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CORAMDEO - BEFORE THE FACE OF GOD I BURK PARSONS

What Is the Gospel?

he great nineteenth-century Princeton theologian Charles Hodge said, “The gospel is

so simple that small children can understand it, and it is so profound that studies by the

wisest theologians will never exhaust its riches.” The gospel is absolutely fundamental
to everything we believe. It is at the very core of who we are as Christians. However, many
professing Christians struggle to answer the question: What is the gospel? When | teach, 1 am
astounded by how many of my students are unable to provide a biblically accurate explanation
of what the gospelis, and, what’s more, what the gospelis not. If we don’t know what the gospel
is, we are of all people the most to be pitied—for we not only can’t proclaim the gospel in
evangelism so that sinners might be saved, but we in fact may not be saved ourselves.

In our day, there are countless counterfeit gospels, both inside and outside the church.
Much of whatis on Christian television and on the shelves of Christian bookstores completely
obscuresthe gospel, thereby making it another gospel, which is no gospel whatsoever. English
pastor J.C. Ryle wrote, “Since Satan cannot destroy the gospel, he has too often neutralized
its usefulness by addition, subtraction, or substitution.” It is vital we understand that just
because a preacher talksabout Jesus, the cross, and heaven, does not mean heis preaching
the gospel. And just because there is a church on every corner does not mean the gospel is
preached on every corner.

Fundamentally, the gospel is news. It’s good news—the good news about what our triune
God hasaccomplished for His people: the Father’s sending His Son, the incarnate Jesus Christ,
to live perfectly, fulfill the law, and die sacrificially, satisfying God’s wrath against us that we
might not face hell, thereby atoning for our sins; and raising Him from the dead by the power of
the Holy Spirit. It is the victorious announcement that God saves sinners. And even though the
call of Jesus to “take up your cross and follow me,” “repent and believe,” “deny yourself,” and
“keep my commandments” are necessary commands that directly follow the proclamation of the
gospel, they are notinthemselves the good news of what Jesus has accomplished. The gospelis
notasummonstowork harderto reach God; it’sthe grand message of how God worked all things
together for good to reach us. The gospel is good news, not good advice or good instructions,
justas J. Gresham Machen wrote: “What I need first of all is not exhortation, but a gospel, not
directions for saving myself but knowledge of how God has saved me. Have you any good news?
That is the question that | ask of you.”

” ¢

Burk Parsons is editor of Tabletalk magazine and serves as copastor of Saint Andrew’s Chapel in Sanford, Fla. He is editor of
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RIGHT NOW

COUNTS

FOREVER

PREACHING and
TEACHING

of churches all over the world belong to
Jesus. They are His sheep. And every min-
ister who is ordained is consecrated and
entrusted by God with the care of those
sheep. We call it the “pastorate”
because ministers are called to
care for the sheep of Christ.
Pastors are Christ’s under-

home Bible studies, and so on give laypeo-
plethe chance to feed on the Word of God
several times each week. Asthey are able,
laypeople should take advantage of what

The churchneedsto

recapturesomethingof the
regularteaching ministry
evidentin thework of our

shepherds, and what shepherd
would so neglect his sheep that

. o
ver the years, I've made no secret of my admiration for men e e

such as Martin Luther and John Calvin, who were so
instrumental in the recovery of the gospel during the
Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century. I'm amazed by
their towering intellects and their ability to stand firm amid much

danger. Their love for biblical truth is an
example to follow, and as I approach
twenty years of weekly preaching at
Saint Andrew’s Chapel, 'm particularly
grateful for their pastoral model. Both of
these men were “celebrities” in their day,
but neither of them spent his years travel-
ing Europein order to consolidate amove-
ment of followers. Instead, both of them
devoted themselvesto their primaryvoca-
tion of preaching and teaching the Word
of God. Both men were tireless preach-
ers—Luther in Wittenberg, Germany, and
Calvinin Geneva, Switzerland. They took
the ministry of the Word of God serious-
ly, so when they talk about the task of the
preacher, I pay close attention.

More than adecade ago, Iwas invited
togive alecture on Martin Luther’s view
of preaching, and I found that preparing
for that exercise was invaluable for my
ownworkas apreacher. I also discovered
thatwhat Luther had to say about preach-
ingwas notonly for the pastor but also for
the entire church, and it’s amazing how
timely his words remain in our day.

One of the emphases that we find
again and again in Luther’s writings is
that a preacher must be “apt to teach.”
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In many ways, this is no great insight,
for he’s just restating the qualifications
that are set forth in the New Testament
for church elders (1 Tim. 3:2). Yet given
whatwe expect from our preachers today,
Luther’s words—echoing biblical revela-
tion—need to be heard anew. The concept
that the primary task of the minister is to
teach is all but lost in the church today.
When we call ministers to our churches
we often look for these men to be adept
administrators, skilled fund-raisers, and
good organizers. Sure, we want them to
know some theology and the Bible, but we
don’t make it a priority that these people
be equipped to teach the congregation the
things of God. Administrative tasks are
seen as more important.

This is not the model that Jesus
Himself commended. You remember
the encounter that Jesus had with Peter
after His resurrection. Peter had denied
Jesus publicly three times, and Jesus
went about restoring the Apostle, tell-
ing him three times to “feed my sheep”
(John 21:15-19). By extension, this call-
ing is given to the elders and ministers
of the church because the people of God
who are assembled in the congregations

tofeed them? The feeding of our
Lord’s sheep comes principally
through teaching.

Typically, we distinguish
between preaching and teach-
ing. Preaching involves such
things as exhortation, exposition, admo-
nition, encouragement, and comfort,
while teaching is the transfer of infor-
mation and instruction in various areas
of content. In practice, however, there is
much overlap between the two. Preaching
must communicate content and include
teaching, and teaching people the things
of God cannot be done in a neutral man-
ner but must exhort them to heed and
obey the Word of Christ. God’s people
need both preaching and teaching, and
they need more than twenty minutes of
instruction and exhortation a week. A
good shepherd would never feed the sheep
only once aweek, and that’s why Luther
was teaching the people of Wittenberg
almost on a daily basis, and Calvin was
doing the same thing in Geneva. I’'m not
necessarily calling for the exact practic-
esin our day, but 'm convinced that the
church needs to recapture something of
the regular teaching ministry evident in
the work of our forefathers in the faith.
Asthey are able, churches should be cre-
ating many opportunities to hear God’s
Word preached and taught. Things such
as Sunday evening worship, midweek ser-
vices and Bible classes, Sunday school,

forefathersinthefaith.
|

isavailable to them by way of instruction
inthe deep truths of Scripture.

I say this not to encourage the cre-
ation of programs for the sake of pro-
grams, and I don’t want to put an
unmanageable burden on church mem-
bers or church staffs. But history shows
us that the greatest periods of revival
and reformation the church has ever
seen occur in conjunction with the fre-
quent, consistent, and clear preaching
of God’s Word. If we would see the Holy
Spirit bring renewal to our churches
and our lands, it will require preachers
who are committed to the exposition of
Scripture, and laypeople who will look
for shepherds to feed them the Word
of God and take full advantage of the
opportunities for biblical instruction
that are available.

Dr. R.C. Sproulis copastor of Saint
Andrew’s Chapel in Sanford, Fla.,
founder and chairman of Ligonier
Ministries, and author of the books
Scripture Alone and How Then Shall
We Worship?
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BY RAY ORTLUND

What is
the Gospel?

gospel. Reading it from Genesis

to Revelation, we see the vast

sweep of God’s wonderful mes-
sage to mankind.

But many people read the whole
Bible, and their understandings of the
gospel differ widely, remain vague, or
are just plain wrong. Some speak of the
gospel in terms of God’s favor pour-
ing out in financial prosperity. Others
describe a political utopia in Christ’s

I none sense, the whole Bible is the

6

name. Still others emphasize following
Christ, bringing in His kingdom, or pur-
suingholiness. Some of these themes are
biblical. But none of them is the gospel.
Fortunately, we can turn to passages
that tell us, explicitly and clearly, what
the gospel is. For example, the Apostle
Paul explains what is “of first impor-
tance” within the biblical message:

Now I would remind you, brothers,
of the gospel I preached to you, which
you received, in which you stand, and
by which you are being saved, if you
hold fast to the word I preached to
you—unless you believed in vain. For
I delivered to you as of first impor-
tancewhat I alsoreceived: that Christ
died for our sins in accordance with
the Scriptures, that he was buried,
that he was raised on the third day
in accordance with the Scriptures.
1 Cor.15:1-4)

Paul reminds the Corinthian believ-
ers of the gospel message and its compre-
hensive relevance to them. They received

it, they stand in it, they are being saved
by it. These sacred and powerful benefits
flow into their experience as they hold
fast to the gospel word that Paul gave
them. The Corinthians do not deserve
such blessing, but the gospel announces
God’s grace in Christ for the undeserv-
ing. The Corinthians’ only cata-
strophic failure would be unbe-
lief. With so much to commend
about the gospel, no wonder
Paul ranks it as “of first impor-
tance” in his priorities.

What, then, is the gospel?
The gospel is the good news
from God, first, that “Christ died
for our sins.” The Bible says that
God created Adam withoutsin, fittorule
over agood creation (Gen. I). Then Adam
broke from God and brought our whole
race down with him into guilt, misery,
and eternal ruin (chap. 3). But God, in His
great love for us rebels now thoroughly
unfit for Him, sent a better Adam, who
lived the perfect life we’ve never lived
and died the guilty death we don’t want
to die. “Christ died for our sins” in the
sense that, on the cross, He atoned for
the crimes we have committed against
God our King. Jesus, dying as our sub-
stitute, absorbed into Himself all the
wrath of God against the real moral guilt
of His people. He left no debt unpaid. He
Himselfsaid, “Itis finished” (John 19:30).
And we will forever say, “Worthy is the
Lamb who was slain!” (Rev. 5:12).

Second, the gospel says, “he was bur-
ied,” emphasizing that the sufferings and
death of Jesus were utterly real, extreme,
and final. The Bible says, “So they went
and made the tomb secure by sealing
the stone and setting a guard” (Matt.
27:66). After killing Him, His enemies
made sure everyone would know Jesus
was stone dead. Not only was our Lord’s
death asfinal as death canbe, it was also

humiliating: “And they made his grave
with the wicked” (Isa. 53:9). In His aston-
ishing love, Jesus identified with us sin-
ners and sufferers fully, omitting nothing.

Third, the gospel says, “he was raised
on the third day.” Years ago, I heard S.
Lewis Johnson put it this way: the resur-

The Living One conquered
death andisnow
preparing a place forus.

rection is God’s “Amen!” to Christ’s “It is
finished.” Jesus “was raised because of
our justification” (Rom. 4:25 NASB). His
work on the cross succeeded in atoning for
our sins, and obviously so. Moreover, by
Hisresurrection, Christwas “declared to
be the Son of God in power”—that is, our
triumphant Messiah who will rule forev-
er (Rom. 1:4). The risen Christ alone can
and does say to us, “Fear not, for I am the
firstand thelast,and the living one. I died,
and behold I am alive forevermore, and I
have the keys of Death and Hades” (Rev.
1:17-18). The Living One conquered death
and isnow preparinga place forus—anew
heavens and new earth, where all of His
people will live joyously with Him forever.

This is the gospel of God’s massive
grace toward us sinners. Whatever else
might be said only tells us more of the
mighty work of Jesus Christ. Letus hold
fast to the Word preached to us. If we
believe this gospel, we cannot believe
invain.

Dr. Ray Ortlund is lead pastor of Immanuel Church in
Nashville, Tenn., and president of Renewal Ministries. He
is author of Gospel: How the Church Portrays the Beauty
of Christ.



BY DAVID KENYON

Who Is God?

osessaid tothe Lord, “Please
show me your glory” (Ex.
33:18). In effect, he asked,

“Who are you, God?” God
responded with these words: “I'will make
allmy goodness pass before you and will
proclaim before you my name “The LORD.
And Iwill be gracious to whom I will be
gracious, and will show mercy on whom
I will show mercy” (v.19). He promised
toreveal Himself.

But no man can see God and live.
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That is too much for any man—sin-
ful man in particular. God told him to
stand on the rock and said, “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”
(vv. 22-23). Moses did well in asking
God who He is rather than telling God
who he wanted Him to be. Thus, God
was going to reveal Himself in part to
Moses. He was going to pass by, protect
him with His own hand, and proclaim
His own name. This meant far more
than simply pronouncing the name
Yahweh—“LoRrD” in our English trans-
lations—in Moses’ hearing. He was going
to proclaim His nature:

And the Lord passed before him and
proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord,a God
merciful and gracious, slow to anger,
and abounding in steadfast love and
faithfulness, keeping steadfast love
for thousands, forgiving iniquity and
transgression and sin, but who will by

no means clear the guilty, visiting the
iniquity of the fathers on the children
and the children’s children, to the third
and the fourth generation.” (34:6-7)

“The LORD, the LORD”—here God
revealed Himself to Moses by
His personal name, Yahweh.
He is the great I Am. He is the
self-existent, changeless God
through whom all things exist,
and He is merciful, gracious,
longsuffering, full of goodness
and truth.

Forgiveness is so important
that it is expressed using three
similar terms: “forgivinginiquity
and transgression and sin.” He
abounds in forgiveness and mercy. But
our God, according to His self-revelation,
is also just. Our text states that He will
not simply clear the guilty. It would be
contrary to His nature to simply overlook
sin. Justice must be done because of who
God is. Our God must be true to who He
is. But how can He be both merciful and
justat the same time? How can He actin
away consistent with these two traits? If
He shows only mercy, justice is set aside.
Ifonlyjustice is served, there isno mercy.

The answer is the incarnation and
the cross. The Father, because Heisboth
merciful and just, sent the Son to rep-
resent all whom the Father had given
Him (John 17:18-23; Eph. 5:25-32).
Without ceasing to be God, the Son took
to Himself a human nature, and having
been conceived of the Holy Spirit and
born of the Virgin Mary, He lived per-
fectly under the law of God, keeping the
law that Adam broke. He willingly went
to the cross, having taken His elect, as
their federal head (representative), to be
one with Him, including our sin. He then
bore the wrath of the Father, paying the
debt that we cannot pay.

Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “For
our sake he made him to be sin who
knew no sin, so that in him we might
become the righteousness of God.” By
making us one with Jesus, the Father
could have His wrath fall upon the Son.

God does forthosewho
trustin ChristwhatHe
did forMoses. Hehides us
inthecleft of the Rock.

Justice was done, and our guilt was
removed. At the cross of Jesus, we find
both the amazing mercy and the perfect
justice of God on full display.

Let’s go back to Moses. He knew
that noman could see God and live, but
God said that while His glory passed
by, He would put Moses in a cleft of
the rock and cover the prophet with
His hand. David knew this imagery
well, saying, “The LORD is my rock
and my fortress and my deliverer, my
God, my rock, in whom I take refuge,
my shield, and the horn of my salva-
tion, my stronghold” (Ps. 18:2). And
Paul makes it clear that the Rock of our
salvation is Jesus (1 Cor. 10:1-4). Our
God does for those who trust Christ
what He did for Moses. He hides us
in the cleft of the Rock. He hides us in
Jesus. In Him, our sins are forgiven.
In Him, we are saved from the wrath
of God. In Him, we know both justice
and mercy.

Rev. David Kenyon is senior pastor of Pioneer
Presbyterian Church in Ligonier, Pa. He also serves on

the staff of Tumpline Ministries.
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BY GREG D. GILBERT

What Is Man?

very evening after work, I sit
down to spend a few minutes
catchingup on the news of the
day. Though it’s a restful few
minutes for my body and mind, I have to
admit that I don’t find in those moments
much rest for my heart. That’s because
whatIseein the headlines reminds me of
adeep-rooted reality: there is something
wrongwith our world, and even with our-
selves as human beings. But what is it?
People have given differentanswersto
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that question. Some say the problems are
primarily economic, others that they’re
social, and still others that they’re psycho-
logical. Certainly, these answers may give
some insight into some of the symptoms
of our travail, but the Bible teaches that
the disease is something far deeper and
more profound. In a word, the problem
is sin—rebellion against the creator God
who created us.

The book of Genesis recounts how
God created the world by the power of
His mere command, and according to
Genesis1:26-28, the crowning actof God’s
work was the creation of human beings.
Unique among all the creatures in the
universe, human beings are made “in his
own image.” To be created in the image
of God means many things. We human
beingsreflect God’s character and nature
in our rationality, our creativity, even our
ability to relate to God and one another.
Butthe image of God does not merely refer
to what we are; it also refers to what God
created us to do.

Besides living in fellowship with
God, Adam and Eve were given the job

of rulingover and caring for His creation
as His vice-regents. Thus, God told them
that they were to “subdue” the earth and
“have dominion” over it—not by abusing
and tyrannizing it, but by “work-
ing it and keeping it” (Gen. 2:15).

Adam and Eve cut themselves off from
the source of all life and goodness. They
deserved the wrath of God for their rebel-
lion against Him, and the wages of their

In doing so, they would com- Instead of leaving us
municate to all creation the love 1A -
and power and goodness of the humans to d]‘e moursin,
Creator. Perhaps most funda- GOd aCted tosave.

mentally, thisis what it means to
be God’simage in the world: just
as an ancient Near Eastern king
might set an “image” of himself
onamountain as areminder to his people
of who sat on the throne, so Adam repre-
sented God’s authority to the world over
which he was given dominion.

Adam’s authority over creation, how-
ever, was not absolute. It was derived
from and circumscribed by God Himself.
People often wonder why God put the
Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evilin the
garden. The reason is that tree remind-
ed Adam and Eve that their authority to
rule and subdue the earth was not abso-
lute. That’s why Adam and Eve’s eating of
the fruit was such a tragic sin. By eating
the fruit, Adam and Eve were trying to
do precisely what the serpent falsely told
them they could do—they were trying to
“become like God” (Gen. 3:5). They were
grasping for more power and authority
than God had given them, thereby mak-
inga play for the high throne.

The consequences of Adam’s sin were
nothing short of catastrophic. God had
promised that if the humans ate from
the forbidden tree, they would surely
die. What He meant was not just physi-
cal death, but also—and more horribly—
spiritual death. This was a just and right
punishment. Not only could a perfectly
holy and righteous God never tolerate
such evil and sin in His presence, but by
declaring their independence from God,

sin was nothing short of eternal death,
judgment, and hell.

Even worse, when Adam sinned,
he did so as the representative of every
human being. So Paul wrote to the
Romans, “Many died through one man’s
trespass” (Rom. 5:15). That is why each of
usratifies over and over again Adam’s act
of rebellion against God with our ownsin.
We, too, long to be free of God’s author-
ity and rule, and so we give ourselves to
the pursuit of pleasure and joy in created
things as ultimate ends. Inthe process, we
declare that God is not worthy of our wor-
ship, and thus we prove ourselves wor-
thy of the curse of spiritual death that God
pronounced in the beginning,

If the story of the Bible were to end
there—with human beings under God’s
wrath without a possibility of escape—
we would live in a hopeless reality. But
praise God, the story doesn’t end there.
Instead of leaving us to die in our sin,
God acts to save. Through the incarna-
tion, death, and resurrection of His Son,
Jesus, He saves His people from their sin
and makes everything right once and for
all, finally and forever.

