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Preface

The Christian doctrines associated with God’s providential acts have fallen so out 
of  favor that their rehabilitation seems unlikely.  And yet if  these doctrines are 
found to be true then there is no alternative but to make the attempt.  As I believe 
that they are indeed true, this work seeks to rediscover and reinstate these doc-
trines within Christian belief.

However, it will be difficult to deliver a compelling case if  no account is taken 
as to just why these doctrines have fallen into disfavor.  The reason assumed by 
many orthodox Reformed believers is that they so bruise human pride that they 
fall onto deaf  ears.  While there is great truth in this explanation it falls far short 
of  completeness.

A second, and equally debilitating problem is the way that Reformed theologi-
ans have discussed these doctrines.  Far too often there is such an overwhelming 
emphasis placed on God’s sovereignty that we frail humans seem to disappear.  
Christian believers are thus abandoned to figure out for themselves how they fit 
into God’s providential economy.  And, particularly in this case, the lack of  clear, 
compelling theological guidance leaves believers vulnerable to the siren song of  
works-based salvation theology.

Finally, there is a temptation towards pride for those who have accepted the or-
thodox Reformed doctrinal positions.  That being, they come to believe that their 
minority status is a consequence of  their intellectual achievement of  having dis-
cerned God’s truth in Scripture.  Yes, the temptation of  pride is universal.  How-
ever, for the orthodox Reformed it is particularly discrediting.  This is because the 
central consequences for humans who have been saved only by God’s mercy are 
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humility and thankfulness.  So, when Christians see the exact opposite the result is 
usually rejection.

How then to rediscover and explain God’s acts of  providence?  The only 
authoritative resource from which to work is God’s Word.  However, to simply re-
examine the relevant Bible verses in isolation would surely be a superfluous exer-
cise.

But there is another way.  If  God’s providential engagement is true, then we 
would expect to find evidence of  its operation deeply embedded throughout all 
Scripture.  That is, although there are indeed many passages that explicitly teach 
providential doctrines, they should also be revealed by God’s character as He en-
gages with the world in general, and human beings in particular.

I have found this to be true, and here am seeking to reintroduce providential 
doctrine through detailed, sustained examination of  its practical working out in 
the lives of  frail human flesh and blood.  Although there are dozens of  compelling 
cases I have chosen three:

1. Abraham and Sarah (The Chief  End of  Man)

2. The birth of  Christ’s Church (The Church Invisible)

3. The creation of  the Apostle Paul (Effectual Calling)

Clearly much of  the material in these stories is not directly related to provi-
dence.  However, the providential engagement of  God undergirds the narratives 
and regularly breaks out into clear view.

By this means I contend that the argument can be advanced inoculated from 
the temptations previously discussed.  For example it is virtually impossible to lose 
sight of  the human side of  these engagements when the protagonists are so deeply, 
humanely and intimately treated.  Nor are we likely to fall into elitism when con-
fronted with the harsh realities and heroic faith exhibited by these humble servants 
of  God.

But the primary advantage is the opportunity to observe these admittedly diffi-
cult doctrines being weaved into the lives of  real people.  By so doing they can be 
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transformed from stiff, abstract concepts into humane, living precepts through 
which we can grow more deeply in love with the Triune God.  We can also begin 
to recapture the Christian confidence that no matter the darkness or danger our 
great God is yet in control, working out His plan to ultimately redeem this fallen 
world.  And that God has chosen in sovereign mercy to incorporate our lives and 
associated wills into this great work of  redemption.

In Meditations on God’s Providence I will explicitly discuss doctrine.  My hope 
is that this meditation will be organically supported by the previous three examina-
tions of  the relationships between God and His chosen people.

Only the reader can judge the extent of  my success.  However, even though I 
will surely fall far short of  the mark, it’s my hope that others with greater knowl-
edge and skill will recognize an alternative strategy by which core Christian doc-
trines can be reintroduced, explained and integrated into Christian life.

Make no mistake, the need for this work is great and growing.

v

ibooks:///#chapterguid(ED8974E7-4F81-4178-93DD-5CFD04838366)
ibooks:///#chapterguid(ED8974E7-4F81-4178-93DD-5CFD04838366)


C H A P T E R  1

Introduction

The LORD has established his throne in the heavens, and his kingdom rules over 
all.
Psalm 103:19

In order to profitably investigate the nature of  God’s providence we must first 
come to terms with His sovereignty.  Sovereignty as related to God implies that 
His decisions and consequent actions are in no way limited by us.  That is not to 
say that God is prevented from freely choosing to take into account our opinions 
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and actions, as He is shown to have done at various points in Scripture.  The point 
to understand is that God is utterly unconstrained by anything external; that His 
acts are directed only by His own nature.

But God’s sovereignty also relates to us, His creation.  If  God is indeed sover-
eign, then it is we who must submit to Him.  If  God is sovereign, then it is we who 
are judged by Him, not Him by us.  

If  God is sovereign (and He is), then were we to discover that His counsels are 
in deviation from our own, it is we who must give way.  For, in a disagreement be-
tween humans and God, there is no possibility that we will prevail.  We can opine 
and complain to our heart’s content, but God will continue unaltered.

Which brings us to the issue of  God’s providence.  The Westminster Larger Cate-
chism [1] provides the following definition:

Q. 18 What are God’s works of providence?
A. 18 God’s works of providence are his most holy, wise, and powerful preserving, 
and governing all his creatures; ordering them, and all their actions, to his own 
glory.

On the one hand, God’s providence is comforting; for it gives assurance that we 
are not abandoned to the cruel fates of  chaos and meaninglessness.  On the other 
hand, the idea is deeply disquieting, for it implies ultimate limitation on our own 
free wills.

We bridle at the thought that we are not in control.  Thus, the issue of  God’s 
providence has caused great controversy.  This issue will be in the background as 
we consider Abraham and Sarah’s lives, the creation of  Christ’s church and the 
transformation from Saul to the Apostle Paul.  We will take it up directly as we 
meditate on the mystery of  God’s providence.

Deep and impenetrable is this mystery.  For God’s providence is exerted within 
the chaos and complexity of  human acts.  Its driving power on events is masked by 
the noise of  our own wills.  In the end, it is a matter of  trust – trust in God’s love 
and justice.  
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As we travel this road together, let’s keep these words of  Saint Augustine in 
mind [2].

Manifestly these things are ruled and governed by the one God according as He 
pleases; and if His motives are hid, are they therefore unjust?
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C H A P T E R  2

The Chief End of Man  
Abraham and Sarah

God's Promises to Abram, c. 1896-1902, by James Jacques Joseph Tissot

Opening Thoughts
Considering Man’s Chief End

The question of  to what end mankind has been made resides at the very center 
of  our existence.  Only a relative few will explicitly ask and answer this question.  
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However, all who live beyond childhood and have the required mental capacity 
will implicitly do so in how they choose to live their lives. Of  course, these choices 
are constrained by circumstances: limitations of  wisdom, information and energy, 
societal expectations, and many other factors.  But even within these constraints 
the existence of  radical differences in conclusions concerning mankind’s end lead 
to corresponding radical differences in choices made.

The constraint shared by all humanity is our material mortality. Every religion, 
philosophy and ideology must deal with this issue.  Christianity begins to do so in 
the Old Testament of  the Bible, in a passage from Genesis that even radical scien-
tific materialists could affirm.

”By the sweat of your brow 
you will eat your food 
until you return to the ground, 
since from it you were taken; 
for dust you are 
and to dust you will return." 
Genesis 3:19

Christians have no problem affirming our mortality as does the above biblical 
verse and the following phrase from the Book of  Common Prayer in “The Order for 
the Burial of  the Dead.”

… earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust;

However, a decisive, distinctive turn occurs as the prayer continues.

…in sure and certain hope of  the Resurrection into eternal life, through our Lord Jesus 
Christ; who shall change our vile body, that it may be like unto his glorious body, according 
to the mighty working, whereby he is able to subdue all things to himself.

Thus, Christians hold that there is something associated with human life that 
can partake of  the eternal, and that there is an eternal, all-powerful being who has 
given this gift to us, with whom we are in relationship and through whom it can be 
activated.  
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When the English and Scottish divines of  the 1640’s sought to summarize this 
relationship within the context of  the Westminster Shorter Catechism,[3] they chose it 
as the very first question / answer pair.  This position implies that the issue of  
man’s right relationship to God is of  principal importance.  In an audacious nine-
teen words they dared to pose and resolve this fundamental issue of  human exis-
tence.

Q. 1  What is the chief end of man?
A. 1  Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.

When we look into this answer, two stunning implications come immediately to 
mind.  Firstly, that God has created us for the express purpose of  engaging in an 
eternal relationship with Him.  Secondly, that the Almighty must place tremen-
dous value upon humanity if  He intends that we should spend eternity together.

But the next logical question is how are we to know how to glorify and enjoy 
this God as our chief  end?  The divines were nothing if  not logical, for the answer 
is provided in the very next question / answer pair.

Q. 2  What rule hath God given to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy him?
A. 2  The Word of God which is contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Tes-
taments is the only rule to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy him.

We now have the clues that are required to begin our search for the chief  end 
of  man.  Although we need not be limited by the Westminster divines with regard 
to man’s chief  end, there is likely no better starting point that could be found.  
However, with regard to the resource to which we should entrust our examination, 
we can with full confidence affirm their conclusion that “the Scriptures of  the Old 
and New Testaments is the only rule to direct us.”  

Therefore we will seek out the mysteries of  man’s chief  end by careful examina-
tion of  the relationships between humans and God as found in the Bible. In par-
ticular, we will follow the lives of  Abraham and Sarah from beginning to end.  
This road will be long and at times exceedingly difficult.  However, what could be 
more blessed than to trace this multicolored thread through Scripture.  We are 
bound to make discoveries about ourselves as related to God that will open new vis-

11

ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)
ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)


tas of  understanding.  And, looking back at journey’s end, we will have traveled 
across the holy ground of  that great cloud of  witnesses whose faith points to our 
hope and salvation.

The Contemporary Context

We have set out to explore “man’s chief  end.”  We’ve been told that the starting 
point is that man is made “to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.”  It all sounds 
so simple and clean.  The only thing is that, when you get right down there with 
the people it gets really messy.  That is, though God made them to glorify and en-
joy Him forever, they tended to make a hash of  that holy intention.  The miracle 
that only God can accomplish is to find a way by which they end up fulfilling His 
plan in spite of  their frailties and failures.  It's an amazing story to watch unfold.

Is it any different for us?  Are our lives any less confused, any less at odds with 
God’s holy intention without His intervention?  For myself  the answer is clear – 
there is no fundamental difference whatsoever.

There are differences, though.  When we read the story of  Abraham and Sarah 
we are engaging with human beings as they existed approximately 4,000 years 
ago.  And so we meet people who have not had the benefits and the baggage of  
that ensuing history.  

With regard to the benefits, the one that shines so brightly that all others almost 
vanish is the life, death and resurrection of  our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  To 
know Him is to have access to the infinite opportunity for good as experienced 
through holy love. To know Him is to find an impossible forgiveness that makes 
everything possible, everything new.  Though far too many who happily benefit 
from Western Civilization’s incredible freedom and protections of  individual life 
don’t realize it, virtually all of  this good flows from the sanctifying power of  Jesus 
Christ.  Apart from Christ they are withdrawing from an account into which they 
are powerless to deposit.

With regard to the baggage, we in Western Civilization have become a people 
virtually striped of  our ability to comprehend the transcendent.  Though we ac-
knowledge the existence of  spiritual realms and powers in our theology, our lives 
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are tied down to this earth by a thousand threads of  preoccupation, possession 
and philosophy.  We have become aware of  so much that is evil, much of  which 
done in the name of  “religion” that we almost fear our own faith.  We have be-
come so confused about moral standards, about even the possibility of  absolutes 
that we dare not speak openly of  a LORD God of  absolute love, justice and holi-
ness.  We certainly don’t expect to meet this LORD God in encounters so intimate 
that we will later speak as if  He had physical form.

Abraham and Sarah had no such benefits or baggage.  They had only their 
lives, given as a gracious gift by the Triune God, souls wrapped in flesh, their wills 
intersecting with this God’s sovereign will that they would indeed glorify and enjoy 
Him forever.
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Exposition
Abraham’s Call and Response
Genesis 12:1-9

1 Now the LORD said to Abram, "Go from your country and your kindred and 
your father's house to the land that I will show you.

We must not underestimate the magnitude of  the demand that the LORD was 
making on Abram.  He was being commanded to leave all familial love and secu-
rity, all friendships, all future plans, all that was familiar to strike out into a dark, 
forbidding unknown.

The patriarch will begin his life and this journey with the name Abram, which 
means “the (my) father is exalted.”[4] God will change Abram’s name to Abraham 
in Genesis 17:5 as a sign associated with the establishment of  the covenant.

2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your 
name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and 
him who curses you I will curse; and by you all the families of the earth shall 
bless themselves."

If  we consider the history of  the primitive peoples and their gods, we could pos-
sibly read the first six lines of  this poem without too much surprise.  Abram is be-
ing promised that he will be the father of  a great nation.  His name will be greatly 
honored down through the generations and all who oppose his nation will come to 
ruin.  Is this not the promise of  a new but similar nation to those that have and do 
exist?  

But then the final lines hit us as if  by a meteor: “and by you all the families 
of  the earth shall bless themselves.”  This statement makes no sense in the 
zero-sum world of  power and plunder in which the nations existed (and too often 
continue to exist today).  

Once again, we have been brought face to face with the radical otherness of  
this God as compared to the gods who were imagined to be in competition with 
Him.  Whereas the other gods are useful tools by which to justify humankind’s 
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most selfish and destructive desires, this God will use humankind as an instrument 
by which to bring blessing on all peoples of  the earth.  

The difference is truly stunning when considered within the context of  the time 
and environment when these words were written.  Are we not on the firmest of  
ground to see in this the very Hand of  God at work behind such an astonishing de-
parture from the human heart?  My answer is “Yes,” and upon it I make my stand.

We must take care, though, to not make the mistake of  focusing exclusively on 
the blessing.  Yes, God will bless; but He will also curse.  As we travel through the 
Scriptures this issue of  cursing will be transformed from theoretical to terribly tan-
gible.  We must never loose sight of  the fact that the same God who blesses also 
curses.  That is, within the same God of  love, mercy and forgiveness there is jeal-
ousy, justice and retribution.  They exist in perfect harmony.  It is only our frail, 
selfish ignorance that imagines them to be in opposition.

4 So Abram went, as the LORD had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was 
seventy-five years old when he departed from Haran. 5 And Abram took Sar'ai 
his wife, and Lot his brother's son, and all their possessions which they had gath-
ered, and the persons that they had gotten in Haran; and they set forth to go to 
the land of Canaan. When they had come to the land of Canaan,

Note that Abram’s wife also begins with a different name (Sarai which will be-
come Sarah at Genesis 17:15, means both “princess” or “mistress” [4]).  Abram 
took with him all of  his possessions, which included people.  Why Lot accompa-
nied Abram is a mystery, but he will play an important part in the developing 
story.

Thus far all that we have seen of  Abram is an aged and mute follower of  the 
LORD’s commands.  Based on the previous Genesis stories we would expect per-
haps a few brief  narratives that provide rough insights into his character.  What we 
actually get are a series of  intimate, detailed, illuminating accounts that lay bare 
his, Sarai’s and their companion’s souls.

6 Abram passed through the land to the place at Shechem, to the oak of Moreh. 
At that time the Canaanites were in the land. 7 Then the LORD appeared to 
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Abram, and said, "To your descendants I will give this land." So he built there an 
altar to the LORD, who had appeared to him.

Our protagonist begins to build visible signs of  the invisible faith that dwells 
within.

8 Thence he removed to the mountain on the east of Bethel, and pitched his tent, 
with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east; and there he built an altar to the 
LORD and called on the name of the LORD. 9 And Abram journeyed on, still going 
toward the Negeb.

Although the words are not recorded, Abram is now actively seeking out God 
by calling on the name of  the LORD.  The relationship is now complete, with the 
beginning of  a two-way conversation.

Sojourn into Egypt
Genesis 12:10-20

Abram and Sarai travel into the great empire of  Egypt seeking relief  from a 
famine.  Abram, fearing that Pharaoh will kill him in order to take possession of  
the beautiful Sarai, asks her to pretend that he is her brother.  Just as he feared, 
Pharaoh took Sarai into his household as a wife, but treated Abram well as her 
kin.  

However, an unnamed disease fell upon Pharaoh and his household.  Pharaoh, 
guessing the deception, called Abram and accused him of  bringing this illness 
onto his house.  In a surprising act of  mercy, Pharaoh allows Abram to leave 
Egypt with Sarai and everything that he had come with and obtained while there.

This incident foreshadows the larger story of  Israel’s arrival and exodus from 
Egypt, but with a twist.  In both stories the motive for going into Egypt is to escape 
famine.  However, in this first story Pharaoh appears to be by far the superior man 
morally.  Even after being deceived and stricken due to Abram’s actions he sends 
Abram off  with all that he had gained while in Egypt.  In the second story Phar-
aoh will not let the people of  Israel go no matter how compelling the moral case 
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or terrible the plagues.  Perhaps God’s hand was as much on the first as it was on 
the second Pharaoh to achieving the appointed end?

Abram and Lot Separate
Genesis 13:1-18

Abram and Lot’s flocks had become so large that the land could not support 
them both.  Therefore Abram proposed that they separate.  He gave Lot the first 
choice, and he picked the plain of  the Jordan (which included the cities of  Sodom 
and Gomorrah).  Abram then chose the land of  Canaan.  Lot “lived among the 
cities of  the plain and pitched his tents near Sodom.”  This was very 
poor judgment on Lot’s part, for “the men of  Sodom were wicked and were 
sinning greatly against the LORD.”  We pick up the narrative at verse four-
teen.

14 The LORD said to Abram, after Lot had separated from him, "Lift up your eyes, 
and look from the place where you are, northward and southward and eastward 
and westward; 15 for all the land which you see I will give to you and to your de-
scendants for ever. 16 I will make your descendants as the dust of the earth; so 
that if one can count the dust of the earth, your descendants also can be 
counted. 17 Arise, walk through the length and the breadth of the land, for I will 
give it to you." 18 So Abram moved his tent, and came and dwelt by the oaks of 
Mamre, which are at Hebron; and there he built an altar to the LORD.

The LORD builds on His promise, comparing the number of  Abram’s descen-
dants to the uncountable dust of  the earth. Is it possible that Abram detected an 
undercurrent of  menace, or at least dissonance in the metaphor?

War and Rescue
Genesis 14

This chapter contains the complex story of  war between numerous kings and 
their city-states, including Sodom and Gomorrah.  Lot and his clan were caught 
up in the defeat of  Sodom and were taken as plunder.  When word of  their fate 
reached Abram he marshaled 318 men and went off  in pursuit. Upon closing with 

17



the foe, Abram’s forces routed them in a night attack.  He recovered Lot with his 
entire household and possessions.

After this great victory Abram shares a celebration with the king of  Sodom, 
within which there is a meeting of  great import with Melchizedek king of  Salem.  
Abram declines an offer of  reward by the king of  Sodom.

God’s Comfort and Promise
Genesis 15:1-6

1 After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision, "Fear not, 
Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great."

Perhaps far from feeling emboldened by his incredible victory, Abram is realiz-
ing how large are the forces that surround his relatively small household and how 
dangerous are the entanglements that are being created.  There are times when 
the winning of  a battle, though necessary and good in itself, places one at greater 
future risk.  For the city-state kings, Abram may have emerged as a force to be reck-
oned with, and the determination of  to what end left to the vagaries of  politics.  
At such a point of  fear it is the response of  a merciful LORD to come down to 
Abram bringing a renewed message of  comfort.

2 But Abram said, "O Lord GOD, what wilt thou give me, for I continue childless, 
and the heir of my house is Elie'zer of Damascus?" 3 And Abram said, "Behold, 
thou hast given me no offspring; and a slave born in my house will be my heir."

Abram remains doubtful about the future and speaks candidly to the LORD.  
He speaks within the confines of  faith in His sovereignty, but yet still admitting his 
own fears.  Though the LORD has deigned to meet with Abram, he never loses 
sight of  His Holiness.

4 And behold, the word of the LORD came to him, "This man shall not be your 
heir; your own son shall be your heir." 5 And he brought him outside and said, 
"Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them." 
Then he said to him, "So shall your descendants be." 
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This second metaphor is surely the more uplifting and encouraging than that 
of  Genesis 13:16.  How much better to be compared to the heavenly stars than 
the common dust that is trod under foot by man and beast!

Note the ambiguity in this pledge.  Abram is promised a son from his own 
body, not from Sarai’s and Abram’s union.  The withholding of  this detail will 
have profound consequences while revealing great shadows within their souls.

6 And he believed the LORD; and he reckoned it to him as righteousness.

Regardless of  the entire deficit in faith and action that will occur in Abram’s fu-
ture responses, this singular act of  faith by a lonely, exposed wanderer to the 
LORD’s covenant set in motion a Holy Instrument of  Salvation that would work 
out it’s power through the generations of  frail flesh until the Son of  God arrived to 
claim the final Victory.

Mysterium Tremendum et Fascinates
Genesis 15:7-21

7 And he said to him, "I am the LORD who brought you from Ur of the Chal-
de'ans, to give you this land to possess." 8 But he said, "O Lord GOD, how am I 
to know that I shall possess it?" 9 He said to him, "Bring me a heifer three years 
old, a she-goat three years old, a ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young 
pigeon." 10 And he brought him all these, cut them in two, and laid each half 
over against the other; but he did not cut the birds in two. 11 And when birds of 
prey came down upon the carcasses, Abram drove them away.

12 As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell on Abram; and lo, a dread and 
great darkness fell upon him. 13 Then the LORD said to Abram, "Know of a surety 
that your descendants will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs, and will be 
slaves there, and they will be oppressed for four hundred years; 14 but I will 
bring judgment on the nation which they serve, and afterward they shall come 
out with great possessions. 15 As for yourself, you shall go to your fathers in 
peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. 16 And they shall come back here 
in the fourth generation; for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete."
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17 When the sun had gone down and 
it was dark, behold, a smoking fire pot 
and a flaming torch passed between 
these pieces. 18 On that day the LORD 
made a covenant with Abram, saying, 
"To your descendants I give this land, 
from the river of Egypt to the great 
river, the river Euphra'tes, 19 the land 
of the Ken'ites, the Ken'izzites, the 
Kad'monites, 20 the Hittites, the Per'iz-
zites, the Reph'aim, 21 the Amorites, 
the Canaanites, the Gir'gashites and 
the Jeb'usites."

This is one of  the most haunting pas-
sages in all of  Scripture.  It falls within 
the theological concept of  the numinous 

developed by Rudolf  Otto. This religious experience consists of  three components 
summarized by the phrase mysterium tremendum et fascinates (fearful and fascinating 
mystery), which is defined as follows.

As mysterium, the numinous is "wholly other"-- entirely different from anything we experience 
in ordinary life. It evokes a reaction of  silence. But the numinous is also a mysterium tremen-
dum. It provokes terror because it presents itself  as overwhelming power. Finally, the numi-
nous presents itself  as fascinans, as merciful and gracious. 

We observe the LORD’s continuing words of  comfort and promise along with 
Abram’s continuing words of  fear and doubt.  And so the LORD instructs Abram 
to conduct an ancient ritual of  covenant making.  The human idea was that if  ei-
ther party violates the covenant they would share the fate of  the cloven animals 
[5]. How such a ritual could be understood by Abram to apply to the Sovereign 
LORD is unclear.  Perhaps we can understand this as yet another example of  the 
LORD humbling Himself  so as to meet us at our point of  need.
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The experience itself  is drenched in dread ambiguity and the imponderable.  
Where does Abram’s will end and the LORD’s sovereignty begin?  Is the four hun-
dred years mistreatment of  Abram’s descendants punishment for his doubt or 
would it have happened regardless?  What determines when a people’s sin has 
reached its completion?  Did the peoples who occupied the land of  promise have 
any purpose in the LORD’s plan other than to be overthrown?  

What has become absolutely clear is that the LORD has made a covenant of  
eternal purpose with this nomad and his descendants, body and spirit.  

Q. 34 How was the covenant of grace administered under the Old Testament?
A. 34 The covenant of grace was administered under the Old Testament, by prom-
ises, prophecies, sacrifices, circumcision, the passover, and other types and ordi-
nances; which did all foresignify Christ then to come, and were for that time suffi-
cient to build up the elect in faith in the promised Messiah, by whom they then had 
full remission of sin and eternal salvation. [1]

Not Trusting God and the Consequences
Genesis 16:1-6

In this passage we find Sarai taking her own initiative to see that some sem-
blance of  an heir is created.  She has given up on the idea that her own body will 
be its source, and therefore decides to offer her maidservant, Hagar, as a surrogate.  
Abram agrees to this improvisation and takes Hagar as a wife.   In time Hagar con-
ceives.  But rather than bringing blessing, discord follows, for Hagar “began to 
despise her mistress.”  In a fit of  rage Sarai turns on Abram, blaming him for 
this humiliating situation.  Abram responds by telling Sarai that she is free to dis-
pose of  Hagar as she sees fit.  As a consequence, Sarai makes life so miserable for 
Hagar that she eventually decides to escape rather than continue to suffer such mis-
treatment.

This episode can be interpreted as a living parable on what happens when we 
take into our own hands that which God has reserved for His own action.  
Though Sarai and Abram didn’t know it, we who have read the whole account 
know that God intended to work a miracle by bringing Isaac into being through 
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Sarai’s aged body.  But, rather than wait in faith to see what the LORD would do, 
they took their own line to fulfill the promise.  The results were tragic, with con-
tinuing consequences echoing and amplifying down the eons of  human history.

Genesis 16:7-16

7 The angel of the LORD found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, the 
spring on the way to Shur. 8 And he said, "Hagar, maid of Sar'ai, where have 
you come from and where are you going?" She said, "I am fleeing from my mis-
tress Sar'ai." 9 The angel of the LORD said to her, "Return to your mistress, and 
submit to her."

10 The angel of the LORD also said to her, "I will so greatly multiply your descen-
dants that they cannot be numbered for multitude." 11 And the angel of the LORD 
said to her, "Behold, you are with child, and shall bear a son; you shall call his 
name Ish'mael; because the LORD has given heed to your affliction. 12 He shall 
be a wild ass of a man, his hand against every man and every man's hand 
against him; and he shall dwell over against all his kinsmen."

It must be simply noted that it is here, with the birth of  Ishmael that the peo-
ples of  Judaism and Islam first meet.  The issues raised by these relations and con-
troversies are much too delicate, too intricate for one such as myself  to produc-
tively comment upon. 

However, we can ask, are the dark, deadly seeds of  tragedy being here seen 
planted?  The LORD is intervening to sustain and bless both Hagar and Ishamel, 
and yet they are being sent back to a dysfunctional situation with the promise of  
continuous discord.  

