take advantage of the means God 

has provided to strengthen our relationship with Him.

 

 The Word and the Sacraments as Means of Grace

Word and the sacraments are a means of grace?  First of all, let us make it clear that of themselves, 

they are ineffective.  They become efficacious 

the operation of the Holy Spirit.  

-- it takes the Holy Spirit working through the act.  The Lord’s Supper will not work just because 

you eat some bread and wine, but it works because the Holy Spirit works through the

not converted or do not grow in faith just because the Word is preached, but because the Holy Spirit 

works through the preaching.  But the Word and sacraments are means of grace because God has 

chosen and ordained them as special ways thr

instituted these in the church by which the Holy Spirit works and confirms faith in the hearts of men.

 

 

Historically, the Roman Catholi

to the sacraments than to the Word.  The Roman Catholic Church has 

considered the sacraments to be the real means of grace, and there has 

been little relationship between the Word and sacraments.  Luther 

shifted the empha

prominence to the Word as God’s primary means of grace.  He pointed 

out that the sacraments required explanation from the Word and in fact, 

the sacraments served to make the Word visible.

 

 In the Reformed fa

communicated to us through Word and sacraments, and therefore, the 

willful neglect of hearing the preached Word or participating in the 

sacraments can mean only our spiritual loss.  You can verify this for 

yourself.  If a person persistently misses sitting under the preached word 

and if that person consistently fails to partake of the Lord’s Supper, you 

will observe the spiritual life of that person diminishing.  It is difficult to live a fruitful Christian l

by yourself or apart from the church.  We also believe that Word and sacrament go together.  The 

sacraments need the Word for they are visible demonstrations of what the Word says, and the Word 

needs the sacraments, for the Sacraments are visual illust

 

 

 What do we mean when we say the Word is a special means of grace?  When we speak of the 

Word as a means of grace, we are not talking about the Bible.  It is true that the Bible is used by the 

Holy Spirit for the growth and extension of the church and the Spirit uses Scripture to edify and 

nourish the believer, and it is also true that the written Word is often used by the Holy Spirit to 

convict sinners.  However, when we talk about the Word as a means of grace, tech

speaking, we are talking about the Word as it is preached, or the 

Word is a divine commission given by Christ.  That does not mean in a general sense the Bible is not 

a means of grace.  As it is read and s

it.  But in a very special way, ordained by Christ, the preaching of the Word is more powerful than a 

two-edged sword.  That is what Paul means in the first chapter of I Corinthians when he talks

the foolishness of preaching being the power of God.

 

particulars, common grace and special grace are helpful terms, in that they help us to remember and 

give thanks for God’s blessings to us, and help us to be vigilant to take advantage of the means God 

vided to strengthen our relationship with Him. 

The Word and the Sacraments as Means of Grace.   What do we mean by saying that the 

Word and the sacraments are a means of grace?  First of all, let us make it clear that of themselves, 

They become efficacious -- or productive -- or they work 

  Baptism does not work just because water is poured on someone 

it takes the Holy Spirit working through the act.  The Lord’s Supper will not work just because 

you eat some bread and wine, but it works because the Holy Spirit works through the

not converted or do not grow in faith just because the Word is preached, but because the Holy Spirit 

works through the preaching.  But the Word and sacraments are means of grace because God has 

chosen and ordained them as special ways through which the Spirit will work.  Christ has officially 

instituted these in the church by which the Holy Spirit works and confirms faith in the hearts of men.

What is the relationship between the Word and the sacraments?  

Historically, the Roman Catholic Church has given more prominence 

to the sacraments than to the Word.  The Roman Catholic Church has 

considered the sacraments to be the real means of grace, and there has 

been little relationship between the Word and sacraments.  Luther 

shifted the emphasis from the sacraments to the Word and he gave 

prominence to the Word as God’s primary means of grace.  He pointed 

out that the sacraments required explanation from the Word and in fact, 

the sacraments served to make the Word visible. 

In the Reformed faith, we believe that God’s grace is most usually 

communicated to us through Word and sacraments, and therefore, the 

willful neglect of hearing the preached Word or participating in the 

sacraments can mean only our spiritual loss.  You can verify this for 

ourself.  If a person persistently misses sitting under the preached word 

and if that person consistently fails to partake of the Lord’s Supper, you 

will observe the spiritual life of that person diminishing.  It is difficult to live a fruitful Christian l

by yourself or apart from the church.  We also believe that Word and sacrament go together.  The 

sacraments need the Word for they are visible demonstrations of what the Word says, and the Word 

needs the sacraments, for the Sacraments are visual illustrations of the Word. 

THE PREACHED WORD 

What do we mean when we say the Word is a special means of grace?  When we speak of the 

Word as a means of grace, we are not talking about the Bible.  It is true that the Bible is used by the 

owth and extension of the church and the Spirit uses Scripture to edify and 

nourish the believer, and it is also true that the written Word is often used by the Holy Spirit to 

convict sinners.  However, when we talk about the Word as a means of grace, tech

speaking, we are talking about the Word as it is preached, or the preached Word.  

Word is a divine commission given by Christ.  That does not mean in a general sense the Bible is not 

a means of grace.  As it is read and studied and taught and communicated, the Spirit works through 

it.  But in a very special way, ordained by Christ, the preaching of the Word is more powerful than a 

edged sword.  That is what Paul means in the first chapter of I Corinthians when he talks

the foolishness of preaching being the power of God. 
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it takes the Holy Spirit working through the act.  The Lord’s Supper will not work just because 
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willful neglect of hearing the preached Word or participating in the 

sacraments can mean only our spiritual loss.  You can verify this for 

ourself.  If a person persistently misses sitting under the preached word 

and if that person consistently fails to partake of the Lord’s Supper, you 

will observe the spiritual life of that person diminishing.  It is difficult to live a fruitful Christian life 

by yourself or apart from the church.  We also believe that Word and sacrament go together.  The 

sacraments need the Word for they are visible demonstrations of what the Word says, and the Word 

What do we mean when we say the Word is a special means of grace?  When we speak of the 

Word as a means of grace, we are not talking about the Bible.  It is true that the Bible is used by the 

owth and extension of the church and the Spirit uses Scripture to edify and 

nourish the believer, and it is also true that the written Word is often used by the Holy Spirit to 

convict sinners.  However, when we talk about the Word as a means of grace, technically and strictly 

preached Word.  Preaching the 

Word is a divine commission given by Christ.  That does not mean in a general sense the Bible is not 

tudied and taught and communicated, the Spirit works through 

it.  But in a very special way, ordained by Christ, the preaching of the Word is more powerful than a 

edged sword.  That is what Paul means in the first chapter of I Corinthians when he talks about 
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 So the preached Word is a means of special grace.  But we have to go on to say that there are 

two parts to this preached Word, the Law and the Gospel.  Some might think of the Ol

as being the Law and the New Testament as being the Gospel, but that is not true.  God is gracious in 

all His dealings with Israel in the Old Testament and Jesus is tougher than the Mosaic Law in the 

Sermon on the Mount.  Both Law and Gospel ar

 

 What is the Law?  The Law is anything in Scripture that reveals God’s will in the form 

of a prohibition or a command.  

be justified on the basis of our own 

proclaims the redeeming love of God in Jesus reconciling us to God. 

of these two - Law and Gospel – are present in the Old Testament and in the New Testament.  Each 

has its proper function.  The Law seeks to awaken sorrow for sin in our hearts.  The Gospel seeks to 

awaken faith in Jesus in our hearts.  We need both.  The good news isn’t good without the bad news.  

And the bad news without good news is just depressing.  

don’t need the Law of God, or that we are under grace and not law.  In a sense, that is true, but that 

does not mean the law is no longer useful.  We need it to awaken our awareness of our sin when we 

fall short of it.  But it is also a guide to the believer, a rule of life, that reminds us of our duty to God 

and it leads us in the way of salvation.  We are not saved by our obedience to the Law, but we are 

convicted of sin and drawn to salvation based on the Law, and the

The Law is our teacher and guide. 

 

 

 The Nature and Number of the Sacraments

terms we have used, the word is not used in the Bible.  The Westminster Confession says

“Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace.

God along with the covenant to represent Christ and His benefits, to confirm our position 

with and in Him, to demonstrate a visible difference between those who belon

church and the rest of the world, and solemnly to engage believers in the service of God 

in Christ according to His word...” (Westminster Confession Chapter 27, Paragraph 1).

 

 What is meant by “signs and seals?”  A sign points to something, 

describes something, and is a shorthand reminder of something.  In this case, 

the sacraments point us to and remind us of God’s work.  What about a seal?  

A seal guarantees the authority, authenticity and validity of the document 

sealed.  The sacrament reminds 

church. 

 

 How does a sacrament provide grace?  As we have said, 

effectiveness of the sacrament are derived from the work of the Holy Spirit.  

in the outward ritual.  In fact, Paul 

recognizing the body of the Lord, we are guilty of sin and bring judgment on ourselves.  (I 

Corinthians 11:27-32.)  The outward or visible sign of the sacrament signs and seals an inner work.

Therefore, the effectiveness of the sacrament is not dependent on the devoutness or the intention of 

the one who administers the sacrament.  However, the Westminster Confession says that the 

sacraments should be administered by a lawfully ordained minist

 

LAW AND GOSPEL 

So the preached Word is a means of special grace.  But we have to go on to say that there are 

two parts to this preached Word, the Law and the Gospel.  Some might think of the Ol

as being the Law and the New Testament as being the Gospel, but that is not true.  God is gracious in 

all His dealings with Israel in the Old Testament and Jesus is tougher than the Mosaic Law in the 

Sermon on the Mount.  Both Law and Gospel are found throughout Scripture. 

The Law is anything in Scripture that reveals God’s will in the form 

  The Law reveals to us the bad news that we are sinners and cannot 

be justified on the basis of our own works according to the Law.  What is the Gospel?

proclaims the redeeming love of God in Jesus reconciling us to God.  It is the good news.  Each 

are present in the Old Testament and in the New Testament.  Each 

s its proper function.  The Law seeks to awaken sorrow for sin in our hearts.  The Gospel seeks to 

awaken faith in Jesus in our hearts.  We need both.  The good news isn’t good without the bad news.  

And the bad news without good news is just depressing.  Perhaps you have heard people say we 

don’t need the Law of God, or that we are under grace and not law.  In a sense, that is true, but that 

does not mean the law is no longer useful.  We need it to awaken our awareness of our sin when we 

But it is also a guide to the believer, a rule of life, that reminds us of our duty to God 

and it leads us in the way of salvation.  We are not saved by our obedience to the Law, but we are 

convicted of sin and drawn to salvation based on the Law, and the Law guides our sanctification.  

 

THE SACRAMENTS 

The Nature and Number of the Sacraments.  What is a sacrament?  Like several other 

terms we have used, the word is not used in the Bible.  The Westminster Confession says

“Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace.  They were instituted by 

God along with the covenant to represent Christ and His benefits, to confirm our position 

with and in Him, to demonstrate a visible difference between those who belon

church and the rest of the world, and solemnly to engage believers in the service of God 

in Christ according to His word...” (Westminster Confession Chapter 27, Paragraph 1).

What is meant by “signs and seals?”  A sign points to something, 

ibes something, and is a shorthand reminder of something.  In this case, 

the sacraments point us to and remind us of God’s work.  What about a seal?  

A seal guarantees the authority, authenticity and validity of the document 

sealed.  The sacrament reminds us of God’s authority exercised through the 

How does a sacrament provide grace?  As we have said, 

effectiveness of the sacrament are derived from the work of the Holy Spirit.  

in the outward ritual.  In fact, Paul says that if we partake of the Lord’s Supper unworthily, without 

recognizing the body of the Lord, we are guilty of sin and bring judgment on ourselves.  (I 

32.)  The outward or visible sign of the sacrament signs and seals an inner work.

Therefore, the effectiveness of the sacrament is not dependent on the devoutness or the intention of 

the one who administers the sacrament.  However, the Westminster Confession says that the 

sacraments should be administered by a lawfully ordained minister of the Word. 
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So the preached Word is a means of special grace.  But we have to go on to say that there are 

two parts to this preached Word, the Law and the Gospel.  Some might think of the Old Testament 

as being the Law and the New Testament as being the Gospel, but that is not true.  God is gracious in 

all His dealings with Israel in the Old Testament and Jesus is tougher than the Mosaic Law in the 

The Law is anything in Scripture that reveals God’s will in the form 

The Law reveals to us the bad news that we are sinners and cannot 

What is the Gospel?  The Gospel 

It is the good news.  Each 

are present in the Old Testament and in the New Testament.  Each 

s its proper function.  The Law seeks to awaken sorrow for sin in our hearts.  The Gospel seeks to 

awaken faith in Jesus in our hearts.  We need both.  The good news isn’t good without the bad news.  

Perhaps you have heard people say we 

don’t need the Law of God, or that we are under grace and not law.  In a sense, that is true, but that 

does not mean the law is no longer useful.  We need it to awaken our awareness of our sin when we 

But it is also a guide to the believer, a rule of life, that reminds us of our duty to God 

and it leads us in the way of salvation.  We are not saved by our obedience to the Law, but we are 

Law guides our sanctification.  

What is a sacrament?  Like several other 

terms we have used, the word is not used in the Bible.  The Westminster Confession says, 

They were instituted by 

God along with the covenant to represent Christ and His benefits, to confirm our position 

with and in Him, to demonstrate a visible difference between those who belong to the 

church and the rest of the world, and solemnly to engage believers in the service of God 

in Christ according to His word...” (Westminster Confession Chapter 27, Paragraph 1). 

What is meant by “signs and seals?”  A sign points to something, 

ibes something, and is a shorthand reminder of something.  In this case, 

the sacraments point us to and remind us of God’s work.  What about a seal?  

A seal guarantees the authority, authenticity and validity of the document 

us of God’s authority exercised through the 

How does a sacrament provide grace?  As we have said, the power and 

effectiveness of the sacrament are derived from the work of the Holy Spirit.  There is no power 

says that if we partake of the Lord’s Supper unworthily, without 

recognizing the body of the Lord, we are guilty of sin and bring judgment on ourselves.  (I 

32.)  The outward or visible sign of the sacrament signs and seals an inner work.  

Therefore, the effectiveness of the sacrament is not dependent on the devoutness or the intention of 

the one who administers the sacrament.  However, the Westminster Confession says that the 
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 Presbyterians recognize two sacraments, baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  Each of these is 

derived from an Old Testament sacrament, baptism from circumcision and the Lord’s Supper from 

Passover. 

 

 Baptism. Baptism of infants can be a significant hurdle to clear for a full adoption of the 

Reformed tradition.  What is the meaning of baptism?  And why do we baptize infants? 

 

 To us, baptism represents entry into the body of believers, admission into 

God’s covenant people.  This is the significance of infant baptism.  Baptism is also a 

sign and seal of the covenant of grace, of the believer’s ingrafting into Christ, of rebirth 

and new life, of remission of sins and of the believer’s yielding to God.  Adult baptism 

is a sign, not only of admission to God’s covenant people, but of these works as well. 

 

 We have previously discussed the Covenant of Grace at some length.  You will recall that 

from the Fall, through Noah, Abraham, David, the prophets and to Jesus, God instituted His 

Covenant of Grace, revealing more of His plan and His grace in each setting.  God called out a 

special people in an unbroken line beginning with Abraham, the called out ones of Israel, through 

whom God would work.  The church is now the people through whom God works.  Paul portrays the 

gentile church as grafted into the tree that was Israel (Romans 11). 

 

 In the Old Testament period, formal admission into the covenant people was recognized by 

circumcision.  When God entered into the covenant with Abraham, He declared, “This is my 

covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every male among 

you shall be circumcised.  You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant 

between you and me.  For the generations to come every male among you who is eight days old must 

be circumcised, including those born in your household or bought with money from a foreigner -- 

those who are not your offspring.  Whether born in your household or bought with your money, they 

must be circumcised.”  (Genesis 17:10-12). 

 

 Note that the mark of the covenant people was to be given to entire households, and that male 

children were to receive this mark. 

 

 As the church grew, and especially as Gentiles joined the church, the church had to grapple 

with whether circumcision would continue to be required.  At a council in Jerusalem, the church 

fathers determined that circumcision would not be required (Acts 15).  However, Jesus had 

commanded baptism for His followers (Matthew 28:19, Mark 16:16).  So the early church baptized 

those God called out to be His covenant people.  In the New Testament, we see whole households 

being baptized, presumably including children (Acts 10:48, 16:33). 

 

 It is appropriate that children would be baptized as part of the covenant community.  First, 

God works through covenant families.  God has called out a visible people in whom he works and 

through whom he makes himself known to the world.  This is God’s message to Abraham and to us.  

Peter reminded the crowd gathered at Pentecost that, “the promise is for you and your children” 

(Acts 2:39).  If you are a parent, you have a responsibility to convey the blessings of the covenant to 

your children. 

 

 Second, the New Testament is greater in grace than the Old.  In the Old Testament, women 

were surely part of the covenant community; however, they did not partake of the sign and seal that 
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they were members.  Male children were offered the mark of the covenant in the Old Testament; it is 

logical that they would also be included in 

Testament.  And it is like God to extend that grace further as it becomes available to the gentiles by 

offering the sign and seal of membership in the covenant community to female children as well.

 

Christ in His death and resurrection.  However, our understanding of the meaning of baptism does 

not require immersion.  Immersion is certainly acceptable, but 

or pouring. 

 

 The Lord’s Supper. Let us turn now to the second sacrament, the Lord’s Supper.  It may 

properly be called by a number of names.  It may also be called Holy Communion or the Eucharist, 

or the Thanksgiving, or the Table of the Lord or the Breaking of the Bread.

 

 As we have already seen, the Lord’s Supper came to replace the Passover.  As the Hebrews 

were delivered from the death of the first

became a meal they were to eat celebrating their deliverance from bondage, so the sacrifice of Jesus 

frees us from spiritual bondage to sin and the meal becomes a communion with God.  As you can 

see, the transition from the Passover to the Lord’s Supper was a natural

was a type of the Christ who was to come.  That’s why Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper during the 

Passover meal. 

 

 In the Roman Catholic Church, it is believed that the bread and wine literally become the 

body and blood of Jesus.  The Roman Catholics take the position that when Jesus said, “this is my 

body,” the “is” must be taken literally.  This view of the Lord’s Su

That is, the substance of bread and wine are transferred to something else, the literal body and blood 

of Jesus.  Luther, on the other hand, departed from that view somewhat.  He did not believe in the 

literal transformation of the elements, but he did believe that the literal body and blood of Jesus was 

present with the elements.  This view is called 

 

 Calvin rejected both of these views.  Calvin believed 

Lord’s Supper is first a memorial, a remembering of the death of Christ.  But even more importantly, 

he believed that Christ, while not bodily present as the Roman Catholics and Lutherans believed, is 

 

they were members.  Male children were offered the mark of the covenant in the Old Testament; it is 

logical that they would also be included in the mark of the covenant community under the New 

Testament.  And it is like God to extend that grace further as it becomes available to the gentiles by 

offering the sign and seal of membership in the covenant community to female children as well.

 Baptism and Regeneration.  In other traditions, 

there is a direct link between baptism and regeneration.  For 

the Roman Catholic Church, baptism results in 

regeneration.  In some other Protestant denominations, 

baptism is not permitted unless one has already bee

regenerated.  For Presbyterians, baptism can mean that we 

are regenerated, but it need not.  Baptism of a child does 

not show that we believe the child has a saving 

knowledge of Jesus Christ.  Infants are baptized to show 

that they are members of the covenant community.  

Professing believers are baptized to show that they have 

new life, and are members of the covenant.

 

 The Mode of Baptism.  In churches that understand 

baptism to show regeneration, new life is symbolized by a 

good dunking.  Going under the water represents death and 

a rising to a new life.  It also signifies an identification with 

Christ in His death and resurrection.  However, our understanding of the meaning of baptism does 

not require immersion.  Immersion is certainly acceptable, but it is no more effective than sprinkling 

Let us turn now to the second sacrament, the Lord’s Supper.  It may 

properly be called by a number of names.  It may also be called Holy Communion or the Eucharist, 

g, or the Table of the Lord or the Breaking of the Bread. 

As we have already seen, the Lord’s Supper came to replace the Passover.  As the Hebrews 

were delivered from the death of the first-born in Egypt by the sacrifice of a lamb, which then 

al they were to eat celebrating their deliverance from bondage, so the sacrifice of Jesus 

frees us from spiritual bondage to sin and the meal becomes a communion with God.  As you can 

see, the transition from the Passover to the Lord’s Supper was a natural one.  The lamb of Passover 

was a type of the Christ who was to come.  That’s why Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper during the 

In the Roman Catholic Church, it is believed that the bread and wine literally become the 

body and blood of Jesus.  The Roman Catholics take the position that when Jesus said, “this is my 

body,” the “is” must be taken literally.  This view of the Lord’s Supper is called transubstantiation.  

That is, the substance of bread and wine are transferred to something else, the literal body and blood 

of Jesus.  Luther, on the other hand, departed from that view somewhat.  He did not believe in the 

tion of the elements, but he did believe that the literal body and blood of Jesus was 

present with the elements.  This view is called consubstantiation. 