Dr. Greg D. Gilbert is senior pastor of Third Avenue
Baptist Churchin Louisville, Ky. Heisauthor of What Is the

Gospel?and the forthcoming book Who is Jesus?
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BY MICHAEL A.G. HAYKIN

Who Is Christ?

nDecember 16,1739, George

O Whitefield preached a ser-
mon on Matthew 22:42 at

Bruton Parish Church in
Williamsburg, Va., in which he asked
his audience the very same question
that Jesus had asked his hearers 1,700
years earlier: “What think ye of Christ?”
The language Whitefield spoke was
different from that of his Lord, but the
eternal consequences of the answer were
the same. Some of the answers of Jesus’

14 TABLETALK 1

day—He was John the Baptist risen from
the dead; He was one of the prophets;
He was Elijah (see Mark 8:27-28)—were
similar to answers given in Whitefield’s
day. Deists such as Benjamin Franklin,
a good friend of Whitefield’s, consid-
ered Jesus a peerless teacher, but they
stopped far short of confessing His deity.
Others regarded Jesus as divine, but in
such a way that His deity is less than the
Father’s. Whitefield, true to the testimony
of Scripture, was notashamed to tell peo-
ple that Jesus Christis fully God and that
“if Jesus Christ be not very God of very
God, Iwould never preach the gospel of
Christagain. For it would not be gospel; it
would be only a system of moral ethics.”

TRUE GOD OF TRUE GOD

Evidence for the full deity of the Lord
Jesus is found throughout the New
Testament. Jesus is explicitly called “our
great God and Savior” (Titus 2:13). The
fullness of the Godhead dwells in Him
(Col. 1:19; 2:9). He bears titles and names
given to Yahweh in the Old Testament
(compare, for example, Isa. 44:6 and Rev.

1:17). He is set forth as the object of wor-
ship (Heb. 1:6) and is addressed in prayer
(Acts 7:59-60; 1 Cor. 16:22; 2 Cor. 12:8).
He does things only God can do, such as
creating the universe (John 1:3;
Col. 1:16), forgiving sins (Mark
2:5-10; Col. 3:13),and judgingus
on the final day (Acts10:42;17:31;
2 Cor. 5:10). He possesses divine
attributes, such as omnipresence
(Heb.1:3; Eph. 4:10), omniscience
(Rev. 2:23), omnipotence (Matt.
28:18), and immutability (Heb.
13:8). The full deity of Christ is integral
to the gospel. Any other position distorts
the New Testament.

WHO BECAME INCARNATE

The New Testament also bears witness
to the other truth about Christ’s iden-
tity—His complete humanity. As the
Apostle Paul putsit, He is “the man Christ
Jesus” (1 Tim. 2:5; italics added). He was
raised in humble circumstances (Matt.
13:55). He experienced the pangs of hun-
ger (4:2). He knew weariness and thirst
(John 4:6-7). He wept genuine tears of
sorrow (11:35). Yet while His humanity
is like ours in all of these aspects, there
is one way in which it is totally unlike
ours: it is sinless. As we look at Christ’s
life, there is not one incident to which we
can point and say, “Look, a sin.” To deny
the humanity of Christ is to undermine
the gospel (see 1 John 4:1-3; 2 John 7-9).

FOROUR SALVATION... CRUCIFIED

After a life of doing good, healing the
sick, and preaching the gospel, Jesus was
arrested by Jewish and Roman authori-
ties. He whois Truth and a flawless lover
of God was accused of being a blasphem-
er. He suffered shamefully at the hands
of Jewish guards and Roman soldiers,
being scourged and mocked. He was
stripped of all of His clothing and put to

death with nothing to cover His naked-
ness (John 19:23-24; Mark 15:24). His
death was the most shameful and painful
death known to the Romans—crucifixion

Death could notkeep
Jesusinthegrave.

(Heb. 12:2; John 19:16-18). The Author of
life, who had raised the dead, was buried
in a tomb. Most horrific of all, however,
was the sense of abandonment by God
that flooded the soul of Jesus as He died
(Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34), for in His death
He bore and experienced for sinners the
hellish wrath they deserve (1 Cor. 15:3; 2
Cor. 5:21; Heb. 9:11-14, 28). His death was
nothingless than avicarious, propitiatory
death. To deny this is to deny the gospel.

But death could not keep Jesus in the
grave, for neither death nor Satan had
any claim on Him (Ps. 16:10; Acts 2:24—
31).So, God the Father, by the Holy Spirit,
raised Jesus from the dead on the third
day (Matt. 28:6-7; Acts 2:32; Rom. 8:11),
and He was seen on various occasions by
His Apostles and select witnesses (Acts
1:3-8;1Cor. 15:4-8). Rejecting the bodily
resurrection cuts off our hope of salvation.

This is the gospel that the New
Testament teaches, that Whitefield
preached, and that we still hold forth:
Christ, fully God, became man for our sal-
vation, died for our sins, and was raised
from the dead. Believe this and you will
be saved.

Dr. Michael A.G. Haykin is professor of church history
and biblical spirituality at The Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary in Louisville, Ky. He is coauthor of To the Ends of

the Earth: Calvin’s Missional Vision and Legacy.
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BY GUY M. RICHARD

What Is Faith?

ne of the statements I have
found myselfrepeating most
frequently over the last fif-
teen years of ministry is J.I.
Packer’s insightful comment that half-
truths masquerading as whole truths
are whole lies. Packer’s observation is a
beautiful reminder that half-truths are
justthat: half~truths. When they are pre-
sented as though there is nothing more to
say, the resultis that the truth is compro-
mised. To say that Jesus is one hundred
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percenthuman s true. Butitis only half
the story. Jesus is also one hundred per-
cent divine. If we focus only on Jesus’
humanity and never say anything about
His divinity, we are guilty of presenting
ahalf-truth as though it were the whole
truth, and we thus commit a whole lie.
My fear is that many of us in the
church today may be dangerously close
to violating this precept in our preach-
ing of the gospel. There is no question
that the call of the gospel is to believe in
Jesus Christ, which is why our preach-
ing must regularly call people to faith.
But if our preaching stops there with-
out ever calling people to repentance, it
is dangerously close to presenting a half-
truth as though it were the whole truth.
Repentance and faith are inseparable.
They are two sides of the same coin. Faith
is the positive side of turning to Christ,
and repentance is the negative side of
turning away from sin. It is impossible
toturnto Christand to turntosin, justas
itisimpossible to travel in two different
directions at the same time. By defini-
tion, traveling east means not traveling

west, and turning to Christ correspond-
ingly means not turning to sin. Faith and
repentance necessarily go together.
We can see this inseparable link
between faith and repentance
inseveral passagesin Scripture.
In Acts 2:38, for instance, Peter
responds to those who have
been “cutto the heart” and who
have asked, “Brothers, what
shall we do?” by telling them to
“repentand bebaptized...inthe
name of Jesus for the forgive-
ness of your sins.” He does not
tell them to “believe and be baptized,”
as Paul does in virtually identical cir-
cumstances with the Philippian jailer in
Acts16:30-34,butto “repent and be bap-
tized.” The reason seems clear, especially
when we take Peter and Paul together:
faith and repentance are inseparable. Itis
impossible to repent and notbelieve, and
itisimpossible to believe and not repent.
We see thisagain in Luke 24:47, when
Jesus tells His disciples that they are to
proclaim a gospel of “repentance and for-
giveness of sins,” and in Acts 3:19, when
one of those disciples heeds His words
and actually calls his listeners to “repent
...thatyour sins may be blotted out.” In
both cases, we are again told that the call
of the gospel is not simply “believe, and
you will be forgiven” but “repent, and
you will be forgiven.” The reason is that
faith and repentance go hand in hand.
Mark makes this connection even
more explicit in his account of the life
of Christ.In1:14-15, Mark records Jesus
as proclaiming a gospel that overtly
calls people to “repent and believe.” For
Jesus, faith and repentance obviously
go together. The gospel calls us to both.
This is not to deny the doctrine of
justification by faith alone. Jesus is not
adding anything to faith but, rather,
defining what faith actually looks like.

Justifying faith is not a bare or naked
faith, so to speak, but arepentant faith—
that is, a faith that is always accompa-
nied by repentance. To be sure, it is

The same gospel that
callsustofaithalsocalls
us torepentance.

possible for genuine faith to be impeni-
tent for a season. The example of David
remaining unrepentant for a time after
his sin with Bathsheba demonstrates
this (2 Sam. 11-12). But an impenitent
spiritcannotlast forever. Christians may
not be repentant immediately, but they
will be repentant eventually. God will
see to that, just as He did with David,
because faith and repentance necessar-
ily go together. Where one is, there the
other will be also.

The same gospel that calls us to faith
also calls us to repentance. If we focus
only on the call to faith, we are focusing
only on one side of the coin and ignor-
ingthe fact that there is another side. To
draw a parallel with one of Jesus’ most
famous teachings, proclaiming faith but
not repentance is like teaching people
to “render to Caesar the things that are
Caesar’s” without ever mentioning that
theyare also torender “to God the things
thatare God’s” (Matt. 22:21). We are dan-
gerously close to presenting a half-truth
as though it were the whole truth and,
thus, of committing a whole lie.

Dr. Guy M. Richard is senior minister of First
Presbyterian Church in Gulfport, Miss. He is author of
What Is Faith?and The Supremacy of God inthe Theology
of Samuel Rutherford.
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BY GUY PRENTISS WATERS

at Are

Justification
and Sanctification?

hewordsjustification and sanc-

I tification have largely fallen
out of use in Western culture.

Sadly, they are also fading

from sight in the Christian church. One
reason this decline is distressing is that
the Bible uses the wordsjustification and
sanctification to express the saving work
of Christ for sinners. That is to say, both
termslie atthe heartof the biblical gospel.
So, what does the Bible teach about justi-
fication and sanctification? How do they
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differ from one another? How do they
help us understand better the believer’s
relationship with Jesus Christ?

Justification is as simple as A-B-C-D.
Justification is an act of God. It does not
describe the way that God inwardly
renews and changes a person. Itis, rath-
er, alegal declaration in which God par-
dons the sinner of all his sins and accepts
and accounts the sinner as righteous in
His sight. God declares the sinner righ-
teous at the very moment that the sin-
ner puts his trust in Jesus Christ (Rom.
3:21-26, 5:16; 2 Cor. 5:21).

Whatis the basis of this legal verdict?
God justifies the sinner solely on the
basis of the obedience and death of His
Son, our representative, Jesus Christ.
Christ’s perfect obedience and full sat-
isfaction for sin are the only ground
upon which God declares the sinner
righteous (Rom. 5:18-19; Gal. 3:13; Eph.
1:7; Phil. 2:8). We are not justified by our
own works; we are justified solely on the
basis of Christ’s work on our behalf. This
righteousness is imputed to the sinner.
Inother words, injustification, God puts

the righteousness of His Son onto the
sinner’s account. Just as my sins were
transferred to, or laid upon, Christ at the
cross, so also His righteousness is reck-
oned tome (2 Cor. 5:21).

By what means is the sinner justi-
fied? Sinners are justified through faith
alone when they confess their
trust in Christ. We are not jus-

8:1-11). We therefore are obligated to put
sinto death and to present our “members
to God as instruments for righteousness”
(6:13; see 8:13).

Second, our justification is acomplete
and finished act. Justification means that
every believer is completely and finally

tified because of any good that ChI‘lSt haS won
we have done, are doing, or will both Justlﬁc ation
do. Faith is the only instrument an d san Cti ﬁ C ati on

of justification. Faith adds noth-
ing to what Christ has done for
us in justification. Faith merely
receives the righteousness of
Jesus Christ offered in the gos-
pel (Rom. 4:4-5).

Finally, saving faith must demon-
strate itself to be the genuine article by
producing good works. It is possible to
profess saving faith but not possess saving
faith (James 2:14-25). What distinguish-
es true faith from a mere claim to faith
is the presence of good works (Gal. 5:6).
We are in no way justified by our good
works. But no one may consider himself
tobe ajustified person unless he sees in
hislife the fruit and evidence of justify-
ing faith; that is, good works.

Both justification and sanctifica-
tion are graces of the gospel; they always
accompany one another; and they deal
with the sinner’s sin. But they differ in
some important ways. First, whereas
justification addresses the guilt of our
sin, sanctification addresses the domin-
ion and corruption of sin in our lives.
Justification is God’s declaring the sinner
righteous; sanctification is God’s renew-
ingand transforming our whole persons—
our minds, wills, affections, and behav-
iors. United to Jesus Christ in His death
and resurrection and indwelt by the Spirit
of Christ, we are dead to the reign of sin
and alive to righteousness (Rom. 6:1-23;

forHis people.
I

freed from condemnation and the wrath
of God (Rom. 8:1, 33-34; Col. 2:13b-14).
Sanctification, however, is an ongoingand
progressive work in our lives. Although
every believer is brought out once and for
all frombondage to sin, we are not imme-
diately made perfect. We will notbe com-
pletely freed from sin until we receive our
resurrection bodies at the last day.

Christhas wonboth justification and
sanctification for His people. Both graces
are the concern of faith in Jesus Christ,
butin different ways. In justification, our
faith results in our being forgiven, accept-
ed, and accounted righteous in God’s
sight. In sanctification, that same faith
actively and eagerly takes up all the com-
mands that Christ has given the believer.
We dare not separate or conflate justifica-
tion and sanctification. We do distinguish
them. And, in both graces, we enter into
the richness and joy of communion with
Christ through faith in Him.

Dr. Guy Prentiss Waters is James M. Baird Jr.
Professor of New Testament at Reformed Theological
Seminary in Jackson, Miss. He is author of What Is the

Bible?and How Jesus Runs the Church.
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BY JOHN TWEEDDALE

What Is Our
Response?

ood works aren’t bad. They
are good. As Christians, we
should want to do them. Just
because we are not saved
according to our works doesn’t mean
that we shouldn’t be concerned about
pursuing a life of joyful obedience to
God’s Word. Jesus emphatically states,
“If you love me, you will keep my com-
mandments” (John 14:15). Obedience,
however frail and feeble, is evidence of
our love for Christ. Far from undermining
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the gospel of grace, good works are the
perfect complement to the gospel.

SAVED NOT BY GOOD WORKS

To be clear, good works are bad when
they are seen as the basis of salvation.
A person is not saved by works but by
God’s grace through faith in Christ. The
Apostle Paul explains:

For by grace you have been saved
through faith. And this is not your own
doing; it is the gift of God, not a result
of works, so that no one may boast.
For we are his workmanship, created
in Christ Jesus for good works, which
God prepared beforehand, that we
should walk in them. (Eph. 2:8-10)

Works are not meritorious. Salvation
is “not your own doing” and “not aresult
of works.” Even the faith through which
we receive salvation is a gracious gift
from God. As fallen creatures, our best
efforts are laced with sin. Toborrow from
Francis Schaeffer, how many finite buck-
ets of good works would it take to fill the

infinite gulfthat exists between God and
us because of our sin? Good works pro-
vide nobasis for boastingbecause they are
utterly worthless to save. The only foun-
dation for salvation is Christ. We are saved
by His works, not ours.

SAVED FOR GOOD WORKS
Good works are not bad when
they are seen as the goal of salva-
tion, not its ground. While good
works aren’t meritorious of salva-
tion, they are anecessary compo-
nent of Christian faith. As James
states, “faith apart from works is
dead” (James 2:26). Paul makes
this same point when he con-
tends that we are notsaved by good works
but that we are saved for good works.
Every word in Ephesians 2:10 is
important for explaining the dynamic
of good works in the Christian life. We
learn that good works are the result, not
the cause, of our being new creations, and
they testify to the fact that we have been
redeemed so that our lives might reflect
the craftsmanship and character of God.
Good worksarealsotheresultof our being
united to Christ. Apart from Him, we can
donothingthat pleases God. Butin Christ,
we are created to perform God-honoring
acts of obedience. In Christ, we can be
confident that God accepts our weak and
wobbly efforts. Paul further states that
good works are the result of God’s pattern
for the Christian life. We need notwonder
what God requires of us. He has told us in
His Word. Good works are deeds done in
conformity to God’s Word.

AFAITHTHAT IS NEVER ALONE

Good works are good because they spring
not from a lifeless faith but a “true and
lively faith” (WCF 16.2). We are justi-
fied by grace alone through faith alone in
Christalone; however, the faith that saves

isnever alone butis accompanied by spiri-
tuallife and lovingobedience. Christis the
ground of our salvation, faith is the instru-
ment of our salvation, and works are the
fruit of our salvation. Whenever the gos-
pel takes root in our lives, it always pro-
duces Spirit-wrought fruit (Gal. 5:16-26).

The Spiritenablesusto
wall1n a mannerworthy
of ourcalling.

The Spirit enables us to walk ina manner
worthy of our calling to pursue Christlike
lives (Eph. 4:1-7).

The value of walking the pathway of
obedience is manifold. The Westminster
Confession of Faith states that there are
at least six benefits of good works. First,
good works manifestour gratitude to God
for the gift of His Son (Col. 2:6). Second,
good works bolster assurance of faith
(1 John 2:1-6). Third, good works are a
means of encouraging other Christians
toward greater acts of Christ-centered
love (Heb.10:24). Fourth, goods works are
concrete avenues for adorning the doc-
trine of God our Savior in life and ministry
(Titus 2:7-10). Fifth, good works silence
critics who devalue the goodness of bib-
lical Christianity (1 Peter 2:12,15). Sixth,
good works glorify God by displaying His
work of love in our lives (John 15:8-11).

Whatis ourresponse to the gospel? An
old hymn puts it nicely: “Trust and obey,
for there’s no other way, to be happy in
Jesus, but to trust and obey.”

Rev. John Tweeddale is senior associate editor of
Tabletalk and former senior pastor of First Reformed

Presbyterian Church (PCA) in Pittsburgh.
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BY JOE THORN

Preaching the
Gospel to Yourselt

here is great security in the

I salvation of the Lord. God
chose us in Christ before the
foundation of the world, and

His decision stands. The Holy Spirit has
caused us to be born again, and there is
no means by which we can destroy the
life He has given us. Every believer has
been crucified with Christ,and nowhere
in Scripture do we see a way we can be
uncrucified. Everyone who hasbelieved
inJesus Christisjustified, and no work of
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man or Satan can overturn the verdict of
God. Jesus exercises sovereign care over
all His people. Those in His hands cannot
be taken from Him. Yet, despite the secu-
rity of our salvation and standing before
God through Jesus Christ, we can still
find our way into trouble when we wan-
der away from the hope of the gospel.
And wander we do. While wander-
ing can come in the form of giving in to
immorality, it more often masquerades
as a kind of Christianity. For many, the
Christian life is driven by doctrinal pre-
cision. We may rightly value our confes-
sional heritage and see the importance of
robust theology, but this canitselfbecome
the goal for which we strive while miss-
ing the connection of all theology to the
gospel. Knowledge often “puffs up” and
the resulting pride leads us into confes-
sional confidence over gospel confidence.
Some Christians base their spiritual life
on emotions—the deep stirrings of the
heart that are often connected with the
profound truths of God. But while the
truths of God never change, our experi-
ence of them does. And when the feelings

are not there, our faith ends up in crisis.
In finding confidence in our emotions,
we wander from what should be our only
hopeinlife and in death. Many of uslose

ourselves is not simply the act of study-
ing the Bible (though we can preach to
ourselves in that act), but it is actively
calling ourselves to believe the promises

sight of the gospel as we focus on our own of God in Jesus His Son.
works and how well we are doing

spiritually. By measuring our-

selves againstself-imposed stan- MO st Of us nee d to

dards, we believe ourselves tobe
strong or weak, but in each case
the fix is found in doing our best,
rather than the work of Christ.