As we survey the continuing wreckage created by the consequences of  these 
broken beginnings we can only shudder at the scope, depth and power inherent in 
God’s mighty, impenetrable works.  May we pray without ceasing for a way for 
peace on earth to be attained that is not the peace of  the grave.

13 So she called the name of the LORD who spoke to her, "Thou art a God of see-
ing"; for she said, "Have I really seen God and remained alive after seeing him?" 
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14 Therefore the well was called Beer-la'hai-roi; it lies between Kadesh and 
Bered.

15 And Hagar bore Abram a son; and Abram called the name of his son, whom 
Hagar bore, Ish'mael. 16 Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore 
Ish'mael to Abram.

Hagar’s encounter with the LORD is confirmed by the naming of  the place as 
well as by Abram’s naming of  the child.  We moderns too often fail to appreciate 
the power to which the ancients attached naming.  To them, to name a person or 
place was to in some deep sense define its essence, even its destiny.  Though we 
may smile at their innocence, perhaps we should consider more seriously the 
power of  words, including names, to harm and heal.

Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing. 
Proverbs 12:18 (NIV)

The Covenant Confirmed
Genesis 17:1-22

1 When Abram was ninety-nine years old the LORD appeared to Abram, and 
said to him, "I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless. 2 And I will 
make my covenant between me and you, and will multiply you exceedingly."

Here again, our modern sensibilities attenuate the terrible import of  this utter-
ance.  To many of  us, the state of  blamelessness is achieved by denial of  any out-
side standard by which we could be judged.  Thus, we are found to be blameless as 
long as we are “true to ourselves.”  This standard, of  course, has the wonderful 
characteristic of  being invisible to everyone except the individual to whom it is be-
ing applied.  Thus, in practice, it becomes “I am blameless as long as I do what I 
do, think what I think and am who I am.”

Although mere flesh and blood may often be intimidated by such a pose we are 
fools indeed to imagine that God Almighty is so affected.  His sovereignty is abso-
lute, as are His standards.  Our understanding of  them can grow, thus creating the 
illusion of  change, but they themselves are fixed beyond the power of  time or 
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events.  We should tremble to our very depths at the thought of  being ordered to 
walk blamelessly before the God Almighty.

3 Then Abram fell on his face; and God said to him, 4 "Behold, my covenant is 
with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. 5 No longer shall 
your name be Abram, but your name shall be Abraham; for I have made you the 
father of a multitude of nations. 6 I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will 
make nations of you, and kings shall come forth from you.

7 And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your descendants 
after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to 
you and to your descendants after you. 8 And I will give to you, and to your de-
scendants after you, the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an 
everlasting possession; and I will be their God."

Abram labored under no such foolhardy illusions.  He falls facedown before 
God, surely in the posture of  total subservience, worship and fear.

The first sign of  the covenant is the change of  name from Abram to Abraham.  
Each time his name is uttered it will be a reminder of  this special pledge.

9 And God said to Abraham, "As for you, you shall keep my covenant, you and 
your descendants after you throughout their generations. 10 This is my covenant, 
which you shall keep, between me and you and your descendants after you: 
Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11 You shall be circumcised in the 
flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and 
you. 12 He that is eight days old among you shall be circumcised; every male 
throughout your generations, whether born in your house, or bought with your 
money from any foreigner who is not of your offspring, 13 both he that is born in 
your house and he that is bought with your money, shall be circumcised. So shall 
my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting covenant. 14 Any uncircumcised 
male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his 
people; he has broken my covenant."

The second sign is written in the flesh upon the organ of  male reproduction.
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15 And God said to Abraham, "As for Sar'ai your wife, you shall not call her 
name Sar'ai, but Sarah shall be her name. 16 I will bless her, and moreover I will 
give you a son by her; I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; kings 
of peoples shall come from her."

At last, Sarai becomes Sarah, the mother and matriarch.

17 Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said to himself, "Shall a child 
be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety years 
old, bear a child?" 18 And Abraham said to God, "O that Ish'mael might live in 
thy sight!"

Can we really fault Abraham for this doubting response?  Miracles are after all 
the stunning exceptions to rules that appear to be so ironclad that they never fail.  
Stones will fall when dropped on this earth.  A person diagnosed with Stage 4 pan-
creatic cancer will die.  We pray for healing, but we know that the answer will be 
“no” unless somewhere in the fathomless will of  the Almighty there is the act of  a 
miracle that will bring Him glory.

On the other hand, we are not blessed with direct communication with the Al-
mighty, as was Abraham.  What was it about His presence that suggested limita-
tion in power?  Perhaps in stooping so low so as to communicate with Abraham 
God set aside His full glory.  We do know that were God to reveal Himself  to us in 
His fullness we could not survive the encounter.

Moses said, “I pray thee, show me thy glory.” And he said, “I will make all my 
goodness pass before you, and will proclaim before you my name ‘The Lord’; 
and I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom 
I will show mercy. But,” he said, “you cannot see my face; for man shall not see 
me and live.” And the Lord said, “Behold, there is a place by me where you shall 
stand upon the rock; and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the 
rock, and I will cover you with my hand until I have passed by; then I will take 
away my hand, and you shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen.”
Exodus 33:18-23
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How often must our LORD God suffer our disdain for having, in His great love 
and mercy, humbled Himself  so that we might meet to be healed?

19 God said, "No, but Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you shall call 
his name Isaac. I will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant 
for his descendants after him. 20 As for Ish'mael, I have heard you; behold, I will 
bless him and make him fruitful and multiply him exceedingly; he shall be the fa-
ther of twelve princes, and I will make him a great nation. 21 But I will establish 
my covenant with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this season next year." 
22 When he had finished talking with him, God went up from Abraham.

At this point there is no ground left to Abraham on which to protest.  God has 
spoken.  He has named the son that will be born to him and Sarah.  He has gra-
ciously provided for Ishmael’s future.  He has settled the line by which His cove-
nant will proceed.  He has finished speaking, and His word is final.

Abraham’s obedience to circumcise is immediate.  On that very day he circum-
cised himself, Ishmael and all of  the males in his household, precisely in accor-
dance with God’s command.

Though Abraham has been found to falter and fail in the details, it must be 
said that he truly glorifies God when called to the terribly hard tasks of  faith.  Do 
we sometimes focus too much on the details while losing sight of  that which truly 
tests our faith?

Bargaining for the Sinful
Genesis 18

The LORD appeared to Abraham accompanied by two companions while he 
was sitting near great trees of  Mamre at the entrance to his tent in the heat of  the 
day.  Upon seeing them, Abraham immediately rose to greet them, bowing low to 
the ground.  Abraham is the first to speak in this perplexing encounter.

3 "My lord, if I have found favor in your sight, do not pass by your servant. 4 Let 
a little water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree, 
5 while I fetch a morsel of bread, that you may refresh yourselves, and after that 
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you may pass on--since you have come to your servant." So they said, "Do as 
you have said."

In the previous encounters with the LORD, we are given no indication of  His 
appearance (assuming that there was a visual component).  Here, we find Him ap-
pearing in none other than human form.  Perhaps we should pay close attention to 
the form that the LORD God chooses for His encounters with humankind, for 
would not this have a significant influence on both our immediate response and 
the way in which it is remembered?

In this particular case, the form elicits Abraham’s instinct of  hospitality.  It is ini-
tially unclear if  Abraham recognizes in these human forms his LORD, or, if  he is 
only being generous to passing strangers.

6 And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, "Make ready quickly 
three measures of fine meal, knead it, and make cakes." 7 And Abraham ran to 
the herd, and took a calf, tender and good, and gave it to the servant, who has-
tened to prepare it. 8 Then he took curds, and milk, and the calf which he had 
prepared, and set it before them; and he stood by them under the tree while they 
ate.

Abraham has likely perceived something about these three that speaks to great-
ness, for he prepares a feast and then stands nearby, likely in some apprehension, 
as they partake.

9 They said to him, "Where is Sarah your wife?" And he said, "She is in the tent." 
10 The LORD said, "I will surely return to you in the spring, and Sarah your wife 
shall have a son." And Sarah was listening at the tent door behind him. 11 Now 
Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in age; it had ceased to be with Sarah 
after the manner of women. 12 So Sarah laughed to herself, saying, "After I 
have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure?" 13 The LORD 
said to Abraham, "Why did Sarah laugh, and say, 'Shall I indeed bear a child, 
now that I am old?' 14 Is anything too hard for the LORD? At the appointed time I 
will return to you, in the spring, and Sarah shall have a son." 15 But Sarah de-
nied, saying, "I did not laugh"; for she was afraid. He said, "No, but you did 
laugh."
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If  Abraham had any doubts about who it was visiting him, they were removed 
by this exchange.  The reiteration of  the promise by the LORD removed all uncer-
tainty about His identity.

The exchange with Sarah is both fraught with significance and seemingly triv-
ial.  Sarah’s inner laughter was of  enough importance for the LORD to call her on 
it.  And yet, once this has been accomplished the matter is dropped.  Perhaps it 
was meant to have a powerful influence on Sarah.  I can only imagine that to be 
called out by the LORD God Himself  would reverberate with unimaginable power 
for the rest of  a person’s life.

16 Then the men set out from there, and they looked toward Sodom; and Abra-
ham went with them to set them on their way. 17 The LORD said, "Shall I hide 
from Abraham what I am about to do, 18 seeing that Abraham shall become a 
great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall bless themselves 
by him? 19 No, for I have chosen him, that he may charge his children and his 
household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing righteousness and jus-
tice; so that the LORD may bring to Abraham what he has promised him."

Once again we are allowed to hear the LORD’s inner thoughts.  In a sense, He 
is asking Himself  if  Abraham should be given the position of  a Prophet – one who 
is given the Word of  God and who thus becomes a participant in its Life.

But there is something else of  wondrous import in this inner monologue. The 
LORD thinks, “all the nations of  the earth shall bless themselves by 
him.”  The LORD is here thinking about us!  Here, at the very beginning of  the na-
tion of  Israel, a people set apart to carry God’s promise, our salvation was in 
God’s mind.

20 Then the LORD said, "Because the outcry against Sodom and Gomor'rah is 
great and their sin is very grave, 21 I will go down to see whether they have 
done altogether according to the outcry which has come to me; and if not, I will 
know."
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The outcry is likely that of  the innocent who have been caught up in the snares 
of  sin in these cities.  We will see in due course the treatment that could befall un-
wary passers through.  

What exactly is meant by the LORD going down to see for Himself  once again 
places us in the position of  interpreting a situation in which He has chosen to limit 
Himself.  It must be said, though, that it is truly a terrible thing to have the LORD 
choose to look into the sin of  an individual or a community due to an outcry 
against them.

22 So the men turned from there, and went toward Sodom; but Abraham still 
stood before the LORD.

23 Then Abraham drew near, and said, "Wilt thou indeed destroy the righteous 
with the wicked? 24 Suppose there are fifty righteous within the city; wilt thou 
then destroy the place and not spare it for the fifty righteous who are in it? 25 
Far be it from thee to do such a thing, to slay the righteous with the wicked, so 
that the righteous fare as the wicked! Far be that from thee! Shall not the Judge 
of all the earth do right?"

It’s of  significant note that the LORD has not told Abraham of  His intentions if  
the sin of  Sodom and Gomorrah was as grievous as the outcry it had caused.  Per-
haps there was something in the demeanor of  the LORD or His companions (an-
gels of  destruction on their way to their dreadful task) that foreshadowed destruc-
tion.  In any case, Abraham guesses well.

We now observe what can only be described as an audacious act of  mercy on 
Father Abraham’s part.  There can be little doubt that Abraham knew well the evil 
that had free reign in the inhabitants of  these cities.  Yet, he decides on the spot to 
engage the LORD God in a test of  wits for the lives of  these very people!

Some might contend that Abraham was really seeking to save Lot and his fam-
ily, who were living in Sodom.  Yes, he certainly would have saved his relatives had 
the LORD been convinced to turn aside.  However, were this Abraham’s only goal 
then he could have directly pled for the sparing of  his relatives.
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Perhaps seeing the LORD in the form of  human flesh steeled Abraham’s cour-
age.  As intellectually untenable as this may seem, in the heat of  the moment, with 
the lives of  thousands hanging in the balance, perhaps Abraham lost sight of  the 
full glory of  the LORD.  In doing so, he would be so bold as to contend with Him, 
not as man to man, but as man to a Being who could be swayed by human argu-
ment.

26 And the LORD said, "If I find at Sodom fifty righteous in the city, I will spare 
the whole place for their sake." 27 Abraham answered, "Behold, I have taken 
upon myself to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes. 28 Suppose five 
of the fifty righteous are lacking? Wilt thou destroy the whole city for lack of 
five?" And he said, "I will not destroy it if I find forty-five there." 29 Again he 
spoke to him, and said, "Suppose forty are found there." He answered, "For the 
sake of forty I will not do it." 30 Then he said, "Oh let not the Lord be angry, and 
I will speak. Suppose thirty are found there." He answered, "I will not do it, if I 
find thirty there." 31 He said, "Behold, I have taken upon myself to speak to the 
Lord. Suppose twenty are found there." He answered, "For the sake of twenty I 
will not destroy it." 32 Then he said, "Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I will 
speak again but this once. Suppose ten are found there." He answered, "For the 
sake of ten I will not destroy it." 33 And the LORD went his way, when he had fin-
ished speaking to Abraham; and Abraham returned to his place.

It is noteworthy that this tense exchange ends up being limited to the fate of  
only Sodom.  It is the LORD who makes this limitation.  Abraham presses his case 
to the outer limits, increasing his own abasement while reducing the number of  
righteous.  

One can almost see Abraham when the number reaches ten, perspiration on 
his face, hands trembling, considering if  there is room in the LORD’s patience and 
mercy for the number to be reduced to five.  If  he did harbor such a thought, he 
concluded that the LORD had been pressed as far as mere flesh could.

This encounter shows how small a proportion of  righteous can protect the 
larger community in which they live.  It also reflects Abraham’s largeness of  soul 
that he would contend to such lengths for those who were well known to be evildo-
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ers.  Finally, though, it speaks to the inexorable justice of  our LORD God once He 
has set His face to answering the cries of  the oppressed.  

If  the consequences were not so dreadful, Abraham’s contending with the 
LORD could almost be seen as comical.  Here a man of  dust seeks to outsmart the 
LORD God of  the universe.  Surely He knew exactly how many righteous people 
lived in Sodom, so would also know where to draw the line.  

But in truth there is nothing comical about this situation.  The LORD does not 
treat us as playthings that exist for His amusement.  No.  He treats us as lost souls 
of  the utmost value that He will go to the greatest length to recover.  He also treats 
us as beings who bear moral responsibility for our choices.  And, in some extreme 
cases, a terrible judgment is extracted for the whole world to witness.  In every indi-
vidual case there is a judgment.  When that moment comes, may we be found in 
Jesus Christ.  It is our only hope.

The Destruction of Sodom
Genesis 19:1-26

1 The two angels came to Sodom in the evening; and Lot was sitting in the gate 
of Sodom. When Lot saw them, he rose to meet them, and bowed himself with his 
face to the earth, 2 and said, "My lords, turn aside, I pray you, to your servant's 
house and spend the night, and wash your feet; then you may rise up early and 
go on your way." They said, "No; we will spend the night in the street." 3 But he 
urged them strongly; so they turned aside to him and entered his house; and he 
made them a feast, and baked unleavened bread, and they ate.

Lot also responds to the Angels of  Destruction (though he clearly does not 
know their purpose or likely even their status) with generous hospitality.  It’s possi-
ble that he knows the fate that awaits them should they spend the night exposed in 
the public square.  The others, assuming that the idea of  a violating sexual assault 
was already in their minds, would have noted Lot’s protective stratagem with disap-
proval, if  not anger.  One can only wonder why Lot would chose to allow his fam-
ily to live in such an environment.
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4 But before they lay down, the men of the city, the men of Sodom, both young 
and old, all the people to the last man, surrounded the house; 5 and they called 
to Lot, "Where are the men who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, that 
we may know them."

The telling detail, “both young and old,” is truly chilling.  The contagion of  
evil was so pervasive and powerful that the young men were already full partici-
pants.  For this to be the case the old would had to have practiced evil openly, in 
pride, as opposed to shamefully, in the shadows.  The words of  our Lord and Sav-
ior and His great Apostle come burning into mind as warning.

“It would be better for him if a millstone were hung round his neck and he were 
cast into the sea, than that he should cause one of these little ones to sin.”
Luke 17:2

Though they know God’s decree that those who do such things deserve to die, 
they not only do them but approve those who practice them.
Romans 1:32

The sin at issue here is homosexual gang rape of  the most extreme nature.  
Surely men subjected to such an assault by this many men would be severely in-
jured or even die as a consequence.

Sodom has earned a special place in our lexicon of  evil, and, given the mon-
strous nature of  this unprovoked attempted crime, deservedly so.  Even our Lord 
and Savior, Jesus Christ, used Sodom as an example of  evil.  Our thoughts and us-
age should be tempered though by how He used this city.

“And you, Caper′na-um, will you be exalted to heaven? You shall be brought 
down to Hades. For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Sodom, it 
would have remained until this day.”
Matthew 11:23

“I tell you, it shall be more tolerable on that day for Sodom than for that town.” 
 Luke 10:12

Though Sodom is surely a standard of  evil, it also clearly does not represent its 
nadir.  
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6 Lot went out of the door to the men, shut the door after him, 7 and said, "I beg 
you, my brothers, do not act so wickedly. 8 Behold, I have two daughters who 
have not known man; let me bring them out to you, and do to them as you 
please; only do nothing to these men, for they have come under the shelter of my 
roof."

Lot starts well.  He courageously goes out to meet the mob, placing himself  be-
tween them and the objects of  their lust.  He then proceeds to plead with them as 
friends, seeking out the “better angels of  their natures” (Abraham Lincoln, First In-
augural Address, Monday, March 4, 1861).

But what are we to make of  his counter proposal?  I can read a dozen exposi-
tions on the sanctity of  the host-guest relationship in ancient society and still recoil 
in horror at Lot’s suggested resolution.  By what moral standard did the honor and 
very lives of  his own daughters count for so much less than that of  his house-
guests?  Note also the use of  his daughter’s virginity as an additional incitement to 
lust within this despicable offer.  It would have been so very much the better had 
Lot’s speech stopped at the end of  verse seven.  We can sometimes make allow-
ances for decisions made in the heat of  the moment.  I don’t believe that this is 
one of  those instances.

We cannot move on without considering the impact that this offer would have 
had on Lot’s daughters.  Although the door was closed, we can safely assume that 
the entire household was following the outside events with the keen interest that 
fear motivates.  Are we to suppose that Lot’s daughters, upon hearing his stunning 
offer, said to themselves, “Well, given the relative value of  the host-guest and 
parent-daughter relationship in this culture and the situational mortality here at 
play, our father is making an astute counter-proposal to the mob.”?  I think not.

It is far more likely that Lot’s daughters viewed his proposition as nothing short 
of  total betrayal.  Though women in these ancient societies were treated as 
second-class citizens or worse, they could not but have felt the reality of  God’s love 
and value in their hearts.  To be treated thus by their very own father would have 
struck deep into their souls, creating wounds from which would flow terrible conse-
quences.
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9 But they said, "Stand back!" And they said, "This fellow came to sojourn, and 
he would play the judge! Now we will deal worse with you than with them." Then 
they pressed hard against the man Lot, and drew near to break the door.

Lot’s strategy is backfiring and the situation grows worse.  In particular, his ap-
peal to fellowship has been rejected and he now stands outside the circle of  protec-
tion as an alien, just like the houseguests who he sought to protect.

10 But the men put forth their hands and brought Lot into the house to them, and 
shut the door. 11 And they struck with blindness the men who were at the door of 
the house, both small and great, so that they wearied themselves groping for the 
door.

The Angels of  Destruction take control of  the situation, saving Lot and neutral-
izing the mob’s ability to do any future harm.

12 Then the men said to Lot, "Have you any one else here? Sons-in-law, sons, 
daughters, or any one you have in the city, bring them out of the place; 13 for 
we are about to destroy this place, because the outcry against its people has be-
come great before the LORD, and the LORD has sent us to destroy it."

It now becomes clear that it is only Lot and his extended household who will be 
offered salvation.  I am left to wonder if  these were the only righteous people in 
Sodom.  Given Lot’s behavior towards his own daughters there is reasonable 
doubt concerning his own righteousness (at least to my modern mind).

Were Lot and his household spared as a consequence of  Abraham’s righteous-
ness being conferred upon them?  After all, Lot had chosen to live in what surely 
has been revealed to be an evil culture and I have already commented on his fail-
ure as a father.  Perhaps the LORD God, in deference to Abraham’s feelings, or be-
cause Lot had yet a role to play in the redemptive plan, spared him and his own 
from this terrible fate.

14 So Lot went out and said to his sons-in-law, who were to marry his daughters, 
"Up, get out of this place; for the LORD is about to destroy the city." But he 
seemed to his sons-in-law to be jesting.
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The presumption is that his sons-in-law were not part of  the mob.  I can but 
wonder what would be their reaction had they fled and found out about Lot’s offer 
of  their fiancées to the rabble.

We can easily understand their skeptical response.  Our everyday world ap-
pears so secure.  And, to be frank, the notion of  the LORD coming down to destroy 
is far from our conception of  the likely.  We should, though, ask ourselves, is there 
an outcry against our society that is so great and our sin so grievous that the LORD 
may go down and see if  what we have done is as bad as the outcry that has 
reached Him?

15 When morning dawned, the angels urged Lot, saying, "Arise, take your wife 
and your two daughters who are here, lest you be consumed in the punishment 
of the city." 16 But he lingered; so the men seized him and his wife and his two 
daughters by the hand, the LORD being merciful to him, and they brought him 
forth and set him outside the city. 17 And when they had brought them forth, 
they said, "Flee for your life; do not look back or stop anywhere in the valley; 
flee to the hills, lest you be consumed."

Whatever their motives, the Angels of  Destruction clearly have the strongest or-
ders to see that Lot and his family are spared.  Perhaps their exhortations were so 
strong in order to impress the seriousness of  the situation on these confused peo-
ple.

18 And Lot said to them, "Oh, no, my lords; 19 behold, your servant has found 
favor in your sight, and you have shown me great kindness in saving my life; but 
I cannot flee to the hills, lest the disaster overtake me, and I die. 20 Behold, yon-
der city is near enough to flee to, and it is a little one. Let me escape there--is it 
not a little one? --and my life will be saved!"

Once again Lot utterly fails the test.  There he stands with his wife and two 
daughters, and what comes out of  his mouth – “me great kindness,” “my life,” “I 
cannot,” “overtake me,” “I die,” “me escape,” and, finally, as if  to land the final 
blow of  cruelty and selfishness, “my life will be saved.”  What can Lot’s wife and 
daughters be thinking of  him by this point?  I mourn for these women to have 
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been so dehumanized, so devalued.  But I also mourn for Lot, that this crisis has 
revealed the stark reality of  his weakness that otherwise might have been sur-
mounted over time.  It is a terrible thing to be devalued.  It is also a terrible thing 
to be exposed so nakedly as a moral failure.  My God have mercy on our souls.

21 He said to him, "Behold, I grant you this favor also, that I will not overthrow 
the city of which you have spoken. 22 Make haste, escape there; for I can do 
nothing till you arrive there." Therefore the name of the city was called Zo'ar.

The angels continue to overlook Lot’s moral failures and accommodate his re-
quests.  Surely these are acts of  mercy.

23 The sun had risen on the earth when Lot came to Zo'ar.

24 Then the LORD rained on Sodom 
and Gomor'rah brimstone and fire 
from the LORD out of heaven; 25 and 
he overthrew those cities, and all the 
valley, and all the inhabitants of the 
cities, and what grew on the ground.

26 But Lot's wife behind him looked 
back, and she became a pillar of salt.

And so destruction arrives.  To the in-
habitants of  Sodom and Gomorrah it would have appeared as an inexplicable, ar-
bitrary, sudden catastrophe.  We know nothing of  the sin of  Gomorrah, though 
surely it was similar at least in seriousness.  These cities will stand as eternal exam-
ples as both standards of  evil and the possibility of  sudden divine judgment upon 
it.  

We too easily externalize these symbols, applying them to the other in place or 
person.  We would do well to consider the Sodoms and Gomorrahs that exist 
within our own selves.  Places yet unredeemed by Christ’s Kingship, where envy, 
avarice, anger, lust and cruelty still hold their sway.  To contemplate these dark cit-
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ies of  the soul is to be driven to your knees in prayer, and, to be lifted up in joy at 
the knowledge of  Christ’s forgiveness and mercy.

At the last, almost as an afterthought, we find Lot’s wife succumbing to the 
temptation to look back at their lost life, and paying with her life.  It is her only act 
in the entire story.  But her loss enables the awful retribution played out by Lot’s 
daughters that is to follow.

Genesis 19:27-38

The next morning, Abraham sees the results of  the destruction as “dense 
smoke rising from the land, like smoke from a furnace.”  We are also 
told that God “remembered Abraham, and he brought Lot out of  the ca-
tastrophe that overthrew the cities where Lot had lived.”

The story continues with Lot and his daughters moving from Zoar into the 
mountains out of  fear for another catastrophe.  There, the three of  them lived in 
isolation.  After some time, Lot’s daughters decided that since there were no men 
to marry, they would commit incest with their father to carry on the family line.  
They proceeded to serially induce Lot to drink to the point of  near senselessness 
and copulate.  These illicit unions each produced a son, Moab by the older and 
Ben-Ammi by the younger.  Each son was the founder of  a tribe, the Moabites 
and Ammonites.

How can this sequel to Lot’s treatment of  his daughters be understood but as a 
warning that, once a parent has lost moral authority, the consequences in their chil-
dren can be appalling indeed.  Lot had said to the mob in Sodom, “Behold, I 
have two daughters who have not known man; let me bring them out 
to you, and do to them as you please.”   Have the daughters not learned well 
and rebounded to do what they liked with their very own father?  

At the end Lot appears to be an example of  the consequences of  weakness in 
character revealed by circumstances.  Had Lot not chosen to live in Sodom, but 
rather lived out his life in the country in comradeship with the blessed, wise Abra-
ham, perhaps his weakness could have been covered, even redeemed over time.  In-
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stead he chose the path of  seeming advantage and ease.  The consequences for 
him and his family were disastrous even for those who escaped with their lives.  

We can look upon Lot with pity, anger, even sorrow.  We would do well to re-
member that these stories in God’s Word are not just about what happened to this 
person or that many thousands of  years ago.  Lot’s story is also ours.  Have we 
not, each of  us, also taken the easy but foolish path, had our moral weaknesses ex-
posed in humiliating crises and seen our mistakes rebound upon us in unexpected 
and awful ways?  

This is the last that we will see of  Lot, Abraham’s nephew and companion, 
who chose to go with him into the great unknown, following God’s call.  I have 
been very hard on Lot in this commentary.  We have seen Lot at his very worst, 
pressed to the limits of  his wits by events that are beyond the experience of  all but 
the most unfortunate few.  

