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Foreword

It was as a first-year student  in 1970 that I first read this 

penetrating book. I entered a world which was entirely new to 

me, confronted by a university chaplain who had a very different 

view of the Bible, by religious groups that were hostile to the claim 

of the uniqueness of Christ and by fellow evangelicals who struggled 

to work together because of controversies over secondary issues. 

Stott’s writing was a shaft of light for a rather confused freshman.

Stott described the spirit of the age, but it is striking that, re-

reading the book over forty years later, it is even more relevant 

today. His remarkable foresight has been seen in many of the initia-

tives he launched, now bearing fruit around the world, but it is also 

evident in this book, including his anticipation of the intolerance 

of tolerance, the march of secularization, the engagement of a more 

confident Islam, the challenges to biblical fidelity in the church, the 

loss of the centrality of the cross of Christ, and the need for evan-

gelicals to live the truth as well as to believe it.

So for a new day, there is still an urgent need to confront. Evan-

gelicals now live in an atmosphere of philosophical pluralism, 

where sustaining our convictions regarding evangelical truth is 

more and more demanding. In most corners of the world, now in-

cluding the West, there is overtly anti-Christian propaganda across 



8	 Chr ist in Conflict

the media. Within the Christian community, the loss of Christo-

centricity and biblical literacy is typical of the big challenges con-

fronting the health and growth of the church.

Not only so, there is a need to confront wisely. Stott’s writing helps 

us to identify more precisely which battles must be fought and which 

issues need to be clarified. He deftly indicates which issues are primary 

and which can be laid aside. And in case we should imagine we will 

always find ourselves on the right side of the controversy, we might 

find Stott’s perceptive biblical insights and application will also serve 

as a critique of some aspects of contemporary evangelicalism too.

And further, there is a need to confront graciously. Stott became 

known worldwide not only as a remarkably courageous and artic-

ulate defender of evangelical truth, but also as a man of great hu-

mility and grace. One of the special values of this title is that it 

models the way in which Christians should engage with controversy, 

and this is surely needed at a time when evangelical voices are often 

too shrill and strident, when the manner of our defense of the truth 

sometimes gives the lie to our commitment to that truth. I have 

often been struck by the way Stott exemplified the great leadership 

quality of being a man with a tough mind and a tender heart. 

As in the first edition, this book carries a typically self-effacing 

prayer in its preface: “that God will forgive its imperfections, over-

ruling what it contains of error that it may bring harm to no one 

and owning what it contains of truth that it may bring blessing to 

some.” Since Stott penned those words, hundreds of thousands of 

believers have benefited enormously from his writing and his per-

sonal example, and so we pray that its rerelease will bring blessing 

to a new generation of readers around the world.

Jonathan Lamb

Director, Langham Preaching



Preface

Th e t i t l e fo  r t h e or i g i n a l e d i t i on  of this book was 

Christ the Controversialist. John Stott’s intention was to in-

dicate not that Jesus Christ was a controversial figure, but that he 

engaged in controversy. Much of Christ’s public speaking took the 

form of debates with the contemporary Palestinian leaders of re-

ligion. They did not agree with him, and he did not agree with them.

John Stott’s aim in studying these controversies of Christ was to 

clarify the issues being debated, to demonstrate that they were the 

live issues in 1970 that they continue to be today and to argue that 

the position which Christ adopted in each debate is the very po-

sition which “evangelical” Christians have always sought to 

maintain. He explained why he believed this exercise to be necessary 

in two introductory chapters, which we have called “Foundations.”

In the first he sought to defend the task of theological definition. 

It was an unpopular task when he first wrote about it and remains 

so today. The non-Christian world is saturated with the spirit of 

pragmatism and owns up to being sick of the church’s unpractical 

theologizing. And in some parts of today’s church the same spirit 

prevails. Many have given up any hope of doctrinal certainty, let 

alone of doctrinal agreement. John Stott tried therefore to unearth 

the roots of this hostility to theological definition and to argue 
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that we must still pursue, and not abandon, the task.

In the second “Foundation” chapter he made a plea for “evan-

gelical” Christianity. That is, having underlined the need for theo-

logical definition, he went on to urge that we must define Christi-

anity “evangelically.” His concern was with truth, and in particular 

with the doctrinal position held by so-called evangelical Christians. 

What name we take or others give us is a trivial question in com-

parison with the great doctrines by which we seek to live and 

whether or not they are true. The doctrines we hold are commonly 

known as “the evangelical faith.” Whether it is correct to use this 

phrase isn’t really the issue. What matters is the substance, not the 

style. And the substance, John Stott claimed, is biblical, original, 

fundamental Christianity. He believed (with conviction and, he 

hoped, with humility) that this faith is the true faith of Christ, as 

he taught it to his apostles and especially as he defended it against 

its opponents and detractors.

The chapters which follow the “Foundations” are devoted to a 

consideration of Christ’s controversies. John Stott did not attempt 

an exhaustive treatment of them, but concentrated on the major 

topics of debate which (it seemed to him) were dominant in Christ’s 

day and still are now. He chose to consider, therefore, such basic 

questions as the character of the Christian’s God and of the Christian 

religion, the authority and purpose of Scripture, the way of sal-

vation, the kind of morality and worship which are acceptable to 

God, the nature of Christian responsibility and of Christian am-

bition. On each of these matters Jesus Christ disagreed with the 

teaching of either the Pharisees or the Sadducees, and on each 

matter “evangelical” Christians are in disagreement with others in 

today’s church. Indeed, so John Stott’s argument runs, when we put 

together the truths on which Christ insisted in these controversies, 

the result is a fairly comprehensive exposition of what is meant by 

“evangelical religion.”
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The theme of this book lingered and matured in John Stott’s 

mind over a number of years. He took it for a series of sermons in 

All Souls Church in 1962 and again, further developed, in 1968–

1969. He also gave a series of popular lectures under the title “Christ 

the Controversialist” both in Edinburgh in November 1968 (for the 

Edinburgh Evangelical Council) and in Auckland in May 1969 (for 

the New Zealand Evangelical Alliance).

Convinced of the book’s enduring relevance, John Stott’s literary 

executors are glad to reissue it in this new edition. We are grateful 

to Canon David Stone for his skilful work in editing the text for the 

twenty-first century. In doing this, some applications that would 

now be of only historical interest have been omitted. We have been 

careful, however, not to omit or dilute any of the author’s chal-

lenges to Christian thought or practice. Nor have we introduced 

new material, which would have involved guessing how he might 

interact with issues or writers today.

We echo what John Stott wrote in the original preface: “I now 

send the book on its way with the earnest prayer that God will 

forgive its imperfections, overruling what it contains of error that 

it may bring harm to no-one and owning what it contains of truth 

that it may bring blessing to some.”





Part One

Foundations





1

A Call for Clarity

The aim of this  book is  s imple.  It is to argue that “evan-

gelical” Christianity is real Christianity—authentic, true, 

original and pure—and to show this from the teaching of Jesus 

Christ himself.

Such an attempt to explain and to establish a particular brand of 

Christianity will not be welcomed by everyone—far from it! So let 

me therefore try at once to anticipate some possible criticisms.

1. Dislike of Dogmatism 

The first objection to the theme of this book will stem from a dislike 

of dogmatism. The spirit of our age is hostile toward people who 

state their opinions clearly and hold them strongly. Someone of 

conviction, however intelligent, sincere and humble they may be, 

is likely to labeled a bigot. Nowadays the really great mind is 

thought to be both broad and open—broad enough to absorb every 

fresh idea which is presented to it and open enough to go on doing 

so for ever.

In reply to this, we need to say that the Christian faith is essen-

tially dogmatic, because it claims to be a revealed faith. If Christi-

anity were just a collection of human ideas, then dogmatic certainty 

would be entirely out of place. But if (as Christians claim) God has 
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spoken—both long ago through the prophets and in these last days 

through his Son (Hebrews 1:1-2)—what is wrong with believing 

what he has said and urging other people to believe it too? If there 

is a Word from God which may be read and received today, it would 

surely be both foolish and wrong to ignore it.

Of course the fact that God has spoken, and that what he has 

said is recorded in a book, does not mean that Christians know 

everything. We may sometimes give the impression that we think 

we do—in which case we need to be forgiven for our arrogance. As 

the apostle John makes clear in his first letter, for example, “what 

we will be has not yet been made known” (1 John 3:2). Back in the 

Old Testament, Moses was someone to whom God revealed himself 

to an extraordinary degree. Yet he was quite clear that God had only 

begun “to show to your servant your greatness” (Deuteronomy 

3:24). Along the same lines the apostle Paul likened our present and 

partial knowledge to the ignorant chatter of a child (1 Corinthians 

13:11). If Moses in the Old Testament, and John and Paul in the 

New, humbly admit their ignorance of so much truth, who are we 

to claim that we know it all? We need to hear again the sobering 

words of Jesus: “It is not for you to know” (Acts 1:7). He was re-

ferring to the times and dates which “the Father has set by his own 

authority.” But the same principle applies in other areas of truth. 

The limits of our knowledge are set, not by what we decide we want 

to know but by what God has decided to reveal to us.

Perhaps the most balanced statement of this comes toward the 

end of the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy: “The secret things 

belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us 

and to our children forever” (Deuteronomy 29:29). Here the sum 

total of truth is divided into two parts, “the secret things” and “the 

things revealed.” We are told that the secret things belong to God. 

And since they belong to him and he has not decided to pass them 

on to us, we should not attempt to force them from him, but be 
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content to leave them with him. The revealed things, on the other 

hand, “belong to us and to our children forever.” That is, since God 

has given them to us and they are ours, he means us to possess 

them ourselves and to hand them on to the next generation. God’s 

purpose, therefore, is for us to enjoy what is ours (because he has 

revealed it) and not to worry about what is his alone (because he 

has not revealed it). 

We are to be clear about what has been plainly revealed and to 

admit our ignorance about what has not; and it is this Christian 

combination of dogmatism and agnosticism which we find so hard 

to get right. Problems arise when we allow our dogmatism to invade 

the territory of “the secret things” or our agnosticism to obscure 

“the things that are revealed.” We need to be able to tell the dif-

ference between these two areas of truth, the secret and the re-

vealed. It is as much a sign of maturity to say “I don’t know” about 

one thing as it is to say “I know” about another—provided that our 

admission of ignorance is about something kept secret and our 

claim to knowledge about something revealed.

So Christian dogmatism is (or should be) limited. It is very far 

from being a claim to know everything. But when it comes to what 

is clearly revealed in the Bible, Christians should be neither doubtful 

nor apologetic. The New Testament reverberates with clear affirma-

tions beginning “We know,” “We are sure,” “We are confident.” Just 

have a look at the first letter of John, in which verbs meaning “to 

know” occur about forty times. They strike a note of joyful as-

surance which is sadly missing from many parts of the church today 

and which needs to be recaptured. As Professor James Stewart has 

written, “It is quite mistaken to suppose that humility excludes 

conviction. G. K. Chesterton once penned some wise words about 

what he called ‘the dislocation of humility.’ . . . ‘What we suffer from 

today is humility in the wrong place.’”1

What he means is that we should admit our limitations when it 
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comes to understanding truth but not doubt the reality of the truth 

itself. The problem is that this has been exactly reversed. As Ches-

terton says, “We are on the road to producing a race of people too 

mentally modest to believe in the multiplication table.” “Humble 

and self-forgetting we must be always,” Professor Stewart continues, 

“but diffident and apologetic about the Gospel never.” The dic-

tionary which defined dogma as an “arrogant declaration of opinion” 

got it wrong. Being dogmatic does not necessarily mean being either 

proud or opinionated.

In other words, a broad and open mind, valued so highly in our 

day, is not necessarily a good thing. To be sure, we must keep an 

open mind about matters on which the Bible seems to be unclear, 

and a receptive mind so that our understanding of God’s revelation 

can continue to deepen. We must also distinguish between the es-

sence of a doctrine and our imperfect ways of understanding and 

stating it. But when the teaching of the Bible is plain, then con-

tinuing to maintain an open mind is a sign not of maturity, but of 

immaturity. Those who cannot make up their minds what to be-

lieve, who are “blown here and there by every wind of teaching,” 

are labeled by Paul as “infants” (Ephesians 4:14). And having 

people who are “always learning but never able to come to a 

knowledge of the truth” (2 Timothy 3:7) is a characteristic of the 

“terrible times” in which we are living.

2. Hatred of Controversy

The second way in which the spirit of the age is hostile toward the 

theme of this book is the modern hatred of controversy. That is to 

say, it is bad enough to be dogmatic, we are told. But “if you must 

be dogmatic,” our critics continue, “do at least keep your dog-

matism to yourself. Hold your own definite convictions (if you 

must), but leave other people alone in theirs. Be tolerant. Mind 

your own business, and let the rest of the world mind theirs.”
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Another way in which this point of view is expressed is to urge 

us always to be positive, if necessary dogmatically positive, but 

never to be negative. “Speak up for what you believe,” we are told, 

“but don’t speak against what other people believe.” The Bible’s 

problem with this approach is that the Christian leader is not only 

to “[encourage] . . . by sound doctrine” but also to “refute those 

who oppose it” (Titus 1:9). 