Calvin rejected both of these views.  Calvin believed -- as do we Presbyterians 

pper is first a memorial, a remembering of the death of Christ.  But even more importantly, 

he believed that Christ, while not bodily present as the Roman Catholics and Lutherans believed, is 
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they were members.  Male children were offered the mark of the covenant in the Old Testament; it is 

the mark of the covenant community under the New 

Testament.  And it is like God to extend that grace further as it becomes available to the gentiles by 

offering the sign and seal of membership in the covenant community to female children as well. 

In other traditions, 

there is a direct link between baptism and regeneration.  For 

the Roman Catholic Church, baptism results in 

regeneration.  In some other Protestant denominations, 

baptism is not permitted unless one has already been 

regenerated.  For Presbyterians, baptism can mean that we 

Baptism of a child does 

not show that we believe the child has a saving 

Infants are baptized to show 

enant community.  

Professing believers are baptized to show that they have 

new life, and are members of the covenant. 

In churches that understand 

baptism to show regeneration, new life is symbolized by a 

he water represents death and 

a rising to a new life.  It also signifies an identification with 

Christ in His death and resurrection.  However, our understanding of the meaning of baptism does 

it is no more effective than sprinkling 

Let us turn now to the second sacrament, the Lord’s Supper.  It may 

properly be called by a number of names.  It may also be called Holy Communion or the Eucharist, 

As we have already seen, the Lord’s Supper came to replace the Passover.  As the Hebrews 

born in Egypt by the sacrifice of a lamb, which then 

al they were to eat celebrating their deliverance from bondage, so the sacrifice of Jesus 

frees us from spiritual bondage to sin and the meal becomes a communion with God.  As you can 

one.  The lamb of Passover 

was a type of the Christ who was to come.  That’s why Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper during the 

In the Roman Catholic Church, it is believed that the bread and wine literally become the 

body and blood of Jesus.  The Roman Catholics take the position that when Jesus said, “this is my 

transubstantiation.  

That is, the substance of bread and wine are transferred to something else, the literal body and blood 

of Jesus.  Luther, on the other hand, departed from that view somewhat.  He did not believe in the 

tion of the elements, but he did believe that the literal body and blood of Jesus was 

as do we Presbyterians -- that the 

pper is first a memorial, a remembering of the death of Christ.  But even more importantly, 

he believed that Christ, while not bodily present as the Roman Catholics and Lutherans believed, is 
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spiritually present.  The influence and presence of Christ is real, but it is a spiritual presence and 

not a physical presence.  Thus, Christ is mediated to us spiritually by the Holy Spirit when we take 

the elements in faith. 

 

 Next we will look at the ultimate destiny of the church and of the individual members who 

comprise it. 

 

Additional Resources: 

 

Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, Abridged Version, P & R Publishing, pp. 477-508, 1992 

 

Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, pp. 555-660, 

1996 
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ECCLESIOLOGY AND THE SACRAMENTS 

QUESTIONS 

 

9-1. When did the Church begin? 

 

 

 

 

9-2. What is the visible church?  The invisible church? 

 

 

 

 

9-3. What is the militant church?  Why is the church also the triumphant church? 

 

 

 

 

9-4. What is the catholic church? 

 

 

 

 

9-5. What are the marks of a true church? 

 

 

 

 

9-6. What is common grace?  What does it have to do with our salvation? 

 

 

 

 

9-7. To whom is special grace limited and what does it do? 

 

 

 

 

9-8. When we say the Word is a special means of grace, what “Word” are we talking about? 

 

 

 

9-9. What are the two parts of the preached Word? 

 

 

 

 

 

9-10. What role does the law play? 
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9-11. What role does the gospel play? 

 

 

 

 

9-12. Is the law limited to the Old Dispensation and the gospel to the New? 

 

 

 

 

9-13. What are the sacraments of the Old Dispensation? 

 

 

 

 

9-14. What does it do to a sacrament if the person who administers it is not of good character? 

 

 

 

 

9-15. Who may administer the sacraments?  Who may preach the Word? 

 

 

 

 

9-16. What one thing did circumcision and baptism represent? 

 

 

 

 

9-17. How do we believe baptism is related to regeneration? 
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9-18. What is the real difference between Presbyterians and immersionists as regards baptism, and 

who is a proper candidate for baptism for Presbyterians and immersionists?   

 

 

 

 

9-19. Were infants a part of the Old Dispensation of the Covenant of Grace? 

 

 

 

 

9-20. What is transubstantiation?  Who holds this view? 

 

 

 

 

9-21. What is consubstantiation?  Who holds this view? 

 

 

 

 

9-22. How do Presbyterians believe Christ is present in the bread and wine? 
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CHAPTER TEN: 

 

In his book Citizen Soldiers

Christmas Day, 1944, was bright, clear and cold, and Private Wesley Peyton 

was enjoying hot food at the front 

came over at treetop level.  American machine gunners set the plane's 

engine on fire.  The German pilot turned straight up, then rolled the plane 

over and bailed out.  The watching Americans broke out with roars of 

approval and admiration for the German's skill.  But as the pilot came 

down in his parachute, Peyton said, "the damned fool upholstered his 

pistol and began shooting at us.  By the time he hit the ground there 

was hardly enough of him to bury.  He shot fir

 

For Peyton, the scene brought "the certainty that we would win the war and I would survive 

it."  He reasoned that the German pilot knew that the war was lost, and that the German pilot did not 

want to live.  But on that Christmas Day, P

would go home. 

 

And so it is with us.  We live in a furious battle.  But with Christmas, the first advent of 

Christ, the invasion has begun, and the outcome is now assured.  The enemy knows the war 

We also know the outcome of the war, and that we are on the victorious side, and that we will go 

home.  We are not home now, but one day we will be.

 

Jesus told us that the Kingdom of God is at hand. We are in the last days.  The word 

"eschatology" comes from the passages of Scripture that talk of the last things 

(eschatai hemerai, Is. 2:2, Mic. 4:1), the "last time" (

hour" (eschate hora, I John 2:18). 

 

There are two levels to esc

individual, the end of this existence comes with death, which transfers us from this life into another 

existence.  Physical death, the immortality of the soul and the intermediate stage bear discu

here.  Second, there is a general eschatology

come to an end.  History is not an indefinite and endless process, but there will be a great crisis, and 

Christ will return to usher in a new age.  We w

the return of Christ, the general resurrection, the last judgment, the consummation of the Kingdom 

and the final condition of those saved and unsaved.

 

INDIVIDUAL ESCHATOLOGY

 

Physical Death.  Life as we know it comes to an end with death. The Bible speaks of the 

death of the body, as opposed to the soul.  Physical death can be described as a termination of life by 

the separation of body and soul.  The body dies but the spirit lives on.  The soul is n

death.  In Ecclesiastes (12:7), we read that "the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit 

returns to God who gave it."  James 2:26 echoes this idea, saying, "the body without the spirit is 

dead."  When Jesus died, the Bible says he gave up his spirit (John 19:30), and when Stephen died, 

he asked God to receive his spirit (Acts 7:59).

 

 

CHAPTER TEN: ESCHATOLOGY 

 

Citizen Soldiers, Steven Ambrose writes of the end of World War II in Europe.  

Christmas Day, 1944, was bright, clear and cold, and Private Wesley Peyton 

was enjoying hot food at the front lines when a single German fighter plane 

came over at treetop level.  American machine gunners set the plane's 

engine on fire.  The German pilot turned straight up, then rolled the plane 

over and bailed out.  The watching Americans broke out with roars of 

approval and admiration for the German's skill.  But as the pilot came 

down in his parachute, Peyton said, "the damned fool upholstered his 

pistol and began shooting at us.  By the time he hit the ground there 

was hardly enough of him to bury.  He shot first; we shot last." 

For Peyton, the scene brought "the certainty that we would win the war and I would survive 

it."  He reasoned that the German pilot knew that the war was lost, and that the German pilot did not 

want to live.  But on that Christmas Day, Peyton knew that the Allies would win the war, and that he 

And so it is with us.  We live in a furious battle.  But with Christmas, the first advent of 

Christ, the invasion has begun, and the outcome is now assured.  The enemy knows the war 

We also know the outcome of the war, and that we are on the victorious side, and that we will go 

home.  We are not home now, but one day we will be. 

Jesus told us that the Kingdom of God is at hand. We are in the last days.  The word 

y" comes from the passages of Scripture that talk of the last things 

, Is. 2:2, Mic. 4:1), the "last time" (eschatos ton chronon, I Peter 1:20) and "the last 

 

There are two levels to eschatology.  First, there is individual eschatology

individual, the end of this existence comes with death, which transfers us from this life into another 

existence.  Physical death, the immortality of the soul and the intermediate stage bear discu

general eschatology.  The world as we know it, and the human race, will 

come to an end.  History is not an indefinite and endless process, but there will be a great crisis, and 

Christ will return to usher in a new age.  We will examine in this section the crisis of the end times, 

the return of Christ, the general resurrection, the last judgment, the consummation of the Kingdom 

and the final condition of those saved and unsaved. 

INDIVIDUAL ESCHATOLOGY 

s we know it comes to an end with death. The Bible speaks of the 

death of the body, as opposed to the soul.  Physical death can be described as a termination of life by 

the separation of body and soul.  The body dies but the spirit lives on.  The soul is n

death.  In Ecclesiastes (12:7), we read that "the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit 

returns to God who gave it."  James 2:26 echoes this idea, saying, "the body without the spirit is 

e says he gave up his spirit (John 19:30), and when Stephen died, 

he asked God to receive his spirit (Acts 7:59). 
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, Steven Ambrose writes of the end of World War II in Europe.  

For Peyton, the scene brought "the certainty that we would win the war and I would survive 

it."  He reasoned that the German pilot knew that the war was lost, and that the German pilot did not 

eyton knew that the Allies would win the war, and that he 

And so it is with us.  We live in a furious battle.  But with Christmas, the first advent of 

Christ, the invasion has begun, and the outcome is now assured.  The enemy knows the war is lost.  

We also know the outcome of the war, and that we are on the victorious side, and that we will go 

Jesus told us that the Kingdom of God is at hand. We are in the last days.  The word 

y" comes from the passages of Scripture that talk of the last things - the "last days" 

, I Peter 1:20) and "the last 

individual eschatology.  For the 

individual, the end of this existence comes with death, which transfers us from this life into another 

existence.  Physical death, the immortality of the soul and the intermediate stage bear discussion 

.  The world as we know it, and the human race, will 

come to an end.  History is not an indefinite and endless process, but there will be a great crisis, and 

ill examine in this section the crisis of the end times, 

the return of Christ, the general resurrection, the last judgment, the consummation of the Kingdom 

s we know it comes to an end with death. The Bible speaks of the 

death of the body, as opposed to the soul.  Physical death can be described as a termination of life by 

the separation of body and soul.  The body dies but the spirit lives on.  The soul is not annihilated by 

death.  In Ecclesiastes (12:7), we read that "the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit 

returns to God who gave it."  James 2:26 echoes this idea, saying, "the body without the spirit is 

e says he gave up his spirit (John 19:30), and when Stephen died, 
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interred in Washington D.C. was identified.  Using DNA technology 

previously unavaila

Michael Blassie, and his remains were transferred to Jefferson 

Barracks cemetery in St. Louis.  The news reports properly used the 

word “remains” to describe the transfer.  Blassie’s soul had separated 

from his bo

remains, the body.

 

Physical death is punishment, "the wages of sin."  Since believers are justified, however, and 

are no longer under penalty, why do we have to die?  After all, Christ became a 

removed the curse of death.  Is death necessary?  It seems not.  After all, Elijah and Enoch did not 

experience death.  But most Christians do experience death.  Death produces sanctification.  

Sickness, bereavement and the thought of d

concerns and produce in us a mind of humility.  And in death we experience the suffering of Christ, 

often producing great victories where victory hardly seems possible.  I Peter 4:12

the benefits of participating in the sufferings of Christ.  "Dear friends, do not be surprised at the 

painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice that 

you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you m

 

The Immortality of the Soul.  

14:14) is a question of perennial interest.  The Biblical answer is a resounding "YES!"  The soul 

lives on after the death of the body.  But what is the nature of that life?  What happens after we die?

 

The Intermediate Stage.  

end of the world.  But what is the situation of the soul after death and before t

Reformed position is that the souls of believers proceed to heaven immediately after death.  The 

Westminster Confession says that at death, "The souls of the righteous, being then made perfect in 

holiness, are received into the highes

waiting for the full redemption of their bodies." The souls of unbelievers also continue at death.  

"The souls of the wicked are thrown into hell, where they remain in torment and complete da

set apart for the great day of judgment." (W.C. ch. 32, para 1).  There is strong Scriptural support for 

this position; however, it is not without difficulties.  

 

In the Old Testament there is discussion of a place called Sheol, a shadowy region t

the dead descend.  For instance, Psalm 89:48 says, "What man can live and not see death, or save 

himself from the power of Sheol?"  Sheol does not always correspond readily with heaven or hell.  

Sheol is variously translated as "grave" (as in some 

 

But Paul says that he is “willing to be absent from the body, and to be at home with the 

Lord,” and that he has a “desire to depart and to be at home with the Lord.” (II Corinthians 5:8; 

Philippians 1:23.), implying that the transition to God’s presence will be immediate.  Jesus told the 

thief on the cross, “Today you will be with me in Paradise.”  In the story of Lazarus and the rich 

man, Lazarus went to a place of consciousness in the presence of Abraham. (Lu

writer of Hebrews cheers believers by reminding them that others of the church “are [present tense] 

enrolled in heaven” (12:23).  There are also Old Testament references, such as in Job and Daniel, 

which support a life after death in the 

after death there is no waiting around in line, no state without consciousness and no place where 

spiritual exercises must be conducted before entering God’s presence.   

 

In late 1998, the Unknown Soldier from the Vietnam War 

interred in Washington D.C. was identified.  Using DNA technology 

previously unavailable, authorities identified the Unknown as 

Michael Blassie, and his remains were transferred to Jefferson 

Barracks cemetery in St. Louis.  The news reports properly used the 

word “remains” to describe the transfer.  Blassie’s soul had separated 

from his body at death, and what was left to be interred is only what 

remains, the body. 

Physical death is punishment, "the wages of sin."  Since believers are justified, however, and 

are no longer under penalty, why do we have to die?  After all, Christ became a curse for us and so 

removed the curse of death.  Is death necessary?  It seems not.  After all, Elijah and Enoch did not 

experience death.  But most Christians do experience death.  Death produces sanctification.  

Sickness, bereavement and the thought of death serve to humble the proud, check our worldly 

concerns and produce in us a mind of humility.  And in death we experience the suffering of Christ, 

often producing great victories where victory hardly seems possible.  I Peter 4:12

nefits of participating in the sufferings of Christ.  "Dear friends, do not be surprised at the 

painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice that 

you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed."

The Immortality of the Soul.  Job's question, "If a man die, shall he live again?"  (Job 

14:14) is a question of perennial interest.  The Biblical answer is a resounding "YES!"  The soul 

h of the body.  But what is the nature of that life?  What happens after we die?

The Intermediate Stage.  As we will discuss below, there will be a final resurrection at the 

end of the world.  But what is the situation of the soul after death and before the resurrection?  The 

Reformed position is that the souls of believers proceed to heaven immediately after death.  The 

Westminster Confession says that at death, "The souls of the righteous, being then made perfect in 

holiness, are received into the highest heavens, where they behold the face of God in light and glory, 

waiting for the full redemption of their bodies." The souls of unbelievers also continue at death.  

"The souls of the wicked are thrown into hell, where they remain in torment and complete da

set apart for the great day of judgment." (W.C. ch. 32, para 1).  There is strong Scriptural support for 

this position; however, it is not without difficulties.   

In the Old Testament there is discussion of a place called Sheol, a shadowy region t

the dead descend.  For instance, Psalm 89:48 says, "What man can live and not see death, or save 

himself from the power of Sheol?"  Sheol does not always correspond readily with heaven or hell.  

Sheol is variously translated as "grave" (as in some translations of Psalm 89) or “pit” or “hell.”

But Paul says that he is “willing to be absent from the body, and to be at home with the 

Lord,” and that he has a “desire to depart and to be at home with the Lord.” (II Corinthians 5:8; 

plying that the transition to God’s presence will be immediate.  Jesus told the 

you will be with me in Paradise.”  In the story of Lazarus and the rich 

man, Lazarus went to a place of consciousness in the presence of Abraham. (Lu

writer of Hebrews cheers believers by reminding them that others of the church “are [present tense] 

enrolled in heaven” (12:23).  There are also Old Testament references, such as in Job and Daniel, 

which support a life after death in the immediate presence of God.  All of these passages indicate 

after death there is no waiting around in line, no state without consciousness and no place where 

spiritual exercises must be conducted before entering God’s presence.    
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In late 1998, the Unknown Soldier from the Vietnam War 

interred in Washington D.C. was identified.  Using DNA technology 

ble, authorities identified the Unknown as 

Michael Blassie, and his remains were transferred to Jefferson 

Barracks cemetery in St. Louis.  The news reports properly used the 

word “remains” to describe the transfer.  Blassie’s soul had separated 

dy at death, and what was left to be interred is only what 

Physical death is punishment, "the wages of sin."  Since believers are justified, however, and 

curse for us and so 

removed the curse of death.  Is death necessary?  It seems not.  After all, Elijah and Enoch did not 

experience death.  But most Christians do experience death.  Death produces sanctification.  

eath serve to humble the proud, check our worldly 

concerns and produce in us a mind of humility.  And in death we experience the suffering of Christ, 

often producing great victories where victory hardly seems possible.  I Peter 4:12-13 reminds us of 

nefits of participating in the sufferings of Christ.  "Dear friends, do not be surprised at the 

painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice that 

ay be overjoyed when his glory is revealed." 

Job's question, "If a man die, shall he live again?"  (Job 

14:14) is a question of perennial interest.  The Biblical answer is a resounding "YES!"  The soul 

h of the body.  But what is the nature of that life?  What happens after we die? 

As we will discuss below, there will be a final resurrection at the 

he resurrection?  The 

Reformed position is that the souls of believers proceed to heaven immediately after death.  The 

Westminster Confession says that at death, "The souls of the righteous, being then made perfect in 

t heavens, where they behold the face of God in light and glory, 

waiting for the full redemption of their bodies." The souls of unbelievers also continue at death.  

"The souls of the wicked are thrown into hell, where they remain in torment and complete darkness, 

set apart for the great day of judgment." (W.C. ch. 32, para 1).  There is strong Scriptural support for 

In the Old Testament there is discussion of a place called Sheol, a shadowy region to which 

the dead descend.  For instance, Psalm 89:48 says, "What man can live and not see death, or save 

himself from the power of Sheol?"  Sheol does not always correspond readily with heaven or hell.  

translations of Psalm 89) or “pit” or “hell.” 

But Paul says that he is “willing to be absent from the body, and to be at home with the 

Lord,” and that he has a “desire to depart and to be at home with the Lord.” (II Corinthians 5:8; 

plying that the transition to God’s presence will be immediate.  Jesus told the 

you will be with me in Paradise.”  In the story of Lazarus and the rich 

man, Lazarus went to a place of consciousness in the presence of Abraham. (Luke 16:19-31)  The 

writer of Hebrews cheers believers by reminding them that others of the church “are [present tense] 

enrolled in heaven” (12:23).  There are also Old Testament references, such as in Job and Daniel, 

immediate presence of God.  All of these passages indicate 

after death there is no waiting around in line, no state without consciousness and no place where 
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In the Catholic tradition there is a place of purgatory where the believer works off "venal 

sins," those committed after baptism, and not resulting in damnation, but requiring purging.  The 

period of purgatory can be shortened by the prayers and masses of the living.  Purgatory is

by a passage in II Maccabees (12:42

considered authoritative by the Jews, the early church or the Reformation church.  Catholics also 

believe in Limbus Patrum and Limbus Infantum.  Th

waited for Christ; the second a place for unbaptized infants.  Biblical support for these concepts is 

weak.   

 

GENERAL ESCHATOLOGY

 

The Crisis of the End Times.  

take place before Christ's return.  These include:

 

 The Calling of the Gentiles.

opportunity to hear the Gospel before the return of Christ. (Matt. 

24:14, Mark 13:10, Rom. 11:25)  These passages refer to the 

evangelization of the world as the goal of history.  If this is true, 

missions’ work is more than just a casual part of the church's overall 

program. 

 

 The Turning of the Jews.  

Romans 11:25-29 connects this to the return of 

 

 The Great Apostasy and Great Tribulation.

will suffer persecution (Matt. 24:9-

 

 The Coming of the Antichrist.  

2:18,22; 4:3, I Thessalonians 2:3,4, Daniel 11:36).

 

 Signs and Portents.  At the end of the age there will be signs, which include wars and rumors 

of wars, famines and earthquakes, the coming of false prophets, the working of 

strange signs in the skies involving the sun, moon and stars (Matthew 24:29,30, Mark 13:24,25, 

Luke 21:25,26). 