We can rightly wonder what became of  Lot in eternity within the mercy and 
justice of  our Great God.  The answer is there to be found in the New Testament, 
in Peter’s Second Epistle:

… if by turning the cities of Sodom and Gomor′rah to ashes he condemned them 
to extinction and made them an example to those who were to be ungodly; and 
if he rescued righteous Lot, greatly distressed by the licentiousness of the wicked 
(for by what that righteous man saw and heard as he lived among them, he was 
vexed in his righteous soul day after day with their lawless deeds) … 
2 Peter 2:6-8

Lot was finally judged to be a righteous man.  Can we not take the greatest 
comfort, the most fervent hope from this merciful judgment?  I can only pray so.  
For were my worst moments laid bare in eternal words there would be no extenuat-
ing circumstances, no unforeseeable consequences of  anywhere near comparable 
moment to accompany them.  

If  I have dared to judge Lot’s worst moments harshly perhaps I too have sinned 
by a lack of  charity.  If  so, I pray for forgiveness.  In the end, Lot is redeemed by 
God’s mercy. He may look down from Heaven counting the souls protected by his 
life’s story with joy as he worships the Christ through whom he has been saved.

38



T H O U G H T S  O N  T H E  W R A T H  O F  G O D

We have just come 
face-to-face with hu-
man depravity and 
God’s wrath in a truly 
overpowering story.  
What we have just expe-
rienced – the attempted 
mass gang rape of  inno-
cent passers through, 
the devastating betrayal 
by a father of  his daugh-
ters, a single backward 
glance turning a woman into a pillar of  salt, the destruction of  entire cities includ-
ing men, women and children and wanton incest – is almost too much tragedy 
and terror to bear in one story.  Yet bear it we must, and more, engage deeply with 
it, for God is here too seeking to communicate with us.

We have dealt with the human dimension within the commentary.  What’s left 
hanging is God’s wrath.  For in the end Sodom and Gomorrah are utterly de-
stroyed, including all the living within their walls.  We spoke in the abstract of  
God’s cursing.  But to see it played out in concrete acts is something else alto-
gether.

Some pretend that this issue is lost in the irrelevant verses about an overturned 
God of  the Old Testament, for Jesus Christ has come, full of  peace and love.  Yet, 
didn’t we hear this same Jesus say just a little bit back:

“And you, Caper′na-um, will you be exalted to heaven? You shall be brought 
down to Hades. For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Sodom, it 
would have remained until this day.”
Matthew 11:23

and
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“I tell you, it shall be more tolerable on that day for Sodom than for that town.”
Luke 10:12

If  this doesn’t convince, try:

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you traverse sea and land to 
make a single proselyte, and when he becomes a proselyte, you make him twice 
as much a child of hell as yourselves.”
Matthew 23:15

and

"You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to escape being sentenced to 
hell?

Therefore I send you prophets and wise men and scribes, some of whom you will 
kill and crucify, and some you will scourge in your synagogues and persecute 
from town to town, that upon you may come all the righteous blood shed on 
earth, from the blood of innocent Abel to the blood of Zechari'ah the son of 
Barachi'ah, whom you murdered between the sanctuary and the altar. Truly, I 
say to you, all this will come upon this generation.”
Matthew 23:33-36.

No, gentle Jesus meek and mild is also the God Almighty of  wrath and judg-
ment.

So then, if  we can’t escape facing the wrath of  God what shall we do?  First, 
we must accept that the infinite, perfect, holy God whom we worship does express 
Himself  in wrath.  It is not for us to judge Him or His mighty acts.

But, secondly, we must come to rightly understand that these are His judg-
ments, His acts; not ours.  That is, we must never fall under the false idea that be-
cause we have communion with this God we therefore are fit to judge and act in 
His place.  Rather, seeing how terrible it is to offend our Lord God, how searching 
and sure are His decrees, we should live all the more humbly, all the more forgiv-
ingly in our own judgments and acts.
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Strive for peace with all men, and for the holiness without which no one will see 
the Lord.
Hebrews 12:14

But also:

Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and 
thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe; for our 
God is a consuming fire.
Hebrews 12:28,29

And yet, we cannot conclude here.  For although we must never act as if  in 
God’s place, the bare fact remains that God expects us to decide and act in this 
fallen world.  He expected it of  Abraham, Sarah, Moses, David; Peter, Mary, John 
and Paul.  He also expects it of  us.

Thus we are placed in ambiguous, confusing situations in which God’s demand 
for love and justice must be put into practice by our decisions and consequent ac-
tions.  A particularly clear example from Scripture can be found in 2 Samuel 
where King David is fleeing Jerusalem after Absalom’s revolt.

Then the king said to Zadok, "Carry the ark of God back into the city. If I find fa-
vor in the eyes of the LORD, he will bring me back and let me see both it and his 
habitation; but if he says, 'I have no pleasure in you,' behold, here I am, let him 
do to me what seems good to him."
2 Samuel 15:25,26

David has been forced by events to make decisions of  massive import within 
the context of  uncertainty as to what the Lord is doing, and thus, requires of  him.

We also are forced into similar situations where goods collide and God’s will is 
simply not visible.  We can attempt to avoid such decisions by crawling under the 
blanket of  simplistic, convenient moral postures.  Or, we can face up to the uncer-
tainty and decide.  These decisions have consequences that are unforeseen and 
that continue to reverberate across the generations [6].

One man to which this fate fell was Abraham Lincoln; now one of  the most re-
vered of  our Presidents; in his life mocked and hated from all sides.  Upon him fell 
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the ghastly decision to hold our Union together by the force of  arms, and, to lead 
as Commander in Chief  throughout the bloodiest war our nation has ever fought.

When Lincoln made this fateful decision he had no way of  knowing that by its 
end over 600,000 would die by battle wounds or disease.  But, at the war's end:

• Our nation had been prevented from breaking into two powerful and likely regu-
larly warring nations

• The vile institution of  slavery had finally been broken in a nation that declared 
"All men are created equal" in its Declaration of  Independence.

The peace, freedom and prosperity that we so often take for granted as citizens 
of  the United States could have been something that never happened; with all of  
the downstream consequences for the world.

So, as we struggle with the awful issues of  war and peace, safety and human 
rights, faithfulness and folly; perhaps it would be of  value to reread Lincoln's Sec-
ond Inaugural Address.  For there the tension of  living and acting is considered 
within the context of  God's Providence by a man who suffered under the lash of  
the most dreadful consequences.

Fellow-Countrymen: 

At this second appearing to take the oath of  the Presidential office there is less occasion for 
an extended address than there was at the first. Then a statement somewhat in detail of  a 
course to be pursued seemed fitting and proper. Now, at the expiration of  four years, during 
which public declarations have been constantly called forth on every point and phase of  the 
great contest which still absorbs the attention and engrosses the energies of  the nation, little 
that is new could be presented. The progress of  our arms, upon which all else chiefly de-
pends, is as well known to the public as to myself, and it is, I trust, reasonably satisfactory 
and encouraging to all. With high hope for the future, no prediction in regard to it is ven-
tured.

On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago all thoughts were anxiously directed to 
an impending civil war. All dreaded it, all sought to avert it. While the inaugural address was 
being delivered from this place, devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, urgent 
agents were in the city seeking to destroy it without war—seeking to dissolve the Union and 
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divide effects by negotiation. Both parties deprecated war, but one of  them would make war 
rather than let the nation survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish, 
and the war came.

One-eighth of  the whole population were colored slaves, not distributed generally over the 
Union, but localized in the southern part of  it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and pow-
erful interest. All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of  the war. To strengthen, 
perpetuate, and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the 
Union even by war, while the Government claimed no right to do more than to restrict the 
territorial enlargement of  it. Neither party expected for the war the magnitude or the dura-
tion which it has already attained. Neither anticipated that the cause of  the conflict might 
cease with or even before the conflict itself  should cease. Each looked for an easier triumph, 
and a result less fundamental and astounding. Both read the same Bible and pray to the 
same God, and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men 
should dare to ask a just God's assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of  other 
men's faces, but let us judge not, that we be not judged. The prayers of  both could not be 
answered. That of  neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes. 
"Woe unto the world because of  offenses; for it must needs be that offenses come, but woe to 
that man by whom the offense cometh." If  we shall suppose that American slavery is one of  
those offenses which, in the providence of  God, must needs come, but which, having contin-
ued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North 
and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came, shall we dis-
cern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God 
always ascribe to Him? Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of  
war may speedily pass away. Yet, if  God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by 
the bondsman's two hundred and fifty years of  unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every 
drop of  blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was 
said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said "the judgments of  the Lord are true 
and righteous altogether."

With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to 
see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation's wounds, to 
care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all 
which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all na-
tions.

The country only awoke to Lincoln's greatness after he had been assassinated.  
He remains a figure that "belongs to the ages" because he chose and persevered un-
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der the most awful of  circumstances.  His experience can't remove our current un-
certainties.  But, perhaps, they can give perspective to the debate and humility to 
our own torn souls.
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More Fear for Life
Genesis 20

In this chapter we find yet another case of  Abraham passing Sarah as his sister 
for fear of  being killed by a king out of  desire to possess her.  In this case it is Abi-
melech king of  Gerar.  The king does take Sara for a wife, but is unable to consum-
mate the marriage.

God comes to Abimelech in a dream and uncovers Abraham and Sarah’s de-
ception.  The king pleads innocence, which God acknowledges.  One point of  im-
portance is that it is within this dream that God announces that Abraham is a 
prophet.

7 Now then restore the man's wife; for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you, 
and you shall live. But if you do not restore her, know that you shall surely die, 
you, and all that are yours." 

The king summons Abraham and indignantly asks why he has done this wrong-
ful thing.  Abraham replies that it is his settled practice to call Sarah his sister 
when they enter places that they consider to be without fear of  God and that in 
fact Sarah is a half-sister.

The king gives Sarah back to Abraham along with livestock and treasure.  He 
also gives them leave to live as they please in his land.  Abraham then prays for the 
king and his household, lifting the threat of  death and a curse of  infertility, for the 
LORD had closed the wombs of  the king’s wives.

The repetition of  these brother-sister deception stories raises many difficult 
questions.  For one, it is usually the king who does not know God who ends up 
looking more moral than does Abraham and Sarah.  Also, Sarah’s advanced age is 
repeatedly stressed when discussing childbearing and yet she apparently still pos-
sesses the stunning beauty to draw attention from any king in the vicinity.  I con-
fess that these passages remain closed to my understanding.  I fully trust that they 
hold treasures of  holy knowledge that will someday be opened to my grateful 
spirit.
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The Birth of Isaac
Genesis 21:1-7

1 The LORD visited Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did to Sarah as he had 
promised. 2 And Sarah conceived, and bore Abraham a son in his old age at the 
time of which God had spoken to him. 3 Abraham called the name of his son 
who was born to him, whom Sarah bore him, Isaac. 4 And Abraham circumcised 
his son Isaac when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him. 5 Abra-
ham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him. 

Note the symmetry that exists here between the LORD’s faithfulness towards 
Sarah and Abraham and their response.  At Isaac’s eighth day Abraham circum-
cised him just as God had commanded.  

We too often pass over Abraham’s faithfulness to God as a matter of  settled, 
but dry fact.  However, this response is nothing less than the beating heart that has 
sent the lifeblood of  faith out into this world for thousands of  subsequent years.

6 And Sarah said, "God has made laughter for me; every one who hears will 
laugh over me." 7 And she said, "Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah 
would suckle children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age." 

When last Sarah laughed about this birth the incident ended in fear (see Gene-
sis 18:15). She had suffered what at that time was considered the shame of  barren-
ness for almost 90 years.  But with God’s working of  His will, and, finding this 
faithful response: 

       You turned my wailing into dancing; 
       you removed my sackcloth and clothed me with joy,
       that my heart may sing to you and not be silent. 
       O LORD my God, I will give you thanks forever. 
Psalm 30 :11,12 (NIV)

Thus here we also witness the faithfulness to God that lived within Sarah.  She 
no less than Abraham bore the burdens of  their sojourn.  So, when God’s promise 
was finally delivered she gave God all the glory.
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Hagar Banished
Genesis 21:8-21

As with all things of  frail flesh, the joy of  Isaac’s birth did not redeem all of  the 
family’s conflicts.  In fact, it led to the final break between Sarah and Hagar.

8 And the child grew, and was weaned; and Abraham made a great feast on the 
day that Isaac was weaned.

9 But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abra-
ham, playing with her son Isaac. 10 So she said to Abraham, "Cast out this slave 
woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman shall not be heir with my 
son Isaac." 

In the span of  one verse we move from the sublime joy of  witnessing God’s 
faithfulness to the shattering bitterness of  human faithlessness.  The only reason 
that Ishmael (strangely, he is never referred to by name in this story) exists is be-
cause of  Sarah’s faithless intervention to see that Abraham would have an heir 
through the surrogacy of  Hagar.  Now that God has indeed kept His word and mi-
raculously delivered Isaac, Sarah must deal with the fact of  another son.

The precipitating offense is filtered through Sarah’s subjective judgment – 
surely open to question given the stormy history between these two women.  Even 
giving her doubt’s benefit, the response has the hard bite of  brutality.  Note the de-
humanizing way in which Hagar and Ishmael are referred, and, the carelessness 
concerning their fate.

11 And the thing was very displeasing to Abraham on account of his son. 12 But 
God said to Abraham, "Be not displeased because of the lad and because of 
your slave woman; whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for through 
Isaac shall your descendants be named. 13 And I will make a nation of the son 
of the slave woman also, because he is your offspring." 

Are we to understand this passage to mean that Sarah is acting as an agent of  
God’s will?  Is it possible that behind the brutality of  the form there lies an intent 
that serves the greatest good?
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Clearly Sarah is no conscious vessel of  God’s will.  Her motives appear to be 
both nakedly self-serving and cruelly uncaring of  her neighbor.  But this may be 
one of  those most rare of  events in which we are allowed to see all relevant sides 
of  a history-making event.

We’ve discussed Sarah’s side (may we prayerfully consider what our life-stories 
would look like were they open for all generations to view from now until Christ re-
turns in His glory).  In Abraham we find a man torn between complex, conflicting 
commitments and likely, loves.  Can a man not but love his wives and the sons that 
they bore him?  Does this passage not but give powerful testimony to the moral pri-
macy of  monogamous marriage?

And what of  God?  Here we find the LORD God descending to comfort Abra-
ham.  In spite of  the cruel spite that drenches Sarah’s demand, Abraham can 
honor her in confidence that Hagar and Ishmael will be protected.  So, God’s 
Mind enters our bitter, conflict torn, confused world and, one by one, sorts out the 
tangled strands.  

14 So Abraham rose early in the morning, and took bread and a skin of water, 
and gave it to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with the child, and sent 
her away.  
 
And she departed, and wandered in the wilderness of Beer-sheba. 15 When the 
water in the skin was gone, she cast the child under one of the bushes. 16 Then 
she went, and sat down over against him a good way off, about the distance of 
a bowshot; for she said, "Let me not look upon the death of the child." And as 
she sat over against him, the child lifted up his voice and wept. 

Abraham has been given the promise that they will survive and prosper, but he 
does not pass this on to Hagar.  Why?  We could write if  off  as an oversight.  Or, 
perhaps, the aged Abraham has learned that there are some things that must be 
learned by the actual experience of  God’s providence.

Another curious aspect of  this story is the passive, juvenile language used to de-
scribe Ishmael.  Were someone to read it in isolation they might reasonably con-
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clude that he was less than five years old.  In point of  fact Ishmael would have 
been around 16.

17 And God heard the voice of the lad; and the angel of God called to Hagar 
from heaven, and said to her, "What troubles you, Hagar? Fear not; for God has 
heard the voice of the lad where he is. 18 Arise, lift up the lad, and hold him fast 
with your hand; for I will make him a great nation." 19 Then God opened her 
eyes, and she saw a well of water; and she went, and filled the skin with water, 
and gave the lad a drink. 

God now redeems His promise to Abraham.  They have passed through their 
dark night of  despair and into the morning of  God’s redemption.  For them re-
demption means cool water on their parched throats and the promise of  imperfect 
but still practical immortality through their descendants.  

For we readers of  this majestic story in Holy Scripture the compass of  redemp-
tion stretches seamlessly across thousands of  years of  time, countless millions of  
human souls, up into the Holy will of  a loving Father, the Holy breath of  a Spirit 
that gives life and all meeting at the depths of  unknowable suffering by a Holy Son 
who willingly gave His all so that we might be eternally redeemed.

20 And God was with the lad, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness, and 
became an expert with the bow. 21 He lived in the wilderness of Paran; and his 
mother took a wife for him from the land of Egypt. 

Now there is the beginning of  the Ishmaelites, a people with connections to 
both Egypt and the Promised Land.  They will intersect with Isaac’s descendants 
in an unexpected manner, playing the role of  bearers of  his family’s savior (Gene-
sis 37:25-28).

Abraham’s Test
Genesis 22:1-18

This story presses down upon us with questions that are fundamental to our un-
derstanding of  human free will, God’s power and the nature of  their interaction 
within the confines of  time, space and relationship.  The answers remain frustrat-
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ingly just beyond our grasp.  However, we must continue to strive even if  satisfac-
tion this side of  heaven is not achieved.

1 After these things God tested Abraham, and said to him, "Abraham!" And he 
said, "Here am I." 

So, God tested Abraham?  The statement appears so straightforward, and yet 
raises such deep questions.  Did God really not know the true nature of  Abra-
ham’s faith?  Is the future as impenetrable to God’s mind as it is to ours, or, less so 
but still uncertain?  To ask these questions is to be driven back into Holy Scripture 
in search of  its truth.  Here’s some of  what the Living Word has to say on these 
questions.

Before a word is on my tongue 
       you know it completely, O LORD.  …
All the days ordained for me 
       were written in your book 
       before one of them came to be.
Psalm 139:4,16b (NIV)

He said to them, "This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must 
be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the 
Psalms."

 Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 
Luke 24:44,45 (NIV)

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, 
who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also 
predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the first-
born among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he 
called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.
Romans 8:28-30 (NIV)

Does any of  the above appear to describe a God who is trapped in time and to 
whom the mind of  man is a mystery?  I think not.  And yet, Abraham is indeed in 
some way being tested.
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My conclusion on this vexing question is that testing such as this by the Al-
mighty is for our benefit.  God was not in doubt concerning Abraham’s faith; but 
Abraham surely was and we readers down through the centuries surely have been, 
are and will continue to be.

2 He said, "Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the 
land of Mori'ah, and offer him there as a burnt offering upon one of the moun-
tains of which I shall tell you."

No words are minced.  No implication is softened.  The language is direct to 
the point of  brutality.  This “miracle son” born from bodies reproductively good 
as dead and now many years later even deader, is to be snuffed out in sacrifice to 
the same God from whom he was received.  And, with Isaac’s death, so too appar-
ently will die the promise of  a future great nation through whom all peoples will 
be blessed.

The enormity of  what God is demanding of  Abraham staggers the mind, the 
soul.  Knowing the story’s end barely mitigates the horror of  this verse.  The very 
fact that our LORD God chose to inflict such repulsive anguish upon a father 
shakes us to the foundations.

3 So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his ass, and took two of his 
young men with him, and his son Isaac; and he cut the wood for the burnt offer-
ing, and arose and went to the place of which God had told him. 4 On the third 
day Abraham lifted up his eyes and saw the place afar off. 5 Then Abraham 
said to his young men, "Stay here with the ass; I and the lad will go yonder and 
worship, and come again to you." 

The majestic beauty and pathos of  these verses describing Abraham’s response 
to God’s demand can’t be reached by human words.  Only Holy Scripture can ade-
quately respond to their power.

Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many 
nations, just as it had been said to him, "So shall your offspring be." Without 
weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead —
since he was about a hundred years old — and that Sarah's womb was also 
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dead. Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but 
was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that 
God had power to do what he had promised.
Romans 4:18-21 (NIV)

6 And Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering, and laid it on Isaac his son; 
and he took in his hand the fire and the knife. So they went both of them to-
gether. 7 And Isaac said to his father Abraham, "My father!" And he said, "Here 
am I, my son." He said, "Behold, the fire and the wood; but where is the lamb for 
a burnt offering?" 8 Abraham said, "God will provide himself the lamb for a 
burnt offering, my son." So they went both of them together. 

Isaac’s first recorded words are spoken within the context of  this terrible or-
deal.  Surely he sensed that there was something different, perhaps even ominous 
about this particular trip with his father.  His question hits the issue of  danger 
dead center.  Could Isaac have had a premonition of  the dreadful scenario within 
which he was apparently trapped?

Abraham’s response is mysterious.  His use of  the future tense – “will provide” 
– suggests that he may have been moving in faith that God would ultimately turn 
away from this command.  Or, we could conclude that Abraham was simply shel-
tering Isaac from the awful truth.  

Abraham may have been operating at a level of  faith that we simply can’t 
grasp.  Think back over the intimacy, the depth, and the frequency of  his encoun-
ters with the LORD God.  Perhaps Abraham no longer looked at this world and its 
events as relevant to the working out of  such a God’s sovereign will.  Perhaps 
whether Isaac was sacrificed or something else:

"Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be 
done." 
Luke 22:42 (NIV)

9 When they came to the place of which God had told him, Abraham built an al-
tar there, and laid the wood in order, and bound Isaac his son, and laid him on 
the altar, upon the wood. 10 Then Abraham put forth his hand, and took the 
knife to slay his son.
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We can only imagine the horror that must have overtaken Isaac as it became ap-
parent that he was to be the sacrifice, made by his own father.  We are also amazed 
by the apparent absence of  any resistance.  Consider the impression that this event 
must have made on Isaac.  Can it but have had consequences that reverberated 
throughout the rest of  his life?

11 But the angel of the LORD called to 
him from heaven, and said, "Abraham, 
Abraham!" And he said, "Here am I." 
12 He said, "Do not lay your hand on 
the lad or do anything to him; for now I 
know that you fear God, seeing you 
have not withheld your son, your only 
son, from me." 

Note that the LORD doesn’t intervene un-
til the last possible moment.  Though 
the call to Abraham is an exclamation, 
his response is apparently one of  calm-
ness.  The angel of  the LORD now re-
veals the reason for this test.  We are told 
nothing of  Abraham or Isaac’s response.  
All that matters is the issue of  faith.

13 And Abraham lifted up his eyes and 
looked, and behold, behind him was a 

ram, caught in a thicket by his horns; and Abraham went and took the ram, and 
offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. 14 So Abraham called the 
name of that place The LORD will provide; as it is said to this day, "On the mount 
of the LORD it shall be provided." 

A ram, not a lamb, is provided as substitution for Isaac.  The day will come 
when a loving Father for the forgiveness of  sin will sacrifice a Son and Lamb.
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For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you 
were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefa-
thers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He 
was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times 
for your sake. Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead 
and glorified him, and so your faith and hope are in God.
1 Peter 1:18-21 (NIV)

15 And the angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second time from heaven, 16 
and said, "By myself I have sworn, says the LORD, because you have done this, 
and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17 I will indeed bless you, and I 
will multiply your descendants as the stars of heaven and as the sand which is on 
the seashore. And your descendants shall possess the gate of their enemies, 18 
and by your descendants shall all the nations of the earth bless themselves, be-
cause you have obeyed my voice." 

Now Abraham knows the true depth of  his faith, as does Isaac of  his father, as 
do we, as have all those saints that have gone before and all who will come after us.  
Could God’s plan have but been set on such a firm foundation?

And what if  Abraham had failed?  Perhaps God in His infinite wisdom would 
have used this failure to refine Abraham’s faith.  What we cannot say is that Abra-
ham’s will or actions ultimately could determine the keeping of  God’s promise.  
Once God had ordained that it would be through Abraham that all nations would 
be blessed, it would be so.  And when did our LORD God ordain such a plan that 
would lead ultimately to such a salvation? Why “before the creation of  the 
world” (Ephesians 1:4).  The workings out of  this in time, space and human will 
remains a mystery.  We simply testify that the LORD God in His sovereign will 
would order all things so that Abraham yet would have been the father of  blessing.  

In the end, we must understand along with Abraham that the human details 
are not the point.  The point is that God in His infinite love, mercy and power has 
determined to bless all nations.  He has also chosen to do so within the context of  
human will, with all of  its frailty, foolishness and fickleness. But He chose to do so 
before the foundation of  the world was laid, deep inside the mystery of  His infinite 
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mind.  That is, though played out on the stage of  history, this is the working out of  
a predestined plan.  Though we may never fully understand we can, no, must wor-
ship such a wondrous God.

The Death of Sarah
Genesis 23:1-4

1 Sarah lived a hundred and twenty-seven years; these were the years of the life 
of Sarah. 2 And Sarah died at Kir'iath-ar'ba (that is, Hebron) in the land of Ca-
naan; and Abraham went in to mourn for Sarah and to weep for her. 

Sarah’s life was very long by our standards; full of  hardship, loneliness and am-
biguity.  She also loved deeply and was loved greatly in return by Abraham.  Pon-
der the sight of  this great man of  faith, who walked often with the LORD God, 
weeping for the loss of  Sarah.

Sarah was true to her marriage vows as they were understood in that ancient 
time.  She left her land and kin to follow Abraham into the great unknown and 
never faltered in her commitment to him.  She shared her husband with another 
woman in a vain attempt to ensure the continuance of  his line outside of  God’s 
promise; and paid dearly for the rest of  her life.  She yet still knew the joy of  being 
the vessel of  the keeping of  God’s promise, with laughter of  bitterness turned to 
that of  rejoicing with Isaac’s birth.

If  we  have judged Sarah harshly at times may we remember that she lived 
within, not outside of  this story.  For her, the end wasn’t known.  All was fear, 
hope; confusion, confidence; despair, faith – mixed into the baffling fog of  life 
lived on the edge with a man who was pioneering the boundaries of  faith into mar-
velous but unknown new territory.

Lastly and most importantly by far, Sarah was beloved by God.  She was in-
cluded by the LORD as a partner with Abraham, both receiving new names with 
the covenant.  Her infirmities were not disqualifying, her strength used for great 
good.  Great is the mystery of  faith.  Greater still is our God.
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3 And Abraham rose up from before his dead, and said to the Hittites, 4 "I am a 
stranger and a sojourner among you; give me property among you for a burying 
place, that I may bury my dead out of my sight." 

Abraham now seeks to honor Sarah through a proper burial. Abraham now 
has legal ownership of  a small piece of  the Promised Land.

Abraham’s Last Days
Genesis 24:1-9

1 Now Abraham was old, well advanced in years; and the LORD had blessed 
Abraham in all things. 2 And Abraham said to his servant, the oldest of his 
house, who had charge of all that he had, "Put your hand under my thigh, 3 and 
I will make you swear by the LORD, the God of heaven and of the earth, that you 
will not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites, among 
whom I dwell, 4 but will go to my country and to my kindred, and take a wife for 
my son Isaac." 