Fundamentally, the gospel
is forgotten when it no longer
functions as our ongoing hope and con-
fidence before God, or when itbecomes
unessential for the practical, daily liv-
ing of the Christian life. The gospel we
often forget must be reclaimed and
retained for the safety of our souls, and
this is done through preaching the gos-
pel to ourselves.

Preaching the gospel to ourselves is
calling ourselves to return to Jesus for
forgiveness, cleansing, empowerment,
and purpose. It is answering doubts
and fears with the promises of God. Do
my sins condemn me? Jesus has covered
them all in His blood. Do my works fall
short? Jesus’ righteousness is counted as
mine. Are the world, the devil, and my
own flesh conspiring against me? Not
even a hair can fall from my head apart
from the will of my Father in heaven,
and He has promised to care for me and
keep me forever. Can I really deny myself,
carry my cross, and follow Jesus? Yes, for
God is at work in me, willing and work-
ing in me for His own pleasure. This is
whatitlooks like to preach to ourselves.

This private and personal preach-
ing can only happen when the Word of
Godis known and believed; when God’s
law reveals our sin and helplessness, and
His grace covers that sin and overcomes
our weaknesses. Preaching the gospel to

rediscoverthe gospel.
|

We preach to ourselves through the
disciplines of prayer and meditation on
Scripture. In praying, we look to God to
graciously meet our needs, and in the act
itself we exercise faith. In his exposition
of the Lord’s Prayer, Thomas Manton
said, “Prayer ... is a preaching to our-
selves in God’s hearing. We speak to God
to warm ourselves, not for his informa-
tion, but for our edification.” The gos-
pel promises in God’s Word guide us in
prayer, leading us to the safety of Jesus’
service and sacrifice. By meditation, we
call to mind the gospel; by prayer, we
claim the gospel as our great hope.

Most of us need to rediscover the
gospel. And such a recovery is needed
daily because our need is ever present
and our hearts are prone to wander. But
gospel recovery only happens when we
feel the weight of our sins, the weakness
of our flesh, and the frailty of our faith.
This means that only those who know
themselves to be unworthy sinners and
God’s Word to be true will find the gos-
pel to be not only good news, but good
news for their own souls.

Rev. Joe Thorn is lead pastor of Redeemer Fellowship in
St. Charles, Ill. He is author of Note to Self and the forth-
coming book Experiencing the Trinity: The Grace of God for
the People of God.

TABLETALK Y 2 25



BY DENNIS E. JOHNSON

The New Heavens
and New Farth

ight Now Counts Forever. The
R title of Dr. Sproul’s columnin

every issue of Tabletalk con-

cisely captures the relation-
ship between the gospel and the new
heavens and new earth. The good news
of Christ’s sacrificial death and glori-
ous resurrection has eternal ramifica-
tions for the destiny of every human
being. Your response to that message—
whether in humble trust or in defiant
unbelief—will be your tipping point
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between boundless bliss beyond your
wildest dreams and unrelenting torment
beyond your worst nightmares.

The living God, sovereign over every
atom in His universe and every nanosec-
ond of its history, is directing the cosmos
toward aconsummation that will display
the majesty of His wisdom, power, jus-
tice, and mercy for every creature every-
where to behold. The present heavens
and earth, stained by human sin and
the curse it incurs, will “wear out” and
“be changed” (Heb. 1:11-12), shaken and
removed (12:26-27). For the first heaven
and earth, no “place” will be found, but
in their stead a new heaven and a new
earth will appear (Rev. 20:11; 21:1).

The promise is as old as Isaiah’s
prophecy: “I create new heavens and a
new earth, and the former things shall
notbe remembered or come into mind”
(Tsa. 65:17-18; see 66:22-23). The Apostle
Peter asserts that righteousness will
inhabit the new heavens and new earth
for which we hope (2 Peter 3:13). Paul
adds that all creation, now subjected to
futility and decay, joins God’s children

inlonging for liberation from “its bond-
age to corruption” at our resurrection
(Rom. 8:19-22).

How to describe the new heavens
and new earth? To describe the coming
cosmos negatively, we can say
that miseries that now cause
such damage and distress will
be gone: no mourning, pain,
death—no remnant of curse will
remain (Rev. 21:4;22:3). Itismore
challengingto portray positively
what a world purged of wicked-
ness and woe will be. Prophets
and Apostles strain language to its lim-
its to offer glimpses of glorious realities
beyond our experience. We can say that
Jesus’resurrection is the firstfruits of the
consummated new creation, so His glo-
rious risen body foreshadows the resur-
rection awaiting His people (1 Cor. 15:20-
22; Phil. 3:21). After He arose, He could
eat and be touched (Luke 24:39-43), so
the materiality of His body leads us to
expect that the landscape painted in the
book of Revelation—the tree of life’s cura-
tive leaves and ceaseless fruitfulness, for
instance (Rev. 22:1-5)—is not wholly sym-
bolic. Atleast we cansay thatour ultimate
homeisnotethereal and immaterial, buta
robustreaffirmation of the Creator’s orig-
inal design, for He pronounced the first
heaven and earth “very good” (Gen. 1:31).

God’s Word reveals enough about
the new heavens and earth to impress
onus the urgency of the question, “How
canIaccess that promised homeland of
pure pleasure in God’s presence?” This
question brings us to the gospel. The
new heavens and earth will be popu-
lated by God’s “servants” (Rev. 22:3-5),
who have clung to the Word of God and
confessed Jesus (1:2,9; 20:4). They have
beenredeemed by the blood of the Lamb,
and their names are written in His Book
of Life (12:11;20:12,15; 21:27).

Yet Revelation’s visions underscore
the crucial importance of the gospel
from another—very sobering—per-
spective. Those whose names are notin
the Lamb’s book will be judged by their

Rightnowreally does
count forever.

own actions throughout life. Without
the cover of the Lamb’s atoning blood,
they will stand exposed to God’s righ-
teous wrath, condemned, and “thrown
into the lake of fire,” the second death
(20:13-15). Their souls will be reunited
with the bodies in which they acted out
their rebellion, and in that fiery lake
they will experience not only cease-
less physical anguish but also utter
deprivation of mental and spiritual
relief. Jesus Himself spoke of this dire,
eternal doom awaiting rebels, a place
“where their worm does not die and the
fire is not quenched” (Mark 9:43-48;
Isa. 66:24).

Does the prospect of unremitting
woe—secured by God’s unflinching jus-
tice—strike fear to your heart? It should.
Now is the time to trustin the Lamb and
His redeemingblood.

Do the delights to come in the new
heavens and new earth whet the long-
ings of your heart? They should. Now is
the time to trust in the Lamb and His
redeemingblood. Right now really does
count forever.

Dr. Dennis E. Johnson is professor of practical theol-
ogy at Westminster Seminary California and associ-
ate pastor of New Life Presbyterian Church (PCA) in
Escondido, Calif.
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SEEK YE FIRST

R.C. SPROUL JR.

MAY THE BEST MAN WIN

t begins, I suspect, with a far too small view
of the fall. There is plenty we lament about that
dark day in history’s most beautiful spot. We
know that sin brought division to Adam and Eve.
The two were designed to be one flesh, but when
God challenged Adam for his sin, Adam threw

his bride under the bus: “It was the
woman.” We know the fall brought
death into the world and the expul-
sion of our parents from a garden par-
adise. We know, of course, that it creat-
ed enmity and estrangement between
man and God.

Perhaps we miss the scope of the
destruction because we want to sub-
sumeitallunder God’s judgment against
man. Thatis, the pain in the child-bear-
ing, the presence of sickness and death,
the thorns and thistles that infest the
ground are not mere angry thunder-
bolts that God throws at us out of His
anger. Instead, they are the natural
consequences of the decidedly unnat-
ural choice of the stewards of God’s cre-
ation. The earth groans not just because
Adam and Eve took an illicit bite of fruit,
but because they failed in their call-
ing—to be fruitful and multiply, to fill
the earth and subdue, to rule over the
birds of the air, the fish of the sea, and
every creeping thing that creeps upon
the ground. The first Adam, in disobey-
ing His Father, did more than earn His
disfavor. He plunged the world into a
vortex of death and destruction.
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But God. Grace
began in the garden.
There, our Father gra-
ciously made animal
skins as coverings for
Adam and Eve. Better
still, in the midst of
pronouncing judg-
ment, He called them to continue in their
calling of exercising dominion. He prom-
ised to call out a people from among the
mass of fallen humanity, and He prom-
ised that the seed of the woman would
one day crush the head of the serpent.
This is the proto-gospel, the gospel in its
basic form. There is no clear exposition
of substitutionary atonement. There is no
clear prediction of an incarnation. There
is no specific reference to aresurrection.
But there is the promise that Jesus wins.
That is the gospel—Jesus wins.

From Genesis 3 to the end of the Old
Testament, God is about the business of
preparing the way for the coming hero.
He graciously provides restraints against
the downward spiral our sin has brought
upon us. First, He establishes His wor-
ship. He rescues Noah and his family
while wiping out the rest of human-
ity. He calls Abraham out of Ur of the
Chaldees. He promises Abraham thathe
will be the father of nations, and in turn
that all the nations of the world will be
blessed through him. God continues to
reveal more about Himself, about His
law, about His covering of sin. He calls
His people out of Egypt, establishing

Israel as His bride. He blesses her with
judges, and later with King David. He
sends His prophets, who bear His Word.

Evenas God continues to reveal more
and more, even as He beats back some of
the destruction of sin, every hero He pro-
vides turns out to have feet of clay. Sin,
time and again, intrudes into the narra-
tive, reminding us that the Seed of the
woman is still somewhere in the future.
God’s people sink deeper and deeper into
their unbelief. The nations of the world
grow more powerful, more brazen. And
then, four hundred years of silence.

But God. The incarnation is the very
picture of wonder, as we consider God

the new earth, even as the old groansin
the travail of labor. He has received all
authority in heaven and on earth, and
Heisusing that authority to see to it that
every principality and power will kiss
Him, thatevery knee willbow and every
tongue confess Him as Lord.

The gospel is that Jesus wins. He
wins our hearts. He wins our souls. He
wins our bodies. He wins His bride. He
wins victory. He wins newness of life.
He wins over sin, over the devil, over
everything that exalts itself against
Him. He wins over entropy. He wins
over disease. He wins over strife. He
wins over discord. He wins over death.

THE INCARNATION IS THE VERY
PICTURE OF WONDER, AS WE CONSIDER
GOD DWELLING AMONG US, BORN OF A
WOMAN, LYING IN A MANGER. HIS PERFECT
LIFE, HISATONING DEATH, THE RESURRECTION
THAT VINDICATED HIM, AND OUR UNION WITH
HIM ARE NOT JUST GOOD NEWS BUT GREAT
NEWS. BUT THE INCARNATION IS PART OF A
BIGGER PICTURE—JESUS WINS. JESUS, THE
FINAL ADAM, HAS COME NOT ONLY TOUNDO
WHAT THE FIRST ADAM DID, BUT TO DO WHAT
THE FIRST ADAM FAILED TO DO. HE IS BRINGING
ALL THINGS UNDER SUBJECTION.

dwelling among us, born of a woman,
lying in a manger. His perfect life, His
atoning death, the resurrection that
vindicated Him, and our union with
Him are not just good news but great
news. But the incarnation is part of a
bigger picture—Jesus wins. Jesus, the
final Adam, has come not only to undo
what the first Adam did, but to do what
the first Adam failed to do. He is bring-
ing all things under subjection. He, the
firstborn of the new creation, is over-
seeing the birth of the new heavens and

In the end, what He wins is the
beginning, only better. Because of Him,
we will walk with our Father in the cool
of the evening, through streets of gold in
agarden-city, the New Jerusalem, Eden
glorified. In the end, the best man does
indeed win. For He is the groom, and we
His bride. And we will dance.

Dr. R.C. Sproul Jr. is founder of Highlands Ministries
and rector and chair of philosophy and theology at
Reformation Bible College. He is author of the book

Almighty over All. He is on Twitter @RCSproulJr.
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WISDOM FROM GOD

hat characterizes the age in which we live? Some would say irreverence.
Others might point to vulgarity. Still others would highlight impiety, a fail-
ure to acknowledge God as God and to worship Him accordingly.

All of these answers, of course, are correct. But there is one term that summarizes all
the aforementioned characteristics and many others—jfoolishness. Itis the fool who says
inhis heart that there is no God and then goes on to live impiously, irreverently, and in
avulgar manner (Ps. 14:1). Scripture
tells us that foolishness has ethical, “AT.T. THE WISDOM OF THE
practical, and intellectual dimen- W ORTLD ,WITHOUT THE FEAR

sions. If we are purposefully igno- OF GOD, [IS] VANITY OR AN
rant, donotrightly apply ourknowl- gy g A D OW. "

edge, live in impenitent sin, and fail
to fear God, then we are fools.

The only antidote to foolishness is
wisdom, and this year in Tabletalk, our daily studies will be taking us through the Old
Testament Wisdom Literature, also known as the Poetical Books—Job, Psalms, Proverbs,
Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon. We will examine the defining qualities of wisdom,
consider how these play out in our lives, and learn to live our lives in awe of God. Our
study will cover the key points of these books, so each month will feature many differ-
ent topics covered in the Wisdom Literature. This month we will also look at the back-
ground of these books with the help of Wisdom, ateaching series by Dr. R.C. Sproul.

JOHN CALVIN, FROM HIS COMMENTARY ON PSALM111:10

ABIDING IN THE WORD

THESE VERSES PARALLEL THE THEMES WEEK OF JANUARY 4 = PROVERBS 2:6
OF THE STUDIES EACH WEEK. WE WEEK OF JANUARY 11 = PSALM 119:11

ENCOURAGE YOU TO HIDE THEM IN
YOUR HEART SO THAT YOU MAY NOT

SIN AGAINST THE LORD:

WEEK OF JANUARY 18 = PROVERBS 15:3

WEEK OF JANUARY 25 = ROMANS 12:11
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THE PURPOSE OF WISDOM LITERATURE

RN PROVERBS 1:1-7 “To know wisdom and instruction, to understand words
of insight, to receive instruction in wise dealing, in righteousness,

1 justice, and equity” (vv. 2-3).

T oday we begin our yearlong study of the Poetical Books of the Old Testament, a cat-
egory that includes Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon. These
works are typically grouped together because of their abundant use of Hebrew poetry,
but thatis not all that they hold in common. Traditionally, these five books have also been
known as Wisdom Literature because of their emphasis on understanding and attaining
wisdom for all areas of life, including our relationships with God and with one another.

Although today’s passage is the introduction to the book of Proverbs, what it says about
the purpose of that work has bearing on our study of all the Wisdom Books. Tomorrow we
will consider what it means that “the fear of the LorD is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov.
9:10), but today we will look at why the book of Proverbs—and by extension all of the Wisdom
Books, and indeed, all of Scripture—has been given.

We read in Proverbs 1:2-3 that the Lord has given Wisdom Literature to reveal true
wisdom and to provide instruction “in wise dealing, in righteousness, justice, and equity.”
The emphasis on our need “to know” and our reception of “words of insight” indicates that
what the Lord has revealed in the Wisdom Books is not trivia, nor is it information that
need never penetrate into the core of our being. Instead, the readers and hearers of Wisdom
Literature are to pay close attention to it, studying these wise sayings so that they come to
a deep understanding of what it means to live life wisely, or well. Of course, the Wisdom
Books come to us in the context of God’s covenant with His people, so this reality must
always inform our understanding of what the Lord has revealed in Proverbs and the rest
of the Wisdom Literature. Even when our Creator is not mentioned explicitly, the truth
that He has redeemed us in order to bring Him glory in all things must never be forgotten
(Eph. 2:8-10). The Wisdom Books often deal with what the world considers small, even
mundane matters, but the fact that these are addressed in the context of God’s covenant
with us shows us that the Lord cares about even the smallest things.

According to Proverbs 1:3, the goal of wisdom is not that we show others how clever
we are, but that we receive instruction “in righteousness.” Wisdom Literature shows us
what it means to please God; thus, all can benefit from it. Young and old, educated and
uneducated—everyone who pays heed to biblical wisdom will become wise (vv. 4-6).

CORAMDEDO ‘f&i”‘* Living before the face of God FOR FURTHER STUDY

1 Kings 3:1-15
James 1:5-8 contains the incredible promise that the Lord will give wisdom to Proverbs 2:1-5
Daniel 1

all who sincerely ask Him for it in faith. Ultimately, Christ is our wisdom, and
He will never cast out anyone who comes to Him by faith alone (1 Cor. 1:30-37).
God has given us Christ, the wisdom of His salvation; however, He also gives
us wisdomtodealwithour daily successesandfailures. Aswe study the Wisdom
Literature and seek the Lord’s face, He will make us wise.

1 Corinthians 2:6-16
THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Genesis 1-2
Matthew 1
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WHAT IS WISDOM?
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PROVERBS 9:10 “The fear of the LoRD is the beginning of wisdom, and
the knowledge of the Holy One is insight.” 2

uringthe year ahead, our study of the Wisdom Literature will take us through several
books that together make up alarge part of the Old Testament. Here at the beginning
of our study, it will be helpful for us to consider the nature of wisdom, the context of the
Wisdom Books, and some features of Wisdom Literature that will assist us in their inter-
pretation. Dr. R.C. Sproul’s teaching series Wisdom will guide our study of these elements.

It would be impossible to find a culture that does not in some way prize wisdom.
Although we would not agree that everything that goes by the name wisdom actually
deserves that designation, it is nonetheless true that people love the proverbs and apho-
risms handed down in their own societies. Moreover, we cannot explain the origin and his-
tory of the discipline of philosophy without accounting for humanity’s pursuit of wisdom.
The English term philosophy comes from one of the Greek verbs that mean “love” (phileo)
and from the Greek word sophia, which means “wisdom.” Thus, philosophy actually refers
to “the love of wisdom.” Historically, people did not study philosophy merely to increase
their own learning or to show themselves artful in debate. Instead, both ancient Greek
and later Western philosophers engaged in the study of philosophy in order to know what
is good, true, and beautiful, and to find the precepts needed to live rightly in this world.