 

The Return of Christ.  A

return is not known to anyone, "not

(Matt 24:36.)  The return of Christ will be personal and physical, not just spiritual, as the angels told 

the disciples, "This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come

same way you have seen him go into heaven." (Acts 1:11)  His return will be visible to the whole 

world, and will be sudden (Matthew 24:30, 36

different from his first advent.  He will come, not in

apparel (Hebrews 9:28).  The clouds of heaven will be His chariot (Matt. 24:30), the angels of 

heaven His bodyguard (II Thessalonians 1:7) and the saints shall be His escort (I Thessalonians 

3:13).  He will come as King of Kings and Lord of Lords, and every knee shall bow and every 

tongue confess that He is Lord (I Corinthians 15:25, Rev 19:11

 

 

there is a place of purgatory where the believer works off "venal 

sins," those committed after baptism, and not resulting in damnation, but requiring purging.  The 

period of purgatory can be shortened by the prayers and masses of the living.  Purgatory is

by a passage in II Maccabees (12:42-45).  However, Maccabees is part of the apocrypha, not a book 

considered authoritative by the Jews, the early church or the Reformation church.  Catholics also 

believe in Limbus Patrum and Limbus Infantum.  The first is a place where the Old Testament saints 

waited for Christ; the second a place for unbaptized infants.  Biblical support for these concepts is 

GENERAL ESCHATOLOGY 

The Crisis of the End Times.  The Bible says that certain events, some cat

take place before Christ's return.  These include: 

The Calling of the Gentiles.  All nations will have the 

opportunity to hear the Gospel before the return of Christ. (Matt. 

24:14, Mark 13:10, Rom. 11:25)  These passages refer to the 

gelization of the world as the goal of history.  If this is true, 

missions’ work is more than just a casual part of the church's overall 

The Turning of the Jews.  Many Jews will come to Christ, and 

29 connects this to the return of Christ. 

The Great Apostasy and Great Tribulation.  Many will fall away in the end times, and many 

-12,21-24, Mark 13:9-222, Luke 21:22-24, II Tim. 3:1

The Coming of the Antichrist.  There will be one who opposes Christ and his people (I John 

2:18,22; 4:3, I Thessalonians 2:3,4, Daniel 11:36). 

At the end of the age there will be signs, which include wars and rumors 

of wars, famines and earthquakes, the coming of false prophets, the working of 

strange signs in the skies involving the sun, moon and stars (Matthew 24:29,30, Mark 13:24,25, 

After these signs, Christ will return.  The exact time of Christ's 

return is not known to anyone, "not even the angels of heaven, neither the Son, but the Father only." 

(Matt 24:36.)  The return of Christ will be personal and physical, not just spiritual, as the angels told 

the disciples, "This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come

same way you have seen him go into heaven." (Acts 1:11)  His return will be visible to the whole 

world, and will be sudden (Matthew 24:30, 36-44).  And his return will in one sense be very 

different from his first advent.  He will come, not in humility, but in glory and triumph, in royal 

apparel (Hebrews 9:28).  The clouds of heaven will be His chariot (Matt. 24:30), the angels of 

heaven His bodyguard (II Thessalonians 1:7) and the saints shall be His escort (I Thessalonians 

e as King of Kings and Lord of Lords, and every knee shall bow and every 

tongue confess that He is Lord (I Corinthians 15:25, Rev 19:11-16, Phil. 2:10-11).
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there is a place of purgatory where the believer works off "venal 

sins," those committed after baptism, and not resulting in damnation, but requiring purging.  The 

period of purgatory can be shortened by the prayers and masses of the living.  Purgatory is supported 

45).  However, Maccabees is part of the apocrypha, not a book 

considered authoritative by the Jews, the early church or the Reformation church.  Catholics also 

e first is a place where the Old Testament saints 

waited for Christ; the second a place for unbaptized infants.  Biblical support for these concepts is 

The Bible says that certain events, some cataclysmic, must 

Many will fall away in the end times, and many 

24, II Tim. 3:1-4). 

hrist and his people (I John 

At the end of the age there will be signs, which include wars and rumors 

of wars, famines and earthquakes, the coming of false prophets, the working of false miracles and 

strange signs in the skies involving the sun, moon and stars (Matthew 24:29,30, Mark 13:24,25, 

signs, Christ will return.  The exact time of Christ's 

even the angels of heaven, neither the Son, but the Father only." 

(Matt 24:36.)  The return of Christ will be personal and physical, not just spiritual, as the angels told 

the disciples, "This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the 

same way you have seen him go into heaven." (Acts 1:11)  His return will be visible to the whole 

44).  And his return will in one sense be very 

humility, but in glory and triumph, in royal 

apparel (Hebrews 9:28).  The clouds of heaven will be His chariot (Matt. 24:30), the angels of 

heaven His bodyguard (II Thessalonians 1:7) and the saints shall be His escort (I Thessalonians 

e as King of Kings and Lord of Lords, and every knee shall bow and every 

11). 



WE BELIEVE WHAT? 

 

The General Resurrection.  

will be like our present bodies, and yet changed. We will be physical, not just spirits. Jesus was 

raised physically, as Thomas learned, and Jesus is the first fruit of the resurrection, implying we will 

be like Him.  In Romans 8:11 we are told clearly that our n

bodies, for "He who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his 

Spirit who lives in you."  At the same time, we will also be different from our bodily selves.  Jesus 

was different in the resurrection body.  Paul refers to the change that takes place as one of sewing a 

seed and reaping something different, for "the body that is sown is perishable; it is raised 

imperishable: it is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory: it is sow

spiritual body." (I Corinthians 15:42

(Acts 24:15, John 5:28), although the emphasis in Scripture is on those who will rise to blessing.

our response to Christ, and be given entrance to heaven or consigned to hell.  There will be different 

levels of reward in heaven, and there will be different levels of punishment in hell.  For example, 

Jesus says that certain unrepentant cities in Israel, which did not respond t

than Sodom, apparently in part because they knew more.  While our assignment to heaven or hell is 

based on our response to Christ, our level of reward in heaven or our degree of punishment in hell 

will be based on the degree of rev

(Matthew 11:22,24; Luke 12:47,48; Daniel 12:3) 

 

Consummation of the Kingdom 

 

 

Within the church, the order and timing of the events surrounding the end of the world are 

hotly debated.  Many connect the advent of Chris

during which Christ will reign on earth, either before or after the return of Christ.

 

The General Resurrection.  With Christ's return, the dead will rise.  The resurrection body 

like our present bodies, and yet changed. We will be physical, not just spirits. Jesus was 

raised physically, as Thomas learned, and Jesus is the first fruit of the resurrection, implying we will 

be like Him.  In Romans 8:11 we are told clearly that our new bodies will have connection to our old 

bodies, for "He who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his 

Spirit who lives in you."  At the same time, we will also be different from our bodily selves.  Jesus 

ent in the resurrection body.  Paul refers to the change that takes place as one of sewing a 

seed and reaping something different, for "the body that is sown is perishable; it is raised 

imperishable: it is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory: it is sown a natural body; it is raised a 

spiritual body." (I Corinthians 15:42-44)  Both the righteous and the wicked will be resurrected 

(Acts 24:15, John 5:28), although the emphasis in Scripture is on those who will rise to blessing.

 

The Last Judgment.  

resurrection there will be a final judgment.  

This judgment will be the work of a triune 

God, but Scripture ascribes it especially to 

Christ. (Matt. 25:31, John 5:27, Acts 10:42, 

Phil. 2:10)  We will all be judged based on 

and be given entrance to heaven or consigned to hell.  There will be different 

levels of reward in heaven, and there will be different levels of punishment in hell.  For example, 

Jesus says that certain unrepentant cities in Israel, which did not respond to him, will be worse off 

than Sodom, apparently in part because they knew more.  While our assignment to heaven or hell is 

based on our response to Christ, our level of reward in heaven or our degree of punishment in hell 

will be based on the degree of revelation we received and on what we have done in the flesh. 

(Matthew 11:22,24; Luke 12:47,48; Daniel 12:3)  

Consummation of the Kingdom - The Final Condition of Saved and Unsaved

 

 Hell is variously described as a place 

from which God is entirely absent,

place in which God is present, but only in 

justice and wrath, not love and mercy. 

 

 Heaven will be a new creation for 

the believers.  It is described in Revelation 

21 as a Holy City of incomparable beauty 

and light, a place where God will be fully 

present with His people, where there will be 

no tears or death or pain. 

 

Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.

 

 

MILLENNIAL VIEWS 

Within the church, the order and timing of the events surrounding the end of the world are 

hotly debated.  Many connect the advent of Christ with the idea of a millennium, a thousand years 

during which Christ will reign on earth, either before or after the return of Christ. 
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With Christ's return, the dead will rise.  The resurrection body 

like our present bodies, and yet changed. We will be physical, not just spirits. Jesus was 

raised physically, as Thomas learned, and Jesus is the first fruit of the resurrection, implying we will 

ew bodies will have connection to our old 

bodies, for "He who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his 

Spirit who lives in you."  At the same time, we will also be different from our bodily selves.  Jesus 

ent in the resurrection body.  Paul refers to the change that takes place as one of sewing a 

seed and reaping something different, for "the body that is sown is perishable; it is raised 

n a natural body; it is raised a 

44)  Both the righteous and the wicked will be resurrected 

(Acts 24:15, John 5:28), although the emphasis in Scripture is on those who will rise to blessing. 

The Last Judgment.  Following the 

resurrection there will be a final judgment.  

This judgment will be the work of a triune 

God, but Scripture ascribes it especially to 

Christ. (Matt. 25:31, John 5:27, Acts 10:42, 

Phil. 2:10)  We will all be judged based on 

and be given entrance to heaven or consigned to hell.  There will be different 

levels of reward in heaven, and there will be different levels of punishment in hell.  For example, 

o him, will be worse off 

than Sodom, apparently in part because they knew more.  While our assignment to heaven or hell is 

based on our response to Christ, our level of reward in heaven or our degree of punishment in hell 

elation we received and on what we have done in the flesh. 

The Final Condition of Saved and Unsaved  

is variously described as a place 

from which God is entirely absent, or a 

place in which God is present, but only in 

justice and wrath, not love and mercy.  

will be a new creation for 

the believers.  It is described in Revelation 

21 as a Holy City of incomparable beauty 

and light, a place where God will be fully 

resent with His people, where there will be 

 

Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. 

Within the church, the order and timing of the events surrounding the end of the world are 

t with the idea of a millennium, a thousand years 
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The idea of a millennium is based on Revelation 20:1-6, describing a thousand years during 

which Satan is bound and the martyrs who have not worshipped the beast reign with Christ.  Among 

those who believe in the millennium, there is division on whether the period is literal, one thousand 

years, or figurative, meaning a substantial period of time.  Those favoring a figurative meaning point 

out that Psalm 50:10 says that the cattle on a thousand hills belong to God, and Job 9:3 says that a 

man cannot answer God once in a thousand times. 

 

Two groups believing in a reign of Christ on earth are categorized by the time at which they 

believe Christ will return relative to the millennium.  Those who believe that Christ will return 

before the millennium are “premillennialists.”  Those who hold that Christ will return after the 

millennium are “postmillennialists.”   

 

But there are also large numbers of believers who do not believe that an expectation of a 

thousand-year reign is warranted at all.  These people are referred to as "amillennialists."  Those 

who are classified as Amillennialists believe that the millennium describes the present reign of the 

souls of deceased believers with Christ in heaven. 

 

Premillennialism.  The early church Premillennialists believed in a sequence of events along 

these lines: The present world would last six thousand years, each of the six days of creation 

corresponding to one thousand years.  Toward the end of this period, there will be persecution and 

turmoil, and the Antichrist will appear.  Christ will appear and defeat the Antichrist, ushering in a 

period of one thousand years of Christ's reign on earth, corresponding to the day of rest.  Jerusalem 

will be rebuilt, and peace and righteousness will prevail.  At the end of the thousand years, there will 

be the last judgment and a new creation will follow for eternity. 

 

Contemporary premillennialist thought is vastly more complicated.  Modern proponents of 

premillennalism are often Dispensationalists.  We have discussed Dispensationalism earlier.  In 

Dispensationalist thought, God deals with humanity on the basis of several covenants and according 

to several different periods of time, or dispensations.  Premillennialism tends to be very literal in 

charting out the events of the end times.  This premillenialism believes in the following sequence of 

events: 

 

1. Christ may return at any time, nothing further being required for his return.  He will 

return first to take the saints with him in the rapture.   

2. For seven years the gospel will be preached, primarily by believing Jews, and there will 

be conversions and great tribulation.  The Antichrist will be revealed. 

3. Christ will return again with the saints, the nations will be judged and the Antichrist 

defeated. 

4. For a thousand years the millennial kingdom will be established.  Satan will be bound, 

and there will be a visible kingdom on earth centered in Jerusalem and ruled by Christ 

and the saints.  Worship will be re-established at the temple in Jerusalem.  Although there 

will still be sin and death, this will be a wonderful time. 

5. After the millennium, Satan will be loosed for a short season, and he and his allies will 

make war against the holy city, but will be defeated.  Satan will be cast into the 

bottomless pit, the wicked judged, and there will be a new heaven and a new earth. 

 

This is a simplified sequence, and assumes all premillennialist thought is uniform.  It is not.  
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Postmillennialism.   Growing from Holland in the 1500's and 1600's, Postmillennialism does 

not believe that Christ will return to reign with the saints on earth during the millennial period.  

Instead, Postmillennialists see the spread of the gospel throughout the world, and believe that during 

the end of the present age, the gospel will become much more effective, and there will be a period of 

rich blessing, a golden age in which good will be ascendant over evil.  At the end of the period of 

one thousand years there will be a brief period of apostasy, a terrible conflict between good and evil, 

the return of Christ and the resurrection and judgment. 

 

In modern times this view has become popular among theologians to whom the idea of a 

gradual perfectionism is appealing.  The advent of the millennium is hardly perceptible, and can be 

evolutionary.  To these persons the millennium can be characterized as a utopian period of social 

order, freedom and dignity, with an increasing emphasis on spiritual good and a decreasing emphasis 

on materialism.  

 

Amillennialism.  Amillennialists point out that the passage in Revelation 20 is the only 

section in Scripture that explicitly discusses the millennium.  Amillennialists say that the kingdom of 

God is eternal, not temporal, and that we should not expect Christ to reign physically on earth with 

His saints.  Instead, they believe that we are currently in the millennium age, that the souls of 

deceased believers who are in God's presence are also reigning with God, satisfying Revelation 20.  

The present form of God's kingdom will be followed by Christ's return, the general resurrection, the 

final judgment and Christ's eternal reign over the final kingdom on the new earth.  

 

Attached is a chart that compares four positions on the sequence of the end times.  No one of 

these positions is clearly predominant in Reformed circles.  The Westminster Confession does not 

speak to a millennial view.  Louis Berkhof in his systematic theology takes the amillennial position, 

while Charles Hodge and B.B. Warfield are postmillennial.  Few Reformed thinkers would agree 

with the detailed and literal approach of Dispensational Premillennialism. 

 

By whatever sequence of events, we can look forward to the new creation. 

 

Additional Resources: 

 

 Stanley J. Grenz, The Millennial Maze, Intervarsity Press, 1992 

 

 R. C. Sproul, Essential Truths of the Christian Faith, Tyndale House Publishers, 1992 

 

 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, Abridged Version, P & R Publishing, pp. 509-542, 1992 

 

 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, pp. 661-736,  

1996
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Views Concerning Last Things 
From H. Wayne House, Charts of Christian Theology and Doctrine, Zondervan Publishing.  1992.  Used by Permission. 

Categories Amillennialism Postmillennialism 
Historic 

Premillennialism 
Dispensational 
Premillennialism 

Second Coming of Christ 
Single event; no distinction 
between Rapture and Second 
Coming; introduces eternal state 

Single event; no distinction 
between Rapture and Second 
coming; Christ returns after 
Millennium 

Rapture and Second coming 
simultaneous; Christ returns 
to reign on earth. 

Second Coming in two 
phases; Rapture of church; 
second coming to earth 7 
years later. 

Resurrection 
General resurrection of believers 
and unbelievers at second 
coming of Christ. 

General resurrection of 
believers and unbelievers at 
second coming of Christ. 

Resurrection of believers at 
beginning of Millennium. 
Resurrection of unbelievers 
at end of Millennium. 

Distinction in two 
resurrections:  
1. Church at Rapture; 2. Old 
Testament/Tribulation saints 
at Second coming; 3. 
Unbelievers at end of 
Millennium. 

Judgments General judgment of all people. 
General Judgment of all 
people. 

Judgment at Second Coming. 
Judgment at end of 
Tribulation. 

Distinction in judgment: 
1. Believers’ works at 
Rapture; 2. Jews/Gentiles at 
end of Tribulation; 3. 
Unbelievers at end of 
Millennium. 

Tribulation 
Tribulation is experienced in 
this present age. 

Tribulation is experienced in 
this present age. 

Posttribulation view: church 
goes through the future 
Tribulation. 

Pretribulation view: church is 
raptured prior to Tribulation. 

Millennium 
No literal Millennium on earth 
after second coming. 

Present age blends into 
Millennium because of 
progress of gospel. 

Millennium is both present 
and future. Christ is reigning 
in heaven.  Millennium not 
necessarily 1,000 years. 

At Second Coming Christ 
inaugurates literal 1,000-
year Millennium on earth. 

Israel and the Church 
Church is the new Israel.  No 
distinction between Israel and 
church. 

Church is the new Israel. No 
distinction between Israel 
and church. 

Some distinction between 
Israel and church. Future for 
Israel, but church is spiritual 
Israel. 

Complete distinction 
between Israel and church. 
Distinct program for each. 

Adherents 
L. Berkhof; O.T. Allis; G.C. 
Berkhouwer 

Charles Hodge; B.B. Warfield; 
W.G.T. Shedd; A.H. Strong 

G.E. Ladd; A. Reese; M.J. 
Erickson 

L.S. Chafer; J.D. Pentecost; 
C.C. Ryrie; J.F. Walvrood. 
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ESCHATOLOGY 

QUESTIONS 

 

1.  In what way does general eschatology differ from individual eschatology? 

 

 

 

2.  What happens to the soul when we die? 

 

 

 

3.  What events will occur before the return of Christ?  (There are six of them - be able to name most) 

 a. 

 

 b. 

 

 c. 

 

 d. 

 

 e. 

 

 f. 

 

4.  When will Jesus come? 

 

 

 

5.  Describe Jesus' return - five characteristics. 

 

 a. 

 

 b. 

 

 c. 

 

 d. 

 

 e. 

 

6.  What do we know about the resurrected believer? 
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7.  Who will be the principal judge at the last judgment? 

 

 

 

 

8.  Will there be levels of reward in heaven?  Levels of punishment in hell?  What will be the basis of 

these rewards and punishment, and how does this differ from how one is saved? 

 

 

 

 

9. What is the primary difference between premillennialists, postmillennialists and amillennialists?  

Briefly describe the different positions. 

  



 

 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE PURPOSE FOR WHICH 

GOD CREATED THE WORLD

It is a basic human need to have purpose in

states that “He Who Dies With The Most Toys Wins.”  For this person, acquisition is purpose. Other 

less materially oriented people seek purpose in work, in family or in noble causes such as the 

preservation of the environment or relief of hunger or disease.  However, very few people on the 

street can readily articulate their purpose in life.  Every Christian should be able to state succinctly 

the purpose of his or her life. 

 

The Reformers had five Latin phrases by which they set out the distinctives of what they 

believed.  Each used the Latin word 

alone” (“Solus Christus”); “Scripture alone

“Grace alone” (“Sola Gratia”);

phrase, “To God alone the Glory” was widely understood by Protestants to be the purpose of life.  

Johann Sebastian Bach, for instance, wrote the letters “SDG” on his manuscripts, short for “Soli Deo 

Gloria,” or “To God alone the Glory.”  Bach wanted no credit for his compositions hi

wanted God to receive all the credit for the music he composed. 

 

Jonathan Edwards wrote “The End for which God Created the World,” recently republished in 

God’s Passion for His Glory by John Piper.  References to Edwards here are from 

His Glory.  

 

We tend to put ourselves at the center of all God has done.  For instance, on a trip to the 

mountains we can see a place of beauty where God’s work is displayed in breathtaking views of the 

stars at night, in alpine lakes, swift streams, cloudbursts in the peaks and delicate wildflowers.  On a 

trip to the ocean we may see a glimpse of God’s mighty power.  And why did God create this world?  

Each of us believes we are at the center of God’s creation.  I tend to think that G

so that I would have a beautiful place to work and live and to enjoy.  The same holds true for the plan 

of salvation – I tend to think that God created the plan of salvation for my benefit.