Opposition to intolerance arises naturally from a dislike of dog-

matism. Indeed, the two usually go together. It is very easy to tol-

erate the opinions of others if we have no strong opinions of our 

own. But this is not something we should go along with. We need 

to make a distinction between the tolerant mind and the tolerant 

spirit. A Christian should always be tolerant in spirit—loving, un-

derstanding, forgiving and being patient with others, making allow-

ances for them, and giving them the benefit of the doubt, for true 

love “always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perse-

veres” (1 Corinthians 13:7). But how can we be tolerant in mind of 

what God has clearly revealed to be wrong?

Certainly every right-thinking person will avoid unnecessary 

controversy, and we should steer clear of argument for argument’s 

sake. “Don’t have anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments,” 

wrote the apostle Paul, “because you know they produce quarrels” 

(2 Timothy 2:23). There’s something wrong with us if we relish 

controversy. We should hesitate before getting involved in an ar-

gument. We must also be careful to avoid any trace of bitterness. 

Controversy conducted in a hostile way, which descends to personal 

insult and abuse, stains all too many of the pages of church history. 

But we cannot avoid controversy itself. “Defending and confirming 

the gospel” (Philippians 1:7) is part of what God calls us to do.

Perhaps the best way to back up the claim that controversy is 

sometimes a painful necessity is to remember that our Lord Jesus 

Christ himself was a controversialist. He was not “broad-minded” in 
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the sense that he was prepared to go along with any views on any 

subject. On the contrary, as we will see in the later chapters of this 

book, he frequently engaged in debate with the religious leaders of 

his day, the teachers of the law and Pharisees, the Herodians and 

Sadducees. He claimed that he himself was the truth, that he had 

come to testify to the truth and that the truth would set his followers 

free (John 14:6; 18:37; 8:31-32). His loyalty to the truth meant that 

he was not afraid to disagree publicly with official pronouncements 

(if he knew them to be wrong), to expose error and to warn his 

disciples about false teachers.2 He was also extremely outspoken in 

his language, calling them “blind guides,” “wolves in sheep’s 

clothing,” “whitewashed tombs” and even a “brood of vipers.”3 

It wasn’t only Jesus himself. The New Testament letters make it 

clear that the apostles were controversialists too. Jude, for example, 

appealed to his readers “to contend for the faith that was once for 

all entrusted to God’s holy people” (Jude 1:3). Like their Lord and 

Master, they needed to warn the churches of false teachers and to 

urge them to stand firm in the truth.

It’s sometimes suggested that this is incompatible with love. But 

take John, for example, well known as the apostle of love. We have 

from him the sublime declaration that God is love, and his letters 

overflow with appeals for Christians to love one another. Yet he 

roundly declares that whoever denies that Jesus is the Christ is a 

liar, a deceiver and antichrist (1 John 2:22). Similarly Paul, who in 

1 Corinthians 13 gives us the great hymn to love and declares that 

love is the supreme hallmark of the Spirit, nonetheless pronounces 

a solemn curse upon anyone who distorts the gospel of the grace 

of God (Ephesians 1:6-9). 

In our generation we seem to have moved a long way from this 

vigorous passion for the truth displayed by Christ and his apostles. 

But if we loved the glory of God more, and if we cared more for the 

eternal good of other people, we would surely be more ready to 
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engage in controversy when the truth of the gospel is at stake. The 

command is clear. We are to maintain “the truth in love” (Ephe-

sians 4:15)—being neither truthless in our love nor loveless in our 

truth, but holding the two in balance.

3. The Call to Close Our Ranks

A third argument against the attempt to define the Christian faith 

too clearly or too narrowly is based on the situation in our world 

today. We are reminded that the church in the West is steadily 

losing ground in many places. Not only is the population explosion 

outstripping the conversion rate, but forces opposed to Christianity 

are growing stronger. In some areas Islam claims to be winning 

more converts than Christianity. The ancient religions of the East 

are experiencing a revival in a number of countries where Christi-

anity, together with a passionate commitment to nationalism, is 

dismissed as the religion of unwanted foreigners. Then there is the 

strong current of secularism in the modern world, sucking indi-

viduals and societies into its powerful vortex. Surely, it is said, in 

the face of this menace to the Christian religion, we must close 

ranks. We can no longer afford the luxury of division. We are 

fighting for our very survival. 

This appeal for unity is a moving one, and we should not ignore 

it. It contains much with which we entirely agree. Some of our 

divisions are not only unnecessary, but an offense to God and a 

hindrance to the spread of the gospel. I believe that the visible 

unity of the church is both biblically right and practically desirable, 

and that we should be actively seeking it. At the same time, we 

need to ask ourselves a simple but searching question. If we are to 

meet those who oppose Christ with a united Christian front, what 

kind of Christianity are we going to promote? The only weapon 

with which the opponents of the gospel can be overcome is the 

gospel itself. It would be a tragedy if we were to abandon the only 
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effective weapon in our armory. United Christianity that is not true 

Christianity will not gain the victory over non-Christian forces, 

but will be defeated by them.

4. The Spirit of Ecumenism

The fourth contemporary influence which is unfriendly toward the 

theme of this book is the spirit of ecumenism. In saying this, I have 

no intention of condemning the efforts of those in the ecumenical 

movement to draw Christians closer to one another. On the contrary, 

much that has been achieved in mutual understanding and in projects 

such as Christian Aid is right and good. I am trying rather to describe 

what may perhaps be called “the ecumenical outlook.” According to 

this point of view, no individual or church has a monopoly on the 

truth. Instead, all Christians, whatever their opinions, have their own 

“insights” into the truth and therefore their own “contribution” to 

make to the common life of the church. Those who take this view 

look forward to the day when all Christians and churches will come 

together and pool what they have to offer. Many see the resulting mix, 

hard as it is to imagine, as the ultimate goal. With an outlook like 

this, the evangelical desire to define some truths in such a way as to 

exclude others can only be seen as misguided and damaging.

The right approach of Christians who disagree with one another 

is neither to ignore nor to conceal nor even to minimize their dif-

ferences, but to debate them. Take the Roman Catholic Church as 

an example. I find it distressing to see Protestants and Roman Cath-

olics united in a common act of worship or witness. Why? Because 

it gives the onlooker the impression that their disagreements are 

now virtually over. “See,” the ordinary person on the street might 

say, “they can now take part in prayer and proclamation together; 

why are they still divided?”

But such a public display of unity is a game of let’s pretend; it is 

not living in the real world. Certainly we can be very thankful for 
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the signs of a loosening rigidity and of a greater biblical awareness 

in the Roman Catholic Church. In consequence, many individual 

Roman Catholics have come to embrace more biblical truth than 

they had previously grasped, and some have felt it right to leave 

their church. The reforms of recent years have so let the Bible loose 

in the church that no one can guess what the final result may be. 

We pray that under God it will prove to be a thoroughgoing biblical 

reformation. In some places, however, an alarming opposite ten-

dency is appearing, a theological liberalism as radical as anything 

to be found in Protestant Christendom. The third possibility is that 

victory will go to those who oppose the reforms.

We have to recognize that, in keeping with Rome’s claim that she 

is semper eadem (always the same), none of her defined dogmas has 

yet been officially redefined. This follows logically from her claim 

to infallibility. After all, if an utterance is infallible, it cannot be 

reformed. At the very least we must say that what restatement or 

redefinition there has been contains no explicit rejection of any 

statement or definition of the past. There has been no public ac-

knowledgment of past sins and errors, even though this, for a 

church as for an individual, is an essential condition of reconcili-

ation. Instead, contemporary Roman pronouncements swing be-

tween the progressive and the conservative, expressing the painful 

inner tensions of the church. Occasionally a word of encouragement 

is spoken which raises one’s hopes that Rome is going to allow the 

Bible to judge and reform it. And then this flickering hope is snuffed 

out by a statement which seems to go back to where we began.

What is needed between Protestants and Roman Catholics is not 

a premature outward show of unity, but a candid and serious “dia-

logue.” Some Protestants regard such conversation with Roman 

Catholics as going too far, but it need not be so. The Greek verb 

from which dialogue comes is used in the Acts for reasoning with 

people by using the Scriptures. Its purpose for the Protestants is 
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twofold: first, that by careful listening they may understand what 

Roman Catholics are saying and thereby avoid mere shadowboxing, 

and second, that they may witness plainly and firmly to biblical 

truth as they have been given to see it.

The essential thing in such dialogue is that we know exactly 

what we are talking about. Two people cannot understand each 

other’s convictions if they have not first taken time and trouble to 

express clearly what they themselves believe. Much discussion is 

doomed to failure from the start because of this very lack of under-

standing. There are many who prefer to fight their intellectual 

battles in what Dr. Francis L. Patton has aptly called a “condition 

of low visibility”: what is needed is more defining of terms, not less. 

This is the only way to clear the fog.

Dislike of dogmatism, hatred of controversy, love of tolerance, 

the call to close our ranks and the spirit of ecumenism—these are 

some of the modern tendencies which are unfriendly to the purpose 

of this book. But the Christian church, both universal and local, is 

intended by God to be a confessional church. The church is “the 

pillar and foundation of the truth” (1 Timothy 3:15). Paul pictures 

revealed truth as a building, and the church’s calling is to be its 

“foundation” (holding it firm so that it is not moved) and its “pillar” 

(holding it high so that all may see it). However hostile the spirit of 

the age may be to an outspoken statement of the truth, the church 

has no freedom to reject its God-given task.



2

Why “Evangelical”?

I h av e a r g u e d a b o v e  that we must define clearly what we 

mean by Christianity.

Supposing this were to be agreed, how can we justify defining it 

in “evangelical” terms? This is the second initial question which we 

must consider. In reply to it, I will make (and attempt to defend) 

four assertions about the word evangelical.

1. Evangelical Means Theological 

People often use the term evangelical as if it were the same as evan-

gelistic. One of my colleagues once received a letter of instructions 

about a speaking invitation. He was told that, because the members 

of the group were all Christians, they didn’t “want anything evan-

gelical”! What was meant, of course, was that they were not asking 

for an evangelistic address. But the words evangelical and evange-

listic should not be confused. The adjective evangelistic describes 

an activity, that of spreading the gospel. Evangelical, on the other 

hand, describes a theology, what the apostle Paul called “the truth 

of the gospel.” Ideally, of course, the two words belong together, 

because they both contain the evangel, from the Greek word for 

gospel. Since, strictly speaking, an “evangelical” is a person who 

believes the doctrines of the gospel, and an “evangelist” is a person 
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who proclaims them, it is hard to see how anybody could be one 

without the other. 

Yet the truth is that “evangelism” and “evangelicalism” have 

often been separated. Some claim to be keen on “evangelism” while 

not agreeing with the distinctive ideas associated with “evangelical” 

people, while not all “evangelicals” have been all that obviously 

keen on “evangelistic” activity. Be that as it may, this book is con-

cerned not with the practice of “evangelism” (except briefly in 

chapter 7) but with “evangelicalism,” the theological convictions 

of “evangelical” Christians.

Evangelical doctrine and those who hold it are found in nearly 

all the Protestant churches. Indeed, evangelical believers often ex-

perience deeper fellowship with one another across denominational 

frontiers than with non-evangelicals in their own churches. For 

true fellowship is the fellowship of the gospel, a partnership in 

believing its truth, enjoying its benefits and making it known to 

others. It has resulted in the formation of such interdenominational 

bodies as the Evangelical Alliance in Britain (affiliated with the 

World Evangelical Fellowship) and the Universities and Colleges 

Christian Fellowship (affiliated with the International Fellowship 

of Evangelical Students). It means also that the real difference in 

Christendom today, at least in Protestant Christendom, is not be-

tween Episcopalians and non-Episcopalians (whether Presbyterian 

or independent), or between so-called State Churches and Free 

Churches, but between evangelicals and the rest.

2. Evangelical Means Biblical

Evangelicals claim to be plain Bible Christians—from which it 

follows that in order to be a truly biblical Christian it is necessary 

to be an evangelical Christian. Putting it like this runs the risk of 

sounding arrogant and exclusive. But our intention is not to be 

partisan. That is, we do not cling to certain views for the sake of 
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maintaining our identity as a “party.” On the contrary, evangelicals 

have always been ready to change, or even abandon, any or all of 

their cherished beliefs if they can be shown to be unbiblical.

This is why evangelicals regard biblical reformation as the only 

possible route to the reunion of churches. In their view the only 

solid hope for churches whose desire is to unite is a common will-

ingness to sit down together under the authority of God’s Word, in 

order to be judged and reformed by it.