The Bible also prizes wisdom (Prov. 23:23), but it approaches it from a very different
stance than the ancient Greek thinkers did. Ancient Greek thinkers concluded quite late
in their quest for wisdom that there is only one God, but the deity they posited had little in
common with the God revealed in the Bible. For the biblical authors, the Lord is not merely
the end of wisdom, but He is also its beginning. As today’s passage notes, “The fear of the
Lorp is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 9:10).

Fear in this context is not the fear one has of an enemy; rather, it is honor and love for
the Lord. Such fear is manifested in reverence and awe, a disposition to apply what God
hasrevealed in order to live alife that pleases Him in gratitude for His salvation. This wis-
dom is not equivalent to knowledge of facts. One can know alot of information and still be
afool. Yet we must note that it is impossible to be wise and ignorant, for wisdom is the right
application of knowledge, specifically the knowledge of God. Wisdom may not be the same
thing as knowledge, but without knowledge, wisdom cannot exist.

i
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO *«%”’5 Living before the face of God
Ecclesiastes 7:11-12 o

1 Corinthians 1:22-25 Sincethefear ofthe Lord isthe beginning of wisdom, the surest way to become

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR wise is to pursue the knowledge of God. As we come to know more about
Genesis 3-5 Him, the foundation for wisdom becomes firmer in our lives, and we grow in
Matthew 2

our ability to discern things according to His revealed truth. We come to know
the Lord primarily through the prayerful reading, preaching, and teaching of

Genesis 6-10 His Word. If you want to be wise, you must know the God of Scripture.
Matthew 3-4

THE WEEKEND
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Jesus’Imminent Return

J.D. GREEAR N

M any churchestoday downplay Jesus’
return because they are afraid of
looking like “fundamentalists.” But far
from being an obscure detail of Christian
theology, the second coming is intense-
ly practical. Expecting Jesus’ imminent
return produces four changes in us:

SPIRITUAL ALERTNESS
Apocalypse-obsessed churches may be
wrong in many respects, but they are
right to eagerly expect Christ’s return.
The New Testament writers all strain
forward to that day. But do we?

Atmy home church, the pastor would
end each service by saying, “Maranatha,”
meaning, “The Lord is coming.” We
would respond, “And it could be today.”
We could use some of that attitude. This
may be our last chance—to share the gos-
pel, to forgive, to repent.

MISSION URGENCY
If you know the world has an end—and
thatitcould be soon—thatrearranges your
priorities. Yet somany of us are consumed
by vacations, hobbies, and bucket lists that
our actions tell the world, “The end is not
soon and the mission is not urgent.”
When the Master returns, I want to
have invested my talents to the fullest.
Sadly, many in the church on that day will
hear Jesus’ chillingwords: “Why didn’tyou
invest what I gave you for my kingdom?
Away with you, you worthless servant.”

POWER TO FORGIVE
When people wrong us, we long for jus-

tice. As Tim Keller puts it, we run to the
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judgment seat and help God mete out
retribution. But we were never meant
for that seat. The more we sit in it, the
more we see the worst in others, and the
more blind we become to our own sin.

On our own, we are powerless to
keep ourselves from runningto that seat.
Only by knowing that Jesus is coming
back can1be contentto stay off of it. I can
endure injustice now because He will set
things right then.

HOPE IN SUFFERING

Jesus says He will return “in clouds”
(Mark 13:26), echoing those times when
God appeared in the form of a powerful
cloud—leading His people out of Egypt
(Ex.13:21), giving them the law (24:16),
and filling the temple (2 Chron. 5:14). This
“slory cloud” signified that God is coming
toundo the effects of the fall.

Jesus promises that He will return
with power and glory. So, the suffer-
ing in our lives cannot last forever. As
Cornelius Plantinga says, “The return
of Christis good news for people whose
lives are filled with bad news.”

So if your son just died of cancer, if
your marriage just dissolved, if your
body is racked with pain, then Jesus is
saying to you: “There is reason to hope
even in the midst of the darkest valley.
Liftup your eyes—I am comingback, and
it might be today.”

Dr. J.D. Greear is lead pastor of The Summit Church in
Raleigh, N.C. He is author of Stop Asking Jesus into Your
Heart and Gospel: Rediscovering the Power that Made

Christianity Revolutionary.

PARALLELISM
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PROVERBS 10:1 “A wise son makes a glad father, but a foolish son is a
sorrow to his mother” (v. 1b). ! ;

W isdom and knowledge have a relationship to one another, as we have seen. On the
one hand, one cannot have wisdom without at least some knowledge of the Lord
and His creation. Since wisdom is, essentially, the right, God-honoring application of
knowledge, one cannot have wisdom if one has no knowledge to apply. At the same time,
we must remember that the mere possession of knowledge does not ensure wisdom. Some
of the most highly educated people in the world foolishly rail against the one true God.

Inregard to the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament, part of acquiring the knowl-
edge needed to grow in wisdom involves a basic understanding of the literary structure of
these writings. Of the Wisdom Books—Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of
Solomon—only Job is not made up entirely of poetry. Yet even Job is mostly poetry, though
itsintroduction and conclusion fall under the genre of historical narrative. To understand
these books rightly, therefore, we need to have some idea of how their poetry works.

We are accustomed to finding rhyme and meter in English poetry, but Hebrew poetry
is different. Hebrew poetry exhibits parallelism as its chief characteristic. We see paral-
lelism when two or more lines of a Hebrew poem correspond closely with one another in
order to make a point. There are three major types of parallelism in Hebrew poetry: syn-
onymous parallelism, antithetic parallelism, and synthetic parallelism.

Synonymous parallelism is probably the easiest one for us to grasp. A synonymous parallel
says the same thing in different ways in order to convey its teaching. Though it is not from
one of the Wisdom Books, Jesus’ prayer in Matthew 6:13—“Lead us not into temptation, but
deliver us from evil”—exhibits synonymous parallelism. The prayer has us asking God for
the same thing in two different ways, namely, that He would keep us from the full assault
of the evil one. The parallel does not mean that the Lord is able to tempt us (see James 1:13).

Antithetic parallelism uses a contrast between two or more lines to teach us truth.
Proverbs 10:1 is an example of antithetic parallelism; there, opposing behaviors of wise
and foolish sons reveal to us the kind of children that please their parents.

Synthetic parallelism synthesizes two or more poetic lines. In such parallelism, succes-
sive lines build on and intensify the first line. Proverbs 6:16-19, wherein the list of things
God hates expands over the course of the verses, illustrates synthetic parallelism.

L
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO X Living before the face of God
Psalms 1:6; 2:1-3; 3:4
Proverbs 10

Ephesians 4:8
2 Timothy 2:11-13

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Genesis 11-13
Matthew 5

Understanding how the different biblical genres work will help us avoid
misinterpretation, thereby improving our ability to find the wisdom that God
is showing us in His Word. Our Creator commends the careful study of His
Word (2 Tim. 2:15), and this careful study is essential for building the
knowledge that is necessary for true wisdom. Getting a grasp of the basic,
sound principles of biblical interpretation is a must for discipleship.
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PROVERBS

UE0LE] PROVERBS 26 “Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest you be like
6 him yourself. Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his
own eyes” (Vv. 4-5)

he books of the Old Testament Wisdom Literature all come to us in the genre of poet-

ry, but each offers its own unique perspective. Together, they give us a full picture of
what it means to live wisely in this world. For example, the poems in the book of Psalms
show us how wise men and women praise the Lord. The often darker notes sounded in
Ecclesiastes help us to look at the repetitiveness of life from the standpoint of eternity.
Song of Solomon gives us a picture of marital love that encourages us to look beyond this
world for a love that will never fail to satisfy. The narrative framing sequences in Job
reveal the sovereign God behind all things.

Proverbs, of course, emphasizes practical living before the face of God with its distinc-
tive aphoristic sayings. As we consider the background of this book, the majority of which
comes to us from King Solomon, we need to recognize that while the book is inspired by
God, it makes use of aliterary form that is common even in cultures that do not know the
Scriptures—the proverbial saying. Proverbial sayings can be found around the world,
and getting an idea of how they work in a non-inspired context will help us see just what
Solomon and others are doing with their divinely inspired proverbs.

Among the most well known of all proverbs in English is, “Look before you leap.” It
is easy enough to grasp what this saying means—we should carefully take the future
into account before we make any decisions. This is true in general, but particularly
regarding decisions with long-term consequences. In English we also find the proverb,
“He who hesitates is lost.” This saying gives us the opposite warning. There are times
that we will miss a good opportunity if we are too cautious. Obviously, we cannot apply
both of these proverbs in the same way to every situation we face. Whether we mustbe
extra cautious or quick to act depends largely on the specific circumstances in which
we find ourselves.

Though they are divinely inspired, the proverbial sayings in the book of Proverbs work
in asimilar fashion. To apply the book of Proverbs rightly, we must carefully consider the
situation in which wisdom is needed. We are not endorsing situational ethics or denying
the objective truth of the Word of God. We are only recognizing that we apply proverbs
differently than we do other literary forms such as commands.

CORAMDEDO *ﬁ%ﬁ% Living before the face of God FOR FURTHER STUDY
B Proverbs 1; 8; 31
The pair of proverbial sayings chosen for today’s passage shows us that many of Ezekiel 18:1-4

these statements from the book of Proverbs are situation-specific. Sometimes a L;';e :‘:1;5_2?’20
eter Z:
fool cannot be silenced by responding in kind, and at that point one must say
. . . . . . . THE BIBLE IN A YEAR
nothing. But if the fool is teachable, responding in kind can be beneficial. How do
. . . . Genesis 14-16
you know which one applies? As with all proverbs, you have to know the kind of Matthew 6

circumstances—the kind of person in this case—you are facing.
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COMMUNION WITH OUR TRIUNE GOD

The writings and teachings of John Owen, a seventeenth-century English pastor and

theologian, continue to serve the church. Daily communion with God characterized his
life and equipped him to minister and persevere. In this addition to the Long Line of
Godly Men Profiles series, Dr. Sinclair B. Ferguson offers careful reflection and insight
for Christians today as he highlights Owen'’s faith in the triune God of Scripture. We're
reminded that regardless of our circumstances, we can know God, enjoy Him, and

encourage others. Now available in print and digital editions wherever books are sold.
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THEOLOGY FOR THE REST OF US

Many people think of theology as something best left to experts, but we practice it

each time we strive to understand the Bible's teachings. In this book, Dr. R.C. Sproul,
using proper, time-tested methods of interpretation, shows how the Bible teaches
one system of doctrine. The result is an approachable presentation of well-organized
truth, invitingly written with non-experts in mind. Now available in print and digital

editions wherever books are sold.
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PSALMS
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PSALM 51 “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love;
according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions” (v. 1). ;

W e have noted that each book that makes up the Old Testament Wisdom Literature
provides a specific perspective on wisdom that enhances our understanding of
what it means to live wisely before the face of God. Now it is time to look at what the book
of Psalms says to us about godly wisdom. While Proverbs emphasizes practical day-to-day
living, that does not mean that the other Wisdom Books are to be regarded as less practi-
cal. Psalms, for example, is one of the most practical books in the Bible.

Since the book of Psalms is filled with prayers and songs, it might be hard for us to
consider itabook of practical importance. Yet to think that way is to neglect the essential
role of prayer in living wisely unto the Lord. It is easy to think about wisdom purely as
amatter of acquiring new knowledge and looking at examples of everyday situations in
which we can apply it. But even though it is important to engage in lifelong learning, par-
ticularly lifelong learning of the Word of God, gaining wisdom is more than justincreas-
ing our head knowledge. It is also important for us to have a deep relationship with the
Lord so that we are prepared to act wisely in specific circumstances. This relationship
requires knowledge of Him and His Word, but it also demands a life of prayer. This is what
the book of Psalms tells us.

Throughout Scripture, we find a close connection between wisdom and the prayers
of God’s people. Solomon, for instance, is known for his wisdom, but he did not gain this
wisdom until he asked the Lord for it in prayer (1 Kings 3:1-15). James 1:5 instructs us to
ask God for wisdom, knowing that He will always answer that prayer in the affirmative
if we offer it in faith.

Many Christians find prayer to be a difficult spiritual discipline to practice. Often, we
are unsure of how or what to pray. Thankfully, God has given us the Psalms to guide our
practice of prayer. In the Psalms, we get a picture of the adoration that comes from the
man or woman who is completely dedicated to the Lord. We also see ways in which we
may wrestle with the Lord in prayer when it seems that the world is against us. Many of
the Psalms, such as the one chosen for today’s study, are prayers of deep contrition and
repentance. Wise people do not run from God when they sin; rather, they turn to Him in
prayer, seeking His face so that they can be forgiven and restored.

FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO %Livhg before the face of God
Psalms 19; 33 )
Proverbs 3 One of the first manifestations of ungodly wisdom occurred in the garden of Eden

. Tht::;;:i;jsﬂ . just after Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit. Instead of turning to the Lord, our

first parents hid from Him. That is not the model that Scripture gives us. Wise
people know that they cannot truly run from God and that it is better to come to
Him when they sin than to hide themselves. Only He can provide the forgiveness
and the covering for our shame that we need when we have fallen.

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Genesis 17-19
Matthew 7
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THE WISDOM OF JOB

THU | JAN

JOB 42 “Job answered the LorD and said: ‘I know that you can do all
things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted’” (vv. 1-2).

I naddition to Psalms and Proverbs, Job is also reckoned among the books that make up
the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament. This work provides critical insight into
the nature of suffering and the sovereignty of God, and its instruction is vital for viewing
our pain in a Lord-honoring manner.

The account of Job’s suffering was likely put into writing after his death, but the man
Jobwasahistorical person who lived sometime during the era of the patriarchs Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob (c. 2000 B.C.). As such, its account is one of the oldest stories recorded
inthe Bible.

Unlike the other Wisdom Books, Job includes sections written in the genre of historical
narrative. These sections open and close the work, providing the context for the dialogue
between Job and his friends that takes up most of the book. Chapters 1-2 introduce the
book by telling us of Job, a righteous man of faith whose uprightness is well known in his
day. We also get awindow into heaven, as it were, in these chapters. The author pulls back
the veil and describes the dialogue that takes place between Satan and God concerning
Job. Satan claims that Job only believes because he is aman greatly blessed, a fairweather
follower who will abandon his trust in the Lord if he loses his prosperity. God permits the
devil to test Job’s faith by robbing him of his wealth, family, and health. Over the course
of the rest of the story, Job proves Satan wrong. He does not abandon his faith but contin-
ues to seek the Lord, even revealing his hope for the resurrection of the dead (19:25-27).

Despite the persistence of his faith, Job does question God throughout the book,
demanding to know why he, a righteous man, is suffering undeservedly. Job’s “friends”
repeatedly tell him that he must be suffering because of personal sin, and though they
say many true things about our Creator, they wrongly imply that suffering and sin always
have a one-to-one correlation. In fact, the Lord never explains to Job why he has suffered.
What He does do is answer Job out of the whirlwind to remind him of His sovereignty
and that much of His will and purposes are inscrutable (chaps. 38-41).

Though that answer is not what Job was searching for, it is enough. He bows to God’s
wisdom and admits that he does not fully comprehend the ways of God (chap. 42). All wise
people rest finally in the sovereign goodness of the Lord.

CORAMDEDO ‘f&i”‘* Living before the face of God FOR FURTHER STUDY
Job 38

Wise people maintain the distinction between Creator and creature, Jeremiah 12:1-4
Romans 8:28
1 Peter 3:14a

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Genesis 20-22
Matthew 8

recognizing that there are some matters where God has chosen to remain
silent. They respect the Lord’s decision and do not try to speak where He has
not spoken. They trust in His sovereignty and goodness, believing that He
will be faithful to all of His promises. May that be true of us, that we might
be wise and trustworthy servants of God.
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ECCLESIASTES AND SOLOMON’S SONG

FRI | JAN

ECCLESIASTES 12:14 “God will bring every deed into judgment, with
every secret thing, whether good or evil.” 9

e have saved two of the most difficult books in Scripture for our last study on the

background and emphases of the Wisdom Literature. These books are Ecclesiastes
and Song of Solomon, two works that have been traditionally attributed to Solomon. Many
have even said that Solomon wrote the Song of Solomon when he was a young man and
Ecclesiastes when he was elderly and had seen much over the course of a long life.

The Song of Solomon gives evidence of being from Solomon’s hand, for its opening verse
states, “The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s” (Song 1:1). Ecclesiastes, on the other hand,
makes no claim of authorship besides the fact that it consists of the “words of the Preacher,
the son of David, king in Jerusalem” (Eccl. 1:1). Since Solomon was the king in Jerusalem
atone point in history, Ecclesiastes may well come from him. But we cannot be dogmatic
about this because Ecclesiastes itself does not identify Solomon explicitly.

The Song of Solomon and Ecclesiastes are difficult books for different reasons. The great-
estdifficulty with the Song of Solomon is that it hardly mentions the Lord explicitly, speak-
ing of Him once at the end of the book (8:6), and then only in passing. That the work seems
togive very little direct theological teaching also makes it hard to interpret. What we find in
the Song of Solomon is a picture of love between husband and wife, with a particular focus
on their physical relationship. Because of this, and because many interpreters have found
ithard to conceive of God’s inspiring a book that is about love, marriage, and sex, the work
has most frequently been read as an allegory of the love of Christ for His bride, the church.
Itis hard to accept this work as a mere allegory because the biblical authors almost never
use that interpretative method, and in the one place where something is explicitly called an
allegory, the example given is not an allegory in the traditional sense (Gal. 4:21-31). Solomon’s
chiefintent is simply to show us the love of husband and wife. That does not mean the book
is not ultimately about Christ, however. The work makes us yearn for the perfectlove that
no creature can give us. In this way, it directs us to the Savior who alone can satisfy us.

Ecclesiastes has a slight pessimistic tone, which is why many believers have had trouble
with it. The key to understanding the work is to see it as an example of biblical apologetics.
It points out that apart from God, life is temporary and futile. It states that so much of life
isincomprehensible, thereby pointing us to the Lord, who alone makes sense of it all.

L
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO X Living before the face of God
Proverbs 2:6-8
Ecclesiastes 12:13-14 Ultimately, all of the Wisdom Books make one point: that life without God is
THE BIBLE IN A YEAR meaningless and that only He can understand the creation fully and finally.
Genesis 23-24 The only way for us to find true wisdom of eternal significance is to turn to

Matthew 9 Him and His Word. Otherwise, whatever meaning we find is fleeting, whatever
THE WEEKEND joys we have will come to dissatisfy us, and every love we have will not meet
Genesis 25-29 the needs of our souls.

Matthew 10
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GodlIsonthe Move

GUY M. RICHARD I

henIlivedin Edinburgh, Scotland,

my home was situated just below
an extinct volcano that was appropriate-
ly called “Arthur’s Seat” because it resem-
bled averylarge saddle. Several times each
year, a dense fog would cover this moun-
tain completely and shield it from view.
On those days, I would wake up and look
out my window, and the mountain would
notbe there—or so it appeared. But even
though I could not see Arthur’s Seat, T
knew thatthe mountain was still there. It
had not gone away, despite the fact that T
could notseeit.