 

These statements are true, of course.  The w

and I have benefited by the plan of salvation.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE PURPOSE FOR WHICH 

GOD CREATED THE WORLD 

 
It is a basic human need to have purpose in life.  A bumper sticker popular in recent times 

states that “He Who Dies With The Most Toys Wins.”  For this person, acquisition is purpose. Other 

less materially oriented people seek purpose in work, in family or in noble causes such as the 

of the environment or relief of hunger or disease.  However, very few people on the 

street can readily articulate their purpose in life.  Every Christian should be able to state succinctly 

 

The first question of the Westminster Shorter 

Catechism is, “What is the primary purpose of man?” and 

the answer is “The primary purpose of man is to glorify 

God and to enjoy Him forever.”  

 

The Westminster drafters had it exactly right.  The 

purpose for which God created the world is his glory and 

our good.  And our purpose is to glorify God by enjoying 

him forever. 

The Reformers had five Latin phrases by which they set out the distinctives of what they 

believed.  Each used the Latin word “solus,” meaning “alone.”  The Reformers affirmed “Christ 

; “Scripture alone” (“Sola Scriptura”); “Faith alone” 

; and “To God alone the Glory” (“Soli Deo Gloria.”)

lory” was widely understood by Protestants to be the purpose of life.  

Johann Sebastian Bach, for instance, wrote the letters “SDG” on his manuscripts, short for “Soli Deo 

Gloria,” or “To God alone the Glory.”  Bach wanted no credit for his compositions hi

wanted God to receive all the credit for the music he composed.  

Jonathan Edwards wrote “The End for which God Created the World,” recently republished in 

by John Piper.  References to Edwards here are from 

WHOSE GLORY? 

 

We tend to put ourselves at the center of all God has done.  For instance, on a trip to the 

mountains we can see a place of beauty where God’s work is displayed in breathtaking views of the 

, swift streams, cloudbursts in the peaks and delicate wildflowers.  On a 

trip to the ocean we may see a glimpse of God’s mighty power.  And why did God create this world?  

Each of us believes we are at the center of God’s creation.  I tend to think that G

so that I would have a beautiful place to work and live and to enjoy.  The same holds true for the plan 

I tend to think that God created the plan of salvation for my benefit.

These statements are true, of course.  The world is a beautiful place for me to work and live, 

and I have benefited by the plan of salvation. 

  

CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE PURPOSE FOR WHICH 

life.  A bumper sticker popular in recent times 

states that “He Who Dies With The Most Toys Wins.”  For this person, acquisition is purpose. Other 

less materially oriented people seek purpose in work, in family or in noble causes such as the 

of the environment or relief of hunger or disease.  However, very few people on the 

street can readily articulate their purpose in life.  Every Christian should be able to state succinctly 

The first question of the Westminster Shorter 

Catechism is, “What is the primary purpose of man?” and 

the answer is “The primary purpose of man is to glorify 

The Westminster drafters had it exactly right.  The 

hich God created the world is his glory and 

our good.  And our purpose is to glorify God by enjoying 

The Reformers had five Latin phrases by which they set out the distinctives of what they 

“alone.”  The Reformers affirmed “Christ 

; “Faith alone” (“Sola Fide”); 

(“Soli Deo Gloria.”)   This last 

lory” was widely understood by Protestants to be the purpose of life.  

Johann Sebastian Bach, for instance, wrote the letters “SDG” on his manuscripts, short for “Soli Deo 

Gloria,” or “To God alone the Glory.”  Bach wanted no credit for his compositions himself; he 

Jonathan Edwards wrote “The End for which God Created the World,” recently republished in 

by John Piper.  References to Edwards here are from God’s Passion for 

We tend to put ourselves at the center of all God has done.  For instance, on a trip to the 

mountains we can see a place of beauty where God’s work is displayed in breathtaking views of the 

, swift streams, cloudbursts in the peaks and delicate wildflowers.  On a 

trip to the ocean we may see a glimpse of God’s mighty power.  And why did God create this world?  

Each of us believes we are at the center of God’s creation.  I tend to think that God created the world 

so that I would have a beautiful place to work and live and to enjoy.  The same holds true for the plan 

I tend to think that God created the plan of salvation for my benefit. 

orld is a beautiful place for me to work and live, 



 

 

(as in the Beatles’ song “He’s so Heavy”) or that a person of repute is a “heavyweight.”

 

God’s glory is his internal excellence.

no one like God.  God is holy, he is self

power, his omnipotence, indeed all his attributes give him a weight, a gravity which is the source

his glory. 

 

As God is described in the Bible, his character overflows with goodness.  This overflow, the 

external display of God’s internal character is also referred to as his glory.

that out of the riches of his glory he may stre

God shall supply all your needs, according to his riches in glory…” (Philippians 4:19)  God’s 

provision of strength and supply of needs is the external manifestation of his internal goodness, and 

therefore displays his glory. 

 

Sometimes God’s glory can be 

Bethlehem were told of the newborn Jesus, “the glory of the Lord shone about them.” (Luke 2:9).  

When Moses saw just the rear of God, the “Israeli

because of its glory, fading though it was” (II Corinthians 2:7).

 

God’s glory may also be equated with its expression of honor and the 

The Psalms commend his people to glorify God by

equated with his name, which is to be kept holy, and spread to all the nations. “O Lord, our Lord, 

how majestic is your name in all the earth.” (Psalm 8:1)  “Help us, O God our Savior, for the glory of 

your name; deliver us and forgive our sins for your name’s sake.” (Psalm 79:9)  

is known to the nations, is also his glory.

 

In summary, then, God’s glory is his supreme value, arising from his character, and the 

outward expression of that character among men.
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We believe we are the measure of everything.  The 

universe exists for us and for our satisfaction.  

become Christians we see that the world and all 

is from God, is governed by him and exists for his glory.

 

GOD’S GLORY 

 

What do we mean when we speak of “God’s glory?”  

The Bible speaks of God’s glory in several respects.  The most 

common words used are in the Hebrew “kabod” and in the 

Greek “doxa” (from which we get the “Doxology.”)  These 

words imply weight or heaviness, greatness, gravity or 

abundance.  The words fit God’s character as having gravity or 

great weight.  We say that a deep concept or thinker is “heavy,” 

’ song “He’s so Heavy”) or that a person of repute is a “heavyweight.”

God’s glory is his internal excellence.  As we discussed in the chapter on Theology, there is 

no one like God.  God is holy, he is self-sufficient, and he is eternal.  His purity of character, his 

power, his omnipotence, indeed all his attributes give him a weight, a gravity which is the source

As God is described in the Bible, his character overflows with goodness.  This overflow, the 

external display of God’s internal character is also referred to as his glory.  

that out of the riches of his glory he may strengthen you…” (Ephesians 3:16) and promise “that my 

God shall supply all your needs, according to his riches in glory…” (Philippians 4:19)  God’s 

provision of strength and supply of needs is the external manifestation of his internal goodness, and 

Sometimes God’s glory can be physically displayed.  For instance, when the shepherds in 

Bethlehem were told of the newborn Jesus, “the glory of the Lord shone about them.” (Luke 2:9).  

When Moses saw just the rear of God, the “Israelites could not look steadily at the face of Moses 

because of its glory, fading though it was” (II Corinthians 2:7). 

God’s glory may also be equated with its expression of honor and the praises of

The Psalms commend his people to glorify God by rejoicing in him.    And God’s glory also may be 

, which is to be kept holy, and spread to all the nations. “O Lord, our Lord, 

how majestic is your name in all the earth.” (Psalm 8:1)  “Help us, O God our Savior, for the glory of 

name; deliver us and forgive our sins for your name’s sake.” (Psalm 79:9)  

is known to the nations, is also his glory. 

In summary, then, God’s glory is his supreme value, arising from his character, and the 

character among men. 

 

  

We believe we are the measure of everything.  The 

universe exists for us and for our satisfaction.  When we 

become Christians we see that the world and all that is in it 

is from God, is governed by him and exists for his glory.   

What do we mean when we speak of “God’s glory?”  

The Bible speaks of God’s glory in several respects.  The most 

common words used are in the Hebrew “kabod” and in the 

reek “doxa” (from which we get the “Doxology.”)  These 

words imply weight or heaviness, greatness, gravity or 

abundance.  The words fit God’s character as having gravity or 

great weight.  We say that a deep concept or thinker is “heavy,” 

’ song “He’s so Heavy”) or that a person of repute is a “heavyweight.” 

As we discussed in the chapter on Theology, there is 

sufficient, and he is eternal.  His purity of character, his 

power, his omnipotence, indeed all his attributes give him a weight, a gravity which is the source of 

As God is described in the Bible, his character overflows with goodness.  This overflow, the 

  So Paul would “pray 

ngthen you…” (Ephesians 3:16) and promise “that my 

God shall supply all your needs, according to his riches in glory…” (Philippians 4:19)  God’s 

provision of strength and supply of needs is the external manifestation of his internal goodness, and 

For instance, when the shepherds in 

Bethlehem were told of the newborn Jesus, “the glory of the Lord shone about them.” (Luke 2:9).  

tes could not look steadily at the face of Moses 

praises of his people.  

rejoicing in him.    And God’s glory also may be 

, which is to be kept holy, and spread to all the nations. “O Lord, our Lord, 

how majestic is your name in all the earth.” (Psalm 8:1)  “Help us, O God our Savior, for the glory of 

name; deliver us and forgive our sins for your name’s sake.” (Psalm 79:9)  God’s fame, that he 

In summary, then, God’s glory is his supreme value, arising from his character, and the 
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ALL THAT IS, GIVES GLORY TO GOD 

 

  All that is gives glory to God.  For instance: 

 

The entire creation gives glory to God. Isaiah 6:3 says that “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of 

hosts, the whole earth is full of his glory.”  “Let them praise the name of the Lord, for his name alone 

is excellent, his glory is above the earth and the heavens.” (Psalm 148:13) 

 

The natural world gives glory to God.  In the Nineteenth Psalm, the works of God are said to 

declare the glory of God.  “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his 

hands.”  The Eighth Psalm proclaims that “You have set your glory above the heavens, from the lips 

of children and infants you have ordained praise.”  

 

The plan of election gives glory to God.  “In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons 

through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will – to the praise of his glorious grace…” 

(Ephesians 1:5-6) 

 
All redemptive history gives glory to God.  God has worked throughout redemptive history 

for his own glory.  God created man for his own glory (Isaiah 43:7).  He frustrated the building of the 

Tower of Babel as men tried to make a name for themselves instead of God (Genesis 11:4).  He 

called Abram to make Israel a nation in which God could display his glory (Isaiah 49:3).  When he 

gave the Law, God declared that no other gods would be glorified before him (Exodus 20:3-5).  

God’s preservation of the rebellious wanderers in the desert (Ezekiel 20:21-22), the conquest of 

Canaan (II Samuel 7:23), the establishment of the monarchy (I Samuel 12:19-23), the building of the 

temple (I Kings 8; 41-45), Israel’s return from exile (Isaiah 48:9-11) and the other steps in 

redemptive history are taken by God “for his own sake” or “for his name’s sake.”  For an expanded 

description of God’s display of his glory in redemptive history, see Appendix 1 to John Piper’s book 

Desiring God.  

 
The work of Christ on the cross was for God’s glory.  In John chapter 12, Jesus was troubled 

at the prospect of his own death.  But he was strengthened by the purpose of the cross, which is the 

glory of God.  Jesus says that his purpose, like a fallen kernel of wheat, is to spread many seeds, 

which will glorify God, and God assures him by a voice from heaven that God will be glorified. 

“Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father save me from this hour?’ No, it was for this 

very reason I came to this hour.  Father glorify your name!” (John 12:23-29)  Jesus’ death on the 

cross was to glorify God.   

 
The good works of the redeemed give glory to God.  “This is to my Father’s glory, that you 

bear much fruit.” (John 15:8)  “Let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds 

and praise [glorify] your father in heaven.” (Matthew 5:14)  

 
The work of God in missions and outreach give glory to God.  At Isaiah 60:6, God proclaims 

the coming conversion of the gentiles, and says that he will send missionaries “to the faraway islands 

that have not heard of my fame or seen my glory.  They will proclaim my glory among the nations.” 

 



 

 

REPROBATION G

 

All of the above seem to be a part of God’s plan, working within that plan, not in rebellion 

against God, so it may not be surprising that they glorify God.  But could God be glorified by the 

worst kind of person, by rebels, by murderers

even reprobates, the wicked and the unrighteous, those most in rebellion, are for God’s glory. 

 

How can this be?  Proverbs 15:4 says “The Lord works out everything for his own ends 

even the wicked for a day of disaster.”  The proverb says even the wicked exist for God’s purposes.

 

Of course, we know the outcome at the end of the world.  Philippians 2 assures us that at the 

end “every knee shall bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every

Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.”  Note that all people 

earth,” the dead - and those in rebellion, whether or not willing to honor God voluntarily in life 

acknowledge Christ.  And note that our knees will be bent to Jesus to the glory of God.

 

As an example, the Bible assures that Pharaoh was raised up for God’s glory.  “I will get 

glory over Pharaoh and all his host; and the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord.” (Exodus 4:14)  

“For the Scripture says to Pharaoh: ‘I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my 

power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.’” (Romans 9:17, Exodus 9:16)  

Of course this happened when Pharaoh and his army drowned.  G

GOD’S GLORY IS THE “ULTIMATE END” OF THE WORLD

 

Edwards says that God’s glory is the “ultimate end” of the world, or what we would call the 

ultimate purpose.  The ultimate purpose is that which lies behind everything else, the one most 

valued.   

 

Suppose you were to drive to the pharmacy to fill a prescription.  In going to the garage you 

might have several purposes, but only one ultimate purpose.  Getting the car was a purpose; driving 

to the pharmacy was a purpose; obtaining medicine was a purpose.  But 

your child to be made well.  The “ultimate purpose” is the purpose which lays behind all others.

 

God is described as “the alpha and the omega” (Revelation 1:8), the “beginning and the end” 

(Isaiah 48:12), and of course, this is true in time.  If God created everything, he existed before 
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REPROBATION GIVES GLORY TO GOD 

All of the above seem to be a part of God’s plan, working within that plan, not in rebellion 

against God, so it may not be surprising that they glorify God.  But could God be glorified by the 

worst kind of person, by rebels, by murderers, liars, and genocidal maniacs?  The Bible says that 

even reprobates, the wicked and the unrighteous, those most in rebellion, are for God’s glory. 

How can this be?  Proverbs 15:4 says “The Lord works out everything for his own ends 

a day of disaster.”  The proverb says even the wicked exist for God’s purposes.

Of course, we know the outcome at the end of the world.  Philippians 2 assures us that at the 

end “every knee shall bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every

Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.”  Note that all people – even those “under the 

and those in rebellion, whether or not willing to honor God voluntarily in life 

that our knees will be bent to Jesus to the glory of God.

As an example, the Bible assures that Pharaoh was raised up for God’s glory.  “I will get 

glory over Pharaoh and all his host; and the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord.” (Exodus 4:14)  

r the Scripture says to Pharaoh: ‘I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my 

power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.’” (Romans 9:17, Exodus 9:16)  

Of course this happened when Pharaoh and his army drowned.  God’s glory is also displayed to 

God’s people when God bears with us patiently, but 

shows his wrath to Pharaoh and others whom God 

will destroy for their sin. (Romans 9:22

 

Although this is hard for us to take in, God is 

glorified in his love when he shows mercy, and God 

is glorified in his justice when he judges the 

rebellious.  God is glorified in everything.  

glorified in everything, from his creation of the 

world, to the plan of salvation; he is even 

glorified in the most rebellious sinner.

 

GOD’S GLORY IS THE “ULTIMATE END” OF THE WORLD

Edwards says that God’s glory is the “ultimate end” of the world, or what we would call the 

ultimate purpose.  The ultimate purpose is that which lies behind everything else, the one most 

you were to drive to the pharmacy to fill a prescription.  In going to the garage you 

might have several purposes, but only one ultimate purpose.  Getting the car was a purpose; driving 

to the pharmacy was a purpose; obtaining medicine was a purpose.  But the deeper purpose is for 

your child to be made well.  The “ultimate purpose” is the purpose which lays behind all others.

God is described as “the alpha and the omega” (Revelation 1:8), the “beginning and the end” 

(Isaiah 48:12), and of course, this is true in time.  If God created everything, he existed before 

  

All of the above seem to be a part of God’s plan, working within that plan, not in rebellion 

against God, so it may not be surprising that they glorify God.  But could God be glorified by the 

, liars, and genocidal maniacs?  The Bible says that 

even reprobates, the wicked and the unrighteous, those most in rebellion, are for God’s glory.  

How can this be?  Proverbs 15:4 says “The Lord works out everything for his own ends – 

a day of disaster.”  The proverb says even the wicked exist for God’s purposes. 

Of course, we know the outcome at the end of the world.  Philippians 2 assures us that at the 

end “every knee shall bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that 

even those “under the 

and those in rebellion, whether or not willing to honor God voluntarily in life – will 

that our knees will be bent to Jesus to the glory of God. 

As an example, the Bible assures that Pharaoh was raised up for God’s glory.  “I will get 

glory over Pharaoh and all his host; and the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord.” (Exodus 4:14)  

r the Scripture says to Pharaoh: ‘I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my 

power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.’” (Romans 9:17, Exodus 9:16)  

od’s glory is also displayed to 

God’s people when God bears with us patiently, but 

shows his wrath to Pharaoh and others whom God 

will destroy for their sin. (Romans 9:22-23)   

Although this is hard for us to take in, God is 

shows mercy, and God 

is glorified in his justice when he judges the 

rebellious.  God is glorified in everything.  God is 

glorified in everything, from his creation of the 

world, to the plan of salvation; he is even 

glorified in the most rebellious sinner. 

GOD’S GLORY IS THE “ULTIMATE END” OF THE WORLD 

Edwards says that God’s glory is the “ultimate end” of the world, or what we would call the 

ultimate purpose.  The ultimate purpose is that which lies behind everything else, the one most 

you were to drive to the pharmacy to fill a prescription.  In going to the garage you 

might have several purposes, but only one ultimate purpose.  Getting the car was a purpose; driving 

the deeper purpose is for 

your child to be made well.  The “ultimate purpose” is the purpose which lays behind all others. 

God is described as “the alpha and the omega” (Revelation 1:8), the “beginning and the end” 

(Isaiah 48:12), and of course, this is true in time.  If God created everything, he existed before 
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anything else, and if everything else will decay and deteriorate, he will be there after everything else.  

But God is also the beginning and end in purpose for everything.  Romans 11:35-36 says “For from 

him and through him and to him are all things.  To him be the glory forever!”  Everything created 

was created by him.  Everything which exists is sustained through him.  Everything is to God, 

meaning that it is for his glory.    

 

God’s ultimate purpose in the world is his own glory. 

 

TROUBLING QUESTIONS 

 

Yet several troubling questions arise.  Edwards addressed these well. 

  

Is God inappropriately concerned with his glory?   

 

In giving the Ten Commandments, God ordains first that the people shall have no other gods 

before him, and he says that he is a jealous god.  In other words, his first aim in giving the law is that 

we give him the honor he alone is due.  At Isaiah 48, God says that he will do what he wills for his 

own sake, and that, “I will not give my glory to another.” (Isaiah 48:11)  As discussed above, God 

has ordered everything for his own glory.  This may make us squirm in discomfort. 

 

In World War II, General MacArthur was the commander of the Pacific front.  MacArthur had 

a considerable ego, and when another general of lesser rank became too popular, MacArthur made 

sure that the general was “buried” – given an obscure post with no access to the press.  The objective, 

of course, was to make sure that MacArthur received the adulation to which he thought he was 

entitled.  It was not a pretty picture. 

 

Is God like that?  Is God inappropriately concerned with his glory?  Is God small-minded and 

selfish in seeking praise and the fame of his name? 

 

Well, we must first recognize that God is truth, and that he will never lie - he cannot do so.  

And we must secondly recognize that his nature and character are infinitely superior to his creatures’.  

Jonathan Edwards says, “But if God be indeed so great and so excellent that all other beings are as 

nothing to him, and all other excellency be as less than nothing and vanity in comparison with his, 

and if God be omniscient and infallible, and perfectly knows that he is infinitely the most valuable 

being, then it is fit that his heart should be agreeable to this – and that he should value himself 

infinitely more than his creatures.” (p. 169) In infinitely valuing his own glory, God is not 

inappropriate.  He merely sees things as they are, and acts accordingly. 

 

 

But does God really love us? 

 

Another question logically arises here.  If God’s glory is infinitely valuable to him, does he 

really care about us?  One might get the impression that God has ordered everything selfishly for his 

own good, that he does not care about us and even that we are simply puppets in God’s play to 

display his glory.  But there is no conflict between God valuing his own glory, and his seeking 

our happiness, our joy in him.  In fact, they are the same thing. God’s character overflows with 

happiness. God is compared in the Bible to an infinite source of water and an overflowing spring. 

God’s delight within himself spills over to his creation and his people. 



 

 

 

Edwards says, “Many have wrong notions of God’s happiness, as resulting from his absolute 

self-sufficience, independence and immutability.  Though it is true that God’s glory and happiness 

are in and of himself, are infinite and cannot be added to… yet

that God has no real delight, pleasure or happiness in any of his acts or communications relative to 

the creature or effects he produces in them, or in any thing he sees in the creature’s qualifications, 

dispositions, actions or state. God may have a real and proper pleasure or happiness in seeing the 

happy state of the creature; yet this may not be different from delight in his own infinite goodness… 

(p. 163).  God’s respect to the creature’s good and his respect 

are united in one, as the happiness of the creature aimed at is happiness in union with himself.”