As Abraham’s life moves towards its end, he begins to focus on ensuring the 
proper continuance of  the next generation.  After what Abraham’s household has 
experienced can an oath by this LORD God have been but of  the most solemn 
imaginable?

5 The servant said to him, "Perhaps the woman may not be willing to follow me 
to this land; must I then take your son back to the land from which you came?" 6 
Abraham said to him, "See to it that you do not take my son back there. 7 The 
LORD, the God of heaven, who took me from my father's house and from the land 
of my birth, and who spoke to me and swore to me, 'To your descendants I will 
give this land,' he will send his angel before you, and you shall take a wife for 
my son from there. 8 But if the woman is not willing to follow you, then you will 
be free from this oath of mine; only you must not take my son back there." 9 So 
the servant put his hand under the thigh of Abraham his master, and swore to 
him concerning this matter. 
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Were Isaac to go back he might be tempted to stay.  Though God is implacable 
in achieving His ends, He still rewards our cooperation.  This is a lesson that Abra-
ham had well learned.  May we too follow his example.

The remainder of  this chapter recounts the servant’s journey and ensuing meet-
ing with Rebekah, the negotiations for her betrothal to Isaac, the journey back and 
her marriage to Isaac.

Genesis 25:1-6

1 Abraham took another wife, whose name was Ketu'rah. 2 She bore him Zim-
ran, Jokshan, Medan, Mid'ian, Ishbak, and Shuah. 3 Jokshan was the father of 
Sheba and Dedan. The sons of Dedan were Asshu'rim, Letu'shim, and Le-um'mim. 
4 The sons of Mid'ian were Ephah, Epher, Hanoch, Abi'da, and Elda'ah. All 
these were the children of Ketu'rah. 

Abraham was blessed with the companionship of  a new wife and many addi-
tional children.

5 Abraham gave all he had to Isaac. 6 But to the sons of his concubines Abra-
ham gave gifts, and while he was still living he sent them away from his son 
Isaac, eastward to the east country. 

Abraham cared for the needs of  his progeny and ensured that Isaac would re-
ceive the blessing reserved for him alone.  

We shudder at the mention of  concubines.  We must remember that God has 
chosen to deal with humankind at the stage of  moral development at which He 
finds them.  He advances our moral state by inches, against the tide of  our stub-
bornness, pride and selfishness, gaining ground in one generation, losing it in an-
other, always inexorably pressing on towards our greatest good.

Abraham’s Death
Genesis 25:7-11

7 These are the days of the years of Abraham's life, a hundred and seventy-five 
years. 8 Abraham breathed his last and died in a good old age, an old man and 
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full of years, and was gathered to his people. 9 Isaac and Ish'mael his sons bur-
ied him in the cave of Mach-pe'lah, in the field of Ephron the son of Zohar the Hit-
tite, east of Mamre, 10 the field which Abraham purchased from the Hittites. 
There Abraham was buried, with Sarah his wife.

11 After the death of Abraham God blessed Isaac his son. And Isaac dwelt at 
Beer-la'hai-roi. 

Abraham died.  How could a life lived four thousand years ago have such sig-
nificance?  The answer is so simple.  God chose to bless all nations through him, 
and He did.  Let the Great Apostle explain:

Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be 
guaranteed to all Abraham's offspring—not only to those who are of the law but 
also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all. As it is 
written: "I have made you a father of many nations." He is our father in the sight 
of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead and calls 
things that are not as though they were. 
Romans 4:16,17 (NIV)

One measure of  a man’s greatness is whom his death brings together.  Given 
the stormy relationship between Sarah and Hagar, could Isaac and Ishmael but 
have had significant issues between them?  And yet, they came together, in peace 
and respect, to bury their father.

We likely underestimate the constant stress and danger that Abraham lived un-
der as an outsider in the land God had called him to sojourn into.  Recall the ra-
pidity of  the turning on Lot in Sodom when he opposed the rape of  his house-
guests.  Recall the recurring fear for his life as they entered a new king’s territory.  
For Abraham to follow the LORD God as he did from the initial act of  obedience 
to the sustaining acts of  continuance is a feat of  faith over fear that must be 
counted as astounding in its magnitude and as humbling in its depth.

Finally, for myself, to think of  Abraham’s essence is to recall the simple but sure 
dialogue that was repeated throughout: God said to him, "Abraham!" And 
he said, "Here am I.”
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Whenever God called, Abraham answered.  Abraham faltered and fell, but he 
never turned away from his LORD God.  It’s said that it is a fearful thing to be in 
the presence of  God.  I believe that it was for Abraham, every time.  But he also 
must have, even in those primitive times, perceived more deeply into the true char-
acter of  this one, true LORD God, finding there the attribute of  love that perme-
ated all.  This is the God with whom Abraham fell in love.  This is the Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit who made Abraham father of  us all.
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Closing Thoughts
Biblical Context

Prior to Abraham and Sarah’s story the Bible’s actors have a distinctly arche-
typical quality.  Thus, though their stories contain tremendous theological lessons, 
it is difficult to engage with them at the level of  frail flesh and blood.  

These limitations evaporate with the arrival of  Abraham and Sarah.  Looking 
back on their story we can almost feel the warmth of  their flesh, smell the sweat of  
their brow and see the sorrow, hope, fear and faith in their eyes.  We have come to 
know them with an almost painful intimacy, sometimes feeling that their sphere of  
privacy has been violated in the story’s telling.

And so we can profitably address the question of  “man’s chief  end” within the 
context of  Abraham and Sarah’s lives.  So too can we ask and answer the ques-
tions of  if  they did indeed glorify God and are enjoying Him forever.

Answering the Questions

Perhaps it is best to begin with the most complicated of  the questions.  Did 
Abraham and Sarah glorify God in their lives?  We well know the instances in 
which they failed to trust God for protection, for the keeping of  His promise.  We 
know of  their dysfunctional familial relationships, resulting in sometimes brutal 
cruelty.  That is, we know them in their full humanity, which means flaws included.

Thus, if  Abraham and Sarah did indeed glorify God it was done in spite of  
their manifest deficiencies, not because they were fundamentally better people 
than you or I.  This point is of  the greatest import.  For if  life must be lived on a 
plane of  higher moral perfection than can be achieved by any but the greatest 
saints then the hope of  glorifying God will be a forlorn one for all but the heroes 
of  the faith.

On the other hand, we must be clear that Abraham and Sarah’s failures were 
just that – failures to trust God’s faithfulness, to love their neighbor as themselves – 
failures to glorify God.  That is, to acknowledge that God can be glorified even 
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within the context of  moral failure is by no means license to continue in that fail-
ure.

To finally answer the question, yes, absolutely, positively, blessedly yes, Abra-
ham and Sarah did glorify God in their lives.  And, though they were flawed just 
as are you and I, they also are without a doubt both towering and foundational he-
roes of  the faith.

Abraham and Sarah glorified God by staking their very lives upon His promise.  
They lived as strangers in a strange land for more than half  of  their lives because 
of  their faithfulness to God’s call.  Whenever God called, they answered, ready to 
listen, to obey.  They held nothing back, even their own precious son.  

To catalogue their failures is to entirely miss the point.  Though they sinned, 
they were always faced towards the direction of  redemption, that is, towards the 
face of  the LORD God who never found them too tired or preoccupied to give 
Him their undivided attention.  In all of  this and more Abraham and Sarah glori-
fied God.  They glorified Him greatly, abundantly; so much so that their story has 
filled countless souls with the hope that only faith can secure.

Finally, are Abraham and Sarah “enjoying God forever?”  A careful reading of  
this text gives little reason to believe that they had the slightest inkling of  personal 
immortality.  The concept, to the extent that it existed at all, was bound within the 
sense of  one’s descendants being great in number and powerful.

However, we know that both Abraham and Sarah upon their deaths received 
the wondrous surprise of  eternal life; and that they are even now glorifying God 
with all the Saints.  Let Holy Scripture explain.

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place which he was 
to receive as an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was to go.  
By faith he sojourned in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents 
with Isaac and Jacob, heirs with him of the same promise.  For he looked for-
ward to the city which has foundations, whose builder and maker is God.  By 
faith Sarah herself received power to conceive, even when she was past the age, 
since she considered him faithful who had promised.  Therefore from one man, 
and him as good as dead, were born descendants as many as the stars of 
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heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore. These all died in 
faith, not having received what was promised, but having seen it and greeted it 
from afar, and having acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on the 
earth.  For people who speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a home-
land.  If they had been thinking of that land from which they had gone out, they 
would have had opportunity to return.  But as it is, they desire a better country, 
that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, 
for he has prepared for them a city.  By faith Abraham, when he was tested, of-
fered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises was ready to offer up his 
only son, of whom it was said, "Through Isaac shall your descendants be 
named."  He considered that God was able to raise men even from the dead; 
hence, figuratively speaking, he did receive him back.
Hebrews 11:8-19

To read this passage is to become aware of  an astonishing truth.  In the end 
Abraham and Sarah glorified God with their entire lives.  They did so because 
even their struggles and frailties have been transformed by God’s sovereign decree 
into testimonies that enlighten and encourage the saints.

And so, we imagine that we take our leave from Abraham and Sarah.  But we 
no more can leave them than we can leave our own parents.  For as our mothers 
and fathers are parents to us in the flesh, so too are Abraham and Sarah in the 
faith – and no less do they look down upon us with the love that only a parent can 
know.
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C H A P T E R  3

The Church Invisible
The Way that Refused to Go Away

Christ Giving the Keys to St. Peter (Consegna delle chiavi) by Pietro Vannucci Perugino.

And on that day a great persecution arose against the church in Jerusalem; and 
they were all scattered throughout the region of Judea and Samaria, except the 
apostles.  Devout men buried Stephen, and made great lamentation over him.  
But Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged 
off men and women and committed them to prison.
Acts 8:1b-3
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Opening Thoughts
The Historical Context

The “Church Visible” was opposed with all the power of  this fallen world, as 
had been Christ before.  But, although this visible manifestation of  God’s power 
may have been broken and scattered in specific instances, the “Church Invisible” 
lived on triumphant.  For this Church always breaks out in visible form, it simply 
cannot be contained. 

Q. 64 What is the invisible church? [1]
A. 64 The invisible church is the whole number of the elect, that have been, are, or 
shall be gathered into one under Christ the head.

There’s a larger context that must be set in order for the persecution of  the 
early church to be fully understood.  Simply stated, Christ’s claim to be the Mes-
siah was not only at odds with prevailing expectations (i.e., the expected conquer-
ing king as opposed to the actual suffering servant) but also just one more in a se-
quence of  claimants to this position.  In fact as recently as 6 A.D. a messianic 
claimant by the name of  Judas the Galilean had been dealt with (Acts 5:37).  Prior 
to him another named Theudas was similarly handled (Acts 5:36).

The implication is clear.  The Jewish leaders were dealing with a highly 
charged religious-political situation. The common people were looking for the 
Messiah and occasional individuals declared themselves to be just that.  Their ex-
perience was uniform that such claims were false.  But beyond being false, these 
claims and the accompanying unrest created the conditions for Roman retribu-
tion.  Thus, there were good theological as well as political reasons for dealing ag-
gressively with messianic movements in their midst.

What they didn’t take into account was the possibility that God would actually 
send the Messiah.  And, if  He did, that “God thunders wondrously with his 
voice; he does great things which we cannot comprehend.” (Job 37:5).  
And so when Jesus Christ arrived on the scene many of  their minds were already 
inoculated against the possibility of  God’s acting then and there to create a new 
world.  Beyond that, the machinery of  persecution was kept in good working or-

64

ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)
ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)


der, ready to snuff  out the sure-to-come next fools’ messiah movement.  As with all 
bureaucratic institutions, this one was designed to execute on its mission, not to de-
liberate on the deepest issues of  mankind’s destiny.

So, when the time was right the means by which to send Christ to His death 
were ready to go.  We have already discussed the general environment in which Je-
sus met His Cross.  His path to this seemingly ignominious death has been dis-
cussed at length in The Language of  Suffering [7].

What remains surprising is the determination of  Christ’s enemies to overlook 
even the most convincing evidence that this Person might actually be the Messiah.  
For example, read the descriptions of  the career of  Judas the Galilean [8] and com-
pare it to that of  Jesus.  The differences in action, motive, in every possible dimen-
sion could not be greater.  And yet the authorities lumped Jesus into the same cate-
gory as this man of  violence and shame.

In fact, with every demonstration of  grace, healing, mercy and wisdom His ene-
mies only increased in their hatred and determination to destroy Him.  One be-
gins to sense that they were not in control of  themselves, but rather were being 
driven forward by an unseen force.  Jesus Himself  said as much.

"The Son of man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders and chief 
priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised."
Luke 9:22

Note the “must” in this statement, not “might be.”  If  in God’s sovereign will 
the “elders and chief  priests and scribes” must treat the true Messiah in a 
particular way then could they have been anything but compelled to do so?

To Prevent Misunderstanding

Nothing in this manuscript is intended to allow for the great sin of  anti-
Semitism to be supported.  It is an undeniable matter of  fact that Jewish religious 
leaders (e.g., the Sanhedrin) played a central role in Christ’s Passion.  It is an 
equally undeniable fact that Christianity was born from the Jewish faith, that its 
earliest followers were virtually all Jewish, that the New Testament teaches that the 
Jewish Nation still has a special role to play in God’s plan for salvation, and that 
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we Christians share the Old Testament in common with our Jewish brothers and 
sisters.  Even if  none of  the above were true, Christianity is a faith that values and 
loves the human being and the soul that is encased within.  Our calling is not to 
cast blame and hate but rather to seek and to save in the powerful Name of  our 
Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  But if  anyone were to demand an answer for who is 
to blame for Christ’s crucifixion, the answer is only as far as the nearest mirror.

Beyond crucifixion I will discuss the Jewish religious leadership’s opposition to 
the Jesus movement.  These actions by specific individuals and my comments are 
in no way to be interpreted as a general condemnation of  the Jewish people.  It is 
a sad state of  affairs to have to so carefully deal with this issue.  But the reality is 
that, in spite of  Christ’s clear embrace of  the Old Testament and the Apostle 
Paul’s clear teaching that the Jewish people are still beloved by God and hold a spe-
cial place in His plan, some would seek to distort discussion of  these controversies 
into paths that lead to anger and hate rather than love and understanding for our 
brothers and sisters who are in the Jewish faith.
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Exposition
The Death
Mark 15:37

37 And Jesus uttered a loud cry, and breathed his last.

Soon after Jesus “breathed his last,” both Pilate and the Sanhedrin would 
breathe sighs of  relief  that this latest troublemaking messiah had been dispatched.  
For Pilate the relief  was that no civic unrest had broken out that would have made 
him vulnerable to imperial criticism.  For the Sanhedrin, this upstart religious 
usurper and threat to the peace had been dealt with in such a manner that no imi-
tator would likely come forward for many years.

They had played the world’s power game perfectly, and, now could reap the re-
wards.  This ragged band of  Jesus-followers would now disband and dissolve back 
into the faceless mass of  nobodies from which they have been drawn.  The peace 
required for taxes to be collected, power relationships to be maintained and con-
sciences to be free from challenge would return to a stable equilibrium.

Or, so they imagined.

The Burial
Mark 15:42-47

42 And when evening had come, since it was the day of Preparation, that is, the 
day before the sabbath, 43 Joseph of Arimathe'a, a respected member of the 
council, who was also himself looking for the kingdom of God, took courage and 
went to Pilate, and asked for the body of Jesus.

Consider this act of  boldness with care.  Joseph had nothing to gain by this re-
quest.  Jesus was to all appearances destroyed – body, character, soul – and yet Jo-
seph still chose to identify with Him.  He was requesting to show honor to a pub-
licly condemned criminal and a man cursed by God: “his body shall not re-
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main all night upon the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for 
a hanged man is accursed by God” (Deuteronomy 21:23a).

This act of  self-sacrificial love was the first small flicker of  the blinding light 
that was about to break into the world Sunday morning.  Though it would take 
the Resurrection and Pentecost for the Disciples to be set on fire, Joseph’s heart al-
ready was burning.

44 And Pilate wondered if he were already dead; and summoning the centurion, 
he asked him whether he was already dead. 45 And when he learned from the 
centurion that he was dead, he granted the body to Joseph.

We last saw this centurion at the foot of  the cross, exclaiming, “Truly this 
man was the Son of  God!” (Mark 15:39) when he saw how Jesus died.  Now he 
stands before Pilate, a man whose main response to all that has happened is to be 
surprised at the speed of  Jesus’ death.  The rapidity of  transition from ultimate ho-
liness to vile commonness could not but have made a powerful impression.

Joseph’s boldness is rewarded.

46 And he bought a linen shroud, and taking him down, wrapped him in the 
linen shroud, and laid him in a tomb which had been hewn out of the rock; and 
he rolled a stone against the door of the tomb. 

Joseph has time to make only the most limited provisions for burial prior to the 
beginning of  the Sabbath.

47 Mary Mag'dalene and Mary the mother of Joses saw where he was laid.

Throughout Christ’s passion it has been the women who have followed most 
closely.  They continue to follow right up to the entombment, surely already plan-
ning to return after the Sabbath in order to make their one last offering of  devo-
tion.

We terribly devalue the foundations of  our faith by passing lightly over the 
depths of  defeat to which the followers of  Jesus found themselves.  They had been 
witnessing a man who healed the sick, drove out demons and even raised the dead.  
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His words were astonishing in their originality, piercing in their impact and over-
powering in their authority.  He had bested his opponents in every encounter, even 
though they were the supposed elite religious teachers and he the hick from Naz-
areth.  He had walked on water, calmed storms, fed the thousands and been trans-
figured on the mount.  He had entered Jerusalem to shouts of  “Hosanna” as the 
conquering Messiah.  This is only a partial summary of  all that they had wit-
nessed.

And then, this same man had been taken, bound, beaten, flogged, mocked and 
crucified.  He had been marched nearly naked through Jerusalem, bleeding from 
his head, back and likely legs, chest and face.  He had been laid out on a wooden 
cross and had nails driven through his arms and feet.  He was then raised up, trans-
fixed, unable to move, exposed to insects and birds, to mockery; unable to deal 
with the most basic bodily functions with any vestige of  privacy.  And there he re-
mained, stripped of  all honor, stripped of  all hope, stripped of  all grace – a cursed 
thing hanging from a tree until it died.

That is a tiny taste in words of  the depths of  defeat to which the followers of  
Jesus had been driven by the powers of  this world.  Don’t look away.  Dare to look 
upon it.

Q. 49 How did Christ humble himself in his death? [1]
A. 49 Christ humbled himself in his death, in that having been betrayed by Judas, for-
saken by his disciples, scorned and rejected by the world, condemned by Pilate, and 
tormented by his persecutors; having also conflicted with the terrors of death and 
the powers of darkness, felt and borne the weight of God’s wrath, he laid down his 
life an offering for sin, enduring the painful, shameful, and cursed death of the 
cross.

Q. 50 Wherein consisted Christ’s humiliation after his death? [1]
A. 50 Christ’s humiliation after his death consisted in his being buried, and continu-
ing in the state of the dead, and under the power of death till the third day, which 
hath been otherwise expressed in these words: “He descended into hell.”

69

ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)
ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)
ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)
ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)


For unless you truly take it in you can’t begin to comprehend the astonishing na-
ture of  what happened next.

Pentecost
Acts 2:14-17; 22-25; 37-41

Pentecost occurred fifty days after the 
Resurrection and ten days after the As-
cension.  All the Resurrection accounts 
in Scripture tell of  encounters limited 
to those who most likely had been Je-
sus’ followers prior to the Crucifixion.  
It therefore is reasonable to assume that 
most, if  not all, of  these earth-
shattering events were occurring out-
side the consciousness of  the civil and 
religious authorities.  

It’s possible that they were watching the 
Disciples, and, if  so, would have been 
perplexed as to why they weren’t dis-
banding and slinking back to their 
homes.  There are also accounts of  
striking events associated with Christ’s 

death and resurrection such as the tearing of  the curtain of  the temple from top to 
bottom, an earthquake and reports of  the holy dead walking through Jerusalem 
(Matthew 27:51-53).  

Thus, there could have been reason for unease in the authority’s minds.  How-
ever, given the general peace and ability to write off  disquieting information as 
mere coincidence or ignorant superstition, it’s reasonable to presume that, fifty-
three days after the death of  this Jesus of  Nazareth there was a sense that nor-
malcy was returning.

That false peace was about to be shattered by the bold words of  a fisherman.  
Never again would kings or priests own the field unopposed.  For on that Pentecost 
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morning The Body of  Christ rose up anew. And though it has been sorely at-
tacked and known terrible inner strife, it still moves forward with sovereign pur-
pose towards its goal.

14 But Peter, standing with the eleven, lifted up his voice and addressed them, 
"Men of Judea and all who dwell in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and 
give ear to my words.

15 For these men are not drunk, as you suppose, since it is only the third hour of 
the day; 16 but this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: 
17 'And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit 
upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your 
young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams;

Note first the eloquence of  this introduction.  These are not the halting, mud-
dled words of  an ignorant fisherman.  No, they are the clear, confident, inspired 
words of  a polished orator.  But how could this be, as Peter would have been 
dressed in simple garb and many must have known him as the coward who had be-
trayed his master when the chips were down.

The sermon continues…

22 "Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you 
by God with mighty works and wonders and signs which God did through him in 
your midst, as you yourselves know-- 23 this Jesus, delivered up according to the 
definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of 
lawless men. 24 But God raised him up, having loosed the pangs of death, be-
cause it was not possible for him to be held by it. 25 For David says concerning 
him, 'I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand that I may not 
be shaken.

Now the stunning news has been revealed.  Peter began by saying, “These 
men are not drunk.”  He now makes a claim that places into question not their 
sobriety but rather their sanity.  But prior to that he accuses his listeners of  a crime 
against the LORD God Himself.  
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Can a more precarious position from which to announce a new faith be imag-
ined?  Let’s review.  Your leader will be a crucified criminal, you are guilty of  com-
mitting a terrible crime against the LORD God, this criminal has been raised from 
the dead by the testimony of  some country bumpkin fisherman and finally, King 
David, the most beloved and revered of  all rulers, had prophesied that this crimi-
nal was his “Lord.”

The word “insane” seems terribly inadequate as a holder of  meaning for such 
a claim.  Recall that the risen Lord had not made Himself  generally visible, but 
rather appeared only to His Own.  Recall also that the authorities had made it ab-
solutely clear how they would deal with those following this troublemaking mes-
siah.  And, finally, recall that many, or most, in this crowd had seen Jesus die in 
shame and solitude outside the city, nailed to a tree.

And yet, the claim was made.  Not timidly, but boldly.  Meditate on this.

The sermon concludes…

36 ”Let all the house of Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him 
both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified."

The sheer audacity of  this conclusion cannot be overstated. The mind simply 
reels at the thought of  such a claim.

What should have happened is that Peter and his little band of  fellows were 
tarred, feathered, mocked and run out of  town on a rail (or the equivalent for that 
time).  Or, more likely, they should have ended up hanging on their own crosses 
outside of  Jerusalem.   But…

37 Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and 
the rest of the apostles, "Brethren, what shall we do?"

How can we account for this reaction?  Skeptics will seek to cast doubt on this 
narrative.  However, the undeniable fact of  Christ’s church’s existence means that 
this response in some form had to have occurred thousands of  times over, and in 
rapid succession for the movement to take hold.  

72



We also know with as much certainty as anything can be from antiquity that 
the core of  the Gospel preached in the primitive church was Christ crucified, risen 
and reigning as Lord and God.  How can we, after centuries of  Christianity as the 
dominant religion of  the West, after the sanitization of  the disgrace of  the cross, 
possibly understand the impossibility of  such a gospel were it powered merely by 
human belief ?

Perhaps the “Alexamenos graffito,” the earli-
est known depiction (parody) of  Christ’s cru-
cifixion will provide a small sense of  the 
shame and scandal of  this gospel’s founda-
tion.  The description from Wikipedia (on 
January 16, 2008) reads:

The image depicts a man with the head of  a don-
key who appears to be attached to a cross. To the 
left is a young man raising one hand in a gesture 
suggesting worship.

Beneath the cross there is a caption written in 
crude Greek: Αλεξαμενος ϲεβετε θεον, "Alexame-
nos worships [his] God". ϲεβετε appears to be a 

misspelling of  ϲεβεται = "worships."
The general consensus is that the graffito dates from some time in the third century, al-
though dates as early as AD 85 have been suggested.

The graffito was discovered in 1857, when a building called the domus Gelotiana was un-
earthed on the Palatine Hill. The emperor Caligula had acquired the house for the imperial 
palace, which after Caligula died became used as a Paedagogium or boarding school for the 
imperial page boys. Later the street on which the house sat was walled off  to give support to 
extensions to the buildings above, and it thus remained sealed for centuries. The graffito is 
today housed in the Palatine antiquarium in Rome.

Look closely on the tracing.

The overwhelming weight of  scholarly opinion is that this is a derisive depic-
tion of  early Christian worship.  
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If  we want to gain a more immediate sense of  the emotional impact of  claim-
ing our Savior is a crucified man, consider the notion of  God having waited until 
modern times to send Christ.  In the place of  a cross might be an electric chair.  
Imagine the Apostles preaching Christ electrocuted, dead and risen.  In this case 
we would find ourselves transforming an electric chair from a device of  death to a 
symbol of  eternal hope and love.

If  you are shocked and a bit sickened by such an idea then you can begin to ap-
preciate the cultural chasm across which the Apostles and Saints had to cross with 
their gospel.  To imagine that human power is sufficient for such a task requires a 
greater leap of  faith than anything that Christianity has ever asked.

38 And Peter said to them, "Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the 
name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the 
gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 For the promise is to you and to your children and to 
all that are far off, every one whom the Lord our God calls to him."

Peter’s response only adds to the already astounding nature of  this new faith.  
Let’s enumerate.  

First, since it is only God who can forgive sins, Jesus is being announced to a 
monotheistic crowd as God as opposed to just the Messiah (Mark 2:7 and Luke 
5:21).  Jewish theology held that God alone could forgive sins (Isaiah 43:25), which 
left out even the Messiah.  Thus, this formulation directly confirmed the charge by 
which Jesus was condemned – that being blasphemy (Mark 14:64).

Second, Peter was promising the general gift of  the “Holy Spirit” to this crowd.  
If  you think that mainline Christians have difficulty with this Person of  the Trinity, 
that’s nothing compared to the issues that traditional Jews of  ca. AD 30 would 
have had.  In Jewish theology the Holy Spirit was conceived of  as an aspect of  
God’s action in the world as it applied to specific (and very selective) people and 
situations.  Here Peter was promising this gift as a part of  each person’s conversion 
experience and continuing relationship with God.  This was no small change in 
theological situation that was being announced.
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Third, and finally, Peter announces that the boundaries of  this faith are uncer-
tain but expansive.  Anyone who had knowledge of  Jesus’ ministry would remem-
ber His inclusion of  the Samaritans, the Roman Centurion, and the outcast within 
His circle of  grace.  Thus, to speak in these terms left open the real possibility of  a 
faith that would ultimately expand beyond its Jewish center.  Chances are that only 
the most knowledgeable and perceptive would have made such a connection.  It’s 
even doubtful that Peter understood the full import of  these words.  