Many times in the Christian life, God
appears to be invisible. We cannot see
Him. We cannot see what He is doing.
The fog rolls in; the storm clouds gath-
er; and they shield Him completely from
our view.

Thatis precisely where the creatures
in C.S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch, and
the Wardrobe are at the beginning of the
story. The White Witch has seized con-
trol of Narniaand has magically imposed
winter. She has terrorized the Narnian
inhabitants by turning many into stone
and by putting a stop to Christmas. To
make matters worse, Aslanis nowhere to
be found. He is silent. He is hidden from
view. And yet, in the midst of all this, the
Narnians find hope in the reminder that
they share with one another: Aslan is
on the move. This reminder helps them
hold fast even through the most difficult
circumstances when Aslan s silent and
seemingly far off.

When we find ourselves in the midst
of difficult circumstances, when God is
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silent and hidden from our view, and
when we cannot see what He is doing,
we need this same reminder that God
really is on the move. He is at work. Even
if we cannot see it, the invisible hand of
God is moving and working behind the
scenes, bringing His perfect purposes
to passin our lives.

Luke 2:1-2 gives us one such remind-
er. In this familiar passage, God’s invis-
ible hand is workingin and through ordi-
nary people and events to bring Joseph,
Mary, and Jesus (still in the womb) to
Bethlehem in order to fulfill Micah 5:2,
which states that the Christ child is to
beborn in Bethlehem. I find it fascinat-
ing that God chooses not to appear to
Joseph and Mary in a dream or by way
of an angel to tell them to leave Nazareth
and travel to Bethlehem. He did both of
those things previously with Joseph and
Mary, when He revealed to them that
Mary would have a child by the Holy
Spirit (Matt. 1:20; Luke 1:26-38). But He
doesnot do either here. Instead, here in
Luke2,inorder to get Joseph and Mary
to Bethlehem so that His Christ can be
born in fulfillment of Old Testament
prophecy, God uses a pagan king’s call-
ing for the inhabitants of his kingdom to
beregistered.

God is at work today, just as He was
in Luke 2. He really is on the move even
when we cannot see what He is doing.
Be encouraged.

Dr. Guy M. Richard s senior minister of First Presbyterian
Churchin Gulfport, Miss., and author of The Supremacy of
God inthe Theology of Samuel Rutherford.

OUR WISDOM AND GOD’S

PROVERBS 21:30-31 “No wisdom, no understanding, no counsel can ERIUCHT
avail against the LoRp. The horse is made ready for the day of battle,
but the victory belongs to the Lorp.”

12

apturing the essence of sin is not easy, so Christian thinkers have suggested many

different definitions. The Westminster divines, for example, define sin in terms of its
relation to alegal standard: “Sin is any want of conformity to, or transgression of, the law
of God” (WSC 14). Dr. R.C. Sproul often speaks of sin as “cosmic treason,” emphasizing
transgression as our personal betrayal of the One who could never deserve it.

As we return to our study of particular passages from the Old Testament Wisdom
Literature today, we will consider sin from the standpoint of epistemology (the nature and
grounds of knowledge): sinisirrational. To believe we can depose the Lord from His throne
and become a law unto ourselves, inventing our own standards and rendering ourselves
unaccountable to God, is the height of absurdity. There is nothing so foolish, so unreason-
able, as the belief that creatures and law-receivers can take the place of the Creator and
Lawgiver. Scripture constantly warns us that our plans cannot prevail against God’s, but
we find it all but impossible to accept this truth. We find such a warning in Proverbs 21:30:
“No wisdom, no understanding, no counsel can avail against the LORD.”

It should be obvious that the creature cannot overcome the Creator, but only those
regenerated by the Spirit of God believe this truth. It is not that the unregenerate entirely
fail to understand that the Lord and His wisdom are invincible; rather, this truth cannot
penetrate the heart apart from the Spirit’s work. God must bring us to our knees before we
will embrace the superiority of the Creator’s wisdom to our own. Just as Jacob had to be
wounded in his pride and strength before he would submit fully to the Lord (Gen. 32:22-32),
we must be humbled and brought to repentance before we will begin to give up trying to
take God’s rightful place as the Lord of our lives. Otherwise, we will spend eternity rais-
ing our fists against our Creator in the futility of rebellion against Him (Rev. 21:8; 22:11, 15).

Proverbs 21:30 focuses on the invincibility of the Lord’s wisdom in relation to His ene-
mies’ wisdom, but verse 31 balances it with the reminder that even the wisdom of God’s
people takes a backseat to the divine plan. People can wisely plan for success in battle,
doingall they know how to do in order to improve their odds of winning; nevertheless, final
victory comes only by the determination of the Lord. Even plans made with the godliest
of intentions cannot come to pass if they are not in line with what God has ordained.

L
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO X Living before the face of God

Isaiah 28:29
Jeremiah 1:18-19; 8:9;
10:11-16
Romans 1:18-23
THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Genesis 30-31
Matthew 11:1-15

God’s wisdom has the final say in all matters. No plan, no matter how well
conceived or potent, can keep Him from accomplishing His purposes. His
enemies can advance only as far as He allows, and what might look like victories
on their part are ordained by the Lord as part of His plan to defeat them fully
and finally. If we are in Christ, the undefeatable Lord is on our side. In that we
can and must rejoice, for it means that our enemies cannot finally prevail.
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THE BLESSEDNESS OF KEEPING GOD’S LAW

AN PSALM 119:1-8 “Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in
the law of the LoRb! Blessed are those who keep his testimonies, who
1 3 seek him with their whole heart, who also do no wrong, but walk in his
ways!” (vv. 1-3).

isdom is God’s gift to His people, ablessing that He always gives to those who ask

for it in faith (James 1:5-8). Yet the Lord does not ordinarily grant this wisdom
by placing itimmediately in our hearts and minds. Instead, it comes through the diligent
study and application of His revelation. Today’s passage emphasizes this truth.

If the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 9:10), we cannot attain wis-
dom if we do not have the honor for God that Scripture commends, and we cannot honor
our Creator if we do not know Him. This is where God’s Word comes in, particularly His
law, which is one emphasis of Psalm 119. As verse 7 indicates, the one who in faith seeks to
understand the Lord’s righteous rules will end up praising Him and honoring His name.

The psalmist proclaims great blessing on the person who seeks to know and walk in
the law of God, even going so far as to assert that the one who lives according to the Lord’s
statutes will “not be put to shame.” As John Calvin notes in his commentary on this passage,
the psalmist speaks in an ultimate sense. In this fallen world, unbelievers often shame those
who endeavor to live by God’s law; however, this shame will not endure, for the Lord will
finally vindicate all who seek to obey His commands (Ps. 135:14). On the last day, all people
will see that those who have served the Lord have done the most honorable thing possible.

Although blessings are associated with observing the law, we must note that the psalm-
istis not talking about absolute perfection when he speaks of keeping the law blamelessly
(119:1). The psalm teaches implicitly that no sinner can render this kind of obedience, for
the psalmist, an exemplary figure, prays that he would be able to keep the commandments
(v.5). Herecognizes his own inability and prays for the grace to walk in righteousness. The
blamelessness commended is a life wherein one is oriented in the main toward the things
of God. Ttis alife lived in gratitude that another—Jesus Christ—has kept the law perfectly
inour place (Rom. 5:12-21). We do not obey the law in order to be declared righteous in the
Lord’s sight; we obey because we have been declared righteous in Christ alone. Calvin writes
that “when uprightness is demanded of the children of God, they do not lose the gracious
remission of their sins, in which their salvation alone consists.” We always fall short of God’s
perfect standard, but He forgives all who give up their own efforts to merit citizenship in
heaven and trust Christ. Our place in His kingdom is based on the righteousness of Christ.

CORAMDEDO [jﬁ% Living before the face of God FOR FURTHER STUDY
o Deuteronomy 4:1-8;

John Calvin comments, “We must not be influenced by our own designs, nor 11:26-28
decide, according to carnal reason, what we are to do, but must at once : Ppial";l 3
eter Z:1—.

come to the determination, that they who turn not aside, either to the right
hand or the left, from the observance of God’s commandments, are indeed
in the right path.” Wisdom comes to those who seek God and endeavor to
follow His law of gratitude for His great salvation.

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Genesis 32-33
Matthew 11:16-30
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GOD’S WORD IN THE HEART

WED | JAN

PSALM 119:9-16 “I have stored up your word in my heart, that I might
not sin against you” (v. 11). I 4

od in His grace has decided to work through the means of His Word to accomplish

His purposes for His people. He works through the preaching of His revelation at
the start of our walk with Him, bringing us to new life via the Spirit-blessed teaching and
exposition of the “word of truth” (James 1:18). Our Creator also works through His Word
after conversion, deepening our knowledge of Him, instructing us in how to serve in His
kingdom, and strengthening us to resist temptation.

Psalm 119 takes a special interest in the ongoing place of the Word of God in the life of
the believer. Having proclaimed a great blessing on those who endeavor to obey the Lord
according to His law (vv. 1-8), the psalmist expands on his point in verses 9-16, emphasiz-
ing the practicality of putting Scripture to work in one’s life. The key verse in this section
isverse 11, in which the psalmist confesses that he has stored up God’s Word in his heart
in order that he might not sin against the Lord. Commentators note that this does not
refer simply to memorization of the Bible, although that certainly plays a part. Hiding the
Word of God in one’s heart involves both knowing what our Creator has revealed and liv-
ing one’s entire life in devotion to the Lord. Hiding the Word in our hearts does not mean
only knowing what it says, although it is not less than that. It also involves structuring
one’s life around its precepts, being so thoroughly under its dominion that it is embedded
in one’s everyday life (Deut. 6:4-9).

John Calvin comments on the necessity of hiding the Word of God in our hearts by
drawing an analogy: “Amongscholars, those whose knowledge is confined to books, if they
have not the book always before them, readily discover their ignorance; in like manner,
if we do not imbibe the doctrine of God, and are well acquainted with it, Satan will eas-
ily surprise and entangle us in his meshes. Our true safeguard, then, lies not in a slender
knowledge of his law, or in a careless perusal of it, but in hiding it deeply in our hearts.” It
is not enough to have a copy of Scripture on the shelf that can be accessed at any time. We
must take our Bibles down and read them, study them, meditate on them, all the while
asking the Holy Spirit to teach us His ways (Ps. 119:12). This does not mean we must all
have the same patterns of daily devotion, but it does mean that we all make time to learn
from God’s Word.

s
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO ’j&; Living before the face of God
Ezra 7:10 o
Proverbs 22:17-19
Colossians 3:16
Hebrews 4:12-13
THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Genesis 34-35
Matthew 12

When we have the Word of God hidden in our hearts, we are equipped to resist
temptation because we are better able to discern what is truly good from that
which is not good or edifying. We also acquire the wisdom for navigating the
treacherous roads in our lives, enabling us to steer clear of problems that can
entice us to sin. Are you making regular time for the study of God’s Word in
your life both privately and as part of the corporate body of Christ?
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HEEDING GODLY AUTHORITIES

PROVERBS 1:8-9 “Hear, my son, your father’s instruction, and forsake ULy
not your mother’s teaching, for they are a graceful garland for your I 6
head and pendants for your neck.”

F or several decades now, a pervasive anti-authority sentiment has swept through popular
culture in the West, which has then exported this philosophy to the rest of the world
through entertainment, advertising, and other avenues. Many of us are likely familiar
with the popular phrase, “Don’t trust anyone over thirty.” Irreverence is in vogue, and
what is young and new is prized over that which is old and traditional.

Scripture never teaches that everything old and traditional is necessarily good, and it
certainly does not claim that authority figures and structures are always godly. Paganism
goes right back to the fall of mankind, and history is littered with despots who persecut-
ed their citizens and defied the one true God. The Bible condemns all false religions and
ungodly authorities (Ex. 20:3; Isa. 5:20; Rev. 13;19:19-20). Nevertheless, the Lord in His
Word understands such ungodliness as a perversion of authority and tradition. In fact, our
Creator extols the aged and commends submission to authority because of the wisdom that
comes with experience and the order that thoughtful leaders provide.

Proverbs 1:8-9 is one of many passages that takes such a perspective. Solomon exhorts
sons to heed the instruction of their fathers and the teaching of their mothers. By exten-
sion, this exhortation applies to daughters as well, for if the future leaders of the homes in
Israel (sons) need to learn from and obey their parents, so do all other citizens. Solomon’s
teachingis nothing new, for the fifth commandment calls children to honor their parents
(Ex. 20:12). Note that both the law of Moses and today’s passage speak of heeding both
fathers and mothers. Children are not permitted to respect one parent and ignore the other.

While Proverbs 1:8-9 focuses on the obligations of children to listen to their parents,
we cannot miss the high call it gives to mothers and fathers as well. Solomon assumes that
parents are training their children in godly wisdom, which should not surprise us given
the call of Deuteronomy 6:4-9 to instruct our children in the law of God. Our sons and
daughters cannot follow the teaching of today’s passage if we do not faithfully catechize
them in what the Lord has revealed and do not model godly wisdom for them.

Today’s passage speaks explicitly of parents and children, but Solomon’s words apply
to all relationships between authorities and subordinates. It will go well for us if we sub-
mitwisely to those in authority, and teach and model godliness to those whom we lead.

FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO ﬁ% Living before the face of God

Proverbs 6:20
Ephesians 6:1-4 Matthew Henry comments on today’s passage, “Those are truly valuable, and
THE BIBLE IN A YEAR shall be valued, who value themselves more by their virtue and piety than by
Genesis 38-40 their worldly wealth and dignity.” A life of wisdom gained by heeding the godly
Matthew 13:24-58 instruction of parents and others is a far greater adornment than the best
THE WEEKEND jewels money can buy. Such a life evidences the presence of saving faith and
Genesis 41-46 will receive the Lord’s commendation, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”
Matthew 14:1-21
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Hannah’s Perseverance

OWEN STRACHAN |

ne of the most heroic figures in

Scripture is not known for slaying
agiant, conquering a nation, or hurdling
awall. Her name is Hannah. Her role in
thebiblical narrative is rather simple: to
give birth. Butit’s the obstacles she over-
comes on her way to this outcome that
reveal her to be a hero.

In 1 Samuel 1, Hannah faces three
rather ordinary challenges that show
her life to be a difficult one. First, she is
one of two wives of Elkanah. Penninah,
her rival, is not kind to Hannah. She
“used to provoke her grievously to irri-
tate” Hannah (v. 6). Penninah tormented
Hannahbecause the latter could not con-
ceive. Already we see that Hannah faces
serious adversity in her day-to-day life.

Hannah’s second challenge is her
husband’s inability to understand her
pain. Penninah would wound Hannah
asregularly “as she went up to the house
of the LorD,” leaving Hannah in tears
(v. 7). Elkanah seems to be a kind man,
but he suffers from a common malady:
obtuseness. Hannah’s husband seeks to
encourage her, buthe offers cold comfort.

Hannah’s third challenge comes
when she goes to the house of the Lord.
Sheis clearly a devout and godly woman.
She goes to worship at Shiloh and to pour
out her heart to Yahweh. She is “deep-
ly distressed” while there, and she
weeps “bitterly” (v. 10). What happens
next is painful. Eli the priest sees her
lips moving and takes her for a drunk.
Instead of offering her solace, he issues a
stinging rebuke.

Atevery level, Hannah is suffering.
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There is an escalation of her suffering
in this passage that shows the difficult
spiritual climate of Israel in her era.
Despite her trials, she perseveres. She
prays, goes to worship, and cries out to
her God. Yahweh then shows her favor.
Eli pronounces a blessing on her, she
conceives, and soon gives birth to a son
named Samuel (vv. 17-20), who becomes
one of Yahweh’s greatest prophets.

When challenges occur in our lives,
we have a choice: will we remember
Hannah? Her example is powerful. Yet
Hannah foreshadows another child born
to a persevering mother, a son who met
many, many more difficulties on hislife’s
path. Jesus Christ overcame a family who
did not understand His purpose, aband
of disciples who consistently misunder-
stood His teachings, and a foe who craved
His undoing. Despite these trials, He fol-
lowed the will of God all the way to the
cross. He suffered and died to bring us
to glory—and to give us daily strength to
honestly face and perseveringly triumph
over our own difficulties.

God isthe Savior notonly of the blood-
streaked warrior, but the henpecked
friend, the physically challenged sufferer,
and the misunderstood wife. His grace is
perfectly fitted for our daily struggles—
indeed, itis more than sufficient for them.
It makes heroes of even the most unsus-
pecting and normal of God’s people.

Dr. Owen Strachan is assistant professor of Christian
theology and church history at The Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary in Louisville, Ky., and president of

the Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood.

THE GOOD MEDICINE OF JOY

MON | JAN

PROVERBS 17:22 “A joyful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit
dries up the bones.”

19

ven those who are not very familiar with the Bible are likely familiar with the first

half of the proverb in today’s study, or they at least have some understanding of the
truth it presents. After all, one can hardly listen to the news for a few weeks without
hearing of some research demonstrating the dangers of stress on the body or a study
providing evidence that cheerful people live longer than those who are perpetually
grumpy or unhappy.

Such research only confirms what God’s people have known for centuries, that “a
joyful heartis good medicine” (Prov. 17:22). There are salutary benefits for those who
have joy in their lives. This proverb is not talking about frivolity, and it is not commend-
ing an attitude that rejoices because it ignores the difficult circumstances of life. Instead,
as Matthew Henry comments, the proverb “means a heart rejoicing in God, and serving
him with gladness, and then taking the comfort of outward enjoyments and particularly
that of pleasant conversation.” The joy that is good for the soul and the body is the joy
that we find first in the Lord and then in the simple pleasures that He has created for
human beings. Ecclesiastes, for example, is filled with admonitions to take joy in the
ordinary goodness of the created order—the satisfaction of a hearty piece of bread, the
taste of a nice glass of wine (Eccl. 9:7). Over and over again, the book of Psalms exhorts
us to rejoice in the Lord (Pss. 32:11; 53:6). We rejoice in the Lord and in the goodness of
what He has made in order to bring Him glory, of course (1 Cor. 10:31), but today’s pas-
sage indicates that His glory is not all that results from the cheerful hearts of His people.
Our joy glorifies God and it benefits us. By His grace, the Lord has ordained that what
glorifies Him is what is good for us.

The opposite of a cheerful heart is a “crushed spirit” that “dries up the bones” (Prov.
17:22). Here, “bones” is used to represent the whole person. A cheerful heart brings tre-
mendous benefits to all that we are, and a broken spirit brings harm to the whole person.
The crushed spirit that dries up the bones is not the broken spirit of repentance (Ps. 51:17),
for repentance restores us to the Lord and thereby is a means to life. Instead, the writer
refers to the heart that cannot rejoice in the Lord, that has become so cynical that it can-
not find joy in the simple things. May none of us possess such a heart.

i
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO ’jﬁ”‘ Living before the face of God

Psalm 30:5
Ecclesiastes 8:15 Acheerful heart does not pretend that all is well, and it grieves at the appropriate
lss'j’hh”f time (Eccl. 7:2). A cheerful heart responds appropriately to a given situation, all
onn

the while possessing a deep and enduring peace that enables one to trust in the
Lord and know that He is the source of true, eternal joy. A cheerful heart may not
always show itself with a smile, but even when it is not in happy circumstances,
it is confident that an eternal weight of glory is being prepared for us (2 Cor. 4:17).