This being so, evangelicals cannot go along with the fashionable 

ecumenical idea that each church has a fragment of the truth, and that 

the truth cannot be recovered until all churches add their pieces of 

truth together. Dr. J. I. Packer sums this up with his customary clarity: 

You cannot add to evangelical theology without subtracting 

from it. By augmenting it, you cannot enrich it; you can only 

impoverish it. Thus, for example, if you add to it a doctrine of 

human priestly mediation, you take away the truth of the perfect 

adequacy of our Lord’s priestly mediation. If you add to it a 

doctrine of human merit, in whatever form, you take away the 

truth of the perfect adequacy of the merits of Christ. . . . The 

principle applies at point after point. What is more than evan-

gelical is less than evangelical. Evangelical theology, by its very 

nature, cannot be supplemented; it can only be denied.1

This claim that evangelical theology is biblical theology means 

that it is the theology of the whole Bible. Evangelicals have some-

times been accused of choosing isolated extracts from Scripture to 

suit their own convenience. But if and when they have been guilty 

of this practice, they have contradicted their true character and 

witness. Evangelicals are committed to the whole of Scripture, as it 

unfolds what Paul termed “the whole will of God” (Acts 20:27). 

Indeed, since one important meaning of the word catholic is “loyal 

to the whole truth,” I would dare even to say that, properly under-
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stood, the Christian faith, the catholic faith, the biblical faith and 

the evangelical faith are one and the same thing.

3. Evangelical Means Original

If evangelical theology is biblical theology, it follows that it is not a 

new-fangled “ism,” a modern brand of Christianity, but an ancient 

form, indeed the original one. It is New Testament Christianity. 

More than that, the distinctive doctrines on which evangelical be-

lievers insist are all to be found in the actual teaching of Jesus 

himself. This is what I propose to concentrate on in the later chapters 

of this book. I hope to show that the points at issue in Christ’s con-

troversies with his contemporaries, notably with the Pharisees and 

the Sadducees, are still burning issues today, and that evangelicals 

are simply trying to be faithful to the principles which he set out.

The same is true of the apostles. It is our claim that the evan-

gelical faith is the apostolic faith. We accept the unique authority 

of the apostles of Jesus Christ and want to submit to their teaching. 

We observe that they made their own instruction the rule by which 

people’s opinions were to be tested. Paul expected obedience from 

his readers. He tells the Thessalonians to note and to avoid anybody 

who does not live “according to the teaching you received from us” 

(2 Thessalonians 3:6) and who “does not obey our instruction in 

this letter” (2 Thessalonians 3:14). Similarly, John, writing to those 

troubled by false teachers, warned them that “anyone who runs 

ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not 

have God; whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father 

and the Son” (2 John 1:9). It is likely that the false teachers were 

Gnostics who claimed for themselves a special, esoteric enlight-

enment. In their opinion they were the advanced thinkers, the pro-

gressives. They were not stick-in-the-muds like the common herd 

of Christians. But John is not impressed by their pretensions. A 

Christian’s duty, he insists, is not to advance but to “continue,” not 
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to “run ahead” of the apostolic faith but to remain within it.

This appeal of the New Testament authors to their readers to be 

loyal to the primitive apostolic teaching is frequent and urgent. So 

that we can feel its cumulative force, let me set out some of its 

main examples:

Paul

So then, brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the 

teachings we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth 

or by letter. (2 Thessalonians 2:15; cf. 2 Thessalonians 3:6; 

Romans 16:7) 

Now, brothers and sisters, I want to remind you of the gospel 

I preached to you, which you received and on which you have 

taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved, if you hold 

firmly to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have 

believed in vain. (1 Corinthians 15:1-2; cf. 1 Corinthians 

16:13; Philippians 4:9; Colossians 2:6) 

But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel 

other than the one we preached to you, let them be under 

God’s curse! As we have already said, so now I say again: If 

anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you 

accepted, let them be under God’s curse! (Galatians 1:8-9)

Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to your care. (1 Timothy 

6:20; cf. 1 Timothy 4:6) 

What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound 

teaching. . . . Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to 

you. (2 Timothy 1:13-14; cf. 2 Timothy 2:2) 

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have 

become convinced of, because you know those from whom 

you learned it. (2 Timothy 3:14; cf. Titus 1:9) 
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Peter 

For you have been born again . . . through the living and 

enduring word of God. For . . . the word of the Lord en-

dures forever. And this is the word that was preached to you. 

(1 Peter 1:23-25) 

So I will always remind you of these things, even though you 

know them and are firmly established in the truth you now 

have. I think it is right to refresh your memory as long as I live 

in the tent of this body. . . . And I will make every effort to see 

that after my departure you will always be able to remember 

these things. (2 Peter 1:12-13, 15)

Hebrews

We must pay the most careful attention, therefore, to what we 

have heard, so that we do not drift away. (Hebrews 2:1) 

Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you. 

Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their 

faith. . . . Do not be carried away by all kinds of strange 

teachings. (Hebrews 13:7, 9)

John

Dear friends, I am not writing you a new command but an 

old one, which you have had since the beginning. This old 

command is the message you have heard. (1 John 2:7)

As for you, see that what you have heard from the beginning 

remains in you. If it does, you also will remain in the Son and 

in the Father. . . . I am writing these things to you about those 

who are trying to lead you astray. (1 John 2:24, 26; cf. 1 John 

3:11; 4:6; 2 John 5-6)
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Jude

Dear friends . . . I felt compelled to write and urge you to 

contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to God’s 

holy people. (Jude 1:3)

Revelation 

Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not 

hold to her teaching [i.e., of “that woman Jezebel, who calls 

herself a prophet”] and have not learned Satan’s so-called deep 

secrets, “I will not impose any other burden on you, except to 

hold on to what you have until I come.” (Revelation 2:24-25) 

These passages are impressively unanimous. The writers refer to 

a certain body of revealed teaching which is variously described as 

“the gospel,” “the faith” or (more fully) “the faith that was once for 

all entrusted to God’s holy people,” “the truth,” “the sound 

teaching,” “the pattern of sound teaching,” “which you have had 

since the beginning” and “the good deposit.” This was the message 

which the apostles had “preached,” “passed on” and “entrusted” to 

the church, so that the early Christians could be said to have 

“heard,” “received,” “learned” and “believed” it, to “know” it and 

“have” it, to “stand” in it, to be “firmly established” in it and to be 

in the process of being “saved” by it. Now the New Testament au-

thors write to the churches to “remind” them of this original 

message. They urge them to “remember” it, not to “drift away” from 

it but to “pay the most close attention” to it, to “stand firm” in it, 

to “follow” it, to “continue” in it and let it “abide” in them, to “hold” 

it fast, to “guard” it as a precious treasure and to “contend” for it 

earnestly against all false teachers.

This constant referring back to the past fills many of our contem-

poraries with dismay. It seems to them to condemn the Christian 

church to stagnation and the Christian faith to sterility. We need to 
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move with the times, they say, to be up-to-date in our views, not 

stuck in the past. We need to be flexible, not set forever in the same 

old mold. 

Indeed, there has probably never been a generation more suspi-

cious of the old and more confident in the new than our present 

generation. Our culture is in revolt against what it has inherited 

from the past (in many cases understandably and justifiably so). It 

hates tradition and loves revolution. Anything which smacks of 

rigid institutionalism, of the status quo or of the establishment is 

just not tolerated. 

Such a wholesale rejection of what is old is, to say the least, ex-

tremely naive—though we need at once to add that the opposite 

tendency of resistance to all change is equally mistaken! Time does 

not stand still. History is change. Far from impeding progress, for 

example in scientific discovery and social justice, Christians should 

be in the forefront of advance. For the Christian church to be reac-

tionary, clinging to intellectual prejudices which are no longer rea-

sonable, defending its entrenched positions of privilege and con-

doning the inequalities in society, is a major denial of Christ. For 

such things we deserve to be criticized and need humbly to repent.

The Christian’s welcome of change must be discriminating, 

however. In particular, it does not include the apostolic doctrine we 

find in the New Testament. Our responsibility here is not to abandon 

it but to hold it fast, not to modify it but to maintain it in its purity.

Although the “oldness” of the Christian faith may a stumbling 

block to many, it is a stumbling block which cannot be removed. 

Christianity is Christ himself, together with the witness of the 

prophets and apostles to him. It depends on a historical event (the 

birth, life, death, resurrection, ascension and Spirit-gift of Jesus) 

and on historical testimony by eyewitnesses. It’s obvious that these 

can’t be changed or superseded. We live in the twenty-first century, 

but we are tethered to the first. What Jesus Christ said and did was 
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unique and final. So is the teaching of the apostles, his chosen eye-

witnesses and ambassadors. In him, the Word made flesh, and in 

what the apostles say about him, God’s self-revelation was brought 

to its completion. This completed revelation, which God has caused 

to be preserved for us in the Bible, is to be held firmly by the church 

in every age. It is in this sense that all Christians are (or should be) 

“conservative,” because it is their duty to conserve the truth which 

has been handed down to them from Christ and the apostles. In 

everything else, however—in social and church structures, in pat-

terns of ministry and worship, in Christian living and missionary 

outreach, and in much else besides—the Christian is duty-bound 

to be as radical as Scripture commands and is free to be as radical 

as the Bible allows.

So Christianity is old and is getting older every year. Yet it is also 

new, new every morning. As John put it: “Dear friends, I am not 

writing you a new command but an old one, which you have had 

since the beginning. . . . Yet I am writing you a new command; its 

truth is seen in him and in you, because the darkness is passing and 

the true light is already shining” (1 John 2:7-8). What he wrote 

about the command is equally applicable to the whole of Christi-

anity. It is both old and new at the same time. We have considered 

its oldness. In what sense is it also new? John’s straightforward 

answer is that it is new because it is true. For what is true is always 

new. It has about it a timelessness which keeps it constantly fresh. 

Again, it is new because it belongs to the new age. The darkness (of 

the old age), John says, is passing away, and the true light (of the 

new age) is already shining. So whatever belongs to the old age is 

old; they will pass away together. But whatever belongs to the new 

age is new; they will remain together forever. We must look into 

this “newness” further.

First, the old needs to be freshly understood. The fact that God’s 

revelation reached its climax and completion in Christ and in the 
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apostles’ teaching about Christ doesn’t mean that we have nothing 

more to learn. The Holy Spirit has continued and still continues 

to teach the people of God. But his continuing instruction is best 

seen in terms of illumination, not revelation. Revelation is the 

historical unveiling of God in Christ; illumination is the unveiling 

of our minds to see what God has made known in Christ. God 

intends no new revelation for the church, but rather a growing and 

deepening understanding of the old. Indeed, it is precisely this 

which he has given down the centuries. Step by step, often through 

painful conflict and controversy, the Holy Spirit of truth has en-

abled the church to increase its grasp of the biblical faith and so to 

clarify its belief and message. The history of the church is a history 

of debate in which the truths of the Bible have been successively 

defined so as to exclude the opinions of those who have ques-

tioned, obscured or denied them. This does not mean, however, 

that the church’s formulations of doctrine (its creeds and confes-

sions) possess the same unalterable infallibility as the scriptural 

doctrine itself. The ways in which we set out what we believe must 

be expressed afresh in each generation.

Second, the old needs to be freshly applied. Christianity is often 

dismissed as irrelevant. But the fault doesn’t lie with Christianity, 

whose truths and principles have an eternal validity. The problem 

is the church and our frequent failure to reapply Christian truth to 

the modern situation. Those who study the Bible carefully are con-

stantly impressed with its relevance for today, a relevance which it 

is the job of Christian preachers and teachers to demonstrate. 

Preaching must include how to put Bible truth into practice as well 

as explaining what it means. To preach is to build bridges between 

God’s never-changing Word and our ever-changing world. The fact 

that the oldness of Christianity is a stumbling block to many brings 

an increased challenge to the church to indicate its true newness 

by delivering an ever-fresh message from an ancient book.
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Third, the old needs to be freshly experienced. The Jesus of history 

is the Christ of faith, whom we know and love, trust and obey. After 

every fresh experience of the saving power of Christ the Christian 

can say that he has “put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise 

to our God” (Psalm 40:3). The truth is that everything old has to 

be freshened if it is to remain new. Old silver needs to be polished, 

old friendships kept in good repair, old memories revived, old res-

olutions repeated and (in the same way) old truths recovered.

Every Christian knows the tendency to spiritual staleness. Only 

by a fresh understanding and appreciation of our inheritance in 

Christ can the old faith be experienced as new by us and be com-

municated as new to others. As P. T. Forsyth expressed it, the 

preacher “must be original in the sense that his truth is his own, 

but not in the sense that it has been no-one else’s. You must distin-

guish between novelty and freshness. The preacher is not to be 

original in the sense of being absolutely new, but in the sense of 

being fresh, of appropriating for his own personality, or his own age, 

what is the standing possession of the Church, and its perennial 

trust from Christ.”2

The history of the church has been tarnished by a repeated failure 

to hold together the oldness and the newness of the Christian faith. 