But let there be no doubt – though this new faith would begin as a sect within 
Judaism, its self-understood theology from the very beginning guaranteed that it 
would be ejected and persecuted.  And, on this glorious day, the multitudes were 
being told the truth about the nature of  this new faith.

40 And he testified with many other words and exhorted them, saying, "Save 
yourselves from this crooked generation." 41 So those who received his word 
were baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls.

The crowd must have been huge and the rate of  conversion extremely high for 
such a result.  Can we but conclude that the Holy Spirit was moving with tremen-
dous power to bring Christ’s Church into being?

Healing, Preaching and Conflict
Acts 3:24 – 26

At the beginning of  this chapter Peter heals a blind beggar.  The beggar had 
asked for money from Peter and John as they walked to the temple.  Peter re-
sponded that “I have no silver and gold, but I give you what I have; in the 
name of  Jesus Christ of  Nazareth, walk.” (Acts 3:6).  The man was miracu-
lously healed, his broken feet and ankles becoming strong at that very instant.  
The man was filled with joy and began to jump and praise God as he went with 
the Apostles into the temple courts.

The people there recognized this man as a well-known cripple and were filled 
with amazement.  They came running to see this miracle, forming a crowd.  Peter, 
seeing the opportunity began to speak.  What follows is another sermon explaining 
the gospel of  Jesus Christ and claiming the name of  this same Jesus Christ as the 
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power through whom this 
beggar had been healed.

We join Peter at the climax 
of  this second great found-
ing sermon of  our faith.

24 And all the prophets 
who have spoken, from 
Samuel and those who 
came afterwards, also pro-
claimed these days. 25 You 
are the sons of the prophets 
and of the covenant which 
God gave to your fathers, 

saying to Abraham, 'And in your posterity shall all the families of the earth be 
blessed.' 26 God, having raised up his servant, sent him to you first, to bless you 
in turning every one of you from your wickedness."

What was uncertain in the first Pentecost sermon is now made absolutely clear 
– the circle of  grace expanding with its center there in Jerusalem would encom-
pass the entire earth.  It’s once again exceedingly difficult to capture the psycho-
logical and theological challenges that such a position would create for a sect begin-
ning in the center of  Judaism; the capital city of  God’s own chosen and holy peo-
ple.

Acts 4:1 - 22

1 And as they were speaking to the people, the priests and the captain of the 
temple and the Sad'ducees came upon them, 2 annoyed because they were 
teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead. 3 
And they arrested them and put them in custody until the morrow, for it was al-
ready evening. 4 But many of those who heard the word believed; and the num-
ber of the men came to about five thousand.
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The specific proximate cause of  Peter and John’s arrest is that they were pro-
claiming the resurrection of  the dead through Jesus.  This would have been a par-
ticularly provoking teaching for the Sadducees, who denied the resurrection of  the 
dead.  However, teaching resurrection was not in itself  an issue of  blasphemy, for 
the Pharisees, another Jewish sect in good standing, also held this position.

Clearly it was the larger teaching, of  Jesus as the crucified and risen Messiah 
that led to their arrest.  The fact that this dead troublemaker’s disciples were now 
apparently reproducing his miracles, insisting that he had risen from the grave and 
winning converts by the thousands must have hit the religious authorities with the 
impact of  a body blow.  

How to account for this remarkable response?  Were these men mad?  But how 
were mad-men convincing others by the thousands to join in with their madness?  
A crucified, humiliated criminal was the Messiah?  He has been raised from the 
dead?  All sins would be forgiven through him?  All people of  the earth would be 
included in the blessing?  Madness!  And yet it was happening!  Their perfectly exe-
cuted plan turned into ashes in their mouths.  Well, they were men of  wisdom and 
determination, so continued action they would take to understand and then stamp 
out this madness.  How hard could it be?

5 On the morrow their rulers and elders and scribes were gathered together in 
Jerusalem, 6 with Annas the high priest and Ca'iaphas and John and Alexander, 
and all who were of the high-priestly family. 7 And when they had set them in the 
midst, they inquired, "By what power or by what name did you do this?"

Do you remember?

So the band of soldiers and their captain and the officers of the Jews seized Je-
sus and bound him.  First they led him to Annas; for he was the father-in-law of 
Ca'iaphas, who was high priest that year. It was Ca'iaphas who had given coun-
sel to the Jews that it was expedient that one man should die for the people. 
John 18:12-14

They had seen to it that Jesus was condemned to die on the cross.  Now, stand-
ing before these same men of  power, the Sanhedrin, were two men.  One, Peter, 
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had made a public display of  betrayal by denying fellowship with Jesus three 
times.  The other had stood passively by while Jesus was arrested, beaten, tried, 
flogged and crucified.  Neither showed signs of  noble birth or great learning.  
They were the dregs of  society standing before the elites, ready to be dealt with 
and disposed of.

8 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, "Rulers of the people and 
elders, 9 if we are being examined today concerning a good deed done to a 
cripple, by what means this man has been healed, 10 be it known to you all, and 
to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom 
you crucified, whom God raised from the dead, by him this man is standing be-
fore you well. 11 This is the stone which was rejected by you builders, but which 
has become the head of the corner. 12 And there is salvation in no one else, for 
there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be 
saved."

The New Testament speaks with one voice on from where the apostle’s power 
came.  It was not from within them.  No, it was from the Holy Spirit.  Peter, Paul, 
John; none claimed anything for themselves.  So captivated were they by the love 
of  Christ and surrendered to the Spirit’s power were they that their own selves be-
came bound instruments of  God’s will.  

But far from finding themselves will-less, they had become the freest men alive; 
and perhaps who ever will live this side of  Christ’s return.  No man, no council, no 
empire held the slightest power over them.  No fate held fear for them.  

They truly were in this world but not of  it.  For they had seen the Risen Lord, 
placed their hands in His pierced side, their fingers through His hands.  They had 
heard His risen voice call them to follow, to lead others to find this new life.

Nor were they giving up anything of  their individuality by surrendering so com-
pletely to the Spirit’s power.  In fact, they were discovering the amazing truth that 
the more they lived in Christ the more they became the unique individual that 
God had created.  This aspect of  Christianity – its startling emphasis on each indi-
vidual’s worth while maintaining the emphasis on community – would transform 
the geography of  both religious thought and civilization’s path.  But both occurred 
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only because the Holy Spirit descended in power to touch hearts with courage, 
hope and love at just the right moment.

And so Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, speaks words of  dazzling truth and 
power that send shock waves through these elite inquisitors.

13 Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they 
were uneducated, common men, they wondered; and they recognized that they 
had been with Jesus. 14 But seeing the man that had been healed standing be-
side them, they had nothing to say in opposition.

15 But when they had commanded them to go aside out of the council, they con-
ferred with one another, 16 saying, "What shall we do with these men? For that 
a notable sign has been performed through them is manifest to all the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it. 17 But in order that it may spread no fur-
ther among the people, let us warn them to speak no more to any one in this 
name."  

Of  what use was their wisdom, their standing, their power? They conferred in 
helplessness.

18 So they called them and charged them not to speak or teach at all in the 
name of Jesus. 19 But Peter and John answered them, "Whether it is right in the 
sight of God to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge; 20 for we can-
not but speak of what we have seen and heard."

We can only imagine them doing their level best to puff  themselves up into an 
impressive, threatening posture from which to issue this command, only to be de-
flated by the calm, unbending response.

21 And when they had further threatened them, they let them go, finding no way 
to punish them, because of the people; for all men praised God for what had 
happened. 22 For the man on whom this sign of healing was performed was 
more than forty years old.
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It is the religious leaders who are left baffled and in retreat at the end of  this 
skirmish.  These were not men who take defeat lightly.  This experience had likely 
only convinced them of  the deadly danger that this new movement held.  Their re-
sponse would not be subtle.  It would be swift, it would be violent, and it would be 
for keeps.  It would require a man of  keen intellect and ruthless determination.  
Now, they must find him and then set the counterattack in motion.

The Martyrdom of Stephen
Acts 7:51-60

Much of  importance occurs between Peter and John’s confrontation with and 
this, the finale of  Stephen’s speech to the Sanhedrin.  The Church’s roots had 
grown deeper and its branches had spread higher and broader, reaching eagerly 
for the Son.  The Apostles had survived a second round of  persecution, this time 
ending in a flogging.  

And, the Church had grown in organization with the creation of  the Office of  
Deacon. Stephen was one, and likely the leader, of  seven men chosen to see that 
food was equitably distributed to all widows in the church, Grecian and Hebraic 
alike.  Stephen though was no simple distributor of  bread.  He was also a powerful 
evangelist of  Christ, working miracles while fearlessly preaching the Gospel.

It was through Stephen that the main counterattack was launched.  The Apos-
tles had twice been attacked and both times the Sanhedrin had been repulsed.  A 
softer target was needed, one that was exposed and ready to be exploited.  Ste-
phen was, so it seemed, the perfect choice.  He was not one of  the original disci-
ples, nor was he a native of  Israel.  False charges of  blasphemy were made against 
him and he was dragged before the Sanhedrin.  It is here that Stephen made an 
impassioned speech in defense on the gospel and its roots in the Old Testament, 
with the following fateful finale.

51 "You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist 
the Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you. 52 Which of the prophets did not 
your fathers persecute? And they killed those who announced beforehand the 
coming of the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered, 53 
you who received the law as delivered by angels and did not keep it."
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Stephen’s speech prior to verse 51 appears to be a fairly conventional recitation 
of  Jewish history, starting with Abraham.  There is a reoccurring theme of  disobe-
dience; but not obviously beyond the bounds of  the underlying Biblical narrative.

However, at verse 51 Stephen suddenly breaks from the story line and launches 
into this personal, direct attack on the Sanhedrin members.  What provoked this 
outburst is a mystery.  Perhaps he saw the hardness in his inquisitor’s eyes and real-
ized that there would be no mercy.  Perhaps the Holy Spirit moved him suddenly 
to confront their evil.  

Whatever the reason, 
Stephen had slapped 
the Sanhedrin full 
across the face in 
broad daylight.  
There was no back-
ing down.

54 Now when they 
heard these things 
they were enraged, 
and they ground their 
teeth against him. 55 
But he, full of the 
Holy Spirit, gazed 
into heaven and saw 

the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God; 56 and he said, 
"Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the right 
hand of God." 

Now insult had been followed by blasphemy.  The end of  his speech had been 
gasoline thrown onto dry brush.  This statement was a lighted torch being thrown 
on top.
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57 But they cried out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed to-
gether upon him. 58 Then they cast him out of the city and stoned him; and the 
witnesses laid down their garments at the feet of a young man named Saul.

Note the passion of  this crime.  For a crime it was to execute a man without the 
proper judicial decision of  the Roman authorities.  

But take note of  the last sentence.  There is this man named Saul who has ar-
rived on the scene.  He stands apart from the passion of  the stoning, apparently in 
a position of  some responsibility.  This is the point at which – the Great Apostle – 
the Slave of  Jesus Christ – the poet of  Faith, Hope and Love – the man for whom 
nothing could separate from the love of  God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord – en-
ters the Biblical record – at the moment of  and as an accessory to the creation of  
the first Christian martyr.

59 And as they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit." 
60 And he knelt down and cried with a loud voice, "Lord, do not hold this sin 
against them." And when he had said this, he fell asleep.

Stephen like his Lord and God asks at the moment of  his murder that the 
crime not be held against its perpetrators.  What happened at the foot of  the 
Cross, where a hardened, violent man saw how the Savior died?

And when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that he thus breathed his 
last, he said, "Truly this man was the Son of God!"
Mark 15:39

The response of  Jesus’ followers to His humiliation and death was astounding.  
Even more so was the fact that this riff-raff  was able to pick right up where Jesus 
left off  – performing public miracles of  healing, preaching, converting multitudes 
and besting their betters in every encounter.

Though knocked off  balance, these men of  prestige and power were not so eas-
ily defeated.  They regrouped and brought in a new man who had the intellectual 
firepower and cold-blooded determination to see that this insane cult would finally 
be ground into powder.  That man was Saul of  Tarsus, “circumcised on the 
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eighth day, of  the people of  Israel, of  the tribe of  Benjamin, a He-
brew born of  Hebrews; as to the law a Pharisee, as to zeal a persecu-
tor of  the church, as to righteousness under the law blameless.” (Philip-
pians 3:5,6).

Saul in his cold rage drove forward.  But we are bound to ask if  after witnessing 
how Stephen died, somewhere deep down, buried under the dead weight of  Law, 
pride and ambition a tiny spark was ignited that would not be taken up until 
hearts by the thousands were burning bright with the love of  Christ.

The Persecution

Saul was the equivalent of  a specialist enforcer, brought from out of  town to 
clean up a particularly difficult problem.  He had no history of  failure in dealing 
with this cult.  He had no connection to previous decisions.  He was a new agent, 
free to act with confidence and ruthlessness.  And act he did, with the brutality of  
one who saw a hateful human contagion of  heresy that must be crushed into obliv-
ion.

Acts 8:1-3

1 And Saul was consenting to his death.

Yes, Saul gave approval.  But for his approval to have any meaning a deal 
would have had to been struck with the Roman authorities.  Only they could le-
gally condemn a man to death: Pilate said to them, "Take him yourselves 
and judge him by your own law." The Jews said to him, "It is not law-
ful for us to put any man to death." (John 18:31).  Saul and the religious lead-
ers must have laid their plans with precision.

The Roman authorities would have also reacted with great concern when the 
followers of  Jesus refused to slink back to their pitiful villages.  It appears likely 
that a new man had arrived with a plan to stop this madness in its tracks.  And so, 
authority was given to do whatever must to achieve the agreed end.  The man to 
whom this authority was given was Saul.  So, when he gave approval to the mob 
stoning Stephen, they knew that they were in the clear.
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And on that day a great persecution arose against the church in Jerusalem; and 
they were all scattered throughout the region of Judea and Sama'ria, except the 
apostles. 2 Devout men buried Stephen, and made great lamentation over him. 3 
But Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged 
off men and women and committed them to prison.

Finally, the rising tide of  this cult is checked!  They are sent fleeing; the slow 
are arrested and thrown into prison.  Their flock abandons the so-called apostles.  
An example has been made of  Stephen that will finally still the tongues of  these 
fool Jesus-Way preachers.  Saul is executing on his mission with all of  the excel-
lence and comprehensiveness that they had hoped for!

Acts 9:1, 2

1 But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, 
went to the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damas-
cus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, men or women, he might bring 
them bound to Jerusalem.

Note the violence in the language.  The very breath of  this man Saul was a hor-
rid vapor of  murder.  Not content to rout the Way in Jerusalem, he was deter-
mined to chase them down and bring them back to face punishment.  Damascus 
was likely only the first of  numerous cities to which Saul was planning to bring his 
campaign of  annihilation.

The Apostle Looks Back
Galatians 1:13,14

Saul knew exactly what he was doing by accepting leadership for destruction of  
Christ’s church.  Looking back on the experience approximately fourteen years 
later he is unflinching in laying bare his motivations.

13 For you have heard of my former life in Judaism, how I persecuted the church 
of God violently and tried to destroy it; 14 and I advanced in Judaism beyond 
many of my own age among my people, so extremely zealous was I for the tradi-
tions of my fathers.
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Saul was on the fast track to power.  Had he succeeded he would have been ele-
vated to the top leadership in Judaism at a very young age.  In addition, the Ro-
man authorities would have recognized in Saul a man with whom they could do 
business with confidence.

All that was required to attain this glory was the destruction of  a strange but 
amazingly stubborn cult of  personality around this man Jesus.  Of  course many 
lives would have to be destroyed in the process, but they had challenged the faith 
of  his fathers and the peace of  the empire.  Such fools had asked for whatever was 
to be their fate.  If  a clever man’s career could be accelerated in the process, well, 
then all the better.
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Closing Thoughts

And so we take out leave from this account with Christ’s Church scattered and 
on the run for their very lives, and, in pursuit, Saul of  Tarsus, who in his hatred 
and capability was as close as can be approximated on earth to a demon raised 
from Hades.  Surely this was finally the end of  this ridiculous Jesus-Way; must 
have thought the self-satisfied religious and Roman leadership.  

For all things human they had every reason to think so.  What they didn’t know, 
but should have by then was that this wasn’t something human.  The wise Ga-
maliel had said when the Sanhedrin was debating what to do about the apostles 
(Acts 5:38b, 39).

“for if this plan or this undertaking is of men, it will fail; but if it is of God, you 
will not be able to overthrow them. You might even be found opposing God!"

And that is exactly what they were doing – opposing God.  So, what looked 
from a human point of  view like a steamroller to victory was actually one heading 
for a cliff.  All the wisdom, might and hatred of  the world focused on the eradica-
tion of  this Way was only so much fluff  for God to blow aside.

It didn’t look that way to these early Christ followers.  They must have been liv-
ing in tremendous fear.  But, when the dust settled and God’s action had been re-
vealed, it would be the simple followers of  Jesus who would understand the amaz-
ing truth buried inside the astonishing response and counter response to Christ’s 
crucifixion.  

but God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose what is 
weak in the world to shame the strong 
1 Corinthians 1:27

The “wise” of  this world would learn nothing.
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C H A P T E R  4

Effectual Calling
Becoming the Apostle Paul

Bartolome Esteban Murillo; The Conversion of  Saint Paul

Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles.  Last of all, as to one un-
timely born, he appeared also to me.  For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to 
be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.  But by the grace 
of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the con-
trary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of 
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God which is with me.  Whether then it was I or they, so we preach and so you 
believed.
1 Corinthians 15:7-11

Q. 59 Who are made partakers of redemption through Christ? [2]
A. 59 Redemption is certainly applied, and effectually communicated, to all those 
for whom Christ hath purchased it; who are in time by the Holy Ghost enabled to be-
lieve in Christ, according to the gospel.
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Opening Thoughts
The Historical Context

With the possible exception of  David there is no person in the Bible about 
whose public and inner life we know more than the Apostle Paul’s.  This bounty 
of  information would appear to make a study of  “effectual calling” based on 
Paul’s life and thought a straightforward undertaking.  It is not.

It is not because there is no person in the Bible whose faith, mission, character 
and relationships intersected with controversy more than did those of  this Great 
Apostle.  To engage with Paul is to encounter the deepest issues of  faith with all 
hope for the quiet life lost.  It is to come face to face with the contradictions and 
frailties of  human nature yet somehow redeemed and sanctified by impossible 
grace.  The Apostle Paul’s ministry raises uncomfortable questions about the iden-
tity and meaning of  Christ, about God’s sovereignty, about our responsibilities as 
willful creatures, about our gender relationships, about the potential for human fel-
lowship – about every issue that vexed the Roman world and that vexes us still to 
this day.

Another problem is the vastness of  Paul’s work, both in volume and depth.  His 
actions dominate the Book of  Acts.  We also have a corpus of  fourteen Epistles 
(though some are in dispute), each one a treasure trove of  theological thought hid-
den within the shifting kaleidoscope of  culture, conflict, politics, relationship and 
love that drove Paul’s pen by the Spirit’s Holy power.  

Paul’s imprint on primitive Christianity is so powerful that some historians have 
declared him to be its true founder.  Such a claim would have been rejected by this 
slave of  Christ as a terrible blasphemy.  And yet, Paul’s work, carried out on the ra-
zor’s edge of  faith, politics and cultural norms, was indeed setting in motion a 
movement that would ultimately overcome the great Roman Empire and then 
much of  the world beyond.  

Was Paul the Great Apostle, filled by the Holy Spirit in order that he might 
carry the Gospel to the Gentiles?  Or, was Paul the interloper who hijacked The 
Way and turned it in directions never intended by its founder?
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You, dear reader, may wonder at the inclusion of  such stark questions at the 
very beginning of  this journey.  After all, Paul’s letters are safely included in every 
New Testament.  His words are read during worship around the globe.  But, for all 
that, Paul remains a figure saturated by controversy, held at arm’s length even by 
many in the Church, always in danger of  being rejected once the next verse is 
read.

The early Church has spoken with one voice – he is the Great Apostle.  That is, 
he is not Christianity’s corruptor, not it’s true founder; he is rather its faithful ves-
sel, carrying its amazing Good News to a dark and dying world.  

The error of  his critics (or are some of  them admirers?) is to mistake the vessel 
for its filler.  The Apostle Paul was indeed the most notable vessel of  this Good 
News that remade the world.  He was not, though, anything but that, a vessel emp-
tied of  pride, position, past fellowship – all – to be refilled with the Gospel of  Jesus 
Christ.  No one was clearer on this point than Paul himself.  

This is the Apostle that I will follow, a broken and redeemed man.  So trans-
formed by his encounter with Jesus Christ that no suffering, no barrier, no loss 
could possibly compare to the surpassing joy of  serving his Lord and Savior.  He 
remained broken, but even that was transformed through Christ’s power into spiri-
tual light that shows the way forward.  

He still beckons us to follow.  Not as a shining example of  human success, but 
rather as a humble, weather-beaten sign who’s only self-understood value is in to 
whom it points – the Lord and Savior of  humankind, Jesus, the Christ.

Beginning the Journey

As we open this section, Saul is on his way to Damascus, “breathing threats 
and murder against the disciples of  the Lord.”  We are compelled to in-
quire into the sources of  this terrible fury.  Are they the straightforward causes of  
reaction against a heretical sect that is bringing dishonor to the Jewish religion and 
threatening the civil peace?  Or, in addition to these, and deeper still, are they the 
outward manifestation of  a dreadful inner conflict?
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That conflict would be no other than the Holy Spirit working within Saul to 
bring him to faith in Jesus Christ.  We’ve speculated about the parallel between the 
Centurion and Saul seeing how Christ and Stephen died, respectively.  We can 
also be fairly sure that a man of  Saul’s powerful will would not surrender his cher-
ished beliefs easily to the claims of  a new and seemingly absurd sect.  And so, we 
would expect that, were there a struggle occurring within Saul for his very soul, it 
would erupt into view in powerful and striking ways.  This is indeed what we see.

We must take note that this is one of  those points in history where the issue of  
man’s will and God’s sovereignty meet at the sharpness of  a razor’s edge.  For was 
there ever a more willful man than Saul in the Bible’s record?  And, was ever a 
man more transformed and yet somehow, mysteriously, preserved in all his essence 
than was this man Saul who became the Great Apostle, Paul?  The Apostle him-
self  thought long and deeply about this very issue.  Although we will not hear all 
his words on the subject here, we will meditate on the mystery.
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Exposition
The Road to Damascus

This event is the basis for Paul’s claim to full Apostleship.  Though he would ad-
mit that this office came to him as to “one untimely born,” he nonetheless 
claimed direct communication with the risen Christ as the motive force behind his 
conversion and mission.  Given what he endured and accomplished for Christ’s 
sake can we anything but accept him at his word, as did the primitive church?

Acts 9:3-9

3 Now as he journeyed he ap-
proached Damascus, and suddenly a 
light from heaven flashed about him. 4 
And he fell to the ground and heard a 
voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why 
do you persecute me?"

First, note the complete identification 
of  Christ with His Church.  Saul was 
persecuting Jesus Christ Himself  when 
he attacked the Saints who made up 
His Church.  If  you have ever won-
dered where the Apostle Paul con-
ceived the metaphor of  the Church as 
Christ’s Body, wonder no more.

Second, we must wonder at the fact of  
this sudden, dramatic intervention of  
Christ into Saul’s life.  Hundreds, even 

thousands of  millions have been converted through the quiet inner workings of  
the Spirit.  Why not Saul also?

Here we are on the shifting sand of  conjecture.  Mine is that Christ had deter-
mined before the foundations of  the universe were laid that this man’s overpower-
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ing will would meet a defeat so total, and yet so glorious that it would emerge si-
multaneously humbled by impossible love and empowered by irrepressible joy.

5 And he said, "Who are you, Lord?"

The question must have been asked more in fear than in ignorance.  Saul was 
sharp enough to know the only possible heavenly source of  such a question.

Note that Saul addresses the divine Questioner as Lord.  It’s as if  the conver-
sion was instantaneous and all that remains to be done is work out the details.

And he said, "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting; 6 but rise and enter the 
city, and you will be told what you are to do."

My first response to this statement is almost disappointment.   “What, at per-
haps the most dramatic, consequential conversion in the New Testament that’s all 
Jesus has to say?”  Why not some overpowering statement of  Scriptural prophesy 
fulfillment or a detailed set of  marching orders?  But all Christ does is identify 
Himself  and say to continue into Damascus.

On second, hopefully deeper, Spirit filled thought, it becomes clear that Christ 
has said and done everything required in its perfect fullness.  First, to limit God’s 
work here to Christ’s words is to deny the reality of  the Holy Spirit, Whose secret 
but all so real activity is always at play.  Second, to meet Jesus Christ is nothing like 
meeting a mortal human.  You are meeting the Way, the Truth and the Life, you 
are meeting the Word made flesh, and you are meeting the Light of  the World.  
For as Saul would later come to understand: For in him the whole fullness of  
deity dwells bodily, and you have come to fullness of  life in him, who 
is the head of  all rule and authority. (Colossians 2:9,10). 

Jesus Christ touched Saul and commissioned him.  The rest of  his life would be 
spent working out the implications of  this one momentary experience.  All of  his 
epistles only scratched the surface. It is a true testament to Christ’s power that 
these few words are all that were necessary to launch this Apostle’s relentless mis-
sion of  love. He now continues discovering ever more to glorify and enjoy in 
blessed eternity.

93



7 The men who were traveling with him stood speechless, hearing the voice but 
seeing no one. 8 Saul arose from the ground; and when his eyes were opened, 
he could see nothing; so they led him by the hand and brought him into Damas-
cus. 9 And for three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank.

The men with Saul heard sound, but was it intelligible?  More striking, they 
didn’t see the light from heaven.  When God chooses to reveal Himself  He is selec-
tive.  And yet weren’t Saul’s companions also on their way to persecute Christ?

Can we but be assured that the Apostle pondered every detail of  this awesome 
event, integrating them into the theology that would flow from his Spirit-
enlightened mind?  And, the fact that he was exclusively touched by Christ’s pres-
ence while his companions were, literally, left in the dark must have left its mark.

Saul enters into a kind of  proto-death, with the darkness of  blindness.  The 
power of  this encounter throws him into a state of  fasting.  Although not said, we 
can easily imagine Saul in a near constant posture of  prayer, seeking understand-
ing for this colossal event that has turned his life upside down.

In Damascus
Acts 9:10-22

10 Now there was a disciple at Damascus named Anani'as. The Lord said to him 
in a vision, "Anani'as." And he said, "Here I am, Lord." 11 And the Lord said to 
him, "Rise and go to the street called Straight, and inquire in the house of Judas 
for a man of Tarsus named Saul; for behold, he is praying, 12 and he has seen a 
man named Anani'as come in and lay his hands on him so that he might regain 
his sight."