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Genesis 47
Matthew 14:22-36

51



A PRAYER FOR DELIVERANCE

WE02E] PSALM 6 “Turn, O LORD, deliver my life; save me for the sake of your

steadfast love. For in death there is no remembrance of you; in Sheol
who will give you praise?” (vv. 4-5).
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here do you turn in the midst of great suffering or trouble? Do you seek to escape it
by your own cleverness? Do you complain to others that life is unfair?

For the man or woman of God, there is only one place, or more appropriately, one person
to turn to when we are in pain—the Lord Himself. Whether we have done nothing to deserve
maltreatment or we have “earned” our suffering by our sins or bad judgment, we are to run
to our Father. The book of Psalms is filled with hymns of lament wherein the speaker, in
dire straits, pours out his heart to God and calls on Him to act. Psalm 6 is one such lament.

We do not know exactly what prompted David to pen these words, but it seems that
personal sin is not the cause of his trouble. Unlike laments that serve as prayers for for-
giveness, such as Psalm 51, we find no confession of sin in today’s passage. David appears
tobe suffering some kind of injustice. However, it is instructive that in Psalm 6 David sees
his suffering as the Lord’s discipline even though his pain is not tied to any specific sin. He
asks God not to rebuke him in anger or discipline him in wrath. The suffering is so intense
that it seems to David that God is on the verge of pouring out His wrathful chastisement
(v. ). David sees his troubles as the Lord’s discipline, but he asks God to refrain from dis-
ciplining him in a punitive manner because he sees nothing that should bring on his pain.
He sets himself apart as a righteous man, separating himself from “workers of evil” (v. 8).

In Scripture, discipline is often associated with personal sin. Moses, for example, suf-
fers punitive discipline when he does not heed the Lord’s word at Meribah, and he isbarred
from entering the Promised Land (Num. 20:2-13). But Scripture also knows of discipline
that is not punitive, discipline that keeps one drawing near to the Lord for more than just
forgiveness (for example, see Eph. 6:4). Not all of our suffering is tied to specific sin, but all
ofitis used by the Lord to discipline us and keep us in His service. When we are in the midst
of such discipline, it is permissible—even advisable—to turn to God, pour out our grief, and
pray for our deliverance from our troubles that we might rejoice on the other side of our
pain. This is what David does in Psalm 6. His profound expressions of grief and pleas for
deliverance give way to confidence that God has heard and will vindicate him (vv. 6-10).
Aswe turn to the Lord, He will likewise renew our joy, assure us that all will one day be
well, and confirm in us the wisdom of turning to Him in all things.

FOR FURTHER STUDY
Genesis 32:9-12

CORAMDEDO [jﬁ% Living before the face of God

Only when we have a high view of God’s sovereignty will we be able to understand Psalm 34:4
that God uses the pain in our lives to discipline us, either to show us the Luke 22:39-46
. . . Romans 7:24-25a
consequences of our sin or to keep us drawing closer to Him. When we are
T — . . THE BIBLE IN A YEAR
disciplined for our sin, in fact, He brings us to Himself and helps us understand Genesis 4849
the ways our transgression affect ourselves and others. Because God is in control Ma;?:: 15:1-28

of all, all of our pain is meaningful and used by Him for a good end (Rom. 8:28).
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THE SORROW THAT ATTENDS KNOWLEDGE

ECCLESIASTES 1:16-18 “I applied my heart to know wisdom and to know
madness and folly. | perceived that this also is but a striving after wind.
For in much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge
increases sorrow” (vv. 17-18).

WED | JAN

21

gnorance is bliss.” That well-worn saying is not a piece of divinely inspired wisdom, but

itcertainly captures an important element of biblical truth. In fact, Ecclesiastes 1:16-18
expresses much of the same sentiment when it tells us that there is “much vexation” to be
found in much wisdom and that to increase knowledge is to increase sorrow.

That growing in knowledge can cause one to grow in sorrow is clear from Scripture.
After all, sin and sorrow entered the world when Adam and Eve grasped for knowledge
that God said they should not have (Gen. 3). We also find warnings in the Bible about
knowing too much about evil, about becoming expert practitioners of sin (1 Cor. 14:20).

As important as the notion is that the sinful chasing after knowledge brings sorrow,
this is not the kind of knowledge-seeking that the Preacher is talking about in Ecclesiastes
1:16-18.Instead, today’s passage is speaking of the right acquisition of knowledge, the effort
to learn righteous wisdom and to increase in one’s understanding of persons, places, and
things. Scripture frequently commends the search for wisdom and calls us to make every
effort to find and possess truth and understanding (Prov. 23:23).

Paradoxically, the search for wisdom does bring sorrow in some ways. Matthew Henry
helpfully comments on today’s passage that “the more we know the more we see there is
tobe known, and consequently we perceive with greater clearness that our work is with-
out end, and the more we see of our former mistakes and blunders, which occasions much
grief.” We do not really understand how much we do not know until we start to learn and
come to know ourselves and the world around us. However, the more we know ourselves
and the world around us, the more we realize that we do not know very much at all, that
there is a seemingly infinite amount of information that must be mastered, and that we
will never attain all the knowledge we seek. As we grow in knowledge, we also come to
understand how much our ignorance has caused—and continues to cause—problems for
ourselves and others. That brings sorrow.

Furthermore, as we know others better, we see just how deeply sin affects them and
us. Thatbrings great sadness, especially when we have to deal with situations so complex
that the most righteous course of action is by no means clear. At such times, it can seem as
if there is no good solution, which is a sorrowing realization indeed.

L
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO ’j&; Living before the face of God

Psalm 31:9-10
Zechariah 12:10-14 Comingto understand the limitations of our knowledge and wisdom can be deeply
'\Sark 14:?;41_356 sorrowing. Atthesametime, however, thereare sensesinwhichitcanbeliberating.
omans J:1—.

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Gen. 50-Ex. 1
Matthew 15:29-16:4

First, knowing the limits of our own understanding forces us to flee for refuge to
Christ and to recognize that we are ever-dependent on the grace of His wisdom.
Furthermore, knowing that our wisdom is limited frees us from the burden of
feeling like we must be an expert in all areas of life and knowledge.
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OUR ALL-SEEING LORD

THU | JAN

PROVERBS 15:3 “The eyes of the LORD are in every place, keeping watch
2 2 on the evil and the good.”

M ost of us reading this devotional are likely what the world would consider “ordinary”
people. We are not leaders of great nations. Our accomplishments will never make
itinto history books. Our actions will never be the focus of the paparazzi.

Given such areality, itis all too easy for us to think that what we do is essentially insig-
nificant. Few, if any, will notice our contributions and our service, so we might wonder if
our actions are meaningful in any real sense. Similarly, the fact that we are “ordinary” and
that no other human being sees much of what we do or think might lead us to believe that
the sins we commit in secret will never be found out. No one will see what we do behind
closed doors, so we need not worry about bending the rules when no one else is around.

Only a solid grasp of the omnipresence and omniscience of the Lord disabuses us of
these notions. Today’s passage gives perhaps the most succinct statement on these attri-
butes of God in all of Scripture. We read in Proverbs 15:3 that “the eyes of the LorRD are in
every place.” No one is so insignificant as to be ignored by our Creator. Nothing is so trivial
that God overlooks it. We never find ourselves in a situation where no one is looking, for
even if other people never see our thoughts and deeds, the Lord does. When the psalmist
asks God, “Where shall I flee from your presence?” the answer is clear: nowhere (Ps. 139:7).

Thisis sobering because Proverbs 15:3 also says the eyes of the Lord are “keeping watch
onthe evil and the good.” The Almighty is no passive observer. He takes stock of every situa-
tion, evaluating it according to His unchanging standards. The use of the verb keeping watch
in other contexts indicates that our Creator observes in such a way as to prepare Himself for
the appropriate course of action. When people do good, God will reward them. When they
do evil, they will suffer the consequences. We may not separate this from the biblical truth
that outside of Christ, no one can do what s fully good according to God’s perfect standards
and that even followers of Jesus fall short in their obedience. This is why we rely only on
Christ’s perfect righteousness for our justification (Rom. 3:21-26; 2 Cor. 5:21;1 John 1:8-9).
Still, we cannot allow that precious truth to blunt the force of Proverbs 15:3: God will deal
appropriately with all of our deeds. This should motivate us to do what is right—not to get
into the kingdom, for our deeds cannot merit salvation—that we might please our Father
and receive blessings over and above our heavenly citizenship (Matt. 25:14-30).

CORAMDEDO [jﬁ% Living before the face of God FOR FURTHER STUDY

Numbers 32:23

Matthew Henry comments that God has “an eye to discern all, not only from which Psalm 44:20-21

nothing can be concealed, but by which every thing is actually inspected, and IVFI(atthew 2:11;6
omans Z:

nothing overlooked or looked slightly upon. . . . An eye to distinguish both persons
and actions. He beholds the evil and the good, is displeased with the evil and
approves of the good, and will judge men according to the sight of his eyes.” God
sees all that we do, and He will not forget those who obey Him.

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Exodus 2-4
Matthew 16:5-28
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THE FLIGHT OF THE WICKED

FRI | JAN

PROVERBS 28:1 “The wicked flee when no one pursues, but the
righteous are bold as a lion.”

L ike a metastatic cancer, sin that goes unchecked, unconfessed, and unrepented of will
spread to affect the entire person. First and foremost, sin destroys the relationship
between God and unregenerate people, and for the regenerate, sin disrupts the fellowship
between the Lord and His children, for our transgressions grieve the Holy Spirit (Eph.
4:30). Beyond that, however, sin also has pervasive effects on the entire psyche. Paranoia
and fear consume the man or woman who gives into sin impenitently.

That is the point of today’s passage, which tells us that “the wicked flee when no one
pursues” (Prov. 28:1a). Anyone who has battled secret sin understands the truth of this
statement. Try as we might to believe that what we do in secret does not matter and that
living our lives apart from God means we can cast off the fear of the Lord that gripped
“less enlightened” generations, we all know that impenitent sin fosters terror in the heart.
We know that our Creator keeps His eyes on all, watching for the evil and the good (15:3).
Though we try to ignore this truth, we cannot escape it, for it is written on our consciences
(Rom. 2:12-16). Because we know God really can see everything, repeated, impenitent sin,
particularly repeated secret sin, sustains in us the kind of fear that stalks us and threatens
to overtake us. We worry that God will expose us, and then we transfer His all-seeing
nature to those around us. We grow paranoid that others can see what we have tried so
hard to hide, and we withdraw from our relationships. We begin to believe that every-
one is watching us, and we do not like it. Matthew Henry comments, “Those that have
made God their enemy, and know it, cannot but see the whole creation at war with them,
and therefore can have no true enjoyment of themselves, no confidence, no courage, but
a fearful looking for of judgment. Sin makes men cowards.”

Tronically, we sin because we believe we do not have to fear God, and then end up fearing
other people. On the other hand, the righteous, because they fear the Lord appropriately
with filial honor and not cowering terror, end up being afraid of no man. “The righteous
are asbold as alion” (Prov. 28:1b). They need not worry being found out by other people
because there is nothing to be found out. Whatever sin they have, they have confessed.
There are no secret sins to ruin righteous people, so righteous men and women can face
others with boldness, not worrying about what their enemies will reveal about them.

P
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO X Living before the face of God
Isaiah 59:12-13
Romans 2:12-16 Numbers 32:23 says that our sin will find us out. We live in fear if we are in

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR impenitent sin because we know the truth of this verse, namely, that we cannot

Exodus 5-6 hide our wickedness forever. The only solution to such fear is confession and
Matthew 17 repentance. Confessing our sins to one another puts fear and paranoia to flight
THE WEEKEND because it brings our transgression out into the open, encouraging us to fight
Exodus 7-10 our sin and to take an honest stand for Christ as sinners saved by grace alone.

Matthew 18:1-20
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Abidingin Christ:
Morethan Sentiment

DEREK W.H. THOMAS N

he slippery, imperceptible slide

into mysticism is always a danger.
The Bible itself warns of an anti-prop-
ositional Christianity, embodied in the
slogan no creed but the Bible: “Be not like
a horse or amule, without understand-
ing, which must be curbed with bit and
bridle” (Ps. 32:9). John Stott’s Your Mind
Matters opens with a statement that, in
effect, prioritizes the role of the mind in
Christianity. Many others have added
similar expressions of concern about
modern evangelicalism’s capitulation
into sentimentality—the “Hallmark-
ization” of the church, perhaps.

And nowhere is this sentimental-
ity more apparent than in discussing (a
cerebral process, by the way) what Jesus
meant when he said, “Abide in me, and I
inyou” (John 15:4,seev. 6).

Whatdoes “abide” (Greek mend) mean
in this context? Greek and English dic-
tionaries suggest these synonyms: contin-
ue, dwell, endure, be present, remain, stand,
tarry (for). The relationship we enjoy with
Christ in the gospel is entirely of grace.
God initiates it. But onceitisinitiated, we
do not then become passive in that rela-
tionship. There is aresponse on our part.
True, the response is one that requires
the energy of the Holy Spirit: “Work out
your own salvation with fear and trem-
bling, for itis God who works in you, both
towill and to work for his good pleasure”
(Phil. 2:12-13). This God-directed and
-sustained synergistic cooperation on
our partin our sanctification (Paul calls
it “obedience” inv.12) is something both
the Holy Spirit and we do. We dare not
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lose sight of the emphasis on our effort-
fulinvolvement.

The context in which Jesus exhorts
us to abide suggests some more focused
ideas of what it means to abide.

First, abiding in Christ has some-
thing to do with the way Scripture
dwellsin our hearts: “Ifyou abide in me,
and my words abide in you” (John 15:7).
To abide in Christ is to be immersed in
Scripture: to read it, study it, ingest it.
“Ohhow Ilove your law! It is my medi-
tation all the day” (Ps. 119:97).

Second, abiding in Christ suggests
categories of obedience, responsive
behavior, and holiness. The goal of having
God’s Word in our hearts is that it might
refashion us to become more like Christ.
Abiding in Christ is a measure of our
conformity to what God asks us to do in
response to His grace to us in the gospel.

Third, abiding in Christ suggests a
passionate, increasing, enduring love of
Christ: “If you keep my commandments,
you will abide in my love” (John 15:10).
Our love for Christ must grow and flour-
ish. I need tobe able to say that Ilove him
more today than yesterday.

Fourth, abiding in Christ will shape
our praying, enablingus to pray inaman-
ner that conforms to His will. Walkingin
God’slaw will mean less selfish praying
—“ask whatever you wish, and it will be
done for you” (John 15:7).

Dr. Derek W.H. Thomas is senior minister of First
Presbyterian Church in Columbia, S.C., and profes-
sor of systematic and historical theology at Reformed

Theological Seminary in Atlanta.

FOOLISH SONS AND PRUDENT WIVES

PROVERBS 19:13-14 “A foolish son is ruin to his father, and a wife’s RIT [
quarreling is a continual dripping of rain. House and wealth are
inherited from fathers, but a prudent wife is from the Lorbp.”

26

home should be a place of refuge for its residents, and when relationships are har-

monious and things are going well, ahome is exactly that. However, when a home is
full of strife, its residents desire to flee from it far more than they hope to dwell in it. The
book of Proverbs recognizes this reality, and many of its sayings capture both the joy and
the sorrow that can be found in the home.

Today’s passage is one such saying. Employing a contrast between a foolish son and
wife on the one hand and a wise family on the other, the saying encourages sons and wives
to seek wisdom, parents to raise their children to be wise, and men to find prudent wives.
First, we read that “a foolish son is ruin to his father” (Prov. 19:13a). A foolish son cannot
be counted on to provide for his father in his father’s old age, for he is not a trustworthy
steward (21:20). The son who is a fool is also unable to preserve his family’s good name.
He brings disgrace and ruin on his heritage, as Eli learned firsthand (1 Sam. 2:12-36).

Proverbs 19:13b warns that “a wife’s quarreling is a continual dripping of rain” (Prov.
19:13b). In the ancient Near East, roofs were constructed from wooden sticks and boards
laid crosswise and then sealed with clay and other materials. It was not uncommon for
them to leak during heavy rain. One expects to find shelter and protection under a roof,
but aleaky roof fails to provide them. Similarly, a man expects the protection of encour-
agement in the arms of his wife, but a quarrelling wife betrays him, providing no refuge.

A foolish son and a quarreling wife are curses, but a sound heritage and a prudent
wife are great blessings (v. 14). Yet unlike houses and wealth that can be passed down for
generations from father to son to grandson if one follows the financial wisdom that is the
common possession of all mankind, it takes divine intervention to find a good wife. “A
prudent wife is from the LORD” (v. 14b), and an excellent, prudent wife who can be trusted
not only to manage a household well but to increase its abundance is a special gift indeed
(31:10-31). Wise men marry women who are better than what they actually deserve, and
they ask the Lord to bring them godly wives who look out for their husbands’ best inter-
ests and conduct the affairs of the house well. A wise husband recognizes that such a wife
is a precious jewel, arare and priceless treasure, and he continually thanks the Lord for
bringing her to him.

.
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO X Living before the face of God

Judges 4
Proverbs 10:1; 17:25;
27:15-16
Matthew 27:19
THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Exodus 11-12
Matthew 18:21-35

If you are a married man, thank the Lord for the wisdom that your wife provides
inthe affairs of your home. If you are a married woman, pray that God would cause
you to grow in wisdom so that your husband will find it easy to thank the Lord for
you. If you are single man and looking for a spouse, ask the Father to bring you a
prudent wife. If you are a single woman who wants to be married, pray that God
would prepare you now to be a wife who is known for her wisdom.
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REJOICING UNTO THE LORD

TUE | JAN

PSALM 100 “Make a joyful noise to the Lorbp, all the earth! Serve the
; Lorp with gladness! Come into his presence with singing!” (vv. 1-2).

mongits other purposes, the book of Psalms serves as the hymnbook for the people of

God. Its contents reveal the kinds of prayers that please the Lord. These prayers are
alsointended to be sung. Psalm 100 is a hymn of thanksgiving and praise unto our Creator,
and its call for the people to sing unto the Lord makes it a fine call to worship as well.

Remarkably, the psalm opens with a call for all the earth to “make a joyful noise to
the LorD” (v. 1). Because the Old Testament is so concerned with the history of God’s
relationship to ancient Israel, it can be easy for us to assume that the ancient Israelites
had no real concern for the salvation of the nations around them. Without a doubt, the
prophets do condemn Israel for being a poor witness to the Gentiles, for not fulfilling
her call to be a servant and light to the nations (Isa. 42:18-25). Nevertheless, there were
always people in the old covenant community who sought to bring the worship of the
one true God to the nations.