(p. 249) 

 

God’s happiness overflows to a joy in us as his creation.  We are assured of God’s love in 

several respects.  First, although we were deserving of death for our sins and trespasses, both Adam’s 

and our own, God preserved us and provides all mankind with hi

 

Second and most importantly, the three persons of the Trinity ordered the plan of salvation 

from the very beginning.  God predestined us to election even before the creation of the world 

(Ephesians 1:4).  Jesus is the lamb slain from the

ordered good for us from the outset.  The cross is the most powerful evidence that God is not far off, 

acting as a puppet-master.  The physical and spiritual pain and suffering of the cross was real, and 

would only be borne by a God who loves us.  

 

At the right time, the Holy Spirit calls us to declare that Jesus is Lord (I Corinthians 12:3).  

We are assured that all things presently work together for good for those who love God and are called 

according to his purpose (Romans 8:28).  

 

And we know that God has only good for us in the future as we enter into the joy of our 

master (Matthew 25:21) and live with him in a place in which there is no more death or mourning or 

crying or pain (Revelation 21:4). 

 

God has loved us from the beginning by preserving and choosing us, has loved us on the 

cross, loves us now by his providence and will show his love for us in the future by bringing us to 

himself completely.  God’s goodness to us is the outworking of God’s intern

 

GLORIFYING GOD: GOD IS MOST GLORIFIED IN US

WHEN WE ARE MOST SATISFIED IN HIM.

 

If the ultimate purpose of the world, and all in it, is to glorify God, then you and I are created 

for the purpose of glorifying God.  Our family and our ch

 

How do Christians glorify God?  What does it mean to glorify God?  Most 

of us would think first of worship 

God, study of the Bible.  Of course we glorify God in the act of worshi

glorifying God is both simpler and more difficult than that.  We glorify God when we 

make him supreme in everything we do.
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Edwards says, “Many have wrong notions of God’s happiness, as resulting from his absolute 

sufficience, independence and immutability.  Though it is true that God’s glory and happiness 

are in and of himself, are infinite and cannot be added to… yet it does not hence follow, nor is it true, 

that God has no real delight, pleasure or happiness in any of his acts or communications relative to 

the creature or effects he produces in them, or in any thing he sees in the creature’s qualifications, 

ons, actions or state. God may have a real and proper pleasure or happiness in seeing the 

happy state of the creature; yet this may not be different from delight in his own infinite goodness… 

(p. 163).  God’s respect to the creature’s good and his respect to himself is not a divided respect; both 

the happiness of the creature aimed at is happiness in union with himself.”

God’s happiness overflows to a joy in us as his creation.  We are assured of God’s love in 

several respects.  First, although we were deserving of death for our sins and trespasses, both Adam’s 

and our own, God preserved us and provides all mankind with his common grace.  

Second and most importantly, the three persons of the Trinity ordered the plan of salvation 

from the very beginning.  God predestined us to election even before the creation of the world 

(Ephesians 1:4).  Jesus is the lamb slain from the beginning of the world (Revelation 13:8).  He 

ordered good for us from the outset.  The cross is the most powerful evidence that God is not far off, 

master.  The physical and spiritual pain and suffering of the cross was real, and 

only be borne by a God who loves us.   

At the right time, the Holy Spirit calls us to declare that Jesus is Lord (I Corinthians 12:3).  

We are assured that all things presently work together for good for those who love God and are called 

purpose (Romans 8:28).   

And we know that God has only good for us in the future as we enter into the joy of our 

master (Matthew 25:21) and live with him in a place in which there is no more death or mourning or 

crying or pain (Revelation 21:4).  

s loved us from the beginning by preserving and choosing us, has loved us on the 

cross, loves us now by his providence and will show his love for us in the future by bringing us to 

God’s goodness to us is the outworking of God’s internal goodness

GLORIFYING GOD: GOD IS MOST GLORIFIED IN US

WHEN WE ARE MOST SATISFIED IN HIM. 

If the ultimate purpose of the world, and all in it, is to glorify God, then you and I are created 

for the purpose of glorifying God.  Our family and our church are also to glorify God.

do Christians glorify God?  What does it mean to glorify God?  Most 

of us would think first of worship – Sunday worship service, prayer and praise of 

God, study of the Bible.  Of course we glorify God in the act of worshi

glorifying God is both simpler and more difficult than that.  We glorify God when we 

make him supreme in everything we do. 

  

Edwards says, “Many have wrong notions of God’s happiness, as resulting from his absolute 

sufficience, independence and immutability.  Though it is true that God’s glory and happiness 

it does not hence follow, nor is it true, 

that God has no real delight, pleasure or happiness in any of his acts or communications relative to 

the creature or effects he produces in them, or in any thing he sees in the creature’s qualifications, 

ons, actions or state. God may have a real and proper pleasure or happiness in seeing the 

happy state of the creature; yet this may not be different from delight in his own infinite goodness… 

to himself is not a divided respect; both 

the happiness of the creature aimed at is happiness in union with himself.” 

God’s happiness overflows to a joy in us as his creation.  We are assured of God’s love in 

several respects.  First, although we were deserving of death for our sins and trespasses, both Adam’s 

s common grace.   

Second and most importantly, the three persons of the Trinity ordered the plan of salvation 

from the very beginning.  God predestined us to election even before the creation of the world 

beginning of the world (Revelation 13:8).  He 

ordered good for us from the outset.  The cross is the most powerful evidence that God is not far off, 

master.  The physical and spiritual pain and suffering of the cross was real, and 

At the right time, the Holy Spirit calls us to declare that Jesus is Lord (I Corinthians 12:3).  

We are assured that all things presently work together for good for those who love God and are called 

And we know that God has only good for us in the future as we enter into the joy of our 

master (Matthew 25:21) and live with him in a place in which there is no more death or mourning or 

s loved us from the beginning by preserving and choosing us, has loved us on the 

cross, loves us now by his providence and will show his love for us in the future by bringing us to 

al goodness.       

GLORIFYING GOD: GOD IS MOST GLORIFIED IN US 

If the ultimate purpose of the world, and all in it, is to glorify God, then you and I are created 

urch are also to glorify God. 

do Christians glorify God?  What does it mean to glorify God?  Most 

Sunday worship service, prayer and praise of 

God, study of the Bible.  Of course we glorify God in the act of worship.  But 

glorifying God is both simpler and more difficult than that.  We glorify God when we 



 

 

Paul gives us the key to glorifying God in everything in I Corinthians 10.  The Corinthians 

struggled with whether they could eat meat that had been sacrificed to idols 

we would commonly confront today.  Paul says they are free t

everything in it.”  But Paul also recognized that the eating of meat sacrificed to idols would bother 

some people.  He goes on to say that the Corinthians should not eat the meat if it would cause 

temptation to anyone else.  The more general application of the passage is that a Christian should rein 

in his freedom for the conscience, or even the weakness, of another.  But Paul then concludes the 

passage with an even broader application to all of life, saying 

whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.” 

 

There it is.  When we eat or drink or whatever we do, we can glorify God

Corinthians could glorify God by making decisions about eating and drinking w

for God.  When we put aside what we perceive to be our rights, and make God pre

are satisfied in him, we glorify God, whether in eating or drinking or anything else.  When God is 

first in our actions and thinking, we glo

of our decision, we glorify God.  To paraphrase the Westminster Catechism, the chief purpose of man 

is to “glorify God BY enjoying Him forever.”  By making God the source of our pleasure, our 

greatest source of enjoyment and satisfaction, we glorify him. To glorify God is to have supreme 

regard for him in everything.   

 

 

 

 

WE ARE MOST SATISFIED WHEN 

 

It is true that God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him.  The converse is 

also true.  We are most satisfied when God is most glorified.  God has made us to be satisfied in him.

 

Over and over Scripture tells us that we will be satisfied in God.  We are exhorted in the 

Psalms to be joyful in God.  “Delight

heart.” (Psalm 37:4)  “Rejoice in the Lord and 

to the Lord, all the earth.” (Psalm 100:1)
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Paul gives us the key to glorifying God in everything in I Corinthians 10.  The Corinthians 

struggled with whether they could eat meat that had been sacrificed to idols – not on its face an issue 

we would commonly confront today.  Paul says they are free to do so, “for the earth is the Lord’s, and 

everything in it.”  But Paul also recognized that the eating of meat sacrificed to idols would bother 

some people.  He goes on to say that the Corinthians should not eat the meat if it would cause 

yone else.  The more general application of the passage is that a Christian should rein 

in his freedom for the conscience, or even the weakness, of another.  But Paul then concludes the 

passage with an even broader application to all of life, saying “So whether you eat or drink or 

whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  (I Corinthians 10:31) 

When we eat or drink or whatever we do, we can glorify God

Corinthians could glorify God by making decisions about eating and drinking w

for God.  When we put aside what we perceive to be our rights, and make God pre

are satisfied in him, we glorify God, whether in eating or drinking or anything else.  When God is 

first in our actions and thinking, we glorify him.  When we put him in his rightful place as the center 

of our decision, we glorify God.  To paraphrase the Westminster Catechism, the chief purpose of man 

enjoying Him forever.”  By making God the source of our pleasure, our 

reatest source of enjoyment and satisfaction, we glorify him. To glorify God is to have supreme 

In one sense glorifying God is simple.  

God is glorified when he has his rightful place as 

the ultimate purpose in our lives.  God is 

glorified when we put him first in our family 

decisions, our relationships, our dating, our 

ethics, our money decisions, a

 

But in another sense glorifying God is so 

very difficult to actually do.  Unbelievers 

unabashedly focus on the creation, instead of the 

Creator, as the source of satisfaction in life, 

pursuing satisfaction in pleasure, or money, or 

status or education or any created thing instead 

of in God.  This makes the created thing an idol.

WE ARE MOST SATISFIED WHEN 

GOD IS MOST GLORIFIED 

It is true that God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him.  The converse is 

are most satisfied when God is most glorified.  God has made us to be satisfied in him.

Over and over Scripture tells us that we will be satisfied in God.  We are exhorted in the 

Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your 

in the Lord and be glad you righteous” (Psalm 32:11

to the Lord, all the earth.” (Psalm 100:1) 

  

Paul gives us the key to glorifying God in everything in I Corinthians 10.  The Corinthians 

not on its face an issue 

o do so, “for the earth is the Lord’s, and 

everything in it.”  But Paul also recognized that the eating of meat sacrificed to idols would bother 

some people.  He goes on to say that the Corinthians should not eat the meat if it would cause 

yone else.  The more general application of the passage is that a Christian should rein 

in his freedom for the conscience, or even the weakness, of another.  But Paul then concludes the 

ether you eat or drink or 

When we eat or drink or whatever we do, we can glorify God.  The 

Corinthians could glorify God by making decisions about eating and drinking with supreme regard 

for God.  When we put aside what we perceive to be our rights, and make God pre-eminent, when we 

are satisfied in him, we glorify God, whether in eating or drinking or anything else.  When God is 

rify him.  When we put him in his rightful place as the center 

of our decision, we glorify God.  To paraphrase the Westminster Catechism, the chief purpose of man 

enjoying Him forever.”  By making God the source of our pleasure, our 

reatest source of enjoyment and satisfaction, we glorify him. To glorify God is to have supreme 

In one sense glorifying God is simple.  

God is glorified when he has his rightful place as 

the ultimate purpose in our lives.  God is 

glorified when we put him first in our family 

decisions, our relationships, our dating, our 

ethics, our money decisions, and all else.    

But in another sense glorifying God is so 

very difficult to actually do.  Unbelievers 

unabashedly focus on the creation, instead of the 

Creator, as the source of satisfaction in life, 

pursuing satisfaction in pleasure, or money, or 

or education or any created thing instead 

of in God.  This makes the created thing an idol. 

It is true that God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him.  The converse is 

are most satisfied when God is most glorified.  God has made us to be satisfied in him. 

Over and over Scripture tells us that we will be satisfied in God.  We are exhorted in the 

you the desires of your 

you righteous” (Psalm 32:11)  “Shout for joy 



 

 

Jesus compares the kingdom of heaven to a treasure hidden in a field.  “When a man found

he hid it again, and then in his joy

That field, and its treasure, the kingdom of heaven, brings the man more joy than all else the man has.  

The Beatitudes reflect this same idea.  T

“happy.”  Happy are those who have Kingdom values, who are poor in spirit, who mourn for their 

sinfulness, who are meek, who hunger and thirst for righteousness for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven. 

 

Imprisoned in Rome, Paul writes to the Philippians, “

again: Rejoice!” (Philippians 4:4)  He also writes of his achievements, then says, “But whatever was 

to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 

compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord

lost all things.  I consider them rubbish that I may gain Christ and be found in him…” (Philippians 

3:7-9)  To Paul, nothing fulfills in comparison to knowing Christ. 

 

The writer of Hebrews says, “Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone 

who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” 

(Hebrews 11:6)  What are we to believe about God?  First that he exists, and second that 

those who seek him. 

 

The Bible also spells this truth out negatively 

Consider Jeremiah 2:12-13.  “’Be appalled at this, O heavens, an

declares the Lord.  ‘My people have committed two great sins: They have forsaken 

me, the spring of living water, and they have dug their own cisterns that cannot hold 

water.’” 

 

of the Lord and rely on his God.  But now all you who light fires and 

provide yourselves with flaming torches, go, walk in the light of your fires 

and of the torches you have set ablaze.  This is what you shall receive from 

my hand: You wi

seeking fulfillment apart from God, as the source of that satisfaction, will 

never work.

 

Paul says in Romans 1 that to exchange the glory of the Creator for the 

created world is the ultimate foolis

glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their 

foolish hearts were darkened.  Although they claimed to be wise, 

exchanged the glory of the immor

animals and reptiles.”  (Romans 1:21

images, they are still products of exchanging the glory of the Creator for the created world.  P

our gratification in the created world will never truly satisfy.  

 

Even after we believe, because we are fallen, we still pursue our satisfaction in the created 

world.  We believe we will be satisfied when we find the perfect life partner, a caree

children and a larger home.  We will actually be most satisfied in knowing God’s perfect character 

and acting out of love for God. 
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Jesus compares the kingdom of heaven to a treasure hidden in a field.  “When a man found

in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field.”  (Matthew 13:44)   

That field, and its treasure, the kingdom of heaven, brings the man more joy than all else the man has.  

The Beatitudes reflect this same idea.  The Greek word we translate “blessed,” makarios

are those who have Kingdom values, who are poor in spirit, who mourn for their 

sinfulness, who are meek, who hunger and thirst for righteousness for theirs is the kingdom of 

Imprisoned in Rome, Paul writes to the Philippians, “Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it 

(Philippians 4:4)  He also writes of his achievements, then says, “But whatever was 

to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  What is more, I consider everything a loss 

the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have 

lost all things.  I consider them rubbish that I may gain Christ and be found in him…” (Philippians 

hing fulfills in comparison to knowing Christ.  

The writer of Hebrews says, “Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone 

who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” 

are we to believe about God?  First that he exists, and second that 

The Bible also spells this truth out negatively – there is no fulfillment apart from God.  

13.  “’Be appalled at this, O heavens, and shudder with great horror,’ 

declares the Lord.  ‘My people have committed two great sins: They have forsaken 

the spring of living water, and they have dug their own cisterns that cannot hold 

 

Or Jeremiah 50:10-11: “Let him who has no light t

of the Lord and rely on his God.  But now all you who light fires and 

provide yourselves with flaming torches, go, walk in the light of your fires 

and of the torches you have set ablaze.  This is what you shall receive from 

my hand: You will lie down in torment.”  God says that self

seeking fulfillment apart from God, as the source of that satisfaction, will 

never work. 

Paul says in Romans 1 that to exchange the glory of the Creator for the 

created world is the ultimate foolishness.  “For although they knew God they neither 

glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their 

foolish hearts were darkened.  Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and

exchanged the glory of the immortal god for images made to look like mortal man and birds and 

animals and reptiles.”  (Romans 1:21-22) Although modern idols may be different, no longer carved 

images, they are still products of exchanging the glory of the Creator for the created world.  P

our gratification in the created world will never truly satisfy.   

Even after we believe, because we are fallen, we still pursue our satisfaction in the created 

world.  We believe we will be satisfied when we find the perfect life partner, a caree

children and a larger home.  We will actually be most satisfied in knowing God’s perfect character 

  

Jesus compares the kingdom of heaven to a treasure hidden in a field.  “When a man found it, 

went and sold all he had and bought that field.”  (Matthew 13:44)   

That field, and its treasure, the kingdom of heaven, brings the man more joy than all else the man has.  

makarios, also means 

are those who have Kingdom values, who are poor in spirit, who mourn for their 

sinfulness, who are meek, who hunger and thirst for righteousness for theirs is the kingdom of 

in the Lord always.  I will say it 

(Philippians 4:4)  He also writes of his achievements, then says, “But whatever was 

What is more, I consider everything a loss 

, for whose sake I have 

lost all things.  I consider them rubbish that I may gain Christ and be found in him…” (Philippians 

The writer of Hebrews says, “Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone 

who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” 

are we to believe about God?  First that he exists, and second that he rewards 

there is no fulfillment apart from God.  

d shudder with great horror,’ 

declares the Lord.  ‘My people have committed two great sins: They have forsaken 

the spring of living water, and they have dug their own cisterns that cannot hold 

11: “Let him who has no light trust in the name 

of the Lord and rely on his God.  But now all you who light fires and 

provide yourselves with flaming torches, go, walk in the light of your fires 

and of the torches you have set ablaze.  This is what you shall receive from 

ll lie down in torment.”  God says that self-reliance and 

seeking fulfillment apart from God, as the source of that satisfaction, will 

Paul says in Romans 1 that to exchange the glory of the Creator for the 

hness.  “For although they knew God they neither 

glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their 

they became fools and 

made to look like mortal man and birds and 

22) Although modern idols may be different, no longer carved 

images, they are still products of exchanging the glory of the Creator for the created world.  Pursuing 

Even after we believe, because we are fallen, we still pursue our satisfaction in the created 

world.  We believe we will be satisfied when we find the perfect life partner, a career change, 

children and a larger home.  We will actually be most satisfied in knowing God’s perfect character 
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Our passion for gratification is not too strong; instead, it is too weak, for we seek gratification 

in the wrong things.  C.S. Lewis says that, “If we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the 

staggering nature of the rewards promised in the gospels, it would seem that our Lord finds our 

desires not too strong, but too weak.  We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and 

sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on 

making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday 

at the sea.  We are far too easily pleased.”  (The Weight of Glory, and Other Addresses, p. 2) 

 

Nothing else will satisfy us like God.  Blaise Pascal said that in every heart there is 

a God-shaped vacuum.  Nothing else can fill that space except God.  We may try all 

other means to satisfaction, but nothing else will substitute for God’s presence in 

our lives, for God has so made us.  After all, God says he will not share his glory 

with another. 

 

We should be clear about this: we owe God our worship, his glory, even if to 

do so were not to our benefit, because of his character, his perfection and his position as our creator.  

But in God we also find our greatest good.  He is the one who ultimately satisfies our deepest needs.   

 

We are most satisfied when God is most glorified. 

 

OTHER IMPLICATIONS OF GOD’S GLORY 

AS THE ULTIMATE PURPOSE FOR THE WORLD 
  

So what if God’s glory is the ultimate purpose for the world? 

 

God’s purposes are his glory and our good.  We should seek his glory first, and our good 

will follow. 

 

 God is committed to my good as his glory.  God is our good.  Knowing him will be our 

greatest source of joy and pleasure. 

 

 The focus of the proclamation of the gospel is on God’s character first, our felt needs 

second.  If God’s first concern is his glory, that should be our first concern.  If our good follows from 

God’s glory, and not from following our own inclinations, we should say so. 

 

 God’s glory is most manifest in the joy of the saints in him.  The magnifying of God and 

the joy of all people in God is one end, not two.    

 

Sin is both ungodly and foolish.  If it is true that we are most satisfied when he is most 

glorified, then rebellion against God both dishonors him and is eventually hurtful to our happiness.    

 

There is no place for “religion in its place.”  God is ultimate, not just one stall in the 

marketplace.  Reserving God a Sunday morning worship time is not enough.  Family, sports, politics, 

business, media, ethics, architecture, the progress of history, all are subject to God.  We cannot 

segment God out of any interest. 

 

God can be glorified in our churches in any number of ways.  One church may focus its 

ministry primarily on evangelism; a second focuses on Christian education; a third on missions.  Each 
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of these glorifies God by the work to which they are called.  No one of these is the ultimate end; each 

is a “penultimate” end to the ultimate end, which is glorifying God. 

 

GOD’S GLORY AND OUR GOOD IN 

SUFFERING 
 

We need to be realistic 

about this idea of God’s glory, 

especially as it relates to our good.  