Ananias is an unknown character in the Christian story except for his role in 
bringing Christ’s instructions to the then confused and blinded man who would be-
come the Apostle Paul.  Paul will recall him by name in Acts 22:12-16, which is 
the only other occurrence of  his name in the New Testament.  And yet, to him 
Christ gave the candle that would set ablaze countless hearts, creating bonfires of  
love and hope that would overcome emperors, pagan gods and the hate that lives 
in each of  us.  Was this not an errand of  the greatest honor?
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13 But Anani'as answered, "Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how 
much evil he has done to thy saints at Jerusalem; 14 and here he has authority 
from the chief priests to bind all who call upon thy name."

Who can blame Ananias for his skepticism?  To all outward appearances Saul 
was the least likely man in the world to which any Christian should want to go.

15 But the Lord said to him, "Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry 
my name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel; 16 for I will show 
him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name."

These words must have shaken Ananias to the core.  How could this be?  And, 
why would the Lord chose such a man, a murderer, for this great role?  And, more, 
what’s this about the Gentiles and their kings? 

It’s of  the most signal importance that the last words spoken by our Lord about 
Paul’s ministry are that “I will show him how much he must suffer for the 
sake of  my name.”  I wonder if  Ananias interpreted it as right justice for the 
evil that Saul had done to the Way?

In reality, it was an announcement of  the new weapon of  mass destruction of  
evil – suffering and weakness turned by Christ’s power into instruments of  inexora-
ble love.  

It started at the Cross.  Peter and the other Disciples had understood it vaguely.  
The Apostle Paul would work it out in flaming letters through his life and writings.  
It’s still being worked out today in countries around the world where Christianity 
is persecuted – power and cruelty against weakness and suffering resulting in explo-
sive growth of  Christ’s Church.

We in the West have lost touch with this dynamic, so comfortable have we be-
come in our privileged position.  And yet, to lose touch with this is to become dis-
connected from the beating heart of  Christianity.  Perhaps we should ask ourselves 
what we have suffered, or are willing to, for the sake of  Christ.  I fear this question 
as much as anyone else, but ask it I must.
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17 So Anani'as departed and entered the house. And laying his hands on him he 
said, "Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus who appeared to you on the road by which 
you came, has sent me that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy 
Spirit." 18 And immediately something like scales fell from his eyes and he re-
gained his sight. Then he rose and was baptized, 19 and took food and was 
strengthened.

Whatever were Ananias’ misgivings, they were overcome.  He was obedient to 
his Lord and Savior, trusting in His will.  What if  Ananias had substituted his own 
judgment for that of  his Lord’s?  Praise be to God that this is a moot question!

For several days he was with the disciples at Damascus. 20 And in the syna-
gogues immediately he proclaimed Jesus, saying, "He is the Son of God." 21 
And all who heard him were amazed, and said, "Is not this the man who made 
havoc in Jerusalem of those who called on this name? And he has come here for 
this purpose, to bring them bound before the chief priests." 22 But Saul in-
creased all the more in strength, and confounded the Jews who lived in Damas-
cus by proving that Jesus was the Christ.

This brief  passage provides only a hint of  the chaos that Saul’s conversion must 
have caused in the counsels of  the Way’s enemies.  It takes only the slightest exer-
cise of  the imagination to see the Sanhedrin thrown into confusion and discord as 
they attempted in vain to understand this inexplicable turn of  events while simulta-
neously dealing with the angry Roman authorities with whom they had coordi-
nated.

Saul had been the linchpin of  their plan to finally deal the deathblow to this in-
sane but impossible to stop sect.  And now, he was reported to be one of  its mem-
bers!  Was this a new plan?  But Saul hadn’t cleared it with them!  Could it possi-
bly be true?  Impossible!  And yet this sect had made a habit of  delivering the im-
possible!  They were immobilized in a state of  incomprehension, their credibility 
with their Roman masters in tattered shreds.

And the Way, it moved relentlessly forward.
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In the span of  three days a man of  implacable will on a mission of  destruction 
has been utterly transformed.  How can the magnitude and scope of  this transfor-
mation possibly be captured in mere words?  To try is to be defeated, but still the 
attempt must be made.

Three days prior Saul had been a proud Pharisee, one of  the most complete 
and zealous of  practicing members of  the Jewish faith.  His claim to position in 
that faith rested on performance with regard to living up to the Laws of  Moses 
and the Prophets.  He was a fierce monotheist.  He had the comfort of  belonging 
to a faith that was already two thousand years old.  He viewed gentiles as unclean 
beings with whom he should have as little to do as possible.  He likely viewed the 
Roman Empire as an evil that was oppressing his people.  He hated Jesus Christ 
and His followers with a passion that was unquenched by the blood of  a brutal 
stoning.  Only the complete annihilation of  this cult could bring him peace of  
mind.

At this point in the story Saul may not have completely realized it, but all of  
the above had been swept away.  Much later he would say:

If any other man thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: cir-
cumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a 
Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law a Pharisee, as to zeal a persecutor of 
the church, as to righteousness under the law blameless. But whatever gain I 
had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed I count everything as loss be-
cause of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I 
have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as refuse, in order that I may 
gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own, based on 
law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that de-
pends on faith; that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may 
share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that if possible I may attain 
the resurrection from the dead.
Philippians 3:4-11

This is the transformation that can only be accomplished by our Great God.  
Saul will be followed by countless lives equally changed beyond human under-
standing by the touch of  our Sovereign Lord’s intervention.
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Those who hate Christianity enthusiastically tar it for the sins of  they who have 
most abused its truth.  Kings and popes, ministers and elders who have used it to 
serve their own selfish ends, to power and plunder, conquest and seduction, are 
held up as Christianity’s representatives in the court of  history’s judgment.  As 
with all earthly sources of  power, the church has drawn those seeking only that 
unto them.

But when Christ looks at His Church He sees the woman at the well, the tax 
collector, the adulteress, the denier, the murderer – all those saints famous and 
anonymous – who have been redeemed and reborn by His sovereign love.

The haters pay no heed to these simple saved.  For they seek not power or place 
for themselves.  No, these true saints recede into the background, for:

He must increase, but I must decrease.
John 3:30

And so Christ’s true Church continues on, unnoticed and unrewarded by this 
passing world, saving precious souls, redeeming lives, bringing light into this dark 
world one burning soul at a time.  What care we?  For great is our reward in 
heaven! 

In Arabia

The consensus timeline of  Saul’s post-conversion life places him in Arabia be-
tween visits to Damascus.

Galatians 1:15-17

15 But when he who had set me apart before I was born, and had called me 
through his grace, 16 was pleased to reveal his Son to me, in order that I might 
preach him among the Gentiles, I did not confer with flesh and blood, 17 nor did 
I go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me, but I went away into 
Arabia; and again I returned to Damascus. 

Paul’s letter to the Galatians is likely one of  his earliest Epistles.  Note that he is 
already working out the implications of  God’s selectivity from his conversion expe-
rience.  Later Epistles will deliver his detailed views on Predestination.
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Back to Damascus
Acts 9:23-25

23 When many days had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him, 24 but their plot 
became known to Saul. They were watching the gates day and night, to kill him; 
25 but his disciples took him by night and let him down over the wall, lowering 
him in a basket.

Once Saul’s past colleagues become convinced of  the authenticity of  his con-
version they turn on him in murderous rage.

Back to Jerusalem
Acts 9:26-31

26 And when he had come to Jerusalem he attempted to join the disciples; and 
they were all afraid of him, for they did not believe that he was a disciple.

It takes longer for those directly touched by Saul’s hatred to believe that he has 
really become a follower of  Christ.  And, even if  he has, how stable is the conver-
sion they could well have asked.

We must keep in mind the terrible vulnerability of  this small sect seeking to sur-
vive in the hostile world.  Yes, they trusted in God to protect them, but they also 
likely believed that His protection did not free then to act foolishly.

27 But Barnabas took him, and brought him to the apostles, and declared to 
them how on the road he had seen the Lord, who spoke to him, and how at Da-
mascus he had preached boldly in the name of Jesus. 28 So he went in and out 
among them at Jerusalem,

Here we meet the lovely Barnabas.  He was not a genius like Saul.  He wrote 
no Scripture.  But his greatness, his gentleness of  spirit played a major role in the 
expansion of  Christ’s Church.  It begins here, with Barnabas risking his own stand-
ing to bring Saul into fellowship.

Barnabas always saw and brought out the best in those around him.  He be-
came a missionary companion to the Apostle Paul.  Though he is credited with 
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working out no great doctrines of  the faith, he must still stand as one of  the found-
ing fathers.  For at the center of  Christ’s Gospel there is a living love that bids peo-
ple draw near to its renewing power.  That is the flame that Barnabas carried 
throughout the Roman Empire.  

As we know, in Christ we all have our own special gifts.  For Barnabas it was 
the ability to invite and encourage that emerged from a most sympathetic, warm 
heart.

29 preaching boldly in the name of the Lord. And he spoke and disputed against 
the Hellenists; but they were seeking to kill him. 30 And when the brethren knew 
it, they brought him down to Caesare'a, and sent him off to Tarsus.

They sent Saul home.  Surely his family would not accept him.  Saul had given 
up everything of  his previous life to follow Christ.  Thousands, millions still do to-
day.

31 So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Sama'ria had peace and 
was built up; and walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy 
Spirit it was multiplied.

Christ’s Church had withstood every assault.  Its enemies gave up for the time 
being.  The only fear that they still knew was “fear of  the Lord.”  But this is a 
wonderful, uplifting fear (i.e., reverence and awe), though it includes the under-
standing that to offend God is a terrible thing.  Even so, we are best served when 
we truly fear to offend God, for this teaches us to live in ways that are best for our 
fellows and for ourselves.

Peter Leads the Way Towards the Gentiles

In 10:1 – 11:18 the story of  Peter and Cornelius is told.  Cornelius was a centu-
rion in the Roman Army, serving in the Italian Regiment.  He was thus a gentile 
and an officer of  the occupying army.  Although the story is complex, the outcome 
is that Peter baptizes Cornelius and his household (all gentiles).  Thus, it is Peter, 
not Saul (Paul) who was first to bring gentiles into Christ’s Church.  The Church 
in Jerusalem accepted Peter’s act.
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The Gentile Church in Antioch
Acts 11:19-30

19 Now those who were scattered because of the persecution that arose over Ste-
phen traveled as far as Phoeni'cia and Cyprus and Antioch, speaking the word 
to none except Jews. 20 But there were some of them, men of Cyprus and Cy-
re'ne, who on coming to Antioch spoke to the Greeks also, preaching the Lord Je-
sus. 21 And the hand of the Lord was with them, and a great number that be-
lieved turned to the Lord.

The old barriers between peoples can’t contain the Good News.  Christ’s mes-
sage of  love and forgiveness is exploding into a world that desperately desires the 
new life that it brings.  Explosions can’t be controlled.  They hurl their payloads in 
all directions.  In this case the payload was unexpected love, impossible forgive-
ness, unbounded joy, renewing fellowship.

Note too – the persecution associated with Stephen – Saul’s persecution – was 
the propellant that had sent this Gospel payload out into the wider world.  That is, 
by God’s sovereign will, Saul was the Apostle to the Gentiles even when he was the 
Church’s persecutor!

22 News of this came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barna-
bas to Antioch. 23 When he came and saw the grace of God, he was glad; and 
he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose; 24 for 
he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. And a large company 
was added to the Lord.

We’ve already discussed the wonderful attributes of  encouragement and love in 
this great father of  our faith.  To this we must add that the Jerusalem church 
trusted him implicitly.  Note that they sent Barnabas alone, so confident were they 
in the soundness of  his judgment.

25 So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul; 26 and when he had found him, 
he brought him to Antioch. For a whole year they met with the church, and 
taught a large company of people; and in Antioch the disciples were for the first 
time called Christians.
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Once again it is Barnabas who takes the initiative to draw Saul deeper into fel-
lowship with Christ’s Church.  In this case he is the catalyst for a teaching ministry 
to a mixed Jewish and Gentile church.  Over the course of  that year they must 
have learned much about the unbounded possibilities that exist in Christ for good-
will between all peoples.  The example of  the church in Antioch also must have 
opened their spirits to the need in all places for Christ’s Gospel; and for the possi-
bility of  its eager reception.

27 Now in these days prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. 28 And 
one of them named Ag'abus stood up and foretold by the Spirit that there would 
be a great famine over all the world; and this took place in the days of Claudius. 
29 And the disciples determined, every one according to his ability, to send relief 
to the brethren who lived in Judea; 30 and they did so, sending it to the elders 
by the hand of Barnabas and Saul.

Note that there is already communication and sympathy between the churches.  
To this point we have reason to hope for the seamless merging of  Jew and Gentile 
under the banner of  Christ’s love.

Acts 12:25

25 And Barnabas and Saul returned from Jerusalem when they had fulfilled their 
mission, bringing with them John whose other name was Mark.

Having delivered the aid from Antioch to the Mother Church in Jerusalem, 
they return to their new home accompanied by John Mark.  He will be the source 
of  disagreement between Barnabas and Saul that will teach Saul an important les-
son.  Many believe John Mark to be the author of  the Gospel of  Mark, likely the 
first of  the written Gospels.

Barnabas and Saul Sent Off on the First Missionary Journey
Acts 13:1-3

1 Now in the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers, Barnabas, 
Simeon who was called Niger, Lucius of Cyre'ne, Man'a-en a member of the 
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court of Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. 2 While they were worshiping the Lord 
and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the 
work to which I have called them." 3 Then after fasting and praying they laid 
their hands on them and sent them off.

What was the work to which Barnabas and Saul had been called?  We know 
that Saul had been set apart by Christ to be “a chosen instrument of  mine to 
carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of  Israel; 
for I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of  my 
name.”  The question is asked because this is a corporate sending.  Did the 
church at Antioch make the decision that there should be a major evangelistic ini-
tiative to the Gentiles?  If  so, was this decision one made in consultation and with 
the blessing of  the Mother Church in Jerusalem?  

Perhaps the Holy Spirit gave an authority that when tested through fasting and 
prayer needed no confirmation.  In any case, the dramatic success of  their work 
on Christ’s behalf  with the Gentiles will cause great turmoil and even strong resis-
tance from some parties in the Jewish-dominated church.

On Cyprus, Saul Becomes the Apostle Paul
Acts 13:4-12

4 So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went down to Seleu'cia; and from 
there they sailed to Cyprus. 5 When they arrived at Sal'amis, they proclaimed 
the word of God in the synagogues of the Jews. And they had John to assist 
them.

This is the beginning of  a pattern that will ultimately be captured in words that 
burn brightly in the pages of  Scripture.

For I am not ashamed of the gospel: it is the power of God for salvation to every 
one who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.
Romans 1:16

6 When they had gone through the whole island as far as Paphos, they came 
upon a certain magician, a Jewish false prophet, named Bar-Jesus. 7 He was 
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with the proconsul, Sergius Paulus, a man of intelligence, who summoned Barna-
bas and Saul and sought to hear the word of God. 8 But El'ymas the magician 
(for that is the meaning of his name) withstood them, seeking to turn away the 
proconsul from the faith. 

Almost immediately they meet opportunity and resistance.  The opportunity is 
astonishing.  The proconsul, Sergius Paulus was a high Roman official, and show-
ing favorable interest in Christ’s Gospel!  But whispering in his ear is the voice of  
opposition. 

You can easily imagine the words: “A crucified criminal as a savior?”  “What 
will the Emperor think if  you call this man to your court?”  “Why don’t you just 
play it safe and ignore these fool preachers?”

And yet, with apparently everything to lose and nothing to gain Sergius insisted 
on a hearing.  What soul’s longing could overcome so much?  Perhaps he had seen 
and participated in much that led his conscience to condemn him.  Perhaps life 
had become a living hell of  falsehoods, cruelty and hopelessness.  Perhaps he was 
a man drowning and saw the hand of  a possible savior reaching down from 
heaven to pull him out of  a living death.  

When Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what the law requires, they 
are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law.  They show that 
what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears 
witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them.
Romans 2:14,15

Do you doubt that the Roman Empire could bring a man of  conscience to 
such a point?  The fact is established beyond any doubt that there were thousands 
at that point who gladly grasped the Savior’s hand when He extended it to them.

9 But Saul, who is also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked intently at 
him 10 and said, "You son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, full of all 
deceit and villainy, will you not stop making crooked the straight paths of the 
Lord? 11 And now, behold, the hand of the Lord is upon you, and you shall be 
blind and unable to see the sun for a time."

104



Here, finally, the Great Apostle 
Paul is born.  He is born filled 
with the Holy Spirit, fearlessly 
confronting an enemy of  
Christ, at the point of  conver-
sion of  a Gentile into Christ’s 
Body.  In due course we will 
consider for what we call him 
great.  For now it is enough to 
rejoice in the moment.  

Jesus Christ has lifted up His in-
strument in the form of  this 
weak, suffering, flawed man.  
And by Christ’s power this 
weakness will be transformed 
into strength that will humble 
empires, suffering into joy and 
sympathy that will redeem 
countless lives, and flaws into 
schools of  sanctification that 
will draw human values beyond 
anything then imaginable!

Immediately mist and darkness fell upon him and he went about seeking people 
to lead him by the hand. 12 Then the proconsul believed, when he saw what had 
occurred, for he was astonished at the teaching of the Lord.

It was not the blinding of  Elymas that converted the proconsul, but rather the 
amazing teaching about the Lord.  We who take Christianity for granted lose sight 
of  what a revelation it must have been when first preached in the utter darkness of  
the first century A.D.  

As is always the case it is the Holy Spirit that makes the ultimate difference, for 
it filled Paul with the power required to master the situation.  The Spirit’s presence 
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should not be assumed to be limited to Paul, but rather as a presence in the room, 
blowing into this person and that as God’s loving, just will so determined.

For:

While we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. Why, one 
will hardly die for a righteous man--though perhaps for a good man one will 
dare even to die. But God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners 
Christ died for us. Since, therefore, we are now justified by his blood, much more 
shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. For if while we were enemies 
we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are 
reconciled, shall we be saved by his life. Not only so, but we also rejoice in God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received our recon-
ciliation.
Romans 5:6-11

Amen.
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Closing Thoughts

What happened to turn the hateful persecutor Saul into the Great Apostle 
Paul?  How could a man of  such overpowering will and set purpose be suddenly 
turned into the instrument that would spread that very faith he was determined to 
destroy over the known civilized world?  We have the testimony of  Scripture, but 
even so to deeply reflect on this event is to be drawn into a state of  awe and won-
der.

Just above we read this apostle’s words, “at the right time.” When we con-
sider the astonishing rise of  Christ’s church, which happened one saved soul at a 
time, perhaps one lens that we should look at it through is this “right time” one.

Is it possible that part of  Saul’s rage was due to a felt but deeply suppressed re-
alization that the faith of  his fathers was proving powerless to deal with the real is-
sues, spiritual and practical that he faced?  We have reason to suspect so from the 
Apostle’s own hand.

What then shall we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if it had not been 
for the law, I should not have known sin. I should not have known what it is to 
covet if the law had not said, "You shall not covet." But sin, finding opportunity in 
the commandment, wrought in me all kinds of covetousness. Apart from the law 
sin lies dead. I was once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment 
came, sin revived and I died; the very commandment which promised life proved 
to be death to me. 
Romans 7:7-10

Yet, many feel such conflicts and still go through life clinging to the known.  In 
Saul’s case he left everything – family, career, friends – to become a slave of  Christ.

The mystery lessens when we lift our eyes from this one event and view the 
larger sweep of  Christianity’s spread.  For then we begin to realize that individuals 
by the hundreds, then thousands, ten-thousands and hundred-thousands gave up 
their security, families, social standing, economic well-being even their very lives 
for this same Christ – “at the right time.”
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Saul was not the exception – he was the rule.  We focus on his conversion be-
cause its tremendous consequences led Luke to include it in the Book of  Acts 
along with accounts of  the missionary journeys.

Finally, some might claim that this was the greatest conversion to Christianity 
in history.  From the human point of  view, seeing the consequences for the spread 
and theological grounding of  the Church this may be a supportable position.  
However, I would argue that from God’s sovereign point of  view every saved soul 
is equally precious.  

“Just so, I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who re-
pents.”  
Luke 15:10

Yes, the Great Apostle must be given his due for what he accomplished.  But if  
we were able to ask him for what he is “great,” my guess is that he would respond 
along the lines of  ‘great in Christ’s love for and forgiveness of  me,’ ‘great in 
Christ’s comfort and strength to me’ and ‘great in the honor to serve and suffer for 
my Savior.’  Perhaps when we get to heaven we will be able to ask Paul ourselves.  
But I suspect he will be difficult to find, so low will he be bowed in worship and 
adoration of  his beloved Father, Savior and Spirit.
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C H A P T E R  5

Meditation on God’s 
Providence

The LORD has established his throne in the heavens, and his kingdom rules over 
all.
Psalm 103:19

Manifestly these things are ruled and governed by the one God according as He 
pleases; and if His motives are hid, are they therefore unjust? 
Saint Augustine, The City of  God [2]
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Opening Thoughts

We have arrived at the place where the lessons and implications of  this journey 
through God’s Word must be addressed.  The stated theme is “God’s Acts of  Provi-
dence.”  We have explored Abraham and Sarah’s life, the formation of  the 
Church and Saul’s transformation into the Apostle Paul.  Within all of  these pas-
sages can be found wonderful clues to the workings of  God’s providence.

However, in order to make significant progress we will have to loosen our grip 
from these Biblical passages and broaden our view.  This is because God’s provi-
dence encompasses the Bible’s entire story and invades our world at all points.  
Therefore, though what we have just considered will be starting points for this 
meditation, it will be quickly expanded to include the larger doctrinal and life is-
sues that arise.

Although there are resources on God’s providence that proceed with painstak-
ingly logical development, I have not traveled this path.  What I have done is to iso-
late the key issues (as I have been given light to see them) and then consider the 
doctrinal and life consequences.  The following comments provide a framework in-
tended to make the meditation more accessible.

To begin, I state adherence to the historic Reformed position on God’s provi-
dence and rejection of  the competing theology of  Arminianism.  I make this clear 
statement not to exclude those who have accepted some form of  Arminianism 
from Christian fellowship, but rather to be clear about my own point of  view.  Nei-
ther do I want to be misunderstood to presume that those of  the Arminian per-
spective are excluded from God’s salvation, for to do so would be to reintroduce a 
work into the equation.

On the other hand, the truth about God, His nature and how He has chosen to 
act is of  the greatest importance.  That is, to draw closer to these truths is to be-
come more able to apprehend and then respond within God’s will.

Much is made of  the problems raised by providence, predestination and elec-
tion as understood by the Reformed.  To many, the Arminian (see End Notes) posi-
tion appears to be far less difficult to defend.  This is the case not because Armini-
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anism is correct, but rather because it conforms so pleasingly to our pride.  
Though it is not my work here to consider Arminianism directly, be assured that 
there are deep and difficult (insurmountable in my opinion) problems with this 
theological position.

With the above as context, I will proceed along the following outline.

In Section 1 I will consider the relationship between God’s sovereignty and hu-
man will as we experience His acts within the confines of  time.  Here we will focus 
on man’s chief  end and the creation of  the Christian Church.  However, as with 
all things concerning God, it will be necessary to introduce and discuss issues asso-
ciated with eternity in order to properly consider His purposes within time.

In Section 2 I will explore God’s acts in eternity in depth.  By so doing I will 
take up the specific issues and questions raised by Reformed theology concerning 
predestination and election.  This section is intended to be the report from one 
who has explored part of  a difficult and vast but beautiful domain.

Although I have drawn conclusions and taken definite positions, the goal is not 
necessarily to convince, but rather to raise up the possibility that God’s love and 
justice is so perfect that He can be confidently trusted for all, even the working out 
of  our own salvation.
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S E C T I O N  1

God’s Acts in Time

The Chief End of Man

For many modern minds the proposition that 
“man” does indeed have an “end” is controver-
sial.  That there is a transcendent, omnipotent 
being that has chosen in His perfect wisdom to 
endow human life with meaning is an affront 
to their reason.  

To insist that man has an end is also a stinging 
rebuke to the philosophy of  materialism that has penetrated so many modern 
minds.  The Church has too often underestimated this belief  system’s impact on 
both our culture and its own flock. For with materialism comes the freeing option 
of  meaninglessness.  That is, we are free to do as we please because life at its core 
has no meaning or purpose.

Such a proposition would have seemed absurd to Abraham and Sarah.  Yes, 
they lived in a very material world.  They worked exceedingly hard to master the 
practical skills required to survive and prosper in that horizontal dimension of  exis-
tence.  Yet they also moved in a vertical relational dimension to their LORD God 
that was just as real and of  much greater significance.

That significance flowed from God to them, as opposed to being sourced 
within them.  This too is a reproach to our modern, self-centered mind-set.  We 
too often view our end as beginning and ending with our own desires.  The notion 
that our end is by design to be subordinate to anything else, even the LORD God, 
flies into the teeth of  the radical individualism that under girds so much of  our cul-
ture’s life.  
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But lest we too strongly stress humanity’s subordinate status, the amazing ex-
tent to which God apparently bends to accommodate our wills must be accounted.  
Yes, God’s will is inexorable.  But it’s as if  it’s inexorable within the context of  our  
wills.  Holy Scripture tells us repeatedly and with one voice that the LORD God 
places the highest value on this aspect of  our lives.

Is this an “end” worthy of  humankind?  We should consider it a magnificent 
act of  generosity for the LORD God of  the universe (and beyond) to give us any 
role at all in His creation.  The fact is that He has granted such significance to the 
acts of  our wills so as to make them integral parts of  salvation history.  That is, 
though the end is never in doubt, the path taken to arrive at it is influenced by our 
decisions.  This is indeed an end of  the highest possible value. We should wear it 
with awe and meekness, but also with the boldness that accompanies those on the 
greatest of  missions.

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all 
that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the 
age."  
Matthew 28:19,20

The Church Invisible and Effectual Calling

We have engaged with God’s Word in the Gospels and Acts of  the Apostles wit-
nessing the Spirit-inspired history of  the church’s rise from a few trembling follow-
ers of  Christ to an empire spanning movement.  What happened to bring this 
about would be viewed as one of  the greatest fantasy-myths of  all time was it not 
for one incontrovertible fact – Christ’s Church does indeed exist!

Not only does it exist, but as shown by the Apostle’s Creed (circa second cen-
tury A.D.), it has been built on a gospel that seamlessly extends back to the very be-
ginning.

I believe in God, the Father Almighty,
    the Creator of  heaven and earth,
    and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord:
Who was conceived of  the Holy Spirit,
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    born of  the Virgin Mary,
    suffered under Pontius Pilate,
    was crucified, died, and was buried.
He descended into hell.
The third day He arose again from the dead.
He ascended into heaven
    and sits at the right hand of  God the Father Almighty,
    whence He shall come to judge the living and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church,
    the communion of  saints,
    the forgiveness of  sins,
    the resurrection of  the body,
    and life everlasting.  Amen.