Sometimes it has successfully maintained the old faith but failed to 

relate it to the new world. At other times it has been determined to 

communicate with the new world but failed in the process to pre-

serve the old faith in its purity. We have thought about how what 

is old must be freshly grasped and applied; we must now emphasize 

the need, while striving to speak relevantly to the modern world, to 

remain loyal to the old, the original, the apostolic faith.

Every true reform movement has involved a return at some point 

to the pattern set out for us in the New Testament. The most no-

table example is the sixteenth-century Reformation, which was a 

radical attempt under God to purge the church of its medieval ad-
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ditions and corruptions. The Reformers understood their task quite 

clearly. They were neither destroyers of the past nor inventors of 

the future. Their ambition was to reform the church by shaping it 

to the requirements of God’s Word. As Bishop Lancelot Andrewes 

was to say at the beginning of the seventeenth century, “we are 

renovators not innovators.”3 

It is particularly interesting to note that their recovery of original 

New Testament truth was nevertheless condemned by their oppo-

nents as a dangerous innovation. This was a charge which they 

vigorously denied, asserting that it was their challengers who were 

the innovators. Thus, Martin Luther could write, “We teach no new 

thing, but we repeat and establish old things, which the apostles 

and all godly teachers have taught before us.”4 The English Re-

formers were equally clear. Hugh Latimer cried, “But ye say, it is 

new learning. Now I tell you it is the old learning.”5 

The same controversy over what is old and what is new con-

tinues to this day. The evangelical quarrel with anything that carries 

the label of a “new reformation,” a “new theology,” a “new morality,” 

even a “new Christianity” is that it is, unfortunately, exactly what 

it says it is—new! It is not a valid reinterpretation of old first-

century Christianity, for it deviates from this at many vital points. 

It is purely an invention of the modern age.

Evangelical believers, on the other hand, while recognizing the 

need to restate and reinterpret, are determined to remain loyal to 

the historic faith while doing so. What is needed is a translation of 

the gospel into the language, idiom and thought forms of the 

modern world. But it must be that—a genuine translation, not a 

fresh composition. What we are about is faithfully rendering some-

thing which has already been written or said into another language.

It is quite wrong, therefore, to accuse evangelicals of trying to 

introduce some new-fangled religion. Our whole aim is to recover 

primitive Christianity—the religion of the New Testament. The 
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evangelist Billy Graham was once accused of “putting the church 

back 50 years.” His response was to say, “Of course, I’m disap-

pointed in a way. I was trying to set it back a thousand years.” Or, 

better still, two thousand years!

4. Evangelical Means Fundamental 

If evangelical is a word describing a theology that is biblical and 

therefore “original” in the sense of primitive, it also lays stress on 

what is fundamental. I hesitate to use this word, because the closely 

related term fundamentalist has so many negative associations in our 

culture. In its original use, however, it had a much-needed emphasis, 

namely loyalty to what is “fundamental” in biblical Christianity.

Christian fundamentalists are usually thought of as those who 

have an eccentric view of the Bible. They “believe that every single 

word of the Bible is literally true,” we are told, or something like 

this. It is true that evangelicals do believe in the divine origin and 

inspiration of the Bible (although they recognize that parts of it are 

intended to be figurative, and they do not believe that God “dic-

tated” it word for word to its human authors). But the doctrine of 

biblical authority is only one of several fundamental Christian doc-

trines which they believe—doctrines about God, Christ and the 

Holy Spirit, about sin and salvation, about the church and the sac-

raments, about worship, morality and evangelism, about death and 

the life to come.

It is because the fundamentals of the faith are at stake that evan-

gelicals cannot afford to shy away from controversy and spend the 

rest of their days on some remote island of tranquillity and peace. 

No church or individual Christian can avoid the pain of debate and 

decision about these issues. To do so is to abandon the call to be 

responsible followers of Jesus Christ.

The evangelical insistence on fundamentals needs to be ex-

plained and qualified in two ways.
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First, it does not mean that we expect all Christians to dot every 

i and cross every t of our particular system. Our understanding of 

what is fundamental concerns what is plainly biblical. However, we 

recognize that the Bible does not speak on every issue with a clear 

and unmistakable voice. Matters such as how people should be 

baptized, the role of ordained ministry and styles of worship, cannot 

be regarded as fundamental. Indeed, any subject on which equally 

devout, equally humble, equally Bible-believing and Bible-studying 

Christians or churches reach different conclusions must be con-

sidered secondary, not primary. We must not insist on these as fun-

damentals but instead respect each other’s integrity and ac-

knowledge the legitimacy of each other’s interpretations. The best 

guidance came from Rupert Meldenius at the beginning of the sev-

enteenth century: “In essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in 

all things love.” 

The second qualification is this: in contending for the funda-

mentals of the faith, evangelical believers are not insisting on any 

particular way of expressing them. For example, it is a mistake to 

suppose that the only cry of evangelicals is “back to the Reformation.” 

Greatly as we admire the godly scholarship and courage of the Re-

formers, and much as we thank God for his grace in and through 

them, we do not regard them with blind, unquestioning devotion. 

We do not believe in their infallibility. We only desire to go “back to 

the Reformation” in the sense that we believe this to be the general 

theological position to which going “back to the Bible” would take 

us. The same applies to all other systematizations of evangelical the-

ology. Systematic theologies are of great value. But we know that 

biblical truth is greater than all attempts to systematize it. 

In this connection evangelical Anglicans are fond of quoting 

some wise words of Charles Simeon. He was an evangelical minister 

in Cambridge at the beginning of the nineteenth century who was 

a firm champion of evangelical truth despite opposition which was 
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fanatical at times. He lived in days when the Calvinist-Arminian 

controversy raged fiercely, but he consistently refused to take sides. 

He stated his position by saying that “the truth is not in the middle, 

and not in one extreme, but in both extremes. . . . Sometimes I am 

a high Calvinist, at other times a low Arminian, so that if extremes 

will please you, I am your man; only remember, it is not one ex-

treme that we are to go to, but both extremes.”6

Charles Simeon warns us against choosing either one or other 

extreme. Instead, his advice is to hold on to both extremes, as 

long as they are equally biblical—even if our human minds 

cannot reconcile or systematize them. For biblical truth is often 

stated paradoxically. The attempt to resolve everything which 

looks like a contradiction in the Bible’s teaching is misguided 

because it is impossible. 

And so, when apparent opposites are encountered in the Bible, 

“it is possible that the truly scriptural statement will be found, not 

in an exclusive adoption of either, nor yet in a confused mixture of 

both, but in the proper and seasonable application of them both.”7

This, then, is the claim which evangelical believers have 

always made. It is that evangelical Christianity is theological in 

its character, biblical in its substance, original in its history and 

fundamental in its emphasis. My task in the rest of this book is 

to set out some of its essential principles, as defended and main-

tained by Jesus Christ himself.





Part Two

Conflicts
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Religion
Natural or Supernatural?

The popular image of Christ  as “gentle Jesus, meek and 

mild” simply will not do. It is a false image. Certainly, he was 

full of love, compassion and tenderness. But he was also un- 

inhibited when it came to exposing error and denouncing sin, es-

pecially hypocrisy. Christ was a controversialist. The Gospel 

writers show him as constantly debating with the religious leaders 

of his day. The purpose of studying his controversies is to make 

sure that the principles on which he took his stand are those which 

we are seeking to maintain today.

The first controversy we shall consider stems from a question 

which the Sadducees posed about the resurrection. It is strikingly 

relevant for today, because it highlights the issue of whether re-

ligion is natural or supernatural. Actually it goes further than this. 

It concerns not only what kind of religion the Christian religion is, 

but what kind of God the Christian God is. So it is fundamental.

The Sadducees and Their Modern Counterparts

Before we listen to the Sadducees’ question, we must take a look at 

the Sadducees themselves. They were a small but influential Jewish 
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party, which had its origins in the days of the Maccabean dynasty, a 

century or so before Christ. Most of them lived in Jerusalem and were 

educated, wealthy and aristocratic. The high-priestly families were 

Sadducees, so that Luke is quite correct to identify “the party of the 

Sadducees” with “the high priest and all his associates” (Acts 5:17). 

Although influential politically, they were unpopular because they 

collaborated with the authorities of the Roman occupation. Theo-

logically they were conservative, accepting the written law (though 

in a very formal way) and rejecting the “traditions of the elders” 

which were so much loved by the Pharisees. Thus, “the Pharisees had 

an elaborate doctrine of immortality, resurrection, angels, demons, 

heaven, hell, the intermediate state and the Messianic kingdom, 

about all of which the Sadducees were agnostic.”1 Flavius Josephus, 

the first-century Jewish historian, gave a succinct summary of this 

difference between the two major parties. The Pharisees, he wrote, 

“believe that souls have an immortal vigour in them,” whereas the 

Sadducees “take away the belief of the immortal duration of the soul,” 

teaching instead “that souls die with the bodies.”2 

This same basic theological distinction between the Pharisees and 

the Sadducees is faithfully recorded in the Gospels. Mark describes 

the Sadducees as those “who say there is no resurrection” (Mark 

12:18). Similarly Luke comments in the Acts: “The Sadducees say 

that there is no resurrection, and that there are neither angels nor 

spirits, but the Pharisees believe all these things” (Acts 23:8).

We might therefore refer to the Sadducees as “modernists.” Al-

though in one sense theologically conservative, since they acknowl-

edged the authority of the law of Moses, they were blind to the power 

of the living God which it reveals. They denied the supernatural.

Their contemporary equivalents are those who have absorbed 

the spirit of scientific materialism. Here are the kinds of questions 

which modern Sadducees are asking: “Hasn’t science demonstrated 

that the universe is a closed, mechanistic system, and therefore 
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done away with any need for God?” “Isn’t human experience to be 

explained entirely in terms of natural processes, so that we must 

reject even the possibility of the supernatural?” “Isn’t religion itself 

a natural phenomenon, having partly physiological and partly psy-

chological causes, so that what it proves is not the existence of the 

God believed in but the disturbance in the brain chemistry of the 

believer?” “And even if we can still believe in God as the creator 

and controller of the universe, surely we must now give up the old-

fashioned idea that he has ever intervened supernaturally in human 

history, let alone that he still does so?”

These are typical questions asked by modern Sadducees. We dis-

cover how to answer them as we see how Jesus answered their 

ancient predecessors. These original Sadducees came to Jesus and 

began: “Teacher . . . Moses wrote for us . . .” (Mark 12:19). We note 

that they referred to a passage in what we know as the Old Tes-

tament law of Moses (for which they held special respect) and that 

they regarded its message as having a contemporary application 

(“Moses wrote for us”). The particular law to which they were re-

ferring laid down that a woman who was widowed and childless 

was not to be married “outside the family to a stranger,” but to her 

brother-in-law, her deceased husband’s brother, so that he might 

“build up his brother’s house” (rsv). This was the background to the 

Sadducees’ question. Here’s how Mark sets it out:

Now there were seven brothers. The first one married and 

died without leaving any children. The second one married 

the widow, but he also died, leaving no child. It was the same 

with the third. In fact, none of the seven left any children. Last 

of all, the woman died too. At the resurrection [a resurrection, 

the Sadducees implied, in which the Pharisees believe, but we 

don’t] whose wife will she be, since the seven were married 

to her? (Mark 12:20-23)
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The Sadducees clearly thought they were being very clever and 

that by their imaginary case they had exposed what they saw as 

the absurdity of the doctrine of the resurrection. Their intention 

was to hold it up to ridicule. Their argument was that this life 

creates so many anomalies that to carry it on beyond the grave 

would be unthinkable. An afterlife would simply magnify the 

problems of this life. Take the poor woman in this question. She 

would be claimed by seven men, all seeking to be her husband. 

Would she have to reject them all (which would hardly be fair to 

her) or just choose one of them (which would be tough on the 

other six)? Or will she somehow be married to all seven at once? 

The Sadducees imagined that their problem had no solution. They 

thought they had stumped Jesus.

Jesus began and ended his reply with a clear statement of their 

error. “Are you not in error?” he said (v. 24). “You are badly mis-

taken” (v. 27). I have to say that I find his outspokenness very re-

freshing. Jesus did not compliment them, as we might have done, 

on getting hold of an important aspect of the truth or on contrib-

uting a valuable insight to current theological debate. No. They 

were quite simply wrong.

He then added the reason for their mistake. They were wrong, 

he said, because they were ignorant. These educated aristocrats, 

priests and leaders of Israel, who believed in Moses’ law and 

considered themselves extremely clever, were actually unaware 

of two truths: “You do not know the Scriptures or the power of 

God” (v. 24). Their ignorance of Scripture was the immediate 

cause of their mistake about the resurrection, but the root cause 

was their ignorance of the power of God. We shall look at the 

causes of their error in this order (although Jesus discussed 

them in the opposite order). This means leaving verse 25 aside 

for the moment.
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Ignorance of Scripture 

We shall not go into this in any detail, because the supremacy of 

Scripture is the subject of the next chapter. But ignorance of 

Scripture is an issue here.