God’s glory may not always lead 

to what looks like our good when 

that good is viewed through the 

eyes of the world.  Both the Bible 

and modern life provide examples. 

 

Many of the prophets were 

killed by the people of Israel to 

whom they proclaimed God’s 

glory in his righteousness and 

from whom they demanded 

obedience.  Paul, as a Jew of high 

repute, was converted on the road 

to Damascus, and later told the 

Corinthians of the troubles he endured for the proclamation of the message of God’s glory revealed in 

Christ – flogged, exposed to death again and again, five times receiving forty lashes, three times 

beaten with rods, stoned, shipwrecked three times, in danger from rivers, lowered over Damascus 

walls to escape enemies, in danger from bandits, hungry, sleepless, cold and naked.  As we have seen, 

Jesus strengthened himself in contemplation of God’s glory as his purpose before the crucifixion.    

 

There are many stories of the redeemed that gave up all for God’s glory – comfort, education, 

family, liberty, and life itself.  Joni Erickson was paralyzed, but has said that she would not go back 

to health if it would mean losing God’s purpose for her life.  Charles Colson went from the White 

House to prison, but said that the glory of the White House was so much loss compared to knowing 

Christ.  Missionary Jim Elliot willingly gave up his life for the name of Christ, saying that a man is 

no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.  Brothers and sisters have been 

persecuted in much of the world, but have given up family and education and good jobs and liberty 

for the sake of Christ. God’s glory may not look like our good, as we would understand our good 

superficially.  Yet these men and women set aside what appeared to be their good for the promises 

that God’s glory is their good.  

 

God’s purpose in creating the world, the church and his people is the display of his 

glory, and we are most satisfied when he is most glorified. 

 

 

 

Additional resources: 
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John Piper, God’s Passion for His Glory, Crossway Books, 1998 (containing Jonathan Edwards’ 

“The End for Which God Created the World”). 

 

John Piper, Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist, Multnomah Press, 1986.  See 

specially Appendix 1. 

 

James Montgomery Boice, Romans, Volume 3, God and History, Baker Books, pp. 1409-1480.  
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THE PURPOSE FOR WHICH GOD CREATED THE WORLD 

 

QUESTIONS 

 

11-1 Do you agree that God’s ultimate purpose for the world is the display of his own glory? 

 

 

 

11-2 Do you agree that God’s ultimate purpose for the church is the display of his own glory? 

 

 

 

11-3 Do you agree that God’s ultimate purpose for you is the display of his own glory? 
 

 

 

11-4 Read Luke 12:32-34.  What truth about God’s character is set out there?  What about our 

response? 

 

 

 

11-5 What does I Corinthians 10:31 tell us about glorifying God? 

 

 

 

11-6 How do churches fail to glorify God? 

 

 

 

11-7 How does our church’s mission or purpose statement line up with God’s ultimate purpose for 

creating the world? 

 

 

 

11-8 How do we as Christians fail to glorify God? 

 

 

 

11-9 What opportunities to glorify God are presented in comfortable times?  What dangers are 

there in comfortable times? 

 

 

 

11-10 What opportunities to glorify God are presented in difficult times?  What dangers are there in 

difficult times? 

 
  



 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE: CHURCH GOVERNMENT

You will recall that we have said earlier that our tradition can be described in two ways.  We 

are reformed in faith and Presbyterian in government.

have discussed what it means to be Reformed in faith.  We will now focus on church government and 

what it means to be Presbyterian.

 

AN OVERVIEW OF CHURCH GOVERNMENT

Christian Church), the Church of Christ an

 

Presbyterian Church Government

congregation has certain inalienable rights and privileges and duties, yet at the same time the unity of 

the church is maintained through 

connected is called review and control.

authority of the denomination to dictate the direction of the local church is limited.  But the l

congregation is also subject to admonition and check through the review and control process.

 

The word "presbyterian" comes from the Greek word "presbuteros," meaning "elder," because 

we are ruled by elders.  Presbyterian government is sometimes also 

"connectional" government or "government of mixed polity."

 

Governing Documents.  

The Book of Order is comprised of three sections, the Book of Government, the Bo

and the Book of Worship.   
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CHAPTER TWELVE: CHURCH GOVERNMENT

 

You will recall that we have said earlier that our tradition can be described in two ways.  We 

Presbyterian in government.   So far we have focused on doctrine, and 

have discussed what it means to be Reformed in faith.  We will now focus on church government and 

what it means to be Presbyterian. 

AN OVERVIEW OF CHURCH GOVERNMENT 

 

There are three basic forms by which churches

themselves, Episcopal, Congregational and Presbyterian.

 

Episcopal Church Government 

the top down.  This form of government is also sometimes 

referred to as "hierarchical."  Persons are elected or selected by 

some practice, and a hierarchy of authority is established.   The 

Roman Catholic Church and the Episcopal Church are both 

hierarchical.  The Methodist Church is a modified form of the 

hierarchical government. 

 

Congregational Church Government 

end of the spectrum.  Each local congregation is separate and 

independent from any other governing or controlling body.  In 

some cases such independent churches may affiliate with other 

like-minded congregations to develop common programs, such 

as missions programs, youth programs, seminaries or women's 

programs, but there is no authority held which supercedes the 

power and control of the local church.  Examples of this kind of 

church government include the Disciples of Christ (the 

Christian Church), the Church of Christ and most Baptist churches 

Presbyterian Church Government is, we believe, the best of both worlds.  The local 

congregation has certain inalienable rights and privileges and duties, yet at the same time the unity of 

the church is maintained through connectionalism.  The process by which Presbyterian churches are 

review and control.   Because of the rights reserved to the local congregation, the 

authority of the denomination to dictate the direction of the local church is limited.  But the l

congregation is also subject to admonition and check through the review and control process.

The word "presbyterian" comes from the Greek word "presbuteros," meaning "elder," because 

we are ruled by elders.  Presbyterian government is sometimes also called "representative" or 

"connectional" government or "government of mixed polity." 

  Our form of government is established by our governing documents.  

The Book of Order is comprised of three sections, the Book of Government, the Bo

 

 

THE LOCAL CONGREGATION 

  

CHAPTER TWELVE: CHURCH GOVERNMENT 

You will recall that we have said earlier that our tradition can be described in two ways.  We 

So far we have focused on doctrine, and 

have discussed what it means to be Reformed in faith.  We will now focus on church government and 

There are three basic forms by which churches govern 

themselves, Episcopal, Congregational and Presbyterian. 

Episcopal Church Government is government from 

the top down.  This form of government is also sometimes 

referred to as "hierarchical."  Persons are elected or selected by 

hierarchy of authority is established.   The 

Roman Catholic Church and the Episcopal Church are both 

hierarchical.  The Methodist Church is a modified form of the 

Congregational Church Government is at the other 

um.  Each local congregation is separate and 

independent from any other governing or controlling body.  In 

some cases such independent churches may affiliate with other 

minded congregations to develop common programs, such 

programs, seminaries or women's 

programs, but there is no authority held which supercedes the 

power and control of the local church.  Examples of this kind of 

church government include the Disciples of Christ (the 

is, we believe, the best of both worlds.  The local 

congregation has certain inalienable rights and privileges and duties, yet at the same time the unity of 

.  The process by which Presbyterian churches are 

Because of the rights reserved to the local congregation, the 

authority of the denomination to dictate the direction of the local church is limited.  But the local 

congregation is also subject to admonition and check through the review and control process. 

The word "presbyterian" comes from the Greek word "presbuteros," meaning "elder," because 

called "representative" or 

Our form of government is established by our governing documents.  

The Book of Order is comprised of three sections, the Book of Government, the Book of Discipline 



 

 

in the EPC as a "particular church."  Chapter 4 of the Book of Order 

spells out the work of the local congregation.  The c

regularly.  The church's first duty is to evangelize, and the fruit of faith 

will be ministry to those in need.  The church is encouraged to provide 

for instruction of children, the nurture of church members, the welfare of 

the church, 

observation of special days, including times of prayer and fasting.

 

started?  Chapter 5 of the Book of Order provides that a mission church is 

established by the Presbytery.  The Presbytery may do this by appointing 

an evangelist, arranging a mother

Session of an exis

commission to serve as a temporary Session of the mission church.  At such time as the Presbytery 

deems the mission church ready, the mission church will be made a particular church, with rights to 

be represented at Presbytery and with the rights of a congregation described below. 

 

A Presbytery may also receive local churches which are independent or which are leaving 

another denomination. 

 

Membership of a Particular Church.  

in Chapter 6 of the Book of Order.  Most of us would think first of 

have been admitted to membership by the Session by one of the means described below.  They are 

entitled to participate in the governing of the church by voting in congregational meetings. 

 

Baptized members

parents are confirmed members.  They are entitled to nurture, instruction and 

pastoral oversight, but may not

 

Affiliate members

church, usually service people and college students.  They are also entitled to 

pastoral care, but not to vote.  Affiliate membership must be renewed annually.

 

The Session may receive new confirmed members in several ways (Chapter 9 of the Book of 

Order).  New members may be received from another church by 

Christians may be received by profession of faith

that will not co-operate with a transfer of membership, the member may be received by 

reaffirmation of faith.   

 

Rights Reserved to a Particular Church.  

certain rights, which the denomination cannot take awa

Government provides for these as follows:

 -Election of Officers is reserved to the local church.

 -The local church has the right to determine if it will have a 

 -The local church has ownership of i

 -The particular church has the right to 
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The Work of the Particular Church.  A local church is referred 

in the EPC as a "particular church."  Chapter 4 of the Book of Order 

spells out the work of the local congregation.  The c

regularly.  The church's first duty is to evangelize, and the fruit of faith 

will be ministry to those in need.  The church is encouraged to provide 

for instruction of children, the nurture of church members, the welfare of 

the church, the provision of the sacraments, teaching of the faith and the 

observation of special days, including times of prayer and fasting.

The Origin of a Particular Church.  How is a local church 

started?  Chapter 5 of the Book of Order provides that a mission church is 

established by the Presbytery.  The Presbytery may do this by appointing 

an evangelist, arranging a mother-daughter relationship between the 

Session of an existing church and the mission church or by appointing a 

commission to serve as a temporary Session of the mission church.  At such time as the Presbytery 

deems the mission church ready, the mission church will be made a particular church, with rights to 

epresented at Presbytery and with the rights of a congregation described below. 

A Presbytery may also receive local churches which are independent or which are leaving 

Membership of a Particular Church.  There are three classes of church members provided 

in Chapter 6 of the Book of Order.  Most of us would think first of Confirmed members,

have been admitted to membership by the Session by one of the means described below.  They are 

participate in the governing of the church by voting in congregational meetings. 

Baptized members are children who have been baptized and whose 

parents are confirmed members.  They are entitled to nurture, instruction and 

pastoral oversight, but may not vote. 

Affiliate members are persons separated geographically from a home 

church, usually service people and college students.  They are also entitled to 

pastoral care, but not to vote.  Affiliate membership must be renewed annually.

ive new confirmed members in several ways (Chapter 9 of the Book of 

Order).  New members may be received from another church by transfer of membership

profession of faith.  If a Christian comes from another denomination

operate with a transfer of membership, the member may be received by 

Rights Reserved to a Particular Church.  We said above that each local congregation has 

certain rights, which the denomination cannot take away.  Chapters 7 and 17

Government provides for these as follows: 

is reserved to the local church. 

The local church has the right to determine if it will have a board of deacons

ownership of its property. 

The particular church has the right to call its pastor, subject to the Presbytery's concurrence.

  

A local church is referred 

in the EPC as a "particular church."  Chapter 4 of the Book of Order 

spells out the work of the local congregation.  The church is to worship 

regularly.  The church's first duty is to evangelize, and the fruit of faith 

will be ministry to those in need.  The church is encouraged to provide 

for instruction of children, the nurture of church members, the welfare of 

the provision of the sacraments, teaching of the faith and the 

observation of special days, including times of prayer and fasting. 

How is a local church 

started?  Chapter 5 of the Book of Order provides that a mission church is 

established by the Presbytery.  The Presbytery may do this by appointing 

daughter relationship between the 

ting church and the mission church or by appointing a 

commission to serve as a temporary Session of the mission church.  At such time as the Presbytery 

deems the mission church ready, the mission church will be made a particular church, with rights to 

epresented at Presbytery and with the rights of a congregation described below.  

A Presbytery may also receive local churches which are independent or which are leaving 

There are three classes of church members provided 

Confirmed members, adults who 

have been admitted to membership by the Session by one of the means described below.  They are 

participate in the governing of the church by voting in congregational meetings.  

are children who have been baptized and whose 

parents are confirmed members.  They are entitled to nurture, instruction and 

are persons separated geographically from a home 

church, usually service people and college students.  They are also entitled to 

pastoral care, but not to vote.  Affiliate membership must be renewed annually. 

ive new confirmed members in several ways (Chapter 9 of the Book of 

transfer of membership.   New 

.  If a Christian comes from another denomination 

operate with a transfer of membership, the member may be received by 

We said above that each local congregation has 

y.  Chapters 7 and 17-5 of the Book of 

board of deacons. 

, subject to the Presbytery's concurrence. 
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 -Certain matters of conscience are reserved for the local church. 

 -The local church determines its own benevolence and budgetary objectives. 

 

Dissolution or Dismissal of a Particular Church.  The Presbytery will dissolve a church 

that is no longer viable, and receives the church's property.  The Presbytery also will dismiss a church 

(with its property) upon the two-thirds vote of the congregation. 

 

REVIEW AND CONTROL - EPC CHURCH COURTS 

 

We said above that in Presbyterian churches we are connected by review and control.  In the 

Evangelical Presbyterian Church there are three levels of courts that provide review and control: the 

Session, the Presbytery and the General Assembly. 

 

The Session.  In the local congregation, the people elect persons as Ruling Elders to be their 

representatives.  These Ruling Elders, along with the Teaching Elders, the pastors of a congregation, 

form the Session, the body that governs the local congregation. 

 

The Presbytery.  But this Session, the court that governs the local congregation, is related to 

a higher court, called the Presbytery.  A Presbytery is a governing unit, or a court of the church, that 

is made up of all of the congregations within a specified geographical area. 

 

The Presbytery is also made up of representatives, called commissioners, from the Sessions 

within the Presbytery.  Each Session is represented by its Pastors and two Ruling Elders for each 

Pastor it has.  For example, if a congregation has two pastors, it would be entitled to have the two 

Pastors and four Ruling Elders at the presbytery.  Here again the Evangelical Presbyterian Church has 

a unique and distinctive feature that no other Presbyterian body in America has.  In the Evangelical 

Presbyterian Church, we believe that historically a part of the genius of the Presbyterian system has 

been the participation of the Ruling Elders, the laymen, within the life of the whole church.  In recent 

years within many Presbyterian denominations in America, the control of the church has fallen under 

the ministers and the churches have become clergy dominated.  When that happens, the church then 

tends to drift off into either one of two directions.  If the ministers are very liberal, then the 

denomination drifts off into liberalism that takes the church away from its historic moorings.  On the 

other hand, if the ministers are ultra-conservative, the denomination tends to become lost in 

theological “nit-picking” that also diverts it from its main purpose.  So the Evangelical Presbyterian 

Church has sought to prevent this diversion of the church from its purpose by assuring the important 

role of the layman and an effort to prevent the church from falling into the hands of the clergy alone.  

 

So, we have the Session and we have the Presbytery, which is made up of the pastors and 

representatives of all the Sessions within the Presbytery boundaries.  And how are these two courts 

related?  By review and control.  That means that the Presbytery reviews the work of the Session to 

see that it is functioning according to the constitution of the church and conducting its business in 

accord with its duties.  By the same token, the Presbytery, within the limits of the constitution, has 

some control over the local Session.  For example, if there is serious trouble within the congregation, 

the Presbytery may come in and do whatever might be necessary to restore peace and harmony.  

 

The General Assembly.  Like the local church Session, the Presbytery is under the review 

and control of a higher court.  In this case, it is the General Assembly.  The General Assembly is 

composed of representatives, or commissioners, from all of the churches of the denomination.   



 

 

 

You might think that the General Assembly would be made up of commissioners from the 

Presbyteries, but that is not the case.  The commissioners to the Assembly are all of the pastors and 

two Ruling Elders from each congregation for each pa

 

Review and Control.  How do these courts exercise review and control?  By means described 

in Chapters 14-18 of the Book of Discipline.  The 

the court above, Presbytery reviewing Session proceedings and 

Presbytery proceedings.  Lower courts may ask for a 

advice on some sticky issue.  A party to a decision or disciplinary matter may file a 

appeal to the higher court.  

 

In addition there are certain matters undertaken by higher courts that effect local 

congregations.  Most importantly, perhaps, each Presbytery has a hand in the 

relationship with its ministers.  Although the congregation calls its pastors, t

examined by representatives of the Presbytery who must approve the call.  (Book of Government, 

chapter 13)  Each Presbytery has a Ministerial Committee that reviews the relationship between the 

church and pastor, his work and compe

jurisdiction. 
 

The Power of Order.  The power of order is the authority given to a person elected to the 

office of Deacon or Ruling Elder or Pastor.  It is the 

3-2)  It is the authority to proclaim Jesus and to minister in the name of Christ.  The power of order 

especially includes sharing the Gospel, reproving the erring, visiting the sick, and letting the fruit of 

the Spirit be revealed in one’s life.

 

The Power of Jurisdiction.

Government, chapter 3-2)  And here is the important thing: the power of jurisdiction, this power to 

rule, is never an individual authority. 

collectively as a Session or a Presbytery or a General Assembly. 

 

This means that when a person is ordained as an officer, that person has the power of order.  

That is, by the act of ordination, that individual has certain duties to serve.  But the power to rule, the 

power of jurisdiction, is a joint authority exercised in a court of the church.
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You might think that the General Assembly would be made up of commissioners from the 

Presbyteries, but that is not the case.  The commissioners to the Assembly are all of the pastors and 

two Ruling Elders from each congregation for each pastor. 

How do these courts exercise review and control?  By means described 

18 of the Book of Discipline.  The minutes of each court are reviewed annually

the court above, Presbytery reviewing Session proceedings and General Assembly reviewing 

Presbytery proceedings.  Lower courts may ask for a reference from a higher court, a request for 

advice on some sticky issue.  A party to a decision or disciplinary matter may file a 

In addition there are certain matters undertaken by higher courts that effect local 

congregations.  Most importantly, perhaps, each Presbytery has a hand in the 

.  Although the congregation calls its pastors, the pastor called will be 

examined by representatives of the Presbytery who must approve the call.  (Book of Government, 

chapter 13)  Each Presbytery has a Ministerial Committee that reviews the relationship between the 

church and pastor, his work and compensation. (Book of Government, chapter 16

 

THE POWER OF THE CHURCH

 

It is important to understand the kind of 

power and authority the church and its officers 

have.  “The power given to the Church by Christ is 

moral and spiritual, thus distinguishing th

government of the church from civil government.  

The powers of the Church reside in the Church as 

exercised in its courts and not in individuals.” 

(Book of Government, chapter 3

Government, we are told that there are two kinds 

of power in the church.  First, there is the 

order and second, there is the 

The power of order is the authority given to a person elected to the 

office of Deacon or Ruling Elder or Pastor.  It is the power to serve. (Book of Government, chapter 

2)  It is the authority to proclaim Jesus and to minister in the name of Christ.  The power of order 

especially includes sharing the Gospel, reproving the erring, visiting the sick, and letting the fruit of 

e revealed in one’s life. 

The Power of Jurisdiction.  But the power of jurisdiction is the power to rule

2)  And here is the important thing: the power of jurisdiction, this power to 

rule, is never an individual authority.  It is always a joint authority.  It is an authority that is exercised 

collectively as a Session or a Presbytery or a General Assembly.  

This means that when a person is ordained as an officer, that person has the power of order.  

rdination, that individual has certain duties to serve.  But the power to rule, the 

power of jurisdiction, is a joint authority exercised in a court of the church. 

  

You might think that the General Assembly would be made up of commissioners from the 

Presbyteries, but that is not the case.  The commissioners to the Assembly are all of the pastors and 

How do these courts exercise review and control?  By means described 

each court are reviewed annually by 

General Assembly reviewing 

from a higher court, a request for 

advice on some sticky issue.  A party to a decision or disciplinary matter may file a complaint or an 

In addition there are certain matters undertaken by higher courts that effect local 

congregations.  Most importantly, perhaps, each Presbytery has a hand in the congregation's 

he pastor called will be 

examined by representatives of the Presbytery who must approve the call.  (Book of Government, 

chapter 13)  Each Presbytery has a Ministerial Committee that reviews the relationship between the 

nsation. (Book of Government, chapter 16-27) 

THE POWER OF THE CHURCH 

It is important to understand the kind of 

power and authority the church and its officers 

have.  “The power given to the Church by Christ is 

moral and spiritual, thus distinguishing the 

government of the church from civil government.  

The powers of the Church reside in the Church as 

exercised in its courts and not in individuals.” 