What we must consider is why the Lord God chose to act in history through 
this means.  That is, since He has chosen to act in history, it’s reasonable to assume 
that He has done so at least in part to transmit information to us.  We would be 
contemptuous indeed were we not to delve into the possible meaning.  For this is a 
message transmitted in our Lord and Savior’s own blood and that of  untold multi-
tudes of  saints who followed Him to their own ultimate sacrifice.  It’s a message 
transmitted through countless acts of  love, generosity and humility.  Yes, we must 
listen intently; consider with the greatest care what our Lord God is saying to us 
through His action in history.

The World Turned Upside-Down

The first point that must be made, and that must serve as the foundation for all 
that follows, is that the Lord God chose to overthrow the world’s wisdom, power 
and glory with utter, destitute weakness and folly.  He literally turned the world up-
side down.  Everything that had been learned about how to live and prosper was 
erased from the blackboard.  In its place were written ideas so radical that they lit-
erally appeared to be the ranting of  a lunatic to the vast majority who heard them.

The Apostle Paul knew this with full consciousness.  But he also knew that deep 
within that foolishness there existed a power so great that all the forces of  the 
world, gathered and concentrated in fury against it, were helpless to hold back its 
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joyful advance.  Let the Great Apostle speak, as can no other, empowered by 
God’s Holy Spirit.

For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are be-
ing saved it is the power of God.  For it is written, "I will destroy the wisdom of 
the wise, and the cleverness of the clever I will thwart."  Where is the wise man? 
Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made fool-
ish the wisdom of the world?  For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not 
know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach 
to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but 
we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to 
those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 
wisdom of God.  For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness 
of God is stronger than men.  

For consider your call, brethren; not many of you were wise according to worldly 
standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth; but God 
chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose what is weak in 
the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and despised in the world, 
even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human be-
ing might boast in the presence of God.  He is the source of your life in Christ Je-
sus, whom God made our wisdom, our righteousness and sanctification and re-
demption; therefore, as it is written, "Let him who boasts, boast of the Lord."
1 Corinthians 1:18-31

I sometimes fear that I, and we, have lost touch with just how radical this faith 
is that we claim as our own.  We have built our own cathedrals of  wisdom and 
power within Christianity.  In one sense, a faith that has been in existence for al-
most two millennia has no choice but to set standards of  intellectual competency 
and integrity, no way to avoid engagements with the world that have within them 
the opportunities and temptations of  power.

But the deep, debilitating failure that flows from the Church grasping too 
tightly on wisdom and power is a discrediting of  the very power upon which its 
faith stands.  Let there be no doubt.  Our faith is built on a mystery deeper than 
any human intellect can penetrate.  Its power flows from sources that have no de-
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pendence on human will or organization.  It is of  a Lord God who has deter-
mined in the depths of  His infinite wisdom, love and justice to teach us that “the 
foolishness of  God is wiser than men, and the weakness of  God is 
stronger than men.”

So let the Christian search Scripture, history, culture, all that falls within the do-
main of  wisdom; let the church speak to and act in the world to pursue peace and 
hope.  But make sure that all acknowledge in awe, worship, joy, wonder, and fear 
the mystery of  faith by which each one of  them has been brought into salvation by 
the mighty work of  Jesus Christ, their Lord and Savior.

The Scale of Doubt and Faith

What can be said about God’s choice to act in history as He did almost two 
thousand years ago?  What are the continuing implications and reverberations 
from this act today as the world continues to convulse in suffering and hope?

Looking at the events associated with the creation of  the Church I am struck by 
the corresponding of  dismal worldly weakness and overwhelming spiritual power 
at play.  Standing at today’s vantage I see the undeniable miracle of  the Church’s 
birth and persistence along side of  Christ’s tarrying and the church’s turmoil.  In-
between (and still) is the story of  faith, hope and love intermingled with terrible 
corruption and pride. 

But when all is considered it’s as if  the scale between doubt and faith is at all 
times calibrated in doubt’s favor.

Why do I make such a pessimistic statement, particularly in light of  those who 
argue so forcefully for Christianity’s reasonableness, that is, the apologists?  Again, 
given the primary theme – the miracle of  the Church’s birth – it might plausibly 
be concluded that I have been arguing for the acceptance of  Christianity as a ra-
tional decision. In point of  fact I am arguing quite the opposite – that then, in-
between and now, there was and is not anywhere near a sufficient rational basis 
upon which to place one’s faith in Jesus Christ as their personal Lord and Savior.  

This is not to say that there is no rational basis.  For looking back on the story 
of  the Church or our own lives reveals God’s hand at work in wonderful ways that 
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have left tangible evidence.  The Christian apologist can point with confidence to 
this evidence and many have followed this trail right up to the brink of  belief.

But we contend that it is only through the eyes of  faith that this evidence be-
comes compelling, only through the invasion of  the Divine that a conversion can 
actually take place.  We see this reality acknowledged time and again in the New 
Testament, where it is testified that the Holy Spirit’s (Ghost’s) power is the motive 
force behind conversion.

Q. 58 How do we come to be made partakers of the benefits which Christ hath pro-
cured? [1]
A. 58 We are made partakers of the benefits which Christ hath procured, by the ap-
plication of them unto us, which is the work especially of God the Holy Ghost.

Q. 59 Who are made partakers of redemption through Christ? [1]
A. 59 Redemption is certainly applied, and effectually communicated, to all those 
for whom Christ hath purchased it; who are in time by the Holy Ghost enabled to be-
lieve in Christ, according to the gospel.

If  God had desired that humankind should find Christianity to be a natural, ra-
tional faith then He might well have gone about it differently.  In the place of  a 
humble, vulnerable Incarnation there might have been an awesome arrival of  an 
impervious Messiah.  Rather than teaching that runs against our every impulse 
and challenges our deepest conceits there might have been comforting accommo-
dations to our desires.  A regal coronation with heavenly displays might have re-
placed the mockery, humiliation, suffering and lonely death on a Cross.  Miracles 
might have been seen by the entire earth rather than by just a few in a tiny, insig-
nificant province.  And the Church might have been founded upon shared visions 
to the most influential instead of  just a few insignificant men and women whose 
credibility had been shattered by the crushing execution of  their leader.

Since the beginnings, God might have intervened directly and visibly on regu-
lar occasions to keep His Church pure, unified and coherent. He might give re-
wards to followers in direct proportion to their adherence to his rules.  All his 
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promises would be easy to understand and would come to pass like clockwork.  All 
of  this it was in the power of  God to do.  But He chose the opposite in every case.  

We are bound to ask why.

While seeking to answer these questions it is impossible to avoid engagement 
with the vexing doctrines of  predestination and election.  These doctrines are sum-
marized in the following three question / answer pairs of  the Larger Catechism 
[1] and discussed at length by John Calvin.

Q. 12 What are the decrees of God?
A. 12 God’s decrees are the wise, free, and holy acts of the counsel of his will, 
whereby, from all eternity, he hath, for his own glory, unchangeably foreordained 
whatsoever comes to pass in time, especially concerning angels and men.

Q. 13 What hath God especially decreed concerning angels and men?
A. 13 God, by an eternal and immutable decree, out of his mere love, for the praise 
of his glorious grace, to be manifested in due time, hath elected some angels to 
glory; and, in Christ, hath chosen some men to eternal life, and the means thereof; 
and also, according to his sovereign power, and the unsearchable counsel of his own 
will (whereby he extendeth or withholdeth favor as he pleaseth) hath passed by, and 
foreordained the rest to dishonor and wrath, to be for their sin inflicted, to the 
praise of the glory of his justice.

Q. 14 How doth God execute his decrees?
A. 14 God executeth his decrees in the works of creation and providence, according 
to his infallible foreknowledge, and the free and immutable counsel of his own will.

My point is that, if  God did indeed choose to create a faith that required the in-
vasion of  a divine act, called grace, by which it could become active and effective 
within an elect group, wouldn’t it be consistent to make that faith impossible to ac-
cept by reason alone?  I believe so.  For as much as the historical events argue for 
the amazing proof  of  God’s truth and power at work in Christ and the creation of  
His Church, they look like so much superstitious, irrational drivel to the unre-
deemed. 

118

ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)
ibooks:///#chapterguid(E4C2755C-F474-4780-B8BB-672220ECE63F)


This is a hard conclusion for many Christians to accept, for it places them on 
the “wrong” side of  our society’s norms, which stress rationality and science as the 
ultimate values for members in good standing.

The Apostle Paul knew well the radical disconnect between Christ’s Gospel 
and the expectations of  the world.  He also knew what would be the response to 
such a proclaimed belief, and in 1 Corinthians 4:9,10, speaks down through the 
centuries to us.

For I think that God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, like men sentenced to 
death; because we have become a spectacle to the world, to angels and to men.  
We are fools for Christ's sake, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but you 
are strong. You are held in honor, but we in disrepute.  

We Christians still desire greatly for the larger society to judge us as wise and 
honored.  They may appear to do so if  they fear our power to effect their funding 
or otherwise impair their material well-being.  In some cases, the course of  events 
intersecting with Christianity’s moral teaching may indeed yield admiration.

But deep down, at the hidden place where souls are laid bare in the unreach-
able depths of  God’s eternal decree, we stand alone at the precipice of  a mystery 
that no reason can penetrate.  Those who are saved unto eternal life find a strange 
but beautiful Truth growing within our minds, a power not of  us transforming our 
very bodies and souls at work.  

We should know better than to speak of  anyone else as outside of  God’s grace, 
as it is only for God and Him alone to know and act so as to bring this grace into 
lives as He sees fit.  But we do observe that what appears clear and powerfully true 
to us is nothing short of  incomprehensible, if  not folly, to some to whom we would 
like to communicate its presence.  The words of  Scripture fall to the ground as 
empty fables.  We are as if  living in different worlds.

And so, I end this section with the seemingly harsh words of  John Calvin.  We 
call him harsh because he followed the teaching of  Scripture to where it appar-
ently led, to the best of  his ability. 
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J. I. Packer, in his Introductory Essay to John Owen’s Death of  Death in the Death 
of  Christ had this to say about Calvinistic theology:

Now the real nature of  Calvinistic soteriology becomes plain. It is no artificial oddity, nor a 
product of  over-bold logic. Its central confession, that God saves sinners, that Christ re-
deemed us by His blood, is the witness both of  the Bible and of  the believing heart. The Cal-
vinist is the Christian who confesses before men in his theology just what he believes in his 
heart before God when he prays. He thinks and speaks at all times of  the sovereign grace of  
God in the way that every Christian does when he pleads for the souls of  others, or when he 
obeys the impulse of  worship which rises unbidden within him, prompting him to deny him-
self  all praise and to give all the glory of  his salvation to his Savior. Calvinism is the natural 
theology written on the heart of  the new man in Christ…[9]

I’m not one bit against examining Calvin’s theology or the Confession’s doc-
trinal conclusions with Scripture as our guide.  What I do object to is the arbitrary 
walling off  of  certain theological lines of  thought because they conflict with our 
own conceptions of  justice.  To accept this position is to unseat God as king and 
relegate His Word to irrelevancy.

So, finally, Calvin may speak.

In conformity, therefore, to the clear doctrine of  the Scripture, we assert, that by an eternal 
and immutable counsel, God has once for all determined, both whom He would admit to 
salvation, and whom He would condemn to destruction. We affirm that this counsel, as far 
as concerns the elect, is founded on His gratuitous mercy, totally irrespective of  human 
merit; but that to those whom He devotes to condemnation, the gate of  life is closed by a 
just and irreprehensible, but incomprehensible, judgment. In the elect, we consider calling 
as an evidence of  election, and justification as another token of  its manifestation, till they ar-
rive in glory, which constitutes its completion. As God seals His elect by vocation and justifi-
cation, so by excluding the reprobate from the knowledge of  His name and the sanctifica-
tion of  His Spirit, He affords an indication of  the judgment that awaits them. [10]
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S E C T I O N  2

God’s Acts in Eternity

In Section 1 the meditation on God’s acts 
within time inexorably led to consideration of  
His purposes in eternity.  Although the doc-
trinal issues associated with this fraught topic 
were introduced, the implications and justifica-
tions were not explored.

The purpose of  this Section is thus to meet 
this challenge.  It is a daunting task to argue 
for the truth and merit of  ideas that so wound 

our human pride.

God’s Eternal Decree

One of  the primary revelations from this study is that the issue of  God's sover-
eignty, including the doctrine of  predestination, arises unavoidably in the very first 
half  of  the Bible's very first Book!  Prior to this I had considered the issue to be 
one that lurked in the background in the Old Testament and broke out into the 
open in the New.  No more.

As we look back over the lives of  Abraham and Sarah we see God’s unyielding, 
sovereign determination to bless all nations on earth through the descendants of  a 
particular man and woman.  Yet, this couple weaves a path full of  decisions and 
consequences that are presented as the story of  morally responsible entities inter-
acting with the Holy God.  Thus, though the end is sure, their wills appear to influ-
ence, and in some cases even control, the means by which the process plays out.

How can we square this all with the doctrine of  predestination?  This question 
must be answered because I write as an ordained Elder of  the Presbyterian 
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Church who has answered in the affirmative to the following question (Book of  Or-
der, Paragraph G-14.0207, c).  

Do you sincerely receive and adopt the essential tenets of the Reformed faith as ex-
pressed in the confessions of our church as authentic and reliable expositions of 
what Scripture leads us to believe and do, and will you be instructed and led by 
those confessions as you lead the people of God?

By answering in the affirmative an Elder accepts that the doctrine of  predesti-
nation is taught by Holy Scripture.  And what does this doctrine teach?  Although 
predestination is taught throughout the entire body of  our historic Confessions I 
will quote just the first paragraph (see the End Notes for the entire Confessional 
statement) from the The Westminster Confession of  Faith on “Of  God’s Eternal De-
cree,” for it implies the full scope and power of  this difficult doctrine.

1. God from all eternity did by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will, 
freely and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass; yet so as thereby neither 
is God the author of sin; nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures, nor is 
the liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but rather established.

As a student of  God’s Word who has vowed to use the confessions as authentic 
and reliable expositions of  what Scripture teaches, some attempt must be made to 
understand this doctrine.

To begin, let there be no doubt that God’s will is utterly sovereign.  For exam-
ple, even when it appears that Abraham is bargaining with the LORD on His way 
to Sodom, there is no doubt that the end that was ordained from the very begin-
ning would come to pass.  Yet, as we have noted above, humans are apparently 
treated as responsible moral beings.  All of  this is in line with the Confession, and 
yet still has the feel of  utter contradiction.

To bring it to a sharp point, how can both of  the following statements be simul-
taneously true:

I. God from all eternity did by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will, 
freely and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass
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II. nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures.

That both are affirmed as true ensures that we take with the greatest serious-
ness the issues of  our wills, that is, our thoughts, actions and desires.  The problem 
remains, though, as to just how this all works in practice.  Here we enter realms so 
far beyond human wisdom that all who have deeply and honestly engaged have 
come to the place where they can only say that beyond this point is the unfathom-
able mystery of  the infinite God’s mind.

But prior to that we come to the point where the only hope of  progress is 
through the assistance of  allegory.  It’s my hope, dear reader, that the Holy Spirit 
will move you to consider this terrible, fraught issue with me as one of  the myster-
ies that we try to understand but in which we will always fall short.
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A L L E G O R Y  O F  P R E D E S T I N A T I O N  A S  T H A T  O F  C R E A -
T U R E S  O N  A  R I V E R

The LORD God created a 
great river.  All currents, ob-
structions and any other ele-
ment that influenced the flow 
of  this river were completely, 
eternally, and at every instant 
under His absolute control.  
Downstream was a fork; cre-
ating two completely separate 
river branches.  One branch 
led to a terrible Abyss from 
which there was no escape.  
The other led to a Pool of  Living Water that cleansed all impurity and ensured Eternal Life. The 
only means by which any creature could be swept down the branch leading to the Pool of  Living 
Water was by the free choice of  the LORD God in His perfect grace, justice and love.

The LORD God next created living creatures that possessed eternal souls and that were de-
signed to float on the river’s water.  They were given the ability to propel themselves and to do kind-
ness or evil to the other creatures with whom they came into contact.  They also had the power to 
do good or evil to their own selves by virtue of  their thoughts, actions and desires.

However, these creatures’ wills were not by any means absolute.  The power of  their propul-
sion could not overcome the currents and obstacles of  the river if  the LORD God so willed.  Thus, 
for example, if  one creature sought another’s death and the LORD God willed that it should not suc-
ceed, then the river’s currents and obstacles would prevent that creature or any of  its agents from 
getting to the protected one.  On the other hand, the river’s power would inexorably ensure that crea-
tures the LORD God intended to meet did so.  Also, a given creature could be willed by the LORD 
God to encounter obstacles of  His choosing in the order and timing of  His choosing that could not 
be altered by any act of  the creature’s will.

Before the river or anything else known to the creatures had been created some were elected to 
enter the Pool of  Living Water.  Nothing done by those so elected would change their destination, 
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for they were forever safe in Christ, the Second Person in the Trinitarian God-Head, through 
Whom they had been saved. 

Finally, and most terribly, most mysteriously, the LORD God had ordained in His perfect 
grace, justice and love that some creatures would be swept down the branch that led to the Abyss.  
It was not God’s action that led to this end.  Rather, any creature for whom God did not actively 
intervene would inexorably make decisions that placed them into the branch leading to the Abyss. 

Though the creatures experienced their trip as happening over time and space, not so the LORD 
God.  For Him, time and space had no limiting effect.  He sees all time as happening in the pre-
sent and all space as existing at a point before His all-seeing “eyes.”  Therefore, nothing done by 
the creatures at any point in time or space is a surprise to Him.  And, knowing all of  this, none 
of  it was taken into account in determining which creatures would be destined for the Abyss and 
which for the Pool of  Living Water.

The creatures destined for the Pool of  Living Water became conscious of  this end while on 
their trip down the river.  They did so through God’s Spirit awakening their spirits to the mysteri-
ous truth that lies behind the pattern of  God’s willing the currents, obstacles, events and other crea-
tures in their lives.  

The supreme event that opened their souls to this Good News was becoming aware of  a Crea-
ture, the Christ, who was also God and who died so that they might be made right in God’s sight.  
Though the “word on the river” was that it is a foolish thing to dwell upon and would only cause 
unhappiness if  accepted, they discovered in it astonishing treasures of  the greatest value.  Those 
destined for the Abyss that encountered this Good News left the experience angry, bewildered or 
both.

Now the LORD God, though all was decided regarding the river branch and first causes, still 
cared greatly about the choices made by creatures based upon their wills.  That is, for those aspects 
of  their lives left open to their own choice, the LORD God deeply desired that they would freely 
choose to glorify and enjoy Him.  In fact, at the Pool of  Living Water there would be greater re-
wards for those who more earnestly did so, or did so through greater suffering than for those who 
did less.  But none would feel envy, so lost would all be in everlasting worship and thanksgiving to 
their LORD God.
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The Controversy

Our finite minds rebel at the idea that our ultimate fate is predestined, that it is 
utterly independent of  influence by our own decisions and actions here on earth.  
It must also be admitted that the doctrine of  predestination is highly controversial 
within Christianity, even within Presbyterianism. 

Controversy exists because Holy Scripture appears to speak with two minds on 
this issue.  On the one hand, the doctrine of  predestination is clearly taught.

“You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go 
and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide; so that whatever you ask the Fa-
ther in my name, he may give it to you.”
John 15:16

We know that in everything God works for good with those who love him, who 
are called according to his purpose.
For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image 
of his Son, in order that he might be the first-born among many brethren.  And 
those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also jus-
tified; and those whom he justified he also glorified.
Romans 8:28-30

For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, 
it is the gift of God-- not because of works, lest any man should boast. For we are 
his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand, that we should walk in them.
Ephesians 2:8-10

On the other hand, the concepts of  human responsibility and God’s will to 
seek and save all are also clearly taught.

“For the Son of man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and 
then he will repay every man for what he has done.” 
Matthew 16:27
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The Lord is not slow about his promise as some count slowness, but is forbearing 
toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repen-
tance. 
2 Peter 3:9

Thoughts on Reconciliation

Attempts to reconcile these seemingly contradictory teachings often feel either 
evasive or unsatisfying.  Is it possible that we go wrong by assuming that God’s eter-
nal decrees must be arbitrary and unjust because they don’t take our worldly lives 
into account?  

But we affirm that God is perfectly just.  Perhaps there are dimensions of  real-
ity of  which we are completely ignorant that account for God’s eternal decrees 
and by which they become perfectly understandable and just.

I believe that this must be so.  Thus, when these additional dimensions of  real-
ity are visible it will become perfectly true and just that God simultaneously holds 
us accountable, desires that we all be saved and has determined our destiny in the 
depths of  eternity past.

But there is another means by which to seek reconciliation between Predestina-
tion and Free Will.  To begin, let’s affirm the existence of  this apparent contradic-
tion in Scripture.  Given this situation, if  we wish to uphold the authority of  Scrip-
ture then there are only two options available, those being:

1. Hold man’s Free Will as the primary teaching and incorporate Predestination 
into that framework.

2. Hold Predestination as the primary teaching and incorporate Free Will into 
that framework.

However, if  we choose the first option then a logical impossibility is created.  
That being, if  man’s Free Will is the primary determining factor in achieving salva-
tion then it cannot be simultaneously true that God decided this issue about us be-
fore the creation.  Thus our only option is to ignore all of  the many Scriptural pas-
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sages that teach Predestination.  But now Scriptural authority has been over-
thrown as opposed to upheld.

If  the first option inexorably leads to the abandonment of  Scriptural authority 
then we are left with the second.  At this point this option also may appear to have 
impossible logical contradictions to overcome.  However, I will contend that they 
can be overcome, and, with the guidance of  great theologians will attempt to dem-
onstrate how this can be achieved.  By so doing Scriptural authority is upheld with-
out ignoring anything that it teaches.

The Hard Road from Revulsion to Embrace

The reaction, even from many committed Christians, to the doctrine of  predes-
tination can be best captured by the word “revulsion.”  Use of  such a strong ex-
pression is by no means meant to denigrate the response nor negate its reasons.  In 
fact, so antithetical is this doctrine to our natural reason that the most likely first 
reaction must be one of  repulsion.

I believe that there are two related but distinct fundamental reasons for this re-
sponse.

1. The doctrine places the responsibility for each individual’s eternal disposition 
– salvation or damnation – squarely, solely and uniquely in God’s hands.

2. The doctrine appears to fundamentally negate the doctrine of  human free 
will.

With respect to God’s responsibility, the relationship to negation of  free will is 
obvious.  However a fuller discussion of  free will will be developed separately be-
cause of  issues that include, but go beyond salvation.

God’s Responsibility

Placing human salvation or damnation entirely into God’s hands, and before 
the beginning of  time, calls into question His love and justice.  We are part of  a so-
ciety that has placed fairness and self-actualization into foundational concepts.  Re-
gardless of  our intense arguments over their meaning and implementation, almost 
all political and social positions share these conceptual foundations.
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The doctrine of  predestination was likely never popular.  However, at least cen-
turies ago, when most humans knew what it was to live under the arbitrary author-
ity of  a king, they might have started a bit closer in intellectual framework.  Today 
we in the West begin from a position of  radical estrangement, so powerfully does it 
appear to violate our most cherished values. 

And yet there is another foundational concept of  the West, attenuated and 
pushed aside, that remains crucial to this issue – truth.  When we think of  truth 
nowadays it tends to be only in the realms of  science, personal conduct and law.  
Even in these areas its power has waned considerably.  

However, as Christians, we must admit that the truth about God’s nature and 
His action is indeed of  fundamental importance.  We have confessed from the be-
ginnings of  Christ’s Church that it is in God’s Word that we are to look for truth 
about these matters [1].

Q. 3 What is the Word of God?
A. 3 The holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are the Word of God, the 
only rule of faith and obedience.

Q. 4 How doth it appear that the Scriptures are the Word of God?
A. 4 The Scriptures manifest themselves to be the Word of God, by their majesty and 
purity; by the consent of all the parts, and the scope of the whole, which is to give 
all glory to God; by their light and power to convince and convert sinners, to com-
fort and build up believers unto salvation. But the Spirit of God, bearing witness by 
and with the Scriptures in the heart of man, is alone able fully to persuade it that 
they are the very word of God.

Q. 5 What do the Scriptures principally teach?
A. 5 The Scriptures principally teach, what man is to believe concerning God, and 
what duty God requires of man.

But what if, after carefully searching and considering the Scriptures we con-
clude that the truth that they teach is indeed captured by the doctrine of  predesti-
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nation?  Would we not find ourselves at the same place as the other disciples when 
they received the hard teaching about the Bread of  Life?

Many of his disciples, when they heard it, said, "This is a hard saying; who can 
listen to it?" But Jesus, knowing in himself that his disciples murmured at it, said to 
them, "Do you take offense at this? Then what if you were to see the Son of man 
ascending where he was before? It is the spirit that gives life, the flesh is of no 
avail; the words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. But there are some 
of you that do not believe." For Jesus knew from the first who those were that did 
not believe, and who it was that would betray him. And he said, "This is why I 
told you that no one can come to me unless it is granted him by the Father." After 
this many of his disciples drew back and no longer went about with him. 
John 6:60-66

Yes, the doctrine of  predestination “is a hard saying” and “who can listen 
to it?”  But, if  it is indeed true then are we not obligated as followers of  Christ to 
accept it?  The issue is our willingness to follow wherever Christ leads, not follow-
ing our own sense of  justice and rightness.

Yes, it is potentially a disturbing thought that God would decide human salva-
tion from before the beginning of  time.  And yet, this is the Father who loved us 
enough to send His own Son to die for our sins.  This is the Son who set aside His 
glory to live among us, experiencing all of  our pain, temptations and possibilities 
so that He could intercede on our behalf  in love and understanding.  This is the 
Spirit that breaths life into us and brings us to saving faith where otherwise we 
would be forever dead in our sin.  Can't we place all, even human salvation, into 
this God's hands in total confidence that He has decided in love, perfection and 
truth; regardless of  if  we understand?

And, if  we do so give ourselves over to this doctrine’s care, are there true and 
fragrant benefits?  I say yes, yes, blessedly yes.  Let N.L. Rice speak this truth, first 
for the individual. [11]

This doctrine greatly exalts the grace of  God, whilst it deeply humbles the believer, and fills 
his heart with inexpressible gratitude. It proclaims "Glory to God in the highest, and on 
earth peace and good will to men." It will swell the sweet notes in heaven, when the head-
stone of  the spiritual temple shall be brought forth with shoutings of  "Grace, Grace unto it."
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and then for the Church.