In general, Jesus traced the error of the Sadducees to their igno-

rance of the Bible. In the same way, most errors in the church today, 

especially those which lead to unnecessary controversy, are due to 

ignorance of or lack of respect for the Bible. It is highly significant 

that, in his disputes with both Pharisees and Sadducees, Jesus re-

garded Scripture as the authority in the debate and the final court 

of appeal. When they came to him with a question, he would 

usually respond with a counter-question which referred them to 

Scripture. For example, when a lawyer asked about eternal life, he 

replied, “What is written in the Law? . . . How do you read it?” 

(Luke 10:26). Again, when the Pharisees inquired about his views 

on divorce, his immediate response was “Have you not read?” 

(Mark 12:26) and “What did Moses command you?” (Mark 10:3). 

It is the same here with the Sadducees. “Have you not read in the 

book of Moses?” he asked. This was common ground between 

them. They had quoted Scripture; he quoted Scripture. They had 

referred to Moses; he also referred to Moses. In doing so, however, 

he had to draw attention to their misunderstanding, which was so 

great that it equated to ignorance.

In particular, he quoted Exodus 3:6, where, in the passage about the 

burning bush, God told Moses that he was “the God of Abraham, the 

God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.” This way of describing himself, 

Jesus added, carried with it the implication of their resurrection, be-

cause “He is not the God of the dead, but of the living” (Mark 12:26-

27). The first point to note is that the question at issue was not merely 

their survival, but their resurrection. Christ introduced his answer 

with the words “about the dead rising” (v. 26). This is because, ac-

cording to Scripture, a human being is a combination of body and soul, 
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whose final destiny can’t be fulfilled through the immortality of the 

soul alone, but must also include the resurrection of the body.

Then there is a second point to consider. Is Christ’s argument 

fair? You might think that for God to call himself “the God of 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” implies no more than that he is the God 

of history, the God who revealed himself successively to the three 

generations of patriarchs.

But no. The words mean more than this, much more. The ar-

gument rests not merely on the sentence “I am the God of Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob,” still less on the verb and its tense “I am” (for in 

any case there is no verb in the Hebrew), but on the whole context 

in which the sentence comes. The God who is speaking is both the 

eternally self-existing God who reveals himself as “I am that I am” 

and the covenant God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He had made 

with Abraham “an everlasting covenant . . . to be your God and the 

God of your descendants after you” (Genesis 17:7), which he had 

then confirmed with Isaac and Jacob. Further, his covenant 

promises were too extensive to be fulfilled in their lifetime, and 

they knew it. According to the Epistle to the Hebrews, “they were 

foreigners and strangers on earth,” who “were longing for a better 

country—a heavenly one” (Hebrew 11:13, 16). So when God an-

nounced himself to Moses as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 

he meant not only that he had been their God centuries before, but 

that he was still their God and would be to the end, keeping cov-

enant with them, sustaining them with his constant love. The God 

of ancient promise was the God of eternal fulfillment. “He is not 

the God of the dead, but of the living, for,” as Luke adds, “to him 

all are alive” (Luke 20:38). The whole point of creating and 

choosing people was that they might live to him—and so it is ludi-

crous to suggest that God’s purpose would be thwarted by death! 

The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is himself the living God, and 

the living God is the God of the living.



Religion	 49

This, then, was the first answer which Jesus gave to the Sad-

ducees’ question. They were ignorant of the Scriptures. As Luke’s 

version puts it: “even Moses showed that the dead rise” (Luke 

20:37). Yet for all their proud boast of loyalty to Moses, they had 

rejected what Moses himself said. Their minds had become blinded 

by prejudice or by rationalism or by the Greek culture they had 

absorbed. They no longer submitted to the revelation of God.

Ignorance of God’s Power 

The more basic cause of the Sadducees’ error, however, was their 

ignorance of the power of God.

They seem genuinely to have thought that their question about 

the law would be enough to overturn the notion of resurrection. In 

their opinion the problems which an afterlife would create made it 

unthinkable. They hoped that their story about the woman with 

seven husbands would lead to the idea being laughed out of court; 

we can almost hear their suppressed chuckles.

We are tempted instead, however, to laugh at how incredibly 

naive they were. For underlying their argument was the wrong as-

sumption that if there were another life beyond death and resur-

rection, then it would be the same kind of life as it had been before. 

It does not seem to have occurred to the Sadducees that God could 

easily create another order of being, a new and different life in 

which earth’s insoluble problems would be solved. They under- 

estimated the power of God.

The Pharisees might well have been made uncomfortable by the 

Sadducees’ question, for the Pharisees’ notion of the next life was 

extremely materialistic. For example, “the earth will assuredly restore 

the dead, which it now receives in order to preserve them, making no 

change in their form, but as it has received, so will it restore them.”3 

Hence “posing resurrection riddles was a favourite game of the Sad-

ducees and often an embarrassment to the Pharisees.”4 But such ques-
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tions would not embarrass Jesus, since he knew that the resurrection 

life would by the power of God be entirely different. 

According to Luke, Jesus explained it like this: “The people 

of this age marry and are given in marriage. But those who are 

considered worthy of taking part in the age to come and in the 

resurrection from the dead will neither marry nor be given in 

marriage, and they can no longer die; for they are like the angels. 

They are God’s children, since they are children of the resur-

rection” (Luke 20:34-36).

Here Jesus was following familiar Jewish thought and dividing 

history into two ages, present and future, “this age” and “the age to 

come.” He went on to emphasize that the life of the age to come 

will be significantly different from the life of this age. “The people 

of this age marry and are given in marriage.” On the other hand, 

“those who are considered worthy of taking part in the age to come 

and in the resurrection from the dead [none are worthy in them-

selves, but some by God’s grace will be “considered worthy”] will 

neither marry nor be given in marriage.” Why not? Because “they 

can no longer die.” How so? Because “they are like the angels. They 

are God’s children, since they are children of the resurrection.”

In other words, the new age will be populated by new beings 

living a new life under new conditions. Humans will be like angels. 

Mortals will have become immortal. To borrow a phrase from the 

apostle Paul, they will have been “raised imperishable” (1 Corin-

thians 15:52). Consequently, the need to propagate the human race 

will no longer exist. The creation command to “be fruitful and in-

crease in number; multiply on the earth and increase upon it” 

(Genesis 9:7) will be canceled. And insofar as reproduction is one 

of the chief purposes of marriage, humans will no longer marry. Not 

that love will cease, for “love never ends.” But sexuality will be 

transcended, and personal relationships will be neither exclusive 

in their character nor physical in their expression.
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And all this—this new life under new conditions in the new 

age—will be due to the power of God, of which the Sadducees 

were ignorant.

The Contemporary Debate 

The Sadducees have many successors, who are equally clever and 

equally foolish. Some of them argue in almost identical terms. 

They caricature the resurrection in order to discredit it. They 

speak of it in grossly materialistic terms, as if “resurrection” were 

the same as “resuscitation.” They imagine that by the resur-

rection Christians mean the miraculous material reconstruction 

of the earthly body which will then continue as before. They go 

on to ask skeptically what happens to people whose bodies are 

blown to bits or whose ashes after cremation are scattered to the 

four winds. And they genuinely suppose that such questions will 

embarrass Christians and enable them to dismiss the doctrine of 

the resurrection as an absurdity! They have never grasped that 

the resurrection body, according to the New Testament, although 

retaining some continuity with the earthly body, will be alto-

gether different, raised new and glorious by the power of God. 

We can imagine the apostle Paul rebuking them for their crude 

ideas in the same way that he scolded the Corinthians who asked 

him, “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body will they 

come?” “How foolish!” Paul replied. “When you sow, you do not 

plant the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of wheat or 

of something else. But God gives it a body as he has determined, 

and to each kind of seed he gives its own body. . . . So will it be 

with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is per-

ishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown in dishonor, it is 

raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is 

sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body” (1 Corinthians 

15:35-38, 42-44).
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Other modern Sadducees are the scientific materialists whom I 

mentioned earlier. Their view of reality is limited to what their senses 

can grasp. They reject whatever cannot be scientifically proved. They 

believe that the universe is a closed, self-explanatory system, gov-

erned by so-called natural laws. For them this has two consequences.

First, they can find no room for God. In the early centuries of 

the age of science, it was customary to distinguish between natural 

law and divine action, the former being held to explain what we 

can observe, while making some allowance for God in those areas 

where no natural law could (yet) be discerned. According to this 

viewpoint the great God of creation is thought of as a mere “God of 

the gaps.” One of the best examples of it occurs in a letter which 

Isaac Newton wrote to the master of his college at Cambridge: “the 

diurnal rotations of the planets could not be derived from gravity, 

but required a divine arm to impress it on them.”5 In other words, 

“natural law” (in this case the law of gravity) is responsible for the 

orbiting of the earth around the sun, but “God” is responsible for 

its rotation on its own axis. But this is asking for trouble. If God 

occupies only the gaps, then as scientific discoveries increase and 

the gaps decrease, God is gradually edged out of his own universe.

But the Christian’s God has never been a “God of the gaps,” 

however much some Christians have portrayed him as such. When 

the Marquis de Laplace “was reproached by Napoleon for failing to 

mention God in his great treatise on celestial mechanics,” he was 

right to reply, “Sire, I have no need of that hypothesis.”6 What he 

was denying by this statement was not God himself but the use of 

God as a plug to stop gaps with. For the same reason Bishop Samuel 

Wilberforce was wrong, in his debate with T. H. Huxley at a famous 

meeting of the British Association in Oxford in 1860, to describe 

Darwin’s theory of evolution as “an attempt to dethrone God.”7 It 

does not necessarily aim to do any such thing, let alone succeed in 

the attempt. It is partly because Christians have often been mis-
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guided enough to defend some territory against the invasion of 

“science” in order to preserve it for “God” that the very notion of 

God has been dismissed by many scientists—like Julian Huxley, for 

example: “The concept of God as a supernatural personal being is 

only a stop-gap explanation, advanced to stop the gaps in pre- 

scientific thought.”8 Surely we must agree with Professor Donald 

MacKay that this “dispute deserved to die, because it was not really 

between science and Christianity at all, but between mistaken 

views of each.”9 

Then there is a second deduction which scientific materialists 

draw from their view of the universe as ruled by “natural laws.” 

This is the denial of even the possibility of the “supernatural.” “Mir-

acles can’t happen,” they say. So “miracles don’t happen.” If they 

claim to be Christians at all, their “Christianity” has been entirely 

drained of the miraculous.

How are we to reply to such critics as these, who first eliminate 

God from the natural and then proceed to get rid of the super-

natural altogether? We must repeat Christ’s own words: “you are 

wrong because you do not know the power of God.”

To begin with, the God of the Bible is the God of nature, who 

himself has given and continues to give to nature its own consistent 

orderliness. The stop-gap theory of God was a convenient way of 

explaining the inexplicable. It drew an arbitrary distinction be-

tween what can and cannot (at the time of speaking) be rationally, 

scientifically explained, and then held on to God for the inexpli-

cable and dismissed him from the explicable. If our concept of God 

is as mean as that, we deserve Julian Huxley’s stinging rebuke: “The 

god hypothesis is no longer of any pragmatic value for the interpre-

tation or comprehension of nature, and indeed often stands in the 

way of better and truer interpretation. Operationally, God is be-

ginning to resemble not a ruler but the last fading smile of a cosmic 

Cheshire Cat.”10
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The truth is that no biblical Christian can accept the distinction 

between natural law and divine action which lies at the root of all 

this misunderstanding. For natural law is not an alternative to 

divine action, but a useful way of referring to it. So-called natural 

laws simply describe a uniformity which scientists have observed. 

And Christians attribute this uniformity to the constancy of God. 

Further, to be able to explain a process scientifically is by no means 

to explain God away; it is rather (in the famous words of the 

German astronomer Johannes Kepler) to “think God’s thoughts 

after him” and to begin to understand his ways of working.

The Bible itself should have protected us from regarding God 

either as a stop-gap or as a machine-minder, for the God of the Bible 

dwells not in gaps but in all places, whether they appear to us to be 

full or empty. “‘Do not I fill heaven and earth?’ declares the Lord” 

(Jeremiah 23:24). And the processes of nature are portrayed not as 

automatic mechanisms but as due to his own personal activity. 

Thus, God is said through Christ to be “sustaining all things by his 

powerful word” (Hebrews 1:3), so that “in him all things hold to-

gether” (Colossians 1:17). What is true of the whole universe is 

true of the planet on which we live. “The earth is the Lord’s, and 

everything in it” (Psalm 24:1); and he has promised that “as long 

as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer 

and winter, day and night will never cease” (Genesis 8:22). Jesus 

himself could affirm in the Sermon on the Mount that it is God the 

Father who “causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and 

sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45). 