(Book of Government, chapter 3-1)  In the Book of 

Government, we are told that there are two kinds 

in the church.  First, there is the power of 

and second, there is the power of 

The power of order is the authority given to a person elected to the 

. (Book of Government, chapter 

2)  It is the authority to proclaim Jesus and to minister in the name of Christ.  The power of order 

especially includes sharing the Gospel, reproving the erring, visiting the sick, and letting the fruit of 

power to rule. (Book of 

2)  And here is the important thing: the power of jurisdiction, this power to 

It is an authority that is exercised 

This means that when a person is ordained as an officer, that person has the power of order.  

rdination, that individual has certain duties to serve.  But the power to rule, the 



 

 

 

As we have briefly mentioned above, the Board of Deacons is not a court of the church.  

we will examine the role and function of the Deacons, but the power of jurisdiction is an authority 

reserved to a church court and the Board is not a church court.  Instead, it is under the authority of the 

Session. 

 

Joint Power.  So the power of jur

person rules the local church – not an Elder and not the Pastor.  Instead, the church is ruled by the 

joint oversight of the Session.  We believe in the rule of the majority.  A governing body 

and discusses an issue, prays together about its decision, and when the vote is taken, we have always 

understood this to be God acting through the majority of the court of the church.  Of course, the 

Session or the Presbytery or the General Ass

governing the church we must trust that God does ordinarily act through the majority of the 

governing body. 

 

Joint Power At Work - 

is in church discipline.  One entire book of the Book of Order, the Book of Discipline, is devoted to 

the subject.  Church discipline can have two meanings 

and control processes, its officers and courts, or a narrower meaning, referring to judicial process.  

You will recall that when we discussed the marks of the true church, discipline was one of those 

marks.  But church discipline need not require frequent jud

discipline is being exercised.  Judicial process may be exercised where there is or may be sin within 

the church or a dispute between members.  There is a fairly detailed procedure in the Book of 

Discipline for carrying out judicial process. 

 

 

146 

As we have briefly mentioned above, the Board of Deacons is not a court of the church.  

we will examine the role and function of the Deacons, but the power of jurisdiction is an authority 

reserved to a church court and the Board is not a church court.  Instead, it is under the authority of the 

So the power of jurisdiction, or the power to rule, is a joint authority.  No one 

not an Elder and not the Pastor.  Instead, the church is ruled by the 

joint oversight of the Session.  We believe in the rule of the majority.  A governing body 

and discusses an issue, prays together about its decision, and when the vote is taken, we have always 

understood this to be God acting through the majority of the court of the church.  Of course, the 

Session or the Presbytery or the General Assembly can err!  However, in the ordinary process of 

governing the church we must trust that God does ordinarily act through the majority of the 

 Church Discipline.  One of the areas where joint power is exercised 

is in church discipline.  One entire book of the Book of Order, the Book of Discipline, is devoted to 

the subject.  Church discipline can have two meanings - either the whole government, with its review 

control processes, its officers and courts, or a narrower meaning, referring to judicial process.  

You will recall that when we discussed the marks of the true church, discipline was one of those 

But church discipline need not require frequent judicial process if the broader 

Judicial process may be exercised where there is or may be sin within 

the church or a dispute between members.  There is a fairly detailed procedure in the Book of 

icial process.  

  

As we have briefly mentioned above, the Board of Deacons is not a court of the church.  Later 

we will examine the role and function of the Deacons, but the power of jurisdiction is an authority 

reserved to a church court and the Board is not a church court.  Instead, it is under the authority of the 

isdiction, or the power to rule, is a joint authority.  No one 

not an Elder and not the Pastor.  Instead, the church is ruled by the 

joint oversight of the Session.  We believe in the rule of the majority.  A governing body deliberates 

and discusses an issue, prays together about its decision, and when the vote is taken, we have always 

understood this to be God acting through the majority of the court of the church.  Of course, the 

embly can err!  However, in the ordinary process of 

governing the church we must trust that God does ordinarily act through the majority of the 

One of the areas where joint power is exercised 

is in church discipline.  One entire book of the Book of Order, the Book of Discipline, is devoted to 

either the whole government, with its review 

control processes, its officers and courts, or a narrower meaning, referring to judicial process.  

You will recall that when we discussed the marks of the true church, discipline was one of those 

icial process if the broader 

Judicial process may be exercised where there is or may be sin within 

the church or a dispute between members.  There is a fairly detailed procedure in the Book of 
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The purpose of church discipline is always to build up and not to destroy.  It is exercised 

under a dispensation of mercy and not wrath.  Its ends are the rebuke of offenses, the removal of 

scandal, the vindication of the honor of Christ, the promotion of the purity and general edification of 

the Church and the spiritual good of the offenders themselves.  (Book of Discipline, chapter 1) 

 

The Principle of Subjection to Each Other.  When you are ordained, you will take a very 

special vow as a part of your ordination.  You will be asked, “Do you promise subjection to your 

fellow Presbyters in the Lord?”  That means that when the vote is taken, all officers are obligated to 

support it and maintain the peace and unity of the church.  There will be numerous times in your 

service as an officer when you will be in the minority on some issue.  But to be Presbyterian means 

an officer is in subjection to the majority decision and supports it.  And if we don’t do that, we will 

damage or destroy the local congregation as well as violate ordination vows.   

 

Conclusion: Who Do the Representatives Represent?  In conclusion, we have the 

representative system of government.  The local congregation elects representatives called Ruling 

Elders who have a joint power of jurisdiction to rule the local congregation.  The Session then elects 

representatives called commissioners to the Presbytery and the General Assembly who have the 

power of jurisdiction to rule those two courts.  Now, the question is: whom does this representative 

government represent?  For example, when there are important issues before the Session, is a Ruling 

Elder to go out and survey the congregation to find out their wants and wishes and then represent 

those members at a Session meeting?  The answer to that question is “no.”  A representative to a 

governing body of the church first and foremost is to represent Jesus Christ. 

 

That means that a representative, a Ruling Elder or a commissioner to a higher court, is to 

vote on issues according to the leading of the Holy Spirit and according to his best conscience.  

Historically, the church has forbidden a governing body to instruct its commissioners to a higher 

court as to how they should vote.  So, in our representative form of government, a congregation elects 

it representatives, but it elects them to represent Jesus Christ as they rule over the congregation as the 

Undershepherds of the Savior. 
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CHURCH GOVERNMENT 

 
QUESTIONS 

 

1. Name and describe the three basic forms of church government. 

 

 

2. What is the governing document of EPC church government and the three parts that 

comprise it? 

 

 

3. How can a local church get started?  Three methods. 

 

 

 

4. What are the three types of members in an EPC church? 

 

 

5. How may a person become a confirmed member of an EPC church?  Three ways. 

 

 

6. What are some of the rights reserved to a local congregation? 

 

 

 

7. What are the three courts of the EPC?  How are they related? 

 

 

 

8. What are some of the means of review and control in the EPC? 

 

 

 

9. What are the two kinds of power in the Presbyterian Church?  How are they different? 

 

 

 

10. Who do the representatives in EPC government represent? 

 

  



 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE OFFICERS OF THE 

 

The Qualifications of Church Officers
 

Read the following materials: I Timothy 3:1

Qualifications, both attached. 

 

can he take care of God’s church?)  He must not be a recent convert, or he may become

fall under the same judgment as the devil.  He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so 

that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil’s trap.  

 

Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging i

not pursuing dishonest gain.  They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear 

conscience.  They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as 

deacons.  In the same way, their wives are 

temperate and trustworthy in everything.  A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must 

manage his children and his household well.  Those who have served well gain an excellent standing 

and great assurance in their faith in Jesus Christ.

 

Exodus 18:13-27:  The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the people, and 

they stood around him from morning till evening.  When his father

doing for the people, he said, “What is this you are doing for the people?  Why do you

judge, while all these people stand around you from morning till evening?”  Moses answered him, 

“Because the people come to me to seek God’s will.  Whenever they have a dispute, it is brought to 

me, and I decide between the parties and inform

law replied, “What you are doing is not good.  You and these people who come to you will only wear 

yourselves out.  The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.  Listen now to me and I 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE OFFICERS OF THE 

CHURCH 

The Qualifications of Church Officers 

Read the following materials: I Timothy 3:1-13 and Analysis of Elders’ 

Duties of Church Officers 
 

Read the following materials: Exodus 18:13

Acts 6:1-7, Acts 20:17-38, I Timothy 5:17

Attached), Book of Government Chapter 10 (skim also 

Chapters 11-14), Book of Worship, Chapter 2, paragraphs 

2-4A, 2-5D, 2-6D, 2-7B, 4-2 introduction and 4

 

SCRIPTURES REGARDING OFFICERS:

 

I Timothy 3:1-13:  Here is a trustworthy saying: If 

anyone sets his heart on being an overseer, he desires a 

noble task.  Now the overseer must be above reproach, the 

husband of but one wife, temperate, self

respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not given to 

drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not

lover of money.  He must manage his own family well and 

see that his children obey him with proper respect.  (If 

anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how 

can he take care of God’s church?)  He must not be a recent convert, or he may become

fall under the same judgment as the devil.  He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so 

that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil’s trap.   

Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging i

not pursuing dishonest gain.  They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear 

conscience.  They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as 

deacons.  In the same way, their wives are to be women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but 

temperate and trustworthy in everything.  A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must 

manage his children and his household well.  Those who have served well gain an excellent standing 

great assurance in their faith in Jesus Christ. 

:  The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the people, and 

they stood around him from morning till evening.  When his father-in-law saw all that Moses was 

doing for the people, he said, “What is this you are doing for the people?  Why do you

judge, while all these people stand around you from morning till evening?”  Moses answered him, 

“Because the people come to me to seek God’s will.  Whenever they have a dispute, it is brought to 

me, and I decide between the parties and inform them of God’s decrees and laws.”  Moses’ father

law replied, “What you are doing is not good.  You and these people who come to you will only wear 

yourselves out.  The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.  Listen now to me and I 

  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE OFFICERS OF THE 

 

13 and Analysis of Elders’ and Deacons’ 

Read the following materials: Exodus 18:13-27, 

38, I Timothy 5:17-18 (All 

Book of Government Chapter 10 (skim also 

14), Book of Worship, Chapter 2, paragraphs 

2 introduction and 4-2A. 

SCRIPTURES REGARDING OFFICERS: 

:  Here is a trustworthy saying: If 

on being an overseer, he desires a 

noble task.  Now the overseer must be above reproach, the 

husband of but one wife, temperate, self-controlled, 

respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not given to 

drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a 

lover of money.  He must manage his own family well and 

see that his children obey him with proper respect.  (If 

anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how 

can he take care of God’s church?)  He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and 

fall under the same judgment as the devil.  He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so 

Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, and 

not pursuing dishonest gain.  They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear 

conscience.  They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as 

to be women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but 

temperate and trustworthy in everything.  A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must 

manage his children and his household well.  Those who have served well gain an excellent standing 

:  The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the people, and 

law saw all that Moses was 

doing for the people, he said, “What is this you are doing for the people?  Why do you alone sit as 

judge, while all these people stand around you from morning till evening?”  Moses answered him, 

“Because the people come to me to seek God’s will.  Whenever they have a dispute, it is brought to 

them of God’s decrees and laws.”  Moses’ father-in-

law replied, “What you are doing is not good.  You and these people who come to you will only wear 

yourselves out.  The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.  Listen now to me and I 
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will give you some advice, and may God be with you.  You must be the people’s representative 

before God and bring their disputes to him.  Teach them the decrees and laws, and show them the 

way to live and the duties they are to perform.  But select capable men from all the people – men who 

fear God, trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain – and appoint them as officials over thousands, 

hundreds, fifties and tens.  Have them serve as judges for the people at all times, but have them bring 

every difficult case to you; the simple cases they can decide themselves.  That will make your load 

lighter, because they will share it with you.  If you do this and God so commands, you will be able to 

stand the strain, and all these people will go home satisfied.”  Moses listened to his father-in-law and 

did everything he said.  He chose capable men from all Israel and made them leaders of the people, 

officials over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens.  They served as judges for the people at all times.  

The difficult cases they brought to Moses, but the simple ones they decided themselves.  Then Moses 

sent his father-in-law on his way, and Jethro returned to his own country. 

 

Acts 6:1-7: In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews 

among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in 

the daily distribution of food.  So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, “It would 

not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables.  Brothers, 

choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom.  We will turn 

this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.”  

This proposal pleased the whole group.  They chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy 

Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to 

Judaism.  They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.  So the 

word of God spread.  The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of 

priests became obedient to the faith. 

 

Acts 20:17-38: From Miletus, Paul sent to Ephesus for the elders of the church.  When they 

arrived, he said to them: “You know how I lived the whole time I was with you, from the first day I 

came into the province of Asia.  I served the Lord with great humility and with tears, although I was 

severely tested by the plots of the Jews.  You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that 

would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house.  I have declared to 

both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.  And 

now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there.  I 

only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me.  

However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task 

the Lord Jesus has given me – the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace.  Now I know that 

none of you among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom will ever see me again.  

Therefore, I declare to you today that I am innocent of the blood of all men.  For I have not hesitated 

to proclaim to you the whole will of God.  Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the 

Holy Spirit has made you overseers.  Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his 

own blood.  I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the 

flock.  Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away 

disciples after them.  So be on your guard!  Remember that for three years I never stopped warning 

each of you night and day with tears.  Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which 

can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.  I have not coveted 

anyone’s silver or gold or clothing.  You yourselves know that these hands of mine have supplied my 

own needs and the needs of my companions.  In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of 

hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more 

blessed to give than to receive.’”  When he had said this, he knelt down with all of them and prayed.  



 

 

They all wept as they embraced him and kissed him.  What grieved them most was his statement that 

they would never see his face again.  Then the

 

I Timothy 5:17-18: The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double 

honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.  For the Scripture says, “Do not 

muzzle the ox while it is treading o
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They all wept as they embraced him and kissed him.  What grieved them most was his statement that 

they would never see his face again.  Then they accompanied him to the ship. 

The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double 

honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.  For the Scripture says, “Do not 

muzzle the ox while it is treading out the grain,” and “The worker deserves his wages.”

  

They all wept as they embraced him and kissed him.  What grieved them most was his statement that 

The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double 

honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.  For the Scripture says, “Do not 

ut the grain,” and “The worker deserves his wages.” 



 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: CHURCH LEADERSHIP I

THE LIFE AND CHARACTER OF THE OFFICER

 

The Evangelical Presbyterian Church Book of Government wisely advises that before 

nominating a person to church office, th

of Scripture... and be very prayerful in selecting persons to this office."

 

  

Biblical Summary of Christ

 

1. Godliness - In I Timothy 3:1

leaders. The first character trait summarizes all of the others: elders must be "above reproach." This is 

not speaking of perfection, but rather the direction of one’s life. Elders must not be marked by any 

kind of disgrace, as this would limit their influence and authority among the flock.

 

a. Temperate, self-controlled, upright, holy, disciplined (Titus 1:7,8)

b. Sincere (I Timothy 3:8) 

c. Not pursuing dishonest gain (I Timothy 3:8; Titus 1:7), not a lover of money (I Timothy 3:3

d. An example to the flock (1 Peter 5:3)

e. Full of the Holy Spirit (Acts 6:3,5)

 

2. Desire to serve - (I Timothy 3:1; 1 Peter 5:2) in humility (Acts 6:2)

 

3. Love for others - hospitable, gentle, patient, not quarrelsome (I Timothy 3:2,3; Titus 1:7,8)

 

 

 

4. Good reputation  
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THE LIFE AND CHARACTER OF THE OFFICER

The Evangelical Presbyterian Church Book of Government wisely advises that before 

nominating a person to church office, the congregation "should carefully study appropriate passages 

of Scripture... and be very prayerful in selecting persons to this office." 

This is necessary because God Himself gives us the 

offices of minister, elder, and deacon; and it is He who 

describes the qualifications for those who are to be chosen. 

Our task is not to select "the best people we have," but rather 

to elect only those who fit God’s description given to us in 

the Scriptures.  

 

Qualifications or attributes of the officer

 

A. From the Bible: 1 Tim 3:1-13; 2 Tim 2:24,25; 1 Pet 5:1

4; Titus 1:6-9; Ezra 7:9b-10: 

 

*Attributes of an officer should be already present 

must examine himself/herself. 

*Focus should not be on personality but character 

of godliness. 

*Candidate must commit to pursuit of Christ

and attributes required of an officer. 

*Candidate must be an example. 

Biblical Summary of Christ-like Character required for an officer

In I Timothy 3:1-7 we find 12 adjectives to describe the character requirements for 

leaders. The first character trait summarizes all of the others: elders must be "above reproach." This is 

not speaking of perfection, but rather the direction of one’s life. Elders must not be marked by any 

is would limit their influence and authority among the flock.

controlled, upright, holy, disciplined (Titus 1:7,8) 

c. Not pursuing dishonest gain (I Timothy 3:8; Titus 1:7), not a lover of money (I Timothy 3:3

d. An example to the flock (1 Peter 5:3) 

e. Full of the Holy Spirit (Acts 6:3,5) 

(I Timothy 3:1; 1 Peter 5:2) in humility (Acts 6:2) 

hospitable, gentle, patient, not quarrelsome (I Timothy 3:2,3; Titus 1:7,8)

  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: CHURCH LEADERSHIP I 

THE LIFE AND CHARACTER OF THE OFFICER 

The Evangelical Presbyterian Church Book of Government wisely advises that before 

e congregation "should carefully study appropriate passages 

This is necessary because God Himself gives us the 

offices of minister, elder, and deacon; and it is He who 

he qualifications for those who are to be chosen. 

Our task is not to select "the best people we have," but rather 

to elect only those who fit God’s description given to us in 

Qualifications or attributes of the officer  

13; 2 Tim 2:24,25; 1 Pet 5:1-

*Attributes of an officer should be already present - candidate 

*Focus should not be on personality but character - the fruit 

commit to pursuit of Christ-like character 

like Character required for an officer: 

haracter requirements for 

leaders. The first character trait summarizes all of the others: elders must be "above reproach." This is 

not speaking of perfection, but rather the direction of one’s life. Elders must not be marked by any 

is would limit their influence and authority among the flock. 

c. Not pursuing dishonest gain (I Timothy 3:8; Titus 1:7), not a lover of money (I Timothy 3:3)  

hospitable, gentle, patient, not quarrelsome (I Timothy 3:2,3; Titus 1:7,8) 
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a. Above reproach (I Timothy 3:2) 

b. With good reputation among outsiders (I Timothy 3:7) 

 

B. From our Book of Government  
 

Elder- 10-4; 10-5; 10-6  

Deacon- 10-7; 10-8; 16-7 

 

Solid Commitments - The ordination vows required by our constitution comprehend the expected 

commitments of the officer and his or her prayerful examination of each of the following 

commitments.  The ordination vows and the examination each should elicit, may be summarized as 

follows: 

 

1. To Jesus Christ as Lord - Do you reaffirm your faith in Jesus Christ as your own personal Lord 

and Savior?  

* Has no known sin in his life in which he/she is repetitively and unrepentantly engaged? 

* Prepared to share his/her testimony of faith in Christ with others? 

 

2. To the Bible as the Word of God -Do you believe the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments 

to be uniquely and fully inspired by the Holy Spirit, and the supreme and final authority in all matters 

on which it speaks?  

* Obviously submits to the Scriptures in belief and lifestyle? 

* Regularly reads and studies the Bible? 

 

3. To Reformed Theology - Do you sincerely receive and adopt the Westminster Confession of Faith 

and the Catechisms of this Church, as containing the system of doctrine taught in the Holy 

Scriptures? Do you promise that if at any time you find yourself out of accord with any of the 

essentials of the faith you will, on your own initiative, make known to your church session the change 

which has taken place in your views since the assumption of this ordination vow? 

* Thinks carefully and theologically? 

* Committed to distinctives of evangelical and reformed faith? 

 

4. To Presbyterian Polity - Do you subscribe to the government and discipline of the Evangelical 

Presbyterian Church? Do you promise subjection to your fellow Presbyters in the Lord? 

* Can work well with others under a common structure for a common goal? 

* Thinks independently and also works well with others for a common solution? 

* Known for brotherly/sisterly affection and mutual trust in working relationships?  

 

5. To the Glory of God - Have you been induced, as far as you know your own heart, to accept the 

office of (Ruling Elder, Deacon) from love of God and sincere desire to promote His glory in the 

Gospel of His Son?   Do you promise to be zealous and faithful in promoting the truths of the gospel 

and the purity and peace of the church, whatever persecution or opposition may arise to you on that 

account? 

* Obviously motivated by the love of God? 

* Courageously stands for God regardless of cost to self? 

* Seeks to lead unchurched people to Christ and to His church? 
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6. To the Office of Elder or Deacon - Will you seek to be faithful and diligent in the exercise of all 

your duties as (Ruling Elder, Deacon) whether personal or relative, private or public; and to 

endeavor by the grace of God to adorn the profession of the gospel in your manner of life, and to 

walk with exemplary piety before this congregation of which God will make you an officer?  

* Sets an example that others should follow? 

* Will participate fully in officer training? 

* Will serve communion (Elders) unless providentially hindered? 

* Regularly takes initiative to accomplish ministry assigned to him/her? 