This is confirmed in Psalm 100:3, which states, “Know that the LORD, he is God!” In
our English translations of the Old Testament, the Hebrew name Yahweh, which is the
special covenant name of Israel’s covenant Lord, is typically rendered using small caps:
“LoRD.” To paraphrase, then, verse 3 is a call to the nations to understand that the Lord of
Israel alone is God, that the Lord of Israel is not ruler over just that nation but is the only
true God, the Creator of all. The Lord who has revealed the Scriptures treasured by the
ancient Israelites is the only God. All people belong to Him by right, and those who will
trust and believe in Him will belong to Him as His treasured possession. They and they
alone will be His children (Deut. 7:6; John 1:11-13).

In calling for the whole earth to “make a joyful noise to the Lord,” the psalmist also
exhorts Israelites and non-Israelites alike to “serve the Lord with gladness!” Those who
have come to know the Lord God Almighty are His servants, but this is not a service of
drudgery. Augustine of Hippo, in his sermon on Psalm 100, writes, “Fear not the servitude
of that Lord: there will be no groaning there, no discontent, no indignation; no one seeketh
to be sold to another master, since it is a sweet service, because we are all redeemed.” To
be aservant of the Lord is to hold a high and enjoyable calling. Itis service to the One who
never mistreats His servants but rather accepts them into His family.

FOR FURTHER STUDY
Nehemiah 2:20

CORAMDEDO [jﬁ% Living before the face of God

In our day, the term servant often has negative connotations, at least in Psalm 135:1
popular ways of thinking. We cannot import this negativity into what it means F:lorl;\ans 122:1171
eprews Z:

to be a servant of the Lord. To be the Lord’s servant is to serve the Master

. . . . . THE BIBLE IN A YEAR
who always has the best interests of His people in mind. To serve God is to Exodus 1316

. . . Xodus 1>—
servethe Onewho neverfailsto recognize eventhe smallest gesture of service Matthew 19:1-15

to His name. It is a great thing indeed to serve the Lord with gladness.
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JOY IN THE PRESENT

ECCLESIASTES 2:24-26 “There is nothing better for a person than that WeB AN
he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This also, | saw, is

from the hand of God, for apart from him who can eat or who can have 2 8
enjoyment?” (vv. 24-25).

A sceticism is not the mark of true Christian spirituality, but it dominated church teach-
ing on sanctification—growth in holiness—for much of the church’s history until the
Protestant Reformation. The Reformers did much to counter this trend; however, there is
still alingering assumption held by many Protestants that true obedience to God consists
in forgoing many of the pleasures that this life has to offer, whether those pleasures are a
fancy dinner, date night at the movies, a glass of fine wine, or other such things. Yet the Bible
never teaches such aview of the Christian life. In fact, Scripture frequently commends the
joys to be found on this side of heaven, joys that we find in the created order itself.

Today’s passage is one of many in the Bible that exhort us to enjoy the pleasures avail-
able tousin the present. After observing the incomprehensible reality that we will finally
give up the fruit of our labor at death (Eccl. 2:18-23), the Preacher offers the answer to the
conundrum that this reality causes. We are not to try to “fix” the problem by probing the
mystery as to why so much of what we do does not finally benefit us. We are not to be per-
petually dissatisfied with this, such that we work harder and longer so that we might cre-
ate more for ourselves and our families. (Of course, creating more for ourselves and our
families is not wrong in itself. It is only wrong when it is motivated by covetousness and
selfishness.) Instead, the Preacher tells us, enjoying what we do have is how we deal with
the frustration that comes from not seeing so much of the fruit of our labor (vv. 24-25).

What is more, the Preacher says that the ability to enjoy the fruit of our labor is the gift
of God. Frustration with the futility that we sometimes feel in our work can lead to dissat-
isfaction and discontentment with the good that we do have. It takes the grace of the Lord
for us to be satisfied with what we have produced, and if God does not give us that grace,
we will never be happy with ourselves or our circumstances.

Today’s passage also says it is incomprehensible that God ordains those who displease
Him to build up wealth for His people. The incomprehensibility of this is that while the
Preacher knows that this is true in an ultimate sense, we do not always see it work out that
way on this side of glory. Serving the Lord is no guarantee of wealth, and it can lead to hard-
ship and poverty. Why some servants of our Creator prosper greatly in a material sense but
other faithful servants do not is difficult to grasp. Only God knows why this is the case.

0,
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO ’j&; Living before the face of God
Ecclesiastes 5:18-19; o

9:7-10 Often we experience suffering when we have faithfully served the Lord, while
P:ml?plansé:y other faithful servants experience prosperity. When this happens, it is easy
eprews 157
to wallow in dissatisfaction. We are also tempted to try to find the reasons
THE BIBLE IN A YEAR . . . . N .
Exodus 1719 why our situation is different than another’s. The answer, however, is to seek
Xxodus 1/—

the Lord’s face and ask Him to give us contentment and satisfaction with
whatever blessings we do have, whether they are large or small.

Matthew 19:16-30
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OPPOSING THE LORD’S ANOINTED

THU | JAN

PSALM 2:1-6 “The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take
counsel together, against the LorD and against his Anointed” (v. 2).

o ne does not have to read very far into the book of Psalms before it becomes clear that
the Davidic kingis a special focus of the Psalter. In fact, the Davidic emphasis is evi-
dent as early as Psalm 2, which looks at the opposition to the king in Israel. It is also one
of the most frequently cited psalms in the New Testament.

The reference to the Lord’s “Anointed” in Psalm 2:2 indicates that this hymn is about
the king. Under the old covenant, prophets, priests, and kings were set apart through
anointing with oil (Lev. 8:10-13; 1 Sam. 16:1-13; 1 Kings 19:16). Over time, however, the
designation Anointed came to apply specifically to the Davidic king and, particularly, the
Messiah. The English term Christ comes from the Greek word christos, which is itself a
translation of the Hebrew word that means “anointed.” Thus, it is no surprise that the
New Testament Apostles, as well as Christians throughout history, have seen Psalm 2 as
having special reference to Jesus Christ.

Asnoted, Psalm 2 concerns opposition to the Lord and the Davidic king, but note that
the psalmist does not seem alarmed by the king’s foes. He says that their plotting is “in
vain” (v. 1). The enemies make a lot of noise, but they cannot finally achieve their ends.
There is a close association between opposition to the Lord and opposition to the king He
has anointed (v. 2). In ancient Israel, the king ruled as the God-appointed steward of the
covenant community, so it was impossible to submit to God without submitting to the king.
Certainly, the submission encouraged in Psalm 2 assumes that the king is fulfilling his
responsibilities to know and keep the law of the Lord (Deut. 17:14-20). Ancient Israelites
were never justified in sinning just because the king might have told them to break God’s
law. In any case, in enjoining submission to the Lord and His anointed one, the psalm
fostered hope in the ancient Israelites for the king—the perfect Anointed One—to whom
unquestioning allegiance could be sworn because he would never deviate from God’s law.

Today we know this promised Anointed One as the Lord Jesus Christ. Itis impossible
to submit to God without submitting to Him as Lord and Savior, for the Father has made
Him Lord and Christ, bestowing upon Him the name above all names (Acts 2:36; Phil.
2:5-11). John Calvin comments, “All who do not submit themselves to the authority of
Christ make war against God... .. Itis in vain for them to profess otherwise.”

CORAMDEDO [jﬁ% Living before the face of God FOR FURTHER STUDY
o 2 Samuel 22:32-51

The Westminster Shorter Catechism says that Christ executes the office of Psalm 28:8-9
king by “subduing us to himself, in ruling and defending us, and in restraining Mi\nre\:;;;”
ClS 4125

and conquering all his and our enemies” (Q&A 26). All who oppose this work
do so in vain. He will conquer the hearts of His elect, drawing them all to
Himself. He will defeat His enemies and ours. He is the mighty King and Lord
of all, and we need not fear anything if we are in Him.

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR

Exodus 20-22
Matthew 20:1-16
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GOD’S CALL TO KISS HIS SON

PSALM 2:7-12 “Now therefore, O kings, be wise; be warned, O rulers of ERl AN
the earth. Serve the LorD with fear, and rejoice with trembling. Kiss the

Son, lest he be angry, and you perish in the way, for his wrath is quickly 3 O
kindled. Blessed are all who take refuge in him” (vv. 10-12).

ain is the attempt to oppose the Lord and His appointed king, as we have seen thus

far in our study of Psalm 2. Any attempt to overthrow God’s rightful rule can only
end in failure (vv.1-3). Moreover, striving against the Creator is futile to the point of being
ridiculous. When God sees people plot against Him and His “Anointed,” He responds with
aheartylaugh (v. 4). God’s laugh, however, is not merely an expression of derision, but the
prelude to His wrath. Those who will not give up their revolt against Him will be rebuked
in His anger and will feel the terror of His wrathful judgment (v. 5).

Ttis the Lord Himself who has installed the king, and He has given the king a decree
(vv. 6-7). The immediate reference in these verses is to the Davidic ruler in ancient Israel,
particularly David himself, who was chosen by God for the monarchy (1 Sam. 16:1-13) and
given the honor of speaking God’s revelation. It is no accident that David, one of the men
who most typified Christ under the old covenant, penned a large portion of the book of
Psalms. David’s greatest son—who is also God’s Son, Jesus Christ—would likewise proclaim
God’s revelation, preaching the gospel of the kingdom wherever He went (Matt. 4:23).

The specific decree that the Davidic king issues in Psalm 2 focuses on the establishment
of his kingdom. He is to declare to the world that he has been enthroned as king over the
nations. All the kingdoms of this world must bow to the Davidic king because he hasbeen
set over them by none other than God Himself. In fact, this kingis God’s “Son,” harking back
to the promise of the Davidic covenant that the Lord would be father to David and his line in
aspecial way (Ps. 2:7-9; see 2 Sam. 7:1-17). Because God has set this king on the throne and
has chosen to speak through him, there can be no excuse if one chooses not to honor this
king and serve the Lord. We are called to “kiss the Son” lest we perish, but if we show due
honor, we will experience the blessing that comes from taking refuge in Him (Ps. 2:10-12).

Ultimately, this psalm is about Christ, the greatest descendant of David according to
the flesh, who was revealed in His resurrection to be God’s Son, coequal to the Creator in
power and glory (Rom. 1:1-4). Psalm 2 shatters the popular view of “gentle Jesus, meek and
mild,” for while our Lord is gentle to His people, He will pour out His wrath on all who rebel
against Him. To delay bowing the knee to Christ is to put oneself under the threat of His
eternal judgment, for His merciful offer of salvation does not extend past our deaths.

L
FOR FURTHER STUDY CORAMDEDO ’j&; Living before the face of God

Isaiah 8:13
Malachi 2:1-9 It is not difficult to get people to say nice things about Jesus when the only Jesus
THE BIBLE IN A YEAR theyknowisthe gentle Jesus of popular culture who makesnodemandsonanyone.
Exodus 23-25 That is not the Jesus of Scripture. We live in an era of divine patience, when God
Matthew 20:17-34 is holding back His wrath so that many may be saved. But make no mistake, this
THE WEEKEND patience is not eternal. Gentle Jesus, meek and mild, will execute His wrath at
Exodus 26-28 the appointed time. Today is the day of salvation, tomorrow the day of wrath.
Matthew 21
61
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LetltGo

ROBERT ROTHWEL L I

little more than a year ago, Walt

Disney Animation Studios released
alittle movie called Frozen. At the time I
amwriting, the filmisranked as the fifth-
highest-grossing movie of all time. The
film is also notable for producing the hit
song “Let It Go,” an anthem extolling the
virtues of leaving one’s past behind, rely-
ingon oneself, and refusing to conformto
the expectations of others.

The songis interesting because it can
beinterpreted in many different ways. In
the context of the movie itself, Elsa, the
girl who sings the song, actually learns
the negatives of overt self-reliance, as it
takes the sacrifice of her sister, Anna, for
her to be saved from certain death. Read
asasongthat callsus notto conformto the
expectations of others, however, it points
ustoanimportantlesson.

Christians and non-Christians alike
face pressure to conform to the expecta-
tions of others. Some of these expectations
are legitimate—parents should provide
for their children, employees should do a
good jobinservice to their employer, and
so on. Many of these expectations, how-
ever, are illegitimate—women should be
perfect mothers, cooks, housewives, and
lovers, all the while looking like fashion
models; men should be ideal fathers, lov-
ers, handymen, and corporate go-getters,
all the while maintaining the perfect
upper-middle-class lifestyle, featuring a
large home, immaculate lawn, and chil-
dren destined for the Ivy League.

In “Let It Go,” Elsa trades one set of
illegitimate demands—one set of legalis-
tic requirements—for another. She casts
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aside demands for her notto feel or letany-
one know what she can do. She gives them
up, imposing on herself the obligation not
toletanythingbother her and the demand
to keep testing her limits, to keep doing
whatis bigger and better.

Human beings are expert legalists,
and in our pursuit of freedom from con-
straints, we exchange one kind of legal-
ism for another when we seek freedom
apart from the gospel. So often, we con-
fuse our own self-imposed standards
with the liberatinglaw of Christ (Gal. 6:2;
James 1:25). We come up with our own
standards of perfection. We may notlive
under the legalism of having to maintain
acertain economic lifestyle, but we bind
ourselves with a law that says we have
been horrible parents if our children are
not always the definition of politeness.
We beat ourselves up for not having the
perfect family devotions every night. We
look down on ourselves—and others—for
nottoeingthe line on homeschooling, pri-
vate schools, and public education.

Christ came, however, to liberate us
from all illegitimate demands, even the
illegitimate demands that we label as
“Christian.” It is not that we escape all
law—for we are under the law of Christ.
Butthislawis freedom from all that God
hasnotactually commanded. “For free-
dom Christ has set us free” (Gal. 5:1). In
Him alone can we let it go without being
pressed into anew legalism.

Robert Rothwell is associate editor of Tabletalk maga-
zine. He is writing the daily studies on the Old Testament

Wisdom Literaturethisyear.

ARE THESE
the
Last Days?

CRUCIAL QUESTIONS. BIBLICAL ANSWERS.

E-book editions of R.C. Sproul’s Crucial Questions are now always available for free. Titles include:

Are These the Last Days?
CanIBe SureI'm Saved?
Can I Have Joy in My Life?
CanIKnow God's Will?
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Does God Control Everything?
Does Prayer Change Things?
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How Should I Live in This World?
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RANDALL VAN MEGGELEN

WHEN YOU DON'T
FEEL LIKE SINGING

ver the past one hundred years, Christians
have sung, “I sing because I'm happy, I sing
because I'm free” countless times. Despite
what one might think about “His Eye Is on the
Sparrow,” the hymn rings true in that our joy and
freedom in Christ make us want to sing. Yet,

must be informed by
God’s Word and sub-
ject to Christ’s lord-
ship, notto the whims
of personal prefer-
ence. Scripture com-
mands us to rejoice

sometimes we are not happy and do not
feel like singing in corporate worship.
It is therefore helpful to consider some
aspects of sung praises in order to prop-
erly address this feeling.

PURPOSE

God saved us to proclaim His praises

(1 Peter 2:9). He seeks true worshipers

(John 4:23) who express their worship

in song. Singing is an important means

of glorifying and enjoying God. Singing
expresses our covenant relationship with

God and submission to His will. It dem-
onstrates the unity we enjoy in God with

His people. We sing to offer adoration,
praise, and gratitude to God for Hisname,
perfections, Word, and works. Singing

helps us remember and celebrate God’s

past saving deeds, rejoice in His present

goodness, and rehearse our future heav-
enly worship. Singingis also acommand,
gift,and spiritual discipline that is forma-
tive not only for what we believe, but how
welive. Therefore, proclaim God’s praises.

PASSION
Worship rightly evokes feelings, but it is

not chiefly abouthow we feel. Our feelings
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in the Lord. Singing
enlivens our minds, wills, and feelings
in ways that words alone cannot. When
we engage our whole selves by presenting
our “bodies as aliving sacrifice, holy and
acceptable to God” (Rom. 12:1), He does
not despise our worship, butis pleased to
bless our obedience with agreater hunger
for and joy in Him. Therefore, sing even
when you do not feel like it.

PRESENCE

Find great encouragement in the knowl-
edge that in worship, Christ is with us.
By His blood, we may boldly enter the

Most Holy Place (Heb. 10:19). He is our
ever-present High Priest who inhab-
its our praises (Ps. 22:3), sings with us,
praises God, and declares His name to

us (Heb. 2:12; Ps. 22:22; Rom. 15:9). His

presence is our joy (Ps. 16:11) and His

joyis our strength (Neh. 8:10). Therefore,
pray for Christ’s mercy and aid.

PROVISION

God gives us all we need for life and god-
liness. Genuine joyful singing, like every
discipline, is the work of God’s grace. We

cannotmuster up joy in our ownstrength.
God gives us the desire and strength to

obey Him. Philippians is helpful in show-
ing the relationships among God’s pre-
cepts, promises, and provisions: “For it is

God whoworks inyou, both towilland to

work for his good pleasure” (2:13); “I can

do all things through him who strength-
ensme” (4:13); “My God will supply every
need of yours according to his riches in

glory in Christ Jesus” (4:19). Therefore,
trust in God’s full provision.

PRIORITY

Give priority to grateful praise and com-
munion with God in all of life (Ps. 34:1;

113:3; Heb. 13:15). The Psalms model the

believer’s desire tobe in God’s presence. “I

was glad when they said to me, ‘Letus go

intothe house ofthe LOrRD’” (Ps.122:1; see

Pss. 26:8; 27:4). As with any ritual, corpo-

praise (51:10-15). Seek the forgiveness
of those against whom you have sinned,
forgive those who have sinned against
you, and remove all bitterness. God
promises that in Christ, the genuinely
repentant may have full assurance of
faith and a clear conscience (Heb. 10:19-
25). Therefore, find true joy in the forgive-
ness of your sins.

PREPARATION

Singing is not a passive activity. We are
commanded to love, worship, and sing to
God with all our heart, soul, mind, and
strength (Mark 12:30; Ps. 138:1), in spirit
and truth (John 4:24), and with under-
standing (1 Cor. 14:15). We must be spiri-
tually prepared, physically rested, men-
tally alert, emotionally expectant, and

ASWITH ANY RITUAL, CORPORATE
WORSHIP IS ONLY AS MEANINGFUL AS THE
RELATIONSHIP, ACTIVITY, OR EVENT TO
WHICHIT POINTS. IF CHRIST'S WORD DWELLS
RICHLY IN OUR MINDS AND HEARTS, JOYFUL
CORPORATE WORSHIP WILL FOLLOW.

rate worship is only as meaningful as the

relationship, activity, or event to which it
points. If Christ's Word dwellsrichly in our
minds and hearts, joyful corporate wor-
ship will follow (Col. 3:16-17). Therefore,
prioritize the practice of daily communion

with God via His Word, prayer, and song.