He is the God of history as well as of nature, supervising the mi-

gration of tribes and establishing the frontiers of nations. He “gives 

everyone life and breath and everything else” (Acts 17:25), so that 

“in him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). He 

gives life to the lower creation also, feeds both animals and birds, 

and clothes the flowers of the field.
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It’s true that this is all pre-scientific—even naive—language. It 

eliminates any second causes and explains the existence and con-

tinuation of all things, from the greatest to the least, as the direct 

activity of the living God. But it is still true. The scientific and the 

biblical ways of looking at nature do not contradict each other; they 

are complementary. Each explains something which the other does 

not explain. We must agree with Professor Charles Coulson: “Either 

God is in the whole of Nature, with no gaps, or he’s not there at all. 

. . . If we cannot bring God in at the end of science, he must be there 

at the very start, and right through it. We have done wrong to set 

up any sharp antithesis between science and religion. . . . There is 

no other way out of our impasse than to assert that science is one 

aspect of God’s presence.”

Once we are clear about this, we shall know how to tackle today’s 

Sadducees: “It is on this issue that Christians will take exception to 

the scientific humanists,” comments Professor Coulson. “This does 

not mean that they deny their science: but it does mean that they 

deplore their narrow-mindedness. . . . A denial of God is practically 

always the result of shutting one eye. It may be for this reason that 

God gave us two.”

So the God revealed in the Bible is not a magician or wonder-

worker, whose every act is a miracle. He normally works according 

to the natural order which he has himself established. At the same 

time, he is not imprisoned by nature or the laws of nature. It would 

be ridiculous to suppose that the creation now controls its Creator. 

He is able to step aside from his own uniformity, and the Bible says 

that he has sometimes done so. These miracles are not evenly 

spread throughout Scripture, but appear in clusters. Their clear 

purpose was to authenticate a fresh stage of God’s self-disclosure 

to his chosen people. By specific, supernatural acts of salvation, 

revelation and judgment, he has made “creative intrusions” into 

his own world.
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Christianity a Resurrection Religion 

Take resurrection, for example, as this was the point at issue with 

the Sadducees. The natural process which God has established, 

partly by creation and partly by judgment, is birth, growth, decay, 

death and decomposition. This is the cycle of nature. It includes 

human beings: “for dust you are and to dust you will return” 

(Genesis 3:19). The very concept of resurrection is therefore super-

natural. At Christ’s resurrection the natural process of physical de-

composition was not only arrested, nor even reversed, but actually 

superseded. Instead of dissolving into dust, his body was trans-

formed into a new and glorious vehicle for his soul. Indeed, the 

resurrection of Jesus is presented in the New Testament as the su-

preme manifestation of the supernatural power of God. Paul’s 

prayer for the Ephesian Christians was that the eyes of their heart 

might be enlightened to know the incomparable greatness of God’s 

power—the power which “is the same as the mighty strength he 

exerted when he raised Christ from the dead” (Ephesians 1:19-20).

Now Christianity is in its very essence a resurrection religion. 

The concept of resurrection lies at its heart. If you remove it, Chris-

tianity is destroyed. Let me show you what I mean.

The New Testament speaks of at least three separate resurrections.

First, the resurrection of Christ. About thirty-six hours after his 

death, his soul (which had been in Hades, the dwelling place of the 

dead) and his body (which had lain on a stone slab in his tomb) 

were reunited. At the same time his body was “raised.” That is to say, 

it was transformed into what Paul calls “his glorious body” (Philip-

pians 3:21), being invested with new and hitherto unknown powers. 

In this resurrection body Christ burst from the tomb, passed through 

closed doors, appeared to his disciples and disappeared, and finally, 

in defiance of the law of gravity, ascended out of sight.

Second, the resurrection of the body. The New Testament teaches 

that the resurrection of Jesus from the dead supplies both the proof 
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and the pattern of the resurrection of our body on the last day. As 

he rose, so we shall rise—in fact and in manner. The apostle Paul 

is quite clear about it: “Just as we have borne the image of the 

earthly man [i.e., Adam], so shall we bear the image of the heavenly 

man [i.e., Christ]” (1 Corinthians 15:49). And, when Christ re-

turns, he “will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like 

his glorious body” (Philippians 3:21). On that great day of Christ’s 

return and our resurrection we shall be given bodies like his.

Third, the resurrection of sinners. In affirming that Christianity is 

a resurrection religion, I do not mean that Christians simply look 

back two thousand years to the resurrection of Jesus Christ and 

forward to the end when the general resurrection of the dead will 

take place. Between the past resurrection of Christ and the future 

resurrection of the body another resurrection is taking place—the 

present and spiritual (though no less supernatural) resurrection of 

sinners. Jesus himself talked about receiving eternal life as a tran-

sition from death to life, a resurrection of the dead: “Very truly I tell 

you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has 

eternal life and will not be judged but has crossed over from death 

to life. Very truly I tell you, a time is coming and has now come 

when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who 

hear will live” (John 5:24-25). The apostle Paul explained this 

further: “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins. 

. . . But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 

made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgres-

sions—it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up 

with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ 

Jesus” (Ephesians 2:1, 4-6).

What exactly is this third resurrection? Is it a rather exaggerated 

and far-fetched description of what happens when people turn over 

a new leaf? Indeed not. A resurrection by the power of God is to-

tally different from a reformation by the power of human effort! 
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What the gospel says is that the process called “becoming a 

Christian” is actually a resurrection from the dead, a deliverance 

from the spiritual grave to which our sin and guilt had brought us. 

It is the gift of a new life, called “eternal life,” a life lived in fel-

lowship with God, so that Christians are those who are “alive from 

the dead.” It is being rescued from death, raised to life, lifted up to 

heaven. It is a miracle, as divine and supernatural an event as the 

resurrection of the body itself. It is not contrary to nature but alto-

gether beyond nature, since none of us can raise ourselves from 

death or give ourselves a new life. Once raised from spiritual death 

by God, the Christian lives in newness of life. And so, having been 

“raised with Christ,” we are told to “set your hearts on things above, 

where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God” (Colossians 3:1). 

These three resurrections are a vital part of the gospel which Paul 

preached. They can also be traced in the teaching of Jesus. “The Son 

of man must . . . be killed,” he said, “and on the third day be raised 

to life” (Luke 9:22). In the same way every human being will rise 

on the last day. Indeed, “even Moses showed that the dead rise” 

(Luke 20:37). And meanwhile, “the Son gives life to whom he is 

pleased to give it” (John 5:21), reviving with eternal life those who 

are spiritually dead through sin. 

Further, all three resurrections are miracles, supernatural events, 

and are down to the power of God. Thus it was God’s “incompa-

rably great power” (Ephesians 1:19) which raised Christ from the 

dead. It is “the power of [Christ’s] resurrection” (Philippians 3:10) 

which Paul said he wanted increasingly to experience and which is 

available to all who believe. And it will be the same divine “power 

that enables him to bring everything under his control” which, 

when Christ returns, “will transform our lowly bodies so that they 

will be like his glorious body” (Philippians 3:21).

The church of Jesus Christ is today facing a major crisis of faith. 

At stake is nothing less than the essential character of the Christian 
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religion: is it natural or supernatural? Various attempts have been 

made to rid Christianity of its supernaturalism, to reconstruct it 

without its embarrassing miracles. But these efforts are as unsuc-

cessful as they are misguided. You cannot reconstruct something by 

first destroying it.

Authentic Christianity—the Christianity of Christ and his 

apostles—is supernatural Christianity. It is not a tame and harmless 

list of rights and wrongs, spiced with a dash of religion. It is rather 

a resurrection religion, a life lived by the power of God. The power 

that raised Christ from the dead and will one day raise us is able 

meanwhile to give us a new life, to transform who we are, what we 

do and how we do it.

The old dilemma between Jesus Christ and the Sadducees is still 

around today. “There is no resurrection,” says the cynical modern 

Sadducee. To which Jesus Christ replies, “You are greatly mistaken, 

because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power of God.”





4

Authority
Tradition or Scripture?

We have seen that Jesus Christ  was constantly en-

gaged in controversy with the religious leaders of his day. 

They were critical of him and he was even more outspokenly 

critical of them. He did not hesitate when necessary to disagree 

with their views in public or to warn the people of their false 

teaching. “Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees” (Matthew 16:6), he said to his disciples. In the last 

chapter we considered his debate with the Sadducees about the 

character of religion; in this chapter we shall consider a debate he 

had with the Pharisees about the source of authority.

After the question of religion itself, which is about who God is 

and what he does, the next most vital question concerns authority. 

Whether we accept what anyone teaches depends on what we think 

of their authority. It is therefore perfectly understandable, and en-

tirely justifiable, that the chief priests, elders and teachers of the law 

came to Jesus one day and asked him, “By what authority are you 

doing these things? . . . And who gave you this authority?” (Matthew 

21:23). Christ’s quarrel was with the insincerity that he detected 

behind their approach, not their actual question. Their question 



62	 Chr ist in Conflict

was right, even though their motives in asking it were wrong.

It’s the same with Christianity today. Although all churches hold 

much belief in common, there are deep and wide differences. So 

how can we possibly know which church to believe and follow? It 

all comes down to the question of authority. What people are really 

asking is a whole series of questions like these: By what authority 

do you believe what you believe and teach what you teach? By what 

authority do you accept certain doctrines and reject others? And 

who gave you this authority? Is it a matter of opinion, of one per-

son’s conviction against another’s or one church’s confession against 

another’s? Or is there an objective standard by which the teaching 

of all churches and Christians may be assessed and judged? Is there 

an independent judge to settle disputes? Is there any final and au-

thoritative court of appeal?

From these general questions we move to the particular one 

which is of crucial importance. It is this: All churches assign some 

degree of authority to the Bible. But is Scripture the church’s sole 

authority? Or may the church enhance the authority of Scripture 

with the authority of tradition? The word tradition in a Christian 

context means simply the “handing down” of Christianity from 

one generation to the next. If what had been handed down was just 

the Bible itself, then “Scripture” would be the same as “tradition” 

and there would be no problem about the relationship between 

them. But in fact—and rightly—each generation has also inter-

preted the faith and attempted to explain it, to apply it and then 

to hand it on. The result is that Scripture and tradition have 

become separated. This is why it has become necessary to ask what 

the relation is between them.

Although this is a live question today, it is not a modern problem. 

It was a bone of contention between the Pharisees and the Sad-

ducees long ago. The first-century Roman-Jewish historian Jo-

sephus put it like this: 
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What I would now explain is this, that the Pharisees have 

delivered to the people a great many observances by suc-

cession from their fathers, which are not written in the law of 

Moses; and for that reason it is that the Sadducees reject them, 

and say that we are to esteem those observances to be oblig-

atory which are in the written word, but are not to observe 

what are derived from the tradition of our forefathers.1

The Pharisees’ View of Tradition

In the last chapter we saw Jesus take the side of the Pharisees 

against the Sadducees and demonstrate that religion is not natural 

but supernatural. In this chapter we shall watch him take the side 

of the Sadducees against the Pharisees and show that authority lies 

not in tradition but in Scripture. But he was not taking sides. For 

in both cases, though the company was different, his position was 

the same, namely an appeal to Scripture. He criticized the Sad-

ducees for their ignorance of the Scriptures and attributed their 

error to this ignorance. He criticized the Pharisees because their 

traditions were making “God’s word null and void.” 

We need now to look more closely at the comment of Josephus 

quoted above. The Pharisees clung tightly to a body of traditions 

they had inherited. They believed that these “traditions of the fa-

thers,” although handed down orally and not found in the written 

law, had nevertheless been given to Moses on Mount Sinai in ad-

dition to the law. The Pharisees, therefore, thought that there were 

two parallel revelations from God, the written law and the oral 

tradition, both equally important and equally authoritative.

During the second century b.c. these oral traditions came to be 

preserved in written form in what is known as the Mishnah. It has 

six divisions containing laws about agriculture, festivals and mar-

riage, together with civil, criminal and ceremonial laws. It was 
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supplemented later by the Gemara, which is a commentary on it. 

The Mishnah and the Gemara together form the Jewish Talmud.

Several quotations could be given to illustrate the devotion and 

reverence which the Jews felt for this collection of tradition. In one 

of the Rabbinic Targums (which are Aramaic paraphrases of the Old 

Testament) God is even represented as “busying himself by day with 

the study of the Scriptures, and by night with that of the Mishnah.”2 

At a later period the rabbis would say, “The Scriptures are water; the 

Mishnah, wine; but the Gemara, spiced wine.”3

If the tendency of the Sadducees was to undermine the au-

thority of the Scriptures by their superficial interpretations, the 

Pharisees tended to smother the Scriptures with a mass of tradi-

tions. Put simply, the Pharisees added to the Word of God, while 

the Sadducees subtracted from it. Both practices are equally wrong 

and dangerous.