 

7. To the Church - Are you now willing to take responsibility in the life of this congregation as a 

(Ruling Elder, Deacon), and will you seek to discharge your duties, relying upon the grace of God, in 

such a way that the entire church of Jesus Christ will be blessed?  

* Has no known unreconciled relationship in local church body? 

* Faithfully attends Sunday worship? 

* Faithfully tithes? 

* Regularly encourages others to grow in their faith?  

 

C. Discerning Gifts and Competence for Officers  

 

The Bible teaches that there are some gifts and abilities that officers should have in order to be 

properly equipped for service. We must place a priority of character over gifts, but the offices of elder 

and deacon are also based on gifts. A common problem is the fact that people in large local 

congregations do not know those nominated for office and an effort must be made to discern the 

giftedness and competence of those nominated. 

 

1. The Bible - A deacon should know his/her Bible well and should believe it deeply (1 Tim 3:9). 

The elder should know his Bible, and be growing in his knowledge, but should also be able to teach it 

to other (Titus 1:9-11) and to pray for the flock in public and private (Acts 6:4).  

 

2. The Family - An officer may be either single or married.
1
 A good way to test a person’s ability to 

lead in the church is to observe his/her management in the home (I Timothy 3:11). The children of an 

officer must be believers in Christ who are (as minors) obedient to their parents. (I Timothy 3:4,5, 12; 

Titus 1:6). The spouse of an officer must be a believer who is godly, loving, and supportive of the 

officer’s ministry. 

 

                                                 
1
 *The Evangelical Presbyterian Church believes that a person who is divorced in accord with biblical 

principles, whether remaining single or having remarried, may serve as a church officer. We must exercise 
special care, however, in the case of persons considered for church office who have divorced or remarried on 
unbiblical grounds. In such situations, guilt must be acknowledged and repentance for sin expressed. The 
persons concerned must have been rehabilitated sufficiently in the confidence and respect of other Christians 
as to be able to fulfill in an exemplary way the requirements of church office with regard to marital and family 
relationships. The local session should consider that even when such care is exercised, there may be 
circumstances in which it would be inadvisable, even though technically permissible, for such divorced or 
remarried persons to serve as church officers. Community awareness of the situation might also be 
considered so that not even apparent scandal is attached to the church. For further guidance, please refer to 
EPC position paper on "Divorce and Remarriage". 
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3. The Church - The candidates must be well tested (I Timothy 3:6,10). Many sessions recommend 

that a person be a member of their local church for a minimum of 3 years before nomination as an 

officer in order for the local body to have time to get to know and observe him/her. The candidates 

must have gifts of leadership; that is, people in the congregation are already gladly following them 

and benefiting from their ministries. 
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CHAPTER 15: LEADING HEALTHY CHURCHES 
 

A healthy church needs healthy leaders.  To say it another way, it is not likely that unhealthy 

leaders will lead a healthy church. 

 

A speaker quoted a survey of high school students in which 60% of the respondents felt they 

were in the top 10% of athletically talented people.  On the one hand it’s amusing, but on the other 

hand it reveals how easily we deceive ourselves and “think more highly of ourselves than we ought to 

think” (Rom. 12:3).  The same can be true of believers’ spiritual health.  There is far more unhealth 

than people will readily admit.  People tend to develop systems that keep them peacefully unaware of 

the effects the sin nature still has in their lives.   

 

This chapter offers two tools for diagnosing an individual’s spiritual health and a tool for 

assessing the health of a church.  Do the self-diagnosis honestly.  On the one hand be encouraged, as 

you may well find yourself further along than you were in earlier years.  On the other hand, let the 

self-diagnosis lead you once again to repentance and faith in the One who has made us new, dwells 

within us and restores the image of God in us (2 Cor. 5:17; Col. 3:9-10; Eph. 4:22-24; 1 John 1:8-10). 

 

QUESTIONS TO DIAGNOSE SPIRITUAL HEALTH
3
 

 

1. Do you have a healthy thirst for God? 

 

Christians may experience the thirst of a dry soul from drinking too much from the brackish 

waters of the world and too little from the living water.  A dry soul may have its source in prolonged 

mental or physical fatigue.  But there is also the thirst of the satisfied soul. A.W. Tozer prayed, “O 

God, I have tasted Thy goodness, and it has both satisfied me and made me thirsty for more.  I am 

painfully conscious of my need for further grace. I am ashamed of my lack of desire. O God, the 

Triune God, I want to want Thee; I long to be filled with longing; I thirst to be made thirsty still.”
4
 

 
O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry 

and weary land where there is no water. (Ps. 63:1) 

 

As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. 

My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God? (Ps. 42:1-2) 

 

Answer the diagnostic question on a scale of 1-4: 

1 = not very true; 2 = sometimes true; 3 = mostly true; 4 = very true 

 

To gain and maintain a healthy thirst for God, you might decide to set aside regular time to 

meditate on the Scripture, pray through the Scripture or read some classic devotional writings. 

 

2. Are you governed increasingly by God's word?  

 

The church needs the same kind of leaders that God provided for ancient Israel – people who 

understand the times and know what the people of God should do (1 Chr. 12:32).  It is important to 

                                                 
3
 Selected from Donald S. Whitney, Ten Questions to Diagnose Your Spiritual Health, Navpress, 2001. 

4
 A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God (Harrisburg, Penn.: Christian Publications, 1948), p. 8. 
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know the content of the Bible, and equally if not more important to know how to apply the correct 

scriptural principle to a specific situation. That is the way of wisdom. 

 
Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.  I have taken an oath and confirmed it, that I 

will follow your righteous laws. (Ps. 119:106) 

 

We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. The man who says, "I know him," 

but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his word, 

God’s love is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Whoever claims to live in 

him must walk as Jesus did. (1 John 2:3-6) 

 

Answer the diagnostic question on a scale of 1-4: 

1 = not very true; 2 = sometimes true; 3 = mostly true; 4 = very true 

 

To grow in this area you might decide to make time for God’s Word in your life, to train 

yourself to ask, “How does the Bible speak to this matter?” or write down an issue you have not 

recently considered from a biblical perspective, and then prayerfully search the Scripture for several 

days. 

 

3. Are you more loving? 

 

“Cultivation [of Christian love] requires nothing less than the reversal of every instinct in our 

fallen natures…What the unregenerate cannot do, true Christians may and must.”
5
 

 

If God’s love is growing, believers will find their love for other Christians strengthening.  

They will find themselves expressing God’s love by doing good to all people, and especially to 

fellow believers (Gal. 6:10). They will find their love for the lost growing as well as their love for 

their families.  The love commanded by God is not so much affection as it is sacrificial giving of 

one’s life for another.  Try rewriting 1 Corinthians 13 4-7 by taking the phrases and describing what 

the opposite looks like.  For example, instead of “Love is patient,” you might write, “To be unloving 

means rushing ahead impulsively.  Instead of “Love is not proud,” you might write, “Being unloving 

means desiring what rightfully belongs to someone else…”  Then ask yourself, “Does my life look 

more like the way Paul wrote 1 Corinthians 13 or the opposite?” 

 
Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not 

self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but 

rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. (1 Cor. 13:4-

7) 

 

A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By 

this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another. (John 13:34-35) 

 

Answer the diagnostic question on a scale of 1-4: 

1 = not very true; 2 = sometimes true; 3 = mostly true; 4 = very true 

 

To grow in your practice of God’s love you might decide to pray regularly to “grasp how 

wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ and to know this love that surpasses 

knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God” (Eph. 3:18-19).  Or you 

                                                 
5
 Maurice Roberts, “The Supreme Grace of Christian Love,” The Banner of Truth, February 1989, p. 3. 
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might decide to identify relationships in which you most need to grow and begin praying for those 

people and act in concrete, loving ways toward them. 

 

4. Do you delight in the bride of Christ? 

 

Delighting in the church, the bride of Christ, is another facet of the growing in God’s love.  It 

is not uncommon to hear someone say “I’m fine with Christ, but I don’t want anything to do with the 

church.”  But Christ loved his people so much that he gave his life for them.  How can believers 

despise the very thing that Christ loved so dearly?  Because it is God’s love at work in their hearts, 

believers (especially leaders) persist in their loving service to God’s people in the face of 

disappointment, conflict and setbacks.  Leaders have the humbling privilege of receiving delegated 

responsibility from God to be take part in his work of presenting Christ with a “radiant church, 

without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless” (Eph. 5:27). 

 

Perhaps you have thought of the familiar verses below in their application to you as an 

individual.  But Paul wrote them with a plural “you” and “we.”  Think of them now in their 

application to God’s covenant people, the church: 

 
Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you? If anyone 

destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is sacred, and you are that temple. (Eph. 

3:16, 17) 

 

What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. 

As God has said: "I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be 

my people." (2 Cor. 6:16) 

 

And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. (Eph. 

2:22) 

 

Answer the diagnostic question on a scale of 1-4: 

1 = not very true; 2 = sometimes true; 3 = mostly true; 4 = very true 

 

To grow in this area, develop a list of specific ways in which you can demonstrate your 

delight in the bride of Christ in ways that will make a difference and begin to practice one of them. 

 

5. Are the spiritual disciplines increasingly important to you? 

 

Daniel Whitney describes spiritual disciplines as “the God-ordained means by which we bring 

ourselves before God, experience Him, and are changed into Christlikeness.”
6
  They are not an end in 

themselves but a means to an end. Practicing spiritual disciplines is a way to apply Paul’s instruction 

to Timothy: “…train yourself to be godly. For physical training is of some value, but godliness has 

value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come” (1 Tim. 4:7-8).  

Some of the disciplines commonly listed are biblical meditation, prayer, fasting, solitude, and 

celebration.  For the purposes of this Manual, take stock of your practice of prayer.   

 

Answer the diagnostic question on a scale of 1-4: 

1 = not very true; 2 = sometimes true; 3 = mostly true; 4 = very true 

                                                 
6
 Whitney, Ten Questions, pp. 92-93. 
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One learns to pray by praying.  To grow in this discipline you might decide to make and keep 

an appointment with God to pray for a specific period of time.  You might use the Psalms or the 

prayers of Paul or the Lord’s Prayer as guides to prayer.  You might decide to read and meditate on a 

passage of scripture and then write your prayer.  You might decide to find a prayer partner who is 

mature in the spiritual discipline and willing to be a mentor. 

 

DISCIPLESHIP AND EMOTIONAL HEALTH 
 

“The overall health of any church or ministry depends primarily on the emotional and 

spiritual of its leadership.  In fact, the key to successful spiritual leadership has much more to do with 

the leader’s internal life than with the leader’s expertise, gifts, or experience.”
7
 

 

Peter Scazzero, in his book The Emotionally Healthy Church, argues that Evangelicals have, 

to their detriment, ignored emotional and relational health as part of spiritual maturity.  He cites this 

as the main reason that many doctrinally sound churches remain relationally ill.  Scazzero identified 

six principles of emotional and spiritual health for individuals and churches: 

 

1. Looking beneath the surface: People invite God to bring to their awareness and to transform 

those beneath-the-surface layers that hinder them from becoming more like Jesus Christ. 

 

2. Breaking the power of the past: People understand how their past affects their present ability 

to love Christ and others. 

 

3. Living in brokenness and vulnerability: People live and lead out of an understanding that 

leadership in the kingdom of God is from the bottom up, a noticeably different way of life 

from that commonly modeled in the world. 

 

4. Receiving the gift of limits: People joyfully receive the number of “talents” God has 

distributed and are not frenzied and covetous, trying to live a life God never intended.  They 

are marked by contentment and joy. 

 

5. Embracing grieving and loss: People understand that rather than seeking a quick end to pain, 

embracing grief is the only pathway to becoming a compassionate person like Jesus. 

 

6. Making incarnation your model for loving well: People follow the model of Jesus’ life in 

order to love others: entering another’s world, holding on to yourself, and hanging between 

two worlds. 

 

An Emotional/Spiritual Health Inventory based on these principles is printed at the end of this 

chapter. After taking the inventory, discuss the implications of emotional health for leaders and for 

the discipleship and outreach ministries of the church.  Consider ways to move as leaders and as a 

church into greater emotional and relational maturity. 

 

                                                 
7
 Peter Scazzero, The Emotionally Healthy Church: A Strategy for Discipleship that Actually Changes Lives, 

Zondervan, 2003, p. 20. 
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Leading a Healthy Church 
 

In his research on how churches grow, Christian Schwarz
8
 has concluded that churches don’t 

grow by copying a successful model but by becoming healthy.  Schwarz identified eight essential 

qualities of healthy churches.  Each one has important considerations for church leaders. 

 

1. Empowering leadership: Effective leadership begins with an intimate relationship with God, 

resulting in Christlike character and a clear sense of God's calling for leader's lives. As this 

base of spiritual maturity increases, effective pastors and leaders multiply, guide, empower 

and equip disciples to realize their full potential in Christ and work together to accomplish 

God's vision.
9
 

 

2. Gift-oriented ministry: The Holy Spirit sovereignly gives to every Christian spiritual gift(s) 

for the building of God's kingdom. Church leaders have the responsibility to help believers 

discover, develop and exercise their gifts in appropriate ministries so that the Body of Christ 

"grows and builds itself up in love." 

 

3.  Passionate spirituality: Effective ministry flows out of a passionate spirituality. Spiritual 

intimacy leads to a strong conviction that God will act in powerful ways. A godly vision can 

only be accomplished through an optimistic faith which views obstacles as opportunities and 

turns defeats into victories. 

 

4. Functional structures: The Church is the living Body of Christ. Like all healthy organisms, it 

requires numerous systems which work together to fulfill its intended purpose. Each must be 

evaluated regularly to determine if it is still the best way to accomplish the intended purpose. 

 

5. Inspiring worship service: Inspiring worship is a personal and corporate encounter with the 

living God. Both personal and corporate worship must be infused with the presence of God 

resulting in times of joyous exultation and times of quiet reverence. Inspiring worship is not 

driven by a particular style or ministry focus group - but rather the shared experience of God's 

awesome presence. 

 

6. Holistic small groups: Holistic small groups are disciple-making communities which 

endeavor to reach the unchurched, meet individual needs, develop each person according to 

their God-given gifts and raise leaders to sustain the growth of the church. Like healthy body 

cells, holistic small groups are designed to grow and multiply. 

 

7. Need-oriented evangelism: Need-oriented evangelism intentionally cultivates relationships 

with pre-Christian people so they can become fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ who are 

actively participating within the life of the church and community. Using appropriate 

ministries and authentic relationships, believers can guide others into the family of God. 

 

                                                 
8
 Christian Schwarz, Natural Church Development: A Guide to Eight Essential Qualities of Healthy Churches, 

4
th
 Edition, St. Charles, IL: ChurchSmart Resources, 2000 

9
 Definitions of the quality characteristics are taken from www.coachnet.org. 
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8. Loving relationships: Loving relationships are the heart of a healthy, growing church. Jesus 

said people will know we are his disciples by our love. Practical demonstration of love builds 

authentic Christian community and brings others into God's kingdom. 

 

The EPC has a number of leaders trained in coaching churches through the “Natural Church 

Development.”  The process begins with a survey to measure the eight quality characteristics 

followed by coaches assisting churches in developing and implementing strategies to address their 

weakest characteristic.  Churches repeat this process over a number of years.  Schwarz’s research has 

demonstrated that when churches reach a certain measurable level of strength in all eight 

characteristics, the church will be growing. 

 

If your church is interested in learning more about Natural Church Development, contact the 

National Outreach Director through the Office of the General Assembly or contact the Church 

Development Committee Chairman or Church Development Director of your presbytery. 

 

LEADERSHIP IN A PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 

 

A core principle of leadership in a Presbyterian system is the “plurality of elders.”  

Presbyterians  practice this principle not because it is convenient, but because of their conviction that 

it is biblical.  There are no examples in the Bible of a church being led by a single individual but 

rather by a group of elders (e.g., Acts 14:23; Acts 15; 20:17; 1 Tim. 5:17; Titus 1:5).  Literature on 

leadership today will challenge this principle, saying things like “Groups of people can’t lead,” or 

“The quickest way to kill an idea is to send it to a committee.”  In reality, statements like these 

challenge ways the leadership by a plurality of elders has been misused rather than the principle 

itself. 

 

If leadership by “plurality of elders” is biblical, then each Session, Pastor, Church Staff, 

Deacon Board, Presbytery and General Assembly must face the challenge of how to practice the 

principle in a way that advances the mission of the church rather than stands in its way.  Functional 

structures (see quality characteristic #4 above) may have a different look now then they had fifty 

years ago.  Small groups of leaders that hold on to power tightly are not practicing “empowering 

leadership” or “gift oriented ministry” and may, in fact, be showing signs of emotional unhealth.  

Pastors and church officers should continually think creatively about how to lead a church in a 21
st
 

century context using the ancient biblical principle of “plurality of elders” to accomplish the Great 

Commission and live out the Great Commandment.   

 

Recommended Resources: 

• Gerard Berghoef, Lester Dekoster, The Elders Handbook: A Practical Guide for Church 

Leaders, Christians Library Press, 1979. 

• John C. Carver, Boards That Make a Difference : A New Design for Leadership in Nonprofit 

and Public Organizations, Second Edition, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1997. 

• Don K. Clements, Biblical Church Government, Presbyterian Primers, Volume I, Narrows, 

VA: Metokos Press, 2003 

• Paul E. Engle, Series Editor, Who Runs the Church? 4 Views on Church Government, Grand 

Rapids:Zondervan, 2004 

• Chad Owen Brand and R. Stanton Norman, Editors, Perspectives on Church Government: 

Five Views of Church Polity, Nashville: Broadman and Holman Publishers, 2004. 
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• Peter Scazzero, with Warren Bird, The Emotionally Healthy Church: A Strategy for 

Discipleship that Actually Changes Lives, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003. 

• Christian Schwarz, Natural Church Development, 4
th

 Edition, St. Charles, IL: ChurchSmart 

Resources, 2000. 

• Donald S. Whitney, Ten Questions to Diagnose Your Spiritual Health, Colorado Springs: 

Navpress, 2001. 
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LEADING HEALTHY CHURCHES 

DISCUSSION 

 

In addition to the questions in the chapter, consider the following: 

 

15-1 As you diagnosed your spiritual health, where did you find yourself the weakest?  The 

strongest?  What are some ways in addition to those suggested in the text to strengthen your 

weak areas?  What one area will you commit yourself to work on first? 

 

 

 

15-2 John C. Carver (see Recommended Resources) has worked extensively with governing 

boards in the non-profit and public sectors.  He contends that effective Boards are groups 

that set policies with budgetary and ethical parameters and then give staff the authority and 

means to accomplish the goals and deal with the day to day management issues.  Board time 

is taken up with refining vision, goals and policies and with reviewing staff progress, 

holding them accountable to their mutually agreed upon goals.  

 

Are Carver’s ideas consistent with the biblical principle of government by a plurality of 

elders?  If so, how does your Board function in relationship to Carver’s model?  What needs 

to change? 
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ORDINATION VOWS 

 

One mark of mature character is the willingness and ability to keep one’s word.  An officer is oath 

bound to his or her calling to office (See Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 22, “Lawful 

Oaths and Vows.”  As you prepare to become an officer of the Lord’s Church, read through these 

vows and consider whether you have any reservations: 

 

1. Do you reaffirm your faith in Jesus Christ as your own personal Lord and Savior? 

2. Do you believe the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be the Word of God, 

totally trustworthy, fully inspired by the Holy Spirit, the supreme, final, and the only 

infallible rule of faith and practice? 

3. Do you sincerely receive and adopt the Westminster Confession of Faith and the 

Catechisms of this Church, as containing the system of doctrine taught in the Holy 

Scriptures? 

4. Do you promise that if at any time you find yourself out of accord with the system of 

doctrine as taught in the Scriptures and as contained in the Westminster Confession of 

Faith and the Catechisms of this Church you will on your own initiative make known to 

your Church Session the change which has taken place in your views since the assumption 

of this ordination vow? 

5. Do you affirm and adopt the “Essentials of Our Faith” without exception? 

6. Do you subscribe to the government and discipline of the Evangelical Presbyterian 

Church? 

7. Do you promise subjection to your fellow Presbyters in the Lord? 

8. Have you been induced, as far as you know your own heart, to accept the office of (Ruling 

Elder, Deacon) from love of God and sincere desire to promote His glory in the Gospel of 

His Son? 

9. Do you promise to be zealous and faithful in promoting the truths of the Gospel and the 

purity and peace of the Church, whatever persecution or opposition may arise to you on 

that account? 

10. Will you seek to be faithful and diligent in the exercise of all your duties as (Ruling Elder, 

Deacon), whether personal or relative, private or public; and to endeavor by the grace of 

God to adorn the profession of the Gospel in your manner of life, and to walk with 

exemplary piety before this congregation of which God will make you an officer? 

11. Are you now willing to take responsibility in the life of this congregation as a (Ruling 

Elder, Deacon), and will you seek to discharge your duties, relying upon the Grace of 

God, in such a way that the entire Church of Jesus Christ will be blessed? 

 

 

 

 