And indeed this very feature of  the doctrine marks it as Divine. Examine all the errors that 
have ever marred the beauty and destroyed the moral power of  the Church of  Christ, and 
you will find in them all one great characteristic feature, viz: they diminish the guilt of  man, 
and thus diminish their indebtedness to divine grace. But this doctrine humbles man in the 
very dust, as deserving of  eternal misery, and exalts in the highest degree "the grace of  God 
that bringeth salvation." Its language is--"Not unto us, O Lord, not unto us, but unto thy 
name give glory, for thy mercy, and for thy truth’s sake."[Psa. 115:1] Human nature has ever 
exalted itself, but this doctrine humbles human nature and exalts the grace of  God. It takes 
from man all merit, and gives all the glory of  his salvation to God. Need we better evidence 
that this doctrine is not of  man, but of  God?

Human Free Will

To begin, it must be openly admitted that the doctrine of  predestination does 
take the issue of  salvation outside the scope of  human free will.  There will be no 
argument here seeking to obscure or soften this fact.  There is, though, the secon-
dary issue of  human exercise of  their wills as they go through life.  Here I will ar-
gue for human will’s continued existence, and for its value in God’s economy.

With regard to the removal of  our wills from the issue of  our salvation, much is 
often made of  this doctrine’s unfairness to us.  However, perhaps we Christians 
should consider more carefully, ponder more seriously the consequences of  the op-
posite view for Christ and His Cross.  Doing so sheds an entirely different light on 
the situation.

If  our salvation is dependent on our wills in any way, then it must be the case 
that Christ has left something unfinished in His work on our behalf.  That is, it is 
as if  Christ has carried a heavy load a great distance for us, but we somehow must 
make the effort to move it across the finish line.  We can use any language to de-
scribe this work of  ours, but it will always come back to the insufficiency of  
Christ’s work on our behalf, because, if  there is anything that we must add then 
Christ has left something undone. 

M. Stibbs has said it well [12]. 
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The faith of  the individual must be seen as having no value in itself, but as discovering value 
wholly and solely through movement towards and committal to Christ. It must be seen as 
simply a means of  finding all one's hope outside oneself  in the person and work of  another; 
and not in any sense an originating cause or objective ground of  justification. For true faith 
is active only in the man who is wholly occupied with Christ; its practice means that every 
blessing is received from another. For this reason faith is exclusive and intolerant of  com-
pany; it is only truly present when any and every contribution towards his salvation on the 
part of  the believer or on the part of  the Church is absolutely and unequivocally shut out. 
Justification must be seen and received as a blessing dependent wholly and exclusively on 
Christ alone, on what he is and what he has done—a blessing enjoyed simply through being 
joined directly to him, through finding one's all in him, through drawing one's all from him, 
without the interposition of  any other mediator or mediating channel whatever.

So, when we insist on a theology that allows our wills a role in salvation we si-
multaneously are insisting that Christ’s work on the Cross be considered insuffi-
cient. 

Martin Luther put it bluntly:

If  any man doth ascribe of  salvation, even the very least, to the free will of  man, he 
knoweth nothing of  grace, and he hath not learnt Jesus Christ aright.

Is this what we, as followers of  Christ, desire to do to Him (as if  we could)?  Put 
that way, most would say no.  So, if  the Scriptures appear to take all ground away 
for our own contribution to salvation, as they do, then perhaps we should embrace 
as opposed to reject.

Jonathan Edwards is best known for his sermon “Sinners in the Hands of  an 
Angry God.”  But he nonetheless has written words about our Lord and Savior, Je-
sus Christ that shine wonderful light on His perfect love, his all-sufficient work on 
our behalf  [13].

And here is not only infinite strength and infinite worthiness, but infinite condescension, and 
love and mercy, as great as power and dignity. If  you are a poor, distressed sinner, whose 
heart is ready to sink for fear that God never will have mercy on you, you need not be afraid 
to go to Christ, for fear that he is either unable or unwilling to help you. Here is a strong 
foundation, and an inexhaustible treasure, to answer the necessities of  your poor soul, and 
here is infinite grace and gentleness to invite and embolden a poor, unworthy, fearful soul to 
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come to it. If  Christ accepts of  you, you need not fear but that you will be safe, for he is a 
strong Lion for your defense. And if  you come, you need not fear but that you shall be ac-
cepted; for he is like a Lamb to all that come to him, and receives then with infinite grace 
and tenderness. It is true he has awful majesty, he is the great God, and infinitely high above 
you; but there is this to encourage and embolden the poor sinner, that Christ is man as well 
as God; he is a creature, as well as the Creator, and he is the most humble and lowly in heart 
of  any creature in heaven or earth. This may well make the poor unworthy creature bold in 
coming to him. You need not hesitate one moment; but may run to him, and cast yourself  
upon him. You will certainly be graciously and meekly received by him. Though he is a lion, 
he will only be a lion to your enemies, but he will be a lamb to you. It could not have been 
conceived, had it not been so in the person of  Christ, that there could have been so much in 
any Savior, that is inviting and tending to encourage sinners to trust in him. Whatever your 
circumstances are, you need not be afraid to come to such a Savior as this. Be you never so 
wicked a creature, here is worthiness enough; be you never so poor, and mean, and ignorant 
a creature, there is no danger of  being despised, for though he be so much greater than you, 
he is also immensely more humble than you. Any one of  you that is a father or mother, will 
not despise one of  your own children that comes to you in distress: much less danger is there 
of  Christ's despising you, if  you in your heart come to him.

Perhaps we should acknowledge that there are some things we are not sufficient 
in ourselves to decide and thus should in gratitude accept God’s act on our behalf.  
N.L. Rice once again will be quoted [11].

Again, according to the doctrine of  Divine foreordination, God is the author of  all that is 
pure in the Christian's heart. He saw him "dead in trespasses and sins." He purposed to re-
new his heart, not because of  anything in the sinner moving him thereto, nor because of  
any foreseen co-operation on his part, but simply of  his sovereign mercy. So that the most 
devoted Christian, comparing his present condition and character with his former condition 
and character, must say emphatically with Paul:-"By the grace of  God I am what I am." 
And of  all his good works he must say:-"I labored; yet not I, but the grace of  God which 
was with me."

With regard to the exertion of  our wills in secondary matters, the fact that God 
foreordains ends need by no means imply our loss.

We are comfortable with the concept by which actions by individuals, organiza-
tions and nature influence human acts.  There are laws, social conventions, argu-
ments, economic incentives, natural disasters and so many more means by which 
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this is accomplished.  In all of  these cases we recognize that the responses elicited 
are by agents having free wills.

How much more God, Who knows our every thought and motive, Who has ul-
timate control over creation itself, is capable of  so ordering events such that the act-
ing out of  all of  our free wills will lead to the end that He has ordained.

Loraine Boettner has developed these ideas in greater detail and scope [14].

The philosopher who is convinced of  the existence of  a vast Power by whom all things exist 
and are controlled, is forced to inquire where the finite will can find expression under the 
reign of  the Infinite. The true solution of  this difficult question respecting the sovereignty of  
God and the freedom of  man, is not to be found in the denial of  either, but rather in such a 
reconciliation as gives full weight to each, yet which assigns a preeminence to the divine sov-
ereignty corresponding to the infinite exaltation of  the Creator above the sinful creature. 
The same God who has ordained all events has ordained human liberty in the midst of  
these events, and this liberty is as surely fixed as is anything else. Man is no mere automaton 
or machine. In the Divine plan, which is infinite in variety and complexity which reaches 
from everlasting to everlasting, and which includes millions of  free agents who act and inter-
act upon each other, God has ordained that human beings shall keep their liberty under His 
sovereignty. He has made no attempt to give us a formal explanation of  these things, and 
our limited human knowledge is not able fully to solve the problem. Since the Scripture writ-
ers did not hesitate to affirm the absolute sway of  God over the thoughts and intents of  the 
heart, they felt no embarrassment in including the acts of  free agents within His all-
embracing plan. That the makers of  the Westminster Confession recognized the freedom of  
man is plain; for immediately after declaring that "God has freely and unchangeably or-
dained whatsoever comes to pass," they added, "Yet so as thereby neither is God the author 
of  sin, nor is violence offered to the will of  the creatures, nor is the liberty or contingency of  
second causes taken away, but rather established."

While the act remains that of  the individual, it is nevertheless due more or less to the predis-
posing agency and efficacy of  divine power exerted in lawful ways. This may be illustrated 
to a certain extent in the case of  a man who wishes to construct a building. He decides on 
his plan. Then he hires the carpenters, masons, plumbers, etc., to do the work. These men 
are not forced to do the work. No compulsion of  any kind is used. The owner simply offers 
the necessary inducements by way of  wages, working conditions, and so on, so that the men 
work freely and gladly. They do in detail just what he plans for them to do. His is the pri-
mary and theirs is the secondary will or cause for the construction of  the building. We often 
direct the actions of  our fellow men without infringing on their freedom or responsibility. In 
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a similar way and to an infinitely greater degree God can direct our actions. His will for the 
course of  events is the primary cause and man's will is the secondary cause; and the two 
work together in perfect harmony.

The Scriptures speak with great power and regularity about God’s desire for 
our right exercising of  our wills.  We must take these teachings with the greatest of  
seriousness.

When Wills Collide

If  God allows our wills freedom to operate then what happens when our cor-
rupt wills collide with God’s eternal decrees?  As this book has attempted to dem-
onstrate, it appears that God weaves His eternal purposes into the fabric of  our 
willful acts.  That is, though we do indeed make decisions and take actions that are 
based upon our free wills, God is able to ensure that the accumulated result accom-
plishes His purposes.

The most notable Biblical story that reveals this dynamic is Joseph and his 
brothers (Genesis 37-50).  Recall that Issac became the child of  the fulfilled prom-
ise to Abraham and Sarah.  In turn Issac had twin sons, Esau and Jacob.  Al-
though the younger, it was through Jacob’s line that God chose for the keeping of  
His promise.  Jacob had twelve sons, the second youngest of  whom was Joseph.

To call Jacob’s family dysfunctional 
may be an understatement.  Jacob 
showed extreme favoritism towards 
Joseph, who responded by becom-
ing conceited and boastful.  Not 
surprisingly this situation created 
great resentfulness in his ten older 
brothers.  They eventually became 
so furious that they decided to sell 
Joseph into slavery and tell their fa-
ther that he had been killed by a 
beast.
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Joseph ended up in the Egyptian empire.  There he experienced great danger 
and suffering.  However, due to God’s gift of  prophecy, Joseph miraculously ended 
up being the second most powerful man in Egypt, with only the Pharaoh above 
him.

Although the story centers on 
Joseph in Egypt for a long period 
of  time, we are told that his 
brothers’ scheme crushed their 
father’s spirit.  One need no spe-
cial gift of  imagination to infer 
that their father’s grief  coupled 
with the keeping of  a shameful 
lie must have created gaping 
wounds in the family’s life.

None of  the people in this 
story were originally attempting 
to cooperate with God’s provi-
dential purposes.  Quite the contrary, they were driven by pride, envy, greed, ha-
tred and selfishness, among many other moral failings.  One would be hard 
pressed to create a family situation less supportive of  God’s purposes.  In fact, 
their wills appear to have been aligned directly against God by tending to destroy 
the very family through which God sought to fulfill His promise!

And yet, in the end, it is God’s will that is done.  Not only does Jacob’s family 
survive, but it does so because of  the sequence of  sinful events willed by the human par-
ticipants.  That is, because Joseph becomes powerful in Egypt he can offer his fam-
ily salvation from a devastating famine.

Far beyond mere physical survival, the experiences of  Joseph and his brothers 
create in them softened hearts, humility and mercy that enable the family to recon-
cile.  This process only reaches completion upon the death of  Jacob.  For, in spite 
of  Joseph’s apparent kindness, his brothers yet fear that he is only waiting until Ja-
cob’s death to take revenge.
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When Joseph's brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “It may be 
that Joseph will hate us and pay us back for all the evil that we did to him.”  So 
they sent a message to Joseph, saying, “Your father gave this command before 
he died:  ‘Say to Joseph, “Please forgive the transgression of your brothers and 
their sin, because they did evil to you.”’ And now, please forgive the transgres-
sion of the servants of the God of your father.” Joseph wept when they spoke to 
him.  His brothers also came and fell down before him and said, “Behold, we are 
your servants.”  But Joseph said to them, “Do not fear, for am I in the place of 
God?  As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for 
good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as 
they are today.  So do not fear; I will provide for you and your little ones.” 
Thus he comforted them and spoke kindly to them.
Genesis 50:15-21

In Joseph’s astounding statement we find wondrous insight into God’s working 
of  His providential purposes within context of  human free will.  There is unambi-
guous clarity that Joseph’s brothers were willfully intending evil when they sold 
him into slavery.  However, there is also no doubt that God’s intentions were the 
exact opposite, and, were operating throughout.  How can these apparently contra-
dictory statements be reconciled?

Put another way, where in creation does God have the opportunity to inject His 
will so as to ensure a chosen outcome within context of  human free will?  Here we 
enter the realm of  conjecture.  However, it is conjecture illuminated by the entire 
Biblical story concerning God’s dealing with mankind.

One obvious place to look is the dimension of  time.  We can easily recall nu-
merous historical events when the difference of  hours, or even minutes, had a con-
trolling impact on the outcome.  For example, had the caravan to which Joseph 
was sold arrived hours later his brothers might have decided to kill him (Genesis 
37:25-28).  Is it beyond God’s power to influence the sequence of  events in time so 
as to cause a desired result?

Or consider the dimension of  human character.  We all should be able to agree 
that each human being has a unique, multifaceted character that powerfully influ-
ences how they respond to ideas and events.  Is it beyond the power of  God to im-
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print upon us character traits that will lead to our freely choosing one path over an-
other?  Does not Scripture explicitly teach that this is indeed so?

For 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.” Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hard-
ens whom he wants to harden.
Romans 9:17,18 (NIV)

Who are we to say just where and how this hardening of  Pharaoh occurred?  Is 
it beyond God’s power to create particular character traits that will cause one per-
son to freely respond in one way to a set of  circumstances and another differently?  
Can this not be an aspect of  God’s action when we are being fearfully and won-
derfully made (Psalm 139:14)?

These two possibilities are not intended to definitively explain how God’s acts 
of  providence operate.  Rather, they are intended to expand the scope of  our inves-
tigation to allow room for God’s acting within the simultaneous application of  our 
free wills.

Perhaps a generalized statement of  the above specific examples would be:

God, through various and sundry means that are independent of  human will is able to 
ensure that the accumulated result of  events will lead to the outcome that He has 
foreordained from eternity.

Of  course, as we have seen in this work and throughout the Bible, none of  this 
precludes God from directly intervening in creation as He deems fit.  However 
even on these occasions the dynamic is not that of  a puppet master pulling strings, 
but rather of  the infinite, eternal God engaging in relationship with frail flesh and 
blood.  That is, even within these direct invasions of  the divine room is made for 
the operation of  our wills.

Thus, the only issue excluded from influence of  our wills is that of  our salva-
tion.  However, as we have seen, were God to here leave us to our own devices no 
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one would be saved.  Thus our merciful God only overpowers our wills in the one 
place that they are utterly helpless.

Defending a Disreputable Doctrine

There is one more issue that must be addressed: Why bother to defend such an 
obviously outdated, unpopular and disturbing doctrine in the first place?

The answers are simple.  I do so because careful study of  the Scriptures has 
convinced me that it must be true.  I do so because, believing, I have found unex-
pected, unexplainable peace and release.  

For though 

It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.
Hebrews 10:31

it is also

… the peace of God, which passes all understanding…
Philippians 4:7

that I have actually found there.

The road that I have traveled to arrive at this place has been hard.  For to walk 
down it has meant to progressively give up on my fantasies of  self-sufficiency, of  
righteousness.  I have found that continually

He must increase, but I must decrease.
John 3:30

I still pathetically cling to the filthy rags that remain.  But before my soul’s eyes 
stands the hope that can never be shaken now that it is in God’s sure hands that 
my salvation rests.

For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image 
of his Son, in order that he might be the first-born among many brethren. And 
those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also jus-
tified; and those whom he justified he also glorified. 
Romans 8:29-30

139



Final Thoughts

One question that 
burns bright is why 
have history and pre-
destination?  It 
would appear that 
the latter renders the 
former irrelevant.  
There are so many 
others!  It is here that 
we are wise to once 
again listen carefully 
to John Calvin[10].

First, then, let them remember that when they inquire into predestination, they penetrate 
the inmost recesses of  Divine wisdom, where the careless and confident intruder will obtain 
no satisfaction to his curiosity, but will enter a labyrinth from which he will find no way to 
depart. For it is unreasonable that man should scrutinize with impunity those things which 
the Lord has determined to be hidden in himself; and investigate, even from eternity, that 
sublimity of  wisdom which God would have us to adore and not comprehend, to promote 
our admiration of  His glory. The secrets of  His will which He determined to reveal to us, 
He discovers in His word; and these are all that He foresaw would concern us or conduce to 
our advantage.

We should take the most serious note that the Apostle Paul, though fully con-
vinced of  God’s predestining action still participated in history with the greatest of  
energy.  If  I had been there to ask all of  my “but why” questions there’s no doubt 
in my mind that the Great Apostle would have finally answered something along 
the lines of:

But who are you, a man, to answer back to God?
Romans 9:20a

Yes, indeed, who am I?  The plain fact is that our LORD God has made history 
and placed us within it.  The Scriptures clearly show that we are to be active par-
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ticipants in history’s unfolding.  Those who came to understand God’s eternal de-
crees did so in the humility of  accepting a hard and perplexing conclusion while 
continuing to live and act in the world.

There are places forever beyond the reach of  our intellects.  With the contin-
ued wise application of  theology, science, medicine, philosophy, economics and so 
forth we can continue to advance our well-being.  However, in order for any of  
this to truly be wise we must recover the truth that we are, all of  us, limited crea-
tures under the authority of  the infinite LORD God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, 
who have been called according to his purpose.
Romans 8:28

Amen.
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End Notes

Arminianism
Doctrinal Components

Free-Will or Human Ability
Although human nature was seriously affected by the fall, man has not been 

left in a state of  total spiritual helplessness. God graciously enables every sinner to 
repent and believe, but He does not interfere with man's freedom. Each sinner pos-
sesses a free will, and his eternal destiny depends on how he uses it. Man's freedom 
consists of  his ability to choose good over evil in spiritual matters; his will is not en-
slaved to his sinful nature. The sinner has the power to either cooperate with 
God's Spirit and be regenerated or resist God's grace and perish. The lost sinner 
needs the Spirit's assistance, but he does not have to be regenerated by the Spirit 
before he can believe, for faith is man's act and precedes the new birth. Faith is the 
sinner's gift to God; it is man's contribution to salvation.

Conditional Election
God's choice of  certain individuals unto salvation before the foundation of  the 

world was based upon His foreseeing that they would respond to His call. He se-
lected only those whom He knew would of  themselves freely believe the gospel. 
Election therefore was determined by or conditioned upon what man would do. 
The faith which God foresaw and upon which He based His choice was not given 
to the sinner by God (it was not created by the regenerating power of  the Holy 
Spirit) but resulted solely from man's will. It was left entirely up to man as to who 
would believe and therefore as to who would be elected unto salvation. God chose 
those whom He knew would, of  their own free will, choose Christ. Thus the sin-
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ner's choice of  Christ, not God's choice of  the sinner, is the ultimate cause of  salva-
tion.

Universal Redemption or General Atonement
Christ's redeeming work made it possible for everyone to be saved but did not 

actually secure the salvation of  anyone. Although Christ died for all men and for 
every man, only those who believe on Him are saved. His death enabled God to 
pardon sinners on the condition that they believe, but it did not actually put away 
anyone's sins. Christ's redemption becomes effective only if  man chooses to accept 
it.

The Holy Spirit Can Be Effectually Resisted 
The Spirit calls inwardly all those who are called outwardly by the gospel invita-

tion; He does all that He can to bring every sinner to salvation. But inasmuch as 
man is free, he can successfully resist the Spirit's call. The Spirit cannot regenerate 
the sinner until he believes; faith (which is man's contribution) proceeds and makes 
possible the new birth. Thus, man's free will limits the Spirit in the application of  
Christ's saving work. The Holy Spirit can only draw to Christ those who allow 
Him to have His way with them. Until the sinner responds, the Spirit cannot give 
life. God's grace, therefore, is not invincible; it can be, and often is, resisted and 
thwarted by man.

Falling from Grace
Those who believe and are truly saved can lose their salvation by failing to keep 

up their faith, etc. All Arminians have not been agreed on this point; some have 
held that believers are eternally secure in Christ - that once a sinner is regener-
ated, he can never be lost.

 Some Theological Problems
The debate between Reformed and Arminian theologies is vast, covering centu-

ries of  human disputation.  Here I will discuss only two of  the more prevalent posi-
tions taken by those arguing for Arminianism.

Salvation as a Gift Offered by God
God’s salvation is like a gift, carefully and painfully prepared by Christ and of-

fered to us to accept or reject as our wills determine.
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Let’s start by accepting the premise that humans are morally capable of  decid-
ing to accept such a gift.  First, it is absolutely clear that the sovereign entity in this 
transaction is the human.  That is, should the human choose to reject the gift, Je-
sus Christ is left helplessly willing that which He cannot accomplish.  All of  His 
work on our behalf  falls pathetically short.  Secondly, if  the human does accept 
the gift, then it is a work on their part that made the difference.  In consequence, 
Arminianism allows for the saved Christian to secretly or openly consider himself  
as morally superior to those who apparently are not saved.  That is, they can boast 
of  their own act of  moral superiority by which they have arrived at this blessed po-
sition. Arminian theology can twist and turn to its heart’s desire to obfuscate this 
implication, but ultimately to no avail.

But it gets even worse.  The Bible teaches that:

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins
Ephesians 2:1

When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, 
God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins 
Colossians 2:13

Have you ever considered handing a gift to a dead person?  The act is clearly 
ridiculous, since the corpse has no way of  even knowing that something is being 
offered, let alone the ability to reach out and accept.  And yet, we are asked to be-
lieve a doctrine that makes our Lord God this ridiculous.

Of  course, in direct contradiction to Scripture, Arminianism teaches that we 
are indeed morally alive enough to make this decision.  Once again, our pride is 
stroked, allowing us to evade the depth and scope of  our estrangement from God 
through Original Sin.

God’s Foreknowledge
The contention is that God’s act of  election is based upon His foreknowledge that 

we would will so as to accept Him, and so God then predestined us to that end.

This position is based on one of  the most famous passages in Scripture, Ro-
mans 8:29,30. 
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For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image 
of his Son, in order that he might be the first-born among many brethren. And 
those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also jus-
tified; and those whom he justified he also glorified. 

Since “foreknew” precedes “predestined,” the argument is made that salvation 
is based on God’s foreknowledge that we would accept the offer of  salvation.

The first point against this interpretation is that in the very next chapter of  Ro-
mans the Apostle Paul makes it abundantly clear that this is not what he means.  
Here is the passage from Romans that proves this statement.

Not only that, but Rebekah's children had one and the same father, our father 
Isaac. Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad—in or-
der that God's purpose in election might stand: not by works but by him who 
calls—she was told, "The older will serve the younger." Just as it is written: "Jacob 
I loved, but Esau I hated."

What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all! For he says to Moses, "I will 
have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have 
compassion." It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on 
God's mercy. For the Scripture says to Pharaoh: "I raised you up for this very pur-
pose, that I might display my power in you and that my name might be pro-
claimed in all the earth." Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have 
mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden.

One of you will say to me: "Then why does God still blame us? For who resists his 
will?" But who are you, O man, to talk back to God? "Shall what is formed say to 
him who formed it, 'Why did you make me like this?' " Does not the potter have 
the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for noble purposes 
and some for common use?

Romans 9:10-21

Firstly, do we contend that the Holy Spirit, acting through the Apostle Paul is 
so incompetent as to teach two contradictory positions in the same Epistle, in adja-
cent chapters? 
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Secondly, isn’t there a logical contradiction in this formulation?  For if  God did 
indeed predestine us to be saved prior to our act of  acceptance in time, then how 
is it that we freely choose when the time He foresaw actually arrives?  Or, if  God 
first ran through time and observed who accepted His offer; what is the point of  a 
second running through time with the elect now predestined?  There’s simply no 
point, for you need not predestine that which has already occurred. This isn’t a 
simple problem to sort out.

Finally, if  God foreknows that we will or will not accept the gift of  salvation 
then why is it necessary for Him to predestine?  Are we saying that there is uncer-
tainty in God’s foreknowledge?  If  so, then God is necessarily not omniscient.  
And, if  we will accept / not accept the gift under differing circumstances then isn’t 
God’s predestining once again His sovereign act to save us?

This discussion is meant to provide a brief  taste of  the problems and issues cre-
ated by Arminian theology.  At its core Arminianism is the diminishment of  God 
and the glorification of  humankind.  By accepting this false doctrine we arrogantly 
refuse to glorify God as our chief  end.

Predestination: Of God’s Eternal Decree

From the The Westminster Confession of  Faith, biblical footnote references have 
been omitted.

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

2. Although God knows whatsoever may or can come to pass, upon all supposed 
conditions; yet hath he not decreed anything because he foresaw it as future, 
or as that which would come to pass, upon such conditions.

3. By the decree of  God, for the manifestation of  his glory, some men and angels 
are predestinated unto everlasting life, and others fore-ordained to everlasting 
death.
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4. These angels and men, thus predestinated and fore-ordained, are particularly 
and unchangeably designed; and their number is so certain and definite that it 
cannot be either increased or diminished.

5. Those of  mankind that are predestinated unto life, God, before the foundation 
of  the world was laid, according to his eternal and immutable purpose, and 
the secret counsel and good pleasure of  his will, hath chosen in Christ, unto ev-
erlasting glory, out of  his free grace and love alone, without any foresight of  
faith or good works, or perseverance in either of  them, or any other thing in 
the creature, as conditions, or causes moving him thereunto; and all to the 
praise of  his glorious grace.

6. As God hath appointed the elect unto glory, so hath he, by the eternal and 
most free purpose of  his will, fore-ordained all the means thereunto.  Where-
fore they who are elected being fallen in Adam are redeemed by Christ, are ef-
fectually called unto faith in Christ by his Spirit working in due season; are jus-
tified, adopted, sanctified, and kept by his power through faith unto salvation. 
Neither are any other redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified, 
adopted, sanctified, and saved, but the elect only.

7. The rest of  mankind, God was pleased, according to the unsearchable counsel 
of  his own will, whereby he extendeth or withholdeth mercy as he pleaseth, 
for the glory of  his sovereign power over his creatures, to pass by, and to or-
dain them to dishonour and wrath for their sin, to the praise of  his glorious jus-
tice.

8. The doctrine of  this high mystery of  predestination is to be handled with spe-
cial prudence and care, that men attending the will of  God revealed in his 
Word, and yielding obedience thereunto, may, from the certainty of  their effec-
tual vocation, be assured of  their eternal election. So shall this doctrine afford 
matter of  praise, reverence, and admiration of  God; and of  humility, dili-
gence, and abundant consolation to all that sincerely obey the gospel.
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