We turn now to the details of Christ’s controversy with the Phar-

isees over authority, as recorded by Mark: 

The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had 

come from Jerusalem gathered around Jesus and saw some of 

his disciples eating food with hands that were defiled, that is, 

unwashed. (The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless 

they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the 

tradition of the elders. When they come from the market-

place they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe 

many other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers 

and kettles.)

So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, “Why 

don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the 

elders instead of eating their food with defiled hands?”

He replied, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about 

you hypocrites; as it is written:
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‘These people honor me with their lips, 

but their hearts are far from me.

They worship me in vain; 

their teachings are merely human rules.’

You have let go of the commands of God and are holding 

on to human traditions.”

And he continued, “You have a fine way of setting aside the 

commands of God in order to observe your own traditions! 

For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and mother,’ and, ‘Anyone 

who curses their father or mother is to be put to death.’ But 

you say that if anyone declares that what might have been 

used to help their father or mother is Corban (that is, devoted 

to God)—then you no longer let them do anything for their 

father or mother. Thus you nullify the word of God by your 

tradition that you have handed down. And you do many 

things like that.” (Mark 7:1-13)4

The cause of this public controversy was that the Pharisees saw 

some of the disciples of Jesus eating food with hands “defiled”  

(v. 2). The Greek adjective koinos means “common,” that is, “ritually 

unclean.” Mark adds his own editorial comment that the disciples’ 

hands were “unwashed.” We need to understand that the issue 

was not one of medical hygiene but of ceremonial purification. In 

a lengthy explanation in verses 3 and 4 Mark gives his Gentile 

readers a more elaborate explanation. “The Pharisees, and all the 

Jews” (because these Pharisaic principles were popular), he writes, 

“do not eat unless they give their hands a ceremonial washing, 

holding to the tradition of the elders.” Especially “when they 

come from the marketplace,” he adds, where they might contract 

all sorts of defilement and where the disciples may themselves just 

have been, “they do not eat unless they wash.” It doesn’t stop 

there. There are many other traditions which they observe, such 
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as the ceremonial “washing of cups, pitchers and kettles.”

So the Pharisees came to Jesus and said, “Why don’t your dis-

ciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating 

their food with defiled hands?” (v. 5). We are going to examine 

carefully how Jesus replies. To begin with, he had something to say 

about their views on purification, and applied to them a word of 

God spoken through Isaiah to Israel: “These people honor me with 

their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in 

vain.” The vanity of their worship is that it was all on the outside. 

It was merely an affair of the lips, not the heart. We shall consider 

this more fully in later chapters about the essential inwardness of 

Christian morality and worship.

Jesus then went on to say something about their view of tra-

dition. In opposition to the opinions of the Pharisees, he set out 

three important principles. First, that Scripture is divine, while tra-

dition is human. Second, that Scripture is compulsory, while tra-

dition is optional. Third, that Scripture is supreme, while tradition 

is secondary. We will consider these principles in turn.

Scripture Divine, Tradition Human

What does Jesus say about tradition? The Pharisees referred to it 

as “the tradition of the elders” (vv. 3, 5). But Jesus called what 

they were so keen on merely “human rules” (v. 7) and “human 

traditions” (v. 8).

Now this immediately cut the ground from under the Pharisees’ 

feet. As we have already seen, they believed that Scripture and tra-

dition were equally ancient, equally from Moses, equally divine. 

Christ did not share this view. On the contrary, he drew a sharp 

distinction between the two. On the one hand there was what 

“Moses said” (v. 10), and on the other what “you say” (v. 11). At first 

sight one might think that this was simply to set two Jewish teachers 

or schools of thought, Moses and the elders, in opposition to each 
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other. But this is not at all how Jesus saw the disagreement. To him, 

Moses and the elders were not at all similar, for the elders were fal-

lible men with human traditions, while Moses was God’s spokesman. 

So what “you say” is equivalent to “your tradition” (vv. 9, 13) or 

“human traditions” (v. 8), whereas what “Moses said” are “the com-

mands of God” (vv. 10, 9) and “the word of God” (v. 13). To put this 

beyond doubt we notice that the phrase “Moses said” in verse 10 is 

rendered in Matthew 15:4 “God said,” and that this was the con-

sistent approach taken by Jesus and his apostles. For them, 

“Scripture says” and “God says” meant the same. 

Here then we have our Lord’s own authority for saying that the 

distinction between Scripture and tradition is the same as the dis-

tinction between God’s Word written and all human interpretations 

and additions.

Put another way, we may say that the only “tradition” that 

Scripture recognizes is Scripture itself. For “tradition” is what is 

handed down, and God’s purpose has been that his Word, his 

unique revelation given to prophets and apostles, should be trans-

mitted from generation to generation. So the apostle Paul wrote to 

Timothy, “The things you have heard me say in the presence of 

many witnesses entrust to reliable people who will also be qualified 

to teach others” (2 Timothy 2:2). From Paul to Timothy, from 

Timothy to reliable people, and from them to others also. This is the 

true apostolic succession; it is the transmission of apostolic doc-

trine. By this written apostolic tradition the early church learned to 

judge all teaching, subjecting it to the test which Paul himself had 

commanded, namely whether it was “according to the teaching you 

received from us [i.e., from the apostles]” (2 Thessalonians 3:6). As 

Dean Henry Alford put it when commenting on 2 Timothy 2:2, 

“Scripture has been God’s way of fixing tradition, and rendering it 

trustworthy at any distance of time.”5

Just as Jesus distinguished between Moses and the elders, so we 
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must distinguish between apostolic tradition (which is Scripture) and 

ecclesiastical tradition (which is the teaching of the church). We must 

also say with him that the latter is human, but the former divine.

Scripture Compulsory, Tradition Optional

While we seek to follow Christ in making a clear distinction be-

tween Scripture and tradition, we must be careful not to overstate 

the case. Jesus did not reject all human traditions out of hand, for-

bidding his disciples to cherish or follow any of them. What he did 

was to put tradition in its place, namely a secondary place, and then, 

provided that it was not contrary to Scripture, to make it optional.

This is what the Pharisees were failing to do. According to the 

second part of the quotation from Isaiah, “their teachings are merely 

human rules.” The word used for “teachings” here is didaskalia, 

which means “a definite piece or course of instruction.”6 In other 

words, the Pharisees were taking their own inherited but human 

rules and presenting them as authoritative teaching. They were 

trying to make others go beyond what God had commanded. In 

doing this they were exalting their tradition into a position of au-

thority equivalent to the revealed commands of God, which was 

practically the same as saying that the observance of their traditions 

was necessary to salvation. But this is not so.

Take the purification rituals of the Pharisees. There is nothing 

wrong with cleaning the vessels from which food is to be served 

or in washing our hands before eating it. Hygienically, it is a very 

sensible thing to do. Ceremonially, it is a pretty harmless one. It 

is certainly not against Scripture. But at the same time, it is not 

commanded by God in his Word, and so the Pharisees had no 

right to elevate it to the status of a divine requirement and make 

it compulsory.

Their regulations about “Corban” were similar. This had to do 

with the keeping of vows, which the law was clear in saying should 
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be kept. But the Pharisees went beyond Scripture and laid down 

detailed rules so that, in certain situations, Jesus had to say to 

them, “you no longer let” a person follow a certain course (v. 12). 

This is a very revealing expression. It indicates that the Pharisees 

were setting themselves up as moral judges, commanding certain 

practices and prohibiting others. They were giving and with-

holding permission in matters in which God had given them no 

right to interfere.

So Jesus insisted that those harmless traditions, which are neither 

required nor forbidden by Scripture, must be regarded as optional. 

Because they are merely “human rules” they may never be made 

compulsory. People are free with regard to them. The fact that Jesus 

neither justified nor rebuked his disciples’ breach of the Pharisees’ 

ritual traditions tells us that he was quite relaxed about them. What 

he resisted and condemned was any attempt to impose traditions 

as being essential. 

This is the doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture, which the 

sixteenth-century Reformers understood very well. The Church 

of England expresses the matter clearly in her Articles of Religion. 

Article VI reads: “Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary 

to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be 

proved thereby, is not to be required of any man, that it should 

be believed as an article of the Faith, or be thought requisite or 

necessary to salvation.”

This does not mean that the church has no authority. Harmless 

traditions not contrary to Scripture are permissible, but they may 

not be made mandatory. Article XX reads: “The Church hath power 

to decree Rites or Ceremonies. . . . And yet it is not lawful for the 

Church to ordain any thing that is contrary to God’s Word written.   

 . . . Wherefore, although the Church be a witness and a keeper of 

holy Writ, yet, as it ought not to decree anything against the same, 

so besides the same ought it not to enforce any thing to be believed 
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for necessity of Salvation.” The distinction is clear. The church 

never has the authority to decree anything “against” Scripture. “Be-

sides” (i.e., in addition to) Scripture it may make rules, but only as 

long as it does not make them a condition of salvation. 

Let me illustrate the principle from the practice of the Church of 

England. It is traditional in the Church of England for candidates 

for baptism to be signed with the sign of the cross on their forehead, 

as an indication that they will “not be ashamed to confess the faith 

of Christ crucified.” Other traditions include the practice of the 

bride (and often the groom as well) receiving a ring during the 

marriage ceremony, for the coffin to be brought into church during 

the funeral service, and for ministers to wear certain robes during 

public worship. None of these customs is commanded in Scripture. 

At the same time, they are not contrary to Scripture. Therefore they 

are permissible, provided that they are not given divine authority 

or enforced upon people as essential to salvation.

What is true of churches is equally true of individual Christians. 

We may value certain traditions, either in what we believe or in 

what we do. For example, we may have adopted particular ways of 

approaching prayer, Bible reading, attendance at Holy Communion, 

fasting or Christian giving. Provided that our choices in these areas 

are not contrary to the Bible’s teaching, we are free to practise them. 

But we have no right to attempt to force our ways of doing things 

on others. To do so is to elevate merely human rules to a status they 

do not deserve. Other people must have the freedom to reject them.

Scripture Supreme, Tradition Secondary

The third principle which Jesus set out, namely regarding the su-

premacy of Scripture, he developed from the teaching of the Phar-

isees about Corban.

Corban means a gift or offering which is consecrated to God. 

When something was set aside as Corban, however, it was not nec-
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essarily given to God then and there. The idea was to identify things 

that would be given to God at some time in the future. From this 

developed the tradition that something labeled as Corban could not 

later be diverted to any other purpose. Furthermore, when the word 

Corban was used in a formula of making a vow, the vow was re-

garded as absolutely binding. Indeed, the Pharisees went so far as 

to say that such a vow was binding, even if what was vowed in-

volved breaking the law! 

Now the case presented in this controversy of Christ with the 

Pharisees is of a young man who, either piously or rashly, has taken 

a vow about his money. He has designated it as Corban and therefore 

(according to the tradition) has prevented it from being used for 

anything else, even the support of his parents in their old age. To 

Jesus, however, this was quite wrong. As far as he was concerned, 

the issue was simple. Moses had settled it by a clear command and 

warning (v. 10). The command was “Honor your father and mother” 

(Exodus 20:12) and the warning “Anyone who curses their father 

or mother [how much more he who does evil to them?] is to be put 

to death” (Exodus 21:17).

“But you,” Jesus continues, emphasizing the contrast between the 

teaching of the Pharisees and the teaching of Moses, “you say that 

if anyone declares that what might have been used to help their 

father or mother is Corban (that is, devoted to God)” then he need 

not “do anything for their father or mother. Thus you nullify the 

word of God by your tradition that you have handed down.” Fur-

thermore, “you do many things like that” (vv. 11-13). That is, the 

same principle of canceling out Scripture by tradition comes again 

and again in what you do.

It may be helpful at this point to state Christ’s second and third 

principles side by side. The second is that traditions which are not 

in conflict with Scripture (like the washing of hands and vessels) 

are permissible if optional. The third principle is that traditions 
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which are in conflict with Scripture (like the Corban vow which led 

to the dishonoring of a person’s parents) must be firmly rejected. 

The point is that Scripture is always supreme, and tradition must 

always be secondary.

In order to put it beyond doubt, Jesus repeats this third principle 

three times. Verse 8: “You have let go of the commands of God and 

are holding on to human traditions.” Verse 9: “You have a fine way 

of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own 

traditions!” Verse 13: “Thus you nullify the word of God by your 

tradition that you have handed down.” In each case Jesus sets 

human traditions and the commandments of God in opposition 

and forbids us to “let go,” “set aside” or “nullify” God’s Word in 

order to “hold on to” or “observe” our tradition. In fact, we should 

do the exact opposite. Our duty is to “hold on to” or “observe” 

God’s Word and, if necessary, “let go” and “set aside” our traditions 

in order to do so. This is even clearer in Matthew’s version of this 

incident, where the key concept is that of “breaking” a law or rule. 

The Pharisees asked, “‘Why do your disciples break the tradition of 

the elders?’ . . . Jesus replied, ‘And why do you break the command 

of God for the sake of your tradition?’” (Matthew 15:2-3).