PENITENCE

If we are not seeking the Lord through-
out the week but are living in unre-
pentant disobedience, we will not feel

like singing to the Lord. Our joy will be

sapped, our lips silenced, and our vital-
ity dried up (Ps. 32:3-4). We must pray
for God to search us, give us repentant
hearts, renew our spirits, restore our
joy, and open our lips to show forth His

ready to commune with God in wor-
ship. The Songs of Ascents (Pss.120-134)
are helpful in refocusing our attention
on the joy of entering God’s presence.
Therefore, prepare to meet God in corpo-
rate worship.

CONCLUSION

Singingto the Lord, in all its fullness, is
not simply reciting a text set to a tune,
but expressing the offering of our whole
selves to God in vital, personal commu-
nion. May God “take my voice, and let
me sing, always, only, for my King.”

Randall van Meggelen is chief musician at Saint
Andrew’s Chapel in Sanford, Fla., and adjunct professor

of sacred music at Reformation Bible College.
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FOR THE CHURCH

JONATHAN AKIN

WHAT SHOULD WE SAY?

rother, if anyone is caught in any transgres-
sion, you who are spiritual should restore
him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on
yourself, lest you too be tempted” (Gal. 6:1). Church
discipline is both painful and awkward. How should
we interact with those under discipline? What should

we do when we meet such people while
shopping for a birthday present, when we
sit next to them at work, or when we see
them getting mail from their mailbox?
What should we say?

BIBLICAL DIRECTIVES

Fortunately, the Bible gives us clear direc-
tion. Jesus exhorts us to “lethim be toyou
as a Gentile and a tax collector” (Matt.
18:17). Romans 16:17 says, “avoid them.”
Paul orders the church at Corinth not to
associate or eat with them (1 Cor. 5:9, 11).
Paul concludesin 2 Thessalonians: “Have
nothing to do with him, that he may be
ashamed. Donotregard him as an enemy,
but warn him as abrother” (3:14-15).

PRACTICAL APPLICATION
While the Bible’s directives are clear,
practical application can be difficult.
What exactly does it mean “not to asso-
ciate with” someone under discipline?
Here are afew things we try to practice:
Recover biblical community. The con-
sumer-driven model adopted by many
American churches makes it difficult
to carry out biblical church discipline.
People hop from church to church for
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superficial reasons
such as music style
and children’s pro-
gramming. The New
Testament model of a
congregation that is
committed to one
another and takes
care of one another is rare; thus, disci-
pline often does not have its intended
effect. People who have been confront-
ed for their sin often think, “Fine! I'll
justgo down the street and join another
church,” and may be accepted into mem-
bership without question. Nothing is
reallylostin churchdiscipline. In the Old
Testament, when someone was expelled
from the community, he could not simply
go down the street to join another people.
Being separated from God’s people was
devastating, and we see the same pic-
ture in the New Testament. We need to
recover biblical community where the
churchis a family that shareslife togeth-
er, where exclusion means something.
Excommunicate those who refuse to
repent. Under Christ’s authority, the
church should remove the person from
membership and treat him like a lost
person. This tragic action is necessary
in order to keep unchecked sin from
contaminating the entire body and to
avoid sullying the name of Christ (1
Cor. 5). But from what else should the
church remove the person? Should they
be removed from corporate worship,
small groups, or from taking the Lord’s

Supper? Certainly, the unrepentant
should be barred from the Lord’s Table
as well as other benefits of church life.

Each church will have to determine
the extent of these actions for itself. If
a church practices the “one another”
commands of the New Testament, then
the excommunicated could potentially
attend corporate worship while still feel-
ing the force of their dismissal because
they no longer share life with their broth-
ers in the same way (for example, they
do not break bread together anymore).
However, if a church is not practicing
biblical community well, then I would
argue that they mustbar the person from
corporate worship so that the force of the
excommunication is felt.

Do not eat with those under discipline.
Scholars debate Paul’s exhortation not

purpose of this break in relationship is
to wake the unrepentant up to the dan-
ger they face. But church members should
never be rude to this person. They should
be friendly, but not close friends. One
thing that is clear in Paul’s guidelines to
the churches is that he does not intend
for the excommunicated to be complete-
ly shunned. Paul exhorts the church at
Thessalonica to “have nothing to dowith
him,” and then in the next verse to “warn
him as abrother” (2 Thess. 3:14-15). So,
while not completely ignoring him, you
also donotactasifnothinghas changed.
Whenyousee himin the store, you should
notignore him. Rather, you treat him as
someone in danger and in need of an
intervention by calling him to repentance.
Pray and act for eventual repentance
and restoration. The intended outcome

THE INTENDED OUTCOME FROM
THIS PAINFUL SEPARATION IS ALWAYS
REPENTANCE AND RECONCILIATION. ...
WHAT SHOULD WE SAY TO THOSE WHO ARE
UNDER DISCIPLINE? WE SHOULD LOVINGLY
CALL THEM TO REPENT, AND ASWE DO, THEY
SHOULD HEAR THE WORDS ASIF THEY WERE
COMING FROM JESUS HIMSELF.

to eat with the excommunicated. Does
he mean the Lord’s Table only, or does
this prohibition extend to any meal with
the unrepentant? Table fellowship in the
New Testament seems to include the
Lord’s Table but extend beyond it (Acts
2:46). Therefore, mealsinahome or ata
restaurant that were previously enjoyed
cannot continue. Also,in many churches,
the significance of the Lord’s Table needs
tobe recovered—perhaps by observing it
weekly—so that being barred from par-
ticipating in itis perceived as areal loss.
Interact with those under discipline
only to call them to repentance. The

from this painful separation is always
repentance and reconciliation. Brothers
and sisters should continually pray that
the action of the church under the author-
ity and approval of Christ would bring
restoration. What should we say to those
who are under discipline? We should lov-
ingly call them to repent, and as we do,
they should hear the words asifthey were
coming from Jesus Himself.

Dr. Jonathan Akin is senior pastor of Fairview Churchin
Lebanon, Tenn., and director of Baptist21. He is also an
adjunct professor at The Southern Baptist Theological

Seminaryin Louisville, Ky.
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INTERVIEW

TIM KEESEE

ADVANCING THE GOSPEL
ON THE FRONT LINES

TT: HOW DID YOU BECOME A CHRISTIAN AND DISCERN YOUR CALL
TO MINISTRY?

m: I wasblessed to grow up in a Christian home

and a gospel-preaching church. My earliest
memory of my mother was her reading the Bible

to me. When I was ten years old, during sev-
eral weeks of preaching, I felt more and more

the burden of my sin and my desperate need for
Christ. He showed His grace and mercy to me

and set me free. I will never forget the joy and

raised funds to print and
smuggle Bibles behind the
Iron Curtain and organized
letter-writing campaigns to
highlight the plight of broth-
ers and sisters suffering in
prison for the sake of the
gospel. These were justlittle
things—mobilizing twenty
to thirty people to pray and
invest. I often think of what

freedom I experienced that night. As
Jesus said in John 8:36, “If the Son sets
you free,youwillbe free indeed.” When I
was fifteen, God’s Word seemed to come
alive to me like it never had before. The
Lord’s presence and promises became
very real to me when I read His Word
and heard it preached. That’s when, in a
definite way, He caused me to know that
making Him known was what I was to
give my life to.

TT: HOW DID YOU BECOME INVOLVED IN WORLD
MISSIONS?
TK: Little by little. Back when I was in
college, I taught an adult Sunday school
class atmy church. We renamed our class
“Regions Beyond Bible Class,” from 2
Corinthians 10:16. We tacked a world
map on the wall, which was a focal point
for prayer and projects, especially for
the needs of persecuted Christians. We
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anearly mentor of mine said:

“Between the great things
we cannot do and the little things we will
not do, lies the danger of doing nothing.”
I am thankful for my great God who gra-
ciously does not despise “the day of small
things” (Zech. 4:10).

TT: HOW WAS FRONTLINE MISSIONS INTERNA-
TIONAL FOUNDED? HOW DOES IT CARRY OUT
ITS MISSION?

TK: Frontline Missions International
started in 1992 after the fall of the Iron
Curtain. It was a remarkable time of
gospel opportunity in those sudden-
ly unshackled lands. Frontline helped
equip pastors and Christian workers
for the work of the ministry among
their own people by providing theolog-
ical training, equipping church plant-
ers, publishing gospel literature, and
supplying humanitarian aid in areas
torn by war. As more doors opened in
Central and South Asia and the Far East,

ILLUSTRATION OF TIM KEESEE BY NOLI NOVAK FOR TABLETALK MAGAZINE

we continued to form gospel partner-
ships to strengthen churches in those
lands and to position workers for the
further advance of the gospel. Frontline
Missions is “a team from many nations
reaching the nations.”

TT: WHAT IS A “CLOSED COUNTRY”? WHAT ARE
TWO OF THE BIGGEST OBSTACLES TO ADVANC-
ING THE GOSPEL IN SUCH PLACES?

TK: A “closed country” is one way of
describing a gospel-destitute country
that does not permit visas for religious

workers—that is, a country closed to tra-
ditional missions activities. But really,
there is no such thing as a “closed coun-
try” to the gospel. Jesus has all authority
inheaven and in earth—and thatincludes
every country. He’s not concerned about
borders and visas. Two of the biggest
obstacles to advancing the gospel in these
settings are (1) fear, and (2) an institution-
al unwillingness to engage in nontradi-
tional approaches to serving in the hard
places. However, the Great Commission’s
success isn’t dependent upon American
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Dr. Tim Keesee
is executive director of Frontline
Missions International, a minis-
try that seeks to advance the
gospelaround the world—
especially in those regions that
havelittleaccesstoit. Heis
author of Dispatches from the
Front: Stories of Gospel Advance
inthe World’s Difficult Places.
Frontline Missions International
also produces a DVD series with
the same name. To learn more
about the ministry, visit

frontlinemissions.info.
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participation. A country may
be closed to an American, but
itis never closed to Christ. The
gospel is not bound by lines
on a map. As Christ is calling men and
women to Himself from every nation, so
He is sending them out to every nation.
Thankfully, the worldwide missions force
is more diverse—and looks more like the
church—than ever before.

TT: WHAT IS THE “10/40 WINDOW,” AND HOW
DOES FRONTLINE MISSIONS SERVE IN THAT PART
OF THE WORLD?

TK: It is missions shorthand for the most-
populous and least-reached region of
the world. The 10/40 Window spans
from ten degrees north latitude to forty
degrees north latitude—from Saharan
Africa eastward to China and the

BUDDHISTS, HINDUS, AND OTHERS WHO ARE

RESISTANT TO THE GOSPEL?

Tk: There is a reason why “Fear not” is

the most often repeated commandment
in the Bible—we are fearful people. We

too easily build walls out of our own

fears and do not see Muslims, Buddhists,
Hindus, and others first and foremost
as lost sinners, just like we were before

Christ changed us. These people are just
looking for ways to save themselves and,
like us, desperately need Christ. The

gospel gives us good reason for humil-
ity, and the gospel gives us a good reason

for boldness.

TT: PLEASE DESCRIBE THE DISPATCHES FROM
THE FRONT BOOK AND VIDEO SERIES. WHAT
ARE YOU SEEKING TO ACCOMPLISH THROUGH
THESE WORKS?

“The gospel is the power of God unto

salvation. ... Itis a radical, inside-out
work of God that’s made to last.”

Indonesian archipelago. It contains two-
thirds of the world’s people along with

the superlatives of despair—worst pov-
erty, shortestlifespan, greatest persecu-
tion, least access to the gospel. Frontline

Missions is serving in this region by pro-
viding training, gospel literature, and

support for new church planting efforts.
In addition, Frontline has developed cre-
ative platforms in education and busi-
ness to gain greater access to difficult
countries in this region.

TT: HOW CAN CHRISTIANS OVERCOME THEIR
FEAR IN SHARING THE GOSPEL WITH MUSLIMS,
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TK: For aslong as I can remember, I have

keptajournal. Over the years as T have

traveled and ministered, I have record-
ed stories of the church and how Christ
is building it all over the world. The

book is a collection of journal entries

from eight regions of the world—about
twenty countries. The video series is

also based on my reporting from the

front lines. I see all of these as simply
opening windows to Christ’s kingdom

all over the world. I believe it grows our
vision of our great God and builds con-
fidence in His gospel—that it works and

that it is unstoppable.

TT: WHAT ENCOURAGEMENT CAN YOU GIVE TO
CHRISTIANS WHO FIND EVANGELISM DIFFICULT?

Tk: A number of years ago, I was chal-
lenged and convicted by the words of a

friend—and am reminded often of what

he said to me. His name is Tahir, and he

isa converted Muslim. He hasbeen very
effective inleading many out of that pris-
on house and into the light of Christ. My
brother once said to me, “The world is

more willing to receive the gospel than

Christians are willing to give the gospel.”
Evangelism is not having the answers

for every objection. Nor is it dependent

on our debating skills. We are the will-
ing messengers, but the winning, saving

work is God’s part.

TT: YOU’VE TRAVELED TO SOME OF THE MOST
DIFFICULT PLACES IN THE WORLD TO DO MIN-
ISTRY. WHAT ARE TWO EXAMPLES OF HOW YOU
HAVE SEEN GOD AT WORK IN THOSE PLACES?
TK: First, I've seen that the gospel is the
power of God unto salvation. It’s not
merely mental assent—it is a radical,
inside-out work of God that’s made tolast.
There’s no other explanation for the story
(and thisis just one of many witnesses to
this truth that I've met) of a Muslim sheik
in the Horn of Africa who beat his sons
for becoming Christians but who later
became a Christian. The persecutor is
now the pastor of the church in what had
previously been a one-hundred-percent-
Muslim village.

The second thing is that Christ is in
us, with us, and for us. This explains the
peaceinthe heart of Gulzar, whom I met
in Pakistan. His house had been looted
by Muslim mob action and his church
burned to the ground. Yet he was con-
fidently quoting Scripture to me, saying,
“Letnotyour heartbe troubled....Igoto
prepare a place for you” (John 14:1-2), a
place that no one canburn down. It’s the
explanation for the extraordinary joyful

boldness of abrotherin North Africawho,
on the day he was baptized, sent a group
message to everyone in his phone con-
tact list saying, “Walit Masihi!” (T have
become a Christian). In his country, that
is like asking to be killed, but my brother
does not have a death wish—he now has
aliving hope.
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PREACH IT

ome years ago, it was common to see young
evangelicals sporting a peculiar fashion
accessory: the WWJD bracelet. These brace-
lets—the initials woven therein standing for “What
Would Jesus Do?”—served to remind the wearer to
consider the example of Christ in all his daily activities.

For some, these bracelets likely also
had a secondary function: evangelism.
This was the case for a friend of mine
who worked among many non-Chris-
tians. He told me one day that he wore
the bracelet in order to elicit curiosity
among his coworkers, in hopes that they
would see it, along with his upstanding
behavior, and ask him what the brace-
let meant.

But what then? My friend did not
want to rock the boat at his office by
being verbally open about his faith.
But at some point, the gospel must be
preached, for the need of our neighbors
is great. Letuslook at three reasons why
behavior and other externals cannot
take the place of preaching the gospel.

WE ARE NOT ALONE

We as Christians do not have a monopoly
ongood behavior. In the West, the legacy
of Christendom lingers such that even
non-Christians will still often profess a
moral code that borrows heavily from
the Scriptures. In the East, kindness
and humility are cardinal virtues. For
every story of a Christian saint, there is
aGandhior aBuddha.
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It is not unusual
to find non-Chris-
tians whose upright
be-havior matches
or exceeds that of
even the most sanc-
tified among us. We
should not be sur-
prised at this. Paul says God has given
each of us a conscience, and that con-
science serves to guide and correct even
unbelievers (Rom. 2:14-15). So, while
our good works bear witness to the
work of the Spiritin our lives, they are
not sufficient in themselves for evange-
listic purposes.

DOCTRINE MATTERS

We dare not reduce Christianity to alife
well lived, one that can be caught and
need not be taught. To do so threatens to
water it down to a works-based religion,
one based on what we do, rather than
what Christ has done.

Nearly a century ago, J. Gresham
Machen clashed with those who sought
to define the Christian faith as a life
rather than a doctrine. Such a view has
the appearance of godliness, he said,
but it is radically flawed. For the Bible
records not simply the ethical teach-
ings of Jesus, as if that were enough,
but also a singular, epochal event in
the life, death, and resurrection of the
Son of God (1 Cor. 15:3-8). And the Bible
goes further, telling us what that event
means. Machen says:

The world was to be redeemed through
the proclamation of an event. And
with the event went the meaning of
the event; and the setting forth of the
event with the meaning of the event
was doctrine. These two elements are
always combined in the Christianmes-
sage....“Sufferedunder Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, dead and buried”—that
is history. “He loved me and gave
Himselffor me”—that is doctrine.

The life change wrought by the Spirit
in the wake of one’s receiving and resting
upon Christ alone for salvation is a won-

not return in judgment: “Where is the
promise of his coming? For ever since the
fathers fell asleep, all things are continu-
ing as they were from the beginning of
creation” (2 Peter 3:4). Similarly, the ease
of modern life lulls us into complacency.
The non-Christian tries to console him-
self with the thought that he need not fear
judgment, either because he is a “good per-
son” or because no judgment is coming,.
But, Peter says, the scoffers overlook
the fact that God has judged the world
before, and He will do it again (vv. 5-7).
Thus, we must challenge our neighbors.
As only those in the ark survived the

WHEN OUR NEIGHBORS ASK WHY WE LIVE
THE WAY THAT WE DO, WE MUST TELL THEM:
WE HAVE BEEN FREED FROM THE BURDEN OF

SIN BECAUSE OF THE WORK OF CHRIST, AND

NOW WE LIVE FOR HIM. AND WE MUST WARN

THEM: AJUDGMENT IS COMING, AND THEIR
WORKS WILL NOT SAVE THEM—BUT GOD,

IN HIS LOVE, HAS MADE A WAY FOR THEM
THROUGH THE SACRIFICE OF HIS SON, JESUS.

derful and desirable thing, butitcan never
be divorced from Christ’s work on the
cross, or elseit puts the focusonusand our
works. Thus, we must always point people
to the cross. If it is not merely a life to us,
neitherisitforthem. Thereistruth thatwe
mustgrasp,and somustthey. And for them
to grasp it, they must hear it (Rom. 10:14).

JUDGMENT IS COMING
Many teachings of Christ (Matt. 11:20-24;
25:31-46; Mark 1:14-15) and much of the
preaching of the early church (Acts 2:38;
17:30-31; Heb. 9:27-28) focused on the
comingjudgment and on repentance and
faith in Christ as the only way to avoid it.
Some in Peter’s time pointed to con-
tinuity in life as proof that Christ would

flood, so only those who are in Christ
will survive the judgment.

Aswe live lives of faithful obedience,
we must always be ready. When our neigh-
bors ask why we live the way that we do,
we must tell them: we have been freed
from theburden of sinbecause of the work
of Christ, and now we live for Him. And
we mustwarn them: ajudgmentis coming,
and their works will not save them—but
God, in Hislove, has made away for them
through the sacrifice of His Son, Jesus. If
they will repent and believe the gospel,
they will surely be saved.

Kevin D. Gardner is associate editor of Tabletalk
magazine and a graduate of Westminster Theological

Seminary in Philadelphia.
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