The error of the Pharisees should now be clear. It’s true that this 

was not their intention. They claimed that the oral tradition was a 

“fence for Torah”—that is to say, a protective barrier to preserve the 

integrity of the law—“but in actual fact it tampered with the Law.”7 

Further, in practice they seem to have preferred their own tradi-

tions, with one of them (Rabbi Jochanan) going so far as to say that 

“the words of the teachers of the law are loved more than the words 

of the law.”8

Jesus was firmly opposed to this. When Scripture and tradition 

are in collision, he insisted, Scripture is supreme over tradition. 

God’s Word about the honor due to parents must take precedence 

over human tradition about Corban vows. This was a principle 
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which Jesus expressed and applied on many occasions. His reverent 

acceptance of the divine origin and supreme authority of the Old 

Testament Scriptures is beyond question. In the Sermon on the 

Mount, for example, and in his teaching about Sabbath observance 

and divorce, he went back behind accumulated tradition and ap-

pealed directly to God’s written Word. To him Scripture was always 

the final court of appeal. “Have you not read?” he would ask. “What 

is written in the law?” What is written and may be read, that is, the 

teaching of Scripture, must be what settles every dispute.

We are now able to put together the three principles which Jesus 

set out in this debate with the Pharisees. He taught the divinity, the 

sufficiency and the supremacy of Scripture. He affirmed that 

Scripture does not need to be supplemented by any binding tradi-

tions, and that it is the supreme authority by which all traditions 

must be judged. The foundation on which he built these two truths 

is the divine origin and inspiration of Scripture. Tradition is the 

word of human beings, but Scripture is the Word of God.

We turn now from the principles we find in the Bible to how they 

have applied in history.

The Reformers and the Supremacy of Scripture 

The relation between Scripture and tradition was one of the prin-

cipal issues of the Reformation. Both sides accepted the divine in-

spiration and authority of the Bible. They did not disagree about 

this. The issue was whether Scripture had sole authority, whether 

its teaching was sufficient for salvation without any unbiblical ad-

ditions, and whether it was supreme over even the most ancient 

traditions of the church.

Rome said no. Like the Pharisees, it relied much on what it 

termed “unwritten traditions.” Indeed, there is great similarity be-

tween the Roman and the Pharisaic views of tradition. Both Phar-

isees and Roman Catholics believed their tradition to be as inspired 
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as Scripture. The Pharisees traced theirs back to Moses, while the 

Roman Catholics traced theirs to Christ. Thus, a rabbi could de-

clare in the Mishnah: “Moses received the (oral) Law from Sinai, 

and delivered it to Joshua and Joshua to the elders, and the elders 

to the prophets and the prophets to the men of the great synagogue.” 

Similarly, Rome asserted that its traditions had been “received by 

the Apostles from the mouth of Christ himself, or from the Apostles 

themselves, the Holy Ghost dictating.”9 The Fourth Session of the 

Council of Trent in 1546 had this to say: “Scripture and tradition 

are to be received by the Church as of equal authority.” Again, the 

Council “receives and venerates with equal affection of piety and 

reverence” both Scripture and tradition. Consequently the Church 

of Rome did not reform herself according to Scripture or purge out 

of her system those traditions about (for example) the Virgin Mary, 

the Mass, the priesthood, purgatory and indulgences which had 

grown up over the centuries but which Scripture either did not 

teach or actively contradicted.

The Reformers thought differently. Sola scriptura, by Scripture 

alone, was one of the rocks on which they built. They knew that the 

early church had had good reason to decide what belonged in the 

New Testament, that is, to fix and close the canon of the New Tes-

tament. This wasn’t a matter of the church exercising authority over 

the biblical books, but simply acknowledging the authority they 

already had. This showed that there was a clear line to be drawn 

between apostolic tradition and ecclesiastical tradition, and that the 

apostolic traditions of the New Testament books were the “canon,” 

the standard or measuring rule, by which the traditions of the 

church must always be tested. They also knew that the early church 

fathers understood this. “All contention which the old fathers had 

with heretics was for the Scriptures,” wrote Cranmer, “. . . but for 

things which are not contained in the Scriptures they never accused 

any man of heresy.”10 In other words, Scripture was their rule.
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This same issue between Scripture and tradition was highlighted 

by the Reformer Hugh Latimer in his “Sermon of the Plough,” 

preached outside St. Paul’s Cathedral on January 18, 1548. In it he 

described the devil as “the most diligent bishop and prelate in all 

England,” who is “never out of his diocese” but is “the diligentest 

preacher in all the realm.” And where the devil is resident, Latimer 

continued, “and hath his plough going,” “there away with books 

and up with candles, away with Bibles and up with beads . . . up 

with man’s traditions and his laws, down with God’s tradition and 

his most holy word.”11 

The reformed Church of England teaches clearly in its Articles 

both the sufficiency and the supremacy of Scripture. It does so not 

only in the plain statements of Articles VI and XX already quoted, 

but by the frequent biblical allusions and applications of these two 

principles throughout. Again and again they affirm the acceptance 

of one doctrine because it “may be proved by most certain warrants 

of holy Scripture,” and equally the rejection of another because it 

is “a fond [i.e., foolish] thing vainly invented, and grounded upon 

no warranty of Scripture, but rather repugnant to the Word of God.” 

The reformed Church of Scotland also clearly teaches the same 

thing: “The whole counsel of God, concerning all things necessary 

for his own glory, man’s salvation, faith, and life, is either ex-

pressly set down in scripture, or by good and necessary conse-

quence may be deduced from scripture: unto which nothing at 

any time is to be added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, 

or traditions of men.”12

Not only is Scripture (in all essential matters) sufficient of itself 

without supplementary traditions; it is also the means by which the 

truth and value of all traditions are to be assessed: “The supreme 

Judge, by which all controversies of religion are to be determined, 

and all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines 

of men, and private spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sen-
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tence we are to rest, can be no other but the Holy Spirit speaking 

in the scripture.”13

Some Practical Conclusions

So far we have concentrated on principles drawn from the Bible (as 

set out by Jesus in controversy with the Pharisees) and examples 

taken from history. But our discussion needs to be earthed in the 

reality of today. So let me make three suggestions about the place 

of tradition.

First, we must distinguish more clearly between tradition and 

Scripture. Many Christians have a set of cherished beliefs and prac-

tices, perhaps inherited from their parents or learned in childhood 

from the church. Too many of us have taken them on board without 

thinking them through. Evangelical believers are by no means free 

of this tendency. For example, take the suggestion that young 

Christians should avoid going to night clubs. I am not expressing 

an opinion on whether this particular activity is right or wrong. All 

I want to point out is that Scripture contains no explicit pro-

nouncement about it. A prohibition like this belongs therefore to 

“the traditions of the evangelical elders”; it is not part of the Word 

of God. No Christian can escape the responsibility of trying to think 

biblically and to decide carefully about questions like this. We have 

the freedom to make up our own minds. And that means that we 

have no right to make up other people’s minds for them or to stand 

in judgment on others if they disagree with us. We need to say to 

ourselves again and again, as Christ taught the Pharisees, that 

“Scripture is compulsory, but tradition optional.”

Second, we must value tradition for what it is, rather than for 

what it is not. In their concern to assert the supremacy of Scripture, 

evangelicals have often been scornful of tradition. But we should 

not despise or reject all tradition unthinkingly. Some traditions are 

the church’s ways of expressing thoroughly biblical truth, such as 
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the creeds and confessions of the Christian faith. And very valuable 

they are too. Indeed, we believe that the Holy Spirit himself has 

guided this historical development of tradition. Professor James Orr 

argued in his book The Progress of Dogma14 that, as the church 

clarified its thinking down the centuries, the chronological order 

in which doctrines were worked out was the logical order. Starting 

with what Christians believe about God himself, we can trace how 

the church’s understanding developed as it moved on to the rela-

tionships between the three persons of the Trinity and between the 

two natures of Christ, and then to the great doctrines of humanity, 

sin, grace, the atonement and salvation. Is it not right to trace the 

hand of the Holy Spirit in this unfolding process? One reason for 

rejecting the outlook which wants to replace our allegedly “outworn” 

ancient blueprints with something new is precisely that it shows so 

little respect for the development of theology throughout history 

and therefore for the work of the Holy Spirit. Having said this, 

however, we must emphasize that even our most hallowed his-

torical traditions are not the same as Scripture. Although the Holy 

Spirit has been active both in the work of revelation (through the 

authors of Scripture) and in illumination (through the interpreters 

of Scripture), these two must be distinguished. The church’s creeds 

and confessions are not infallible. They must be weighed and 

maybe even amended as the Holy Spirit causes further light to break 

upon us from the Bible. The only unalterable expressions of truth 

are those we find in the pages of Scripture.

Third, we must be rigorous in submitting tradition to Scripture. 

This applies to both churches and individuals.

Every church should engage in continuous self-reformation, ex-

amining its traditions in the light of Scripture and, where necessary, 

changing them. This is particularly true in the case of churches that 

decide to unite. Evangelicals hold different views regarding the 

nature of Christian unity and whether the drawing of churches 
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together is a desirable goal. But all would agree that no movement 

toward reunion can be pleasing to God or good for the church 

unless it is at the same time a movement toward reformation. True 

unity will always be unity in truth, and truth means biblical truth. 

If only church leaders would sit down with their Bibles, would 

make clear distinctions between apostolic traditions (which are 

biblical) and ecclesiastical traditions (which are not), and would 

agree to submit the latter to the former by requiring the former of 

each other but giving each other freedom over the latter, immediate 

and solid progress could be made.

In recent decades, one of the great obstacles in schemes for 

bringing about union between churches has been the so-called his-

toric episcopate, that is to say, the need to have bishops who are in 

historic succession from the apostles. Quite apart from the question 

whether such an episcopate is indeed “historic” (either in origin or 

in unbroken continuity), it is certainly a nonbiblical tradition. 

Episkopē (the Greek word for pastoral oversight) is required by 

Scripture and is described there as a gift of God to his church, but 

the particular patterns of episcopal ministry we find in the church 

today are not. Churches are right, therefore, to insist on the former 

but not the latter.

Anglican evangelicals may regard the historic episcopate as an 

acceptably biblical form of episkopē (though it has by no means 

always been in line with the scriptural ideals of pastoral oversight). 

They may also value it as a symbol of continuity and a focus of unity 

in the church. But to acknowledge its potential value in their own 

church is one thing; to insist upon it as a condition of union with 

other churches is something quite different. Those who do this are 

not only hindering the church’s progress toward unity but also 

going against a principle laid down by the church’s Lord. They are 

insisting on sticking with rules that are merely human. They are 

failing to submit tradition to Scripture.
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It is easy to point an accusing finger at others. But let’s not forget 

that the need to submit tradition to Scripture applies not just to 

churches but also to individual Christians. We urgently need to study 

the Scripture with greater care and humility, with a view to sub-

mitting our whole mind, will and life to what God has said in  

his Word.





5

The Bible
End or Means?

Je s u s  h a d t w o co  n t r o v e r s i e s  with the Jews about the 

Bible. The first, which we considered in the last chapter, was 

about its nature as God’s written Word, and what follows from this 

about its supremacy over human traditions and its sufficiency for 

salvation without them. His second controversy, to which we turn 

our attention in this chapter, was concerned principally with its 

function, the reason God had given it to his people.

Jesus Christ gave Scripture a very exalted position. He clearly 

asserted its divine origin and authority. But he also warned us of 

the possibility of over-exalting it (as the Jews were doing) by 

making it an end in itself. The God-given purpose of Scripture is to 

point and lead people to Christ. It was never intended as an end in 

itself, but as a means to that end.

This further controversy of Christ (about the true function of 

Scripture) is relevant to the theological debates of our day too. As 

we have seen, many people have too “low” a view of Scripture; they 

do not accept it (as Jesus did) as the written Word of God. At the 

same time, there are others whose view of Scripture is too “high.” 

They regard Scripture with an almost superstitious reverence. They 
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become so absorbed in Scripture itself that they lose sight of its 

purpose, which is to reveal Christ to them. They end up being, in 

effect, “bibliolaters” or “Bible worshipers,” behaving as if Scripture 

rather than Christ were the object of their devotion.

Now evangelicals have, or should have, an extremely high view 

of the divine inspiration of Scripture (a view as high as Christ’s own 

view, in fact). But we must be careful not to be open to the charge 

of bibliolatry and, if we find ourselves accused of this, we must be 

able to respond. We must show clearly in our attitudes and in our 

behavior that our ultimate preoccupation is not with Scripture 

itself, but with the Christ to whom Scripture points us.

This is how Jesus criticized his contemporaries: “You study the 

Scriptures diligently because you think that in them you have 

eternal life. These are the very Scriptures that testify about me, yet 

you refuse to come to me to have life” (John 5:39-40). 

In these verses Jesus gave a concise summary of both the divine 

origin and the practical purpose of Scripture.

Scripture’s Divine Origin

“It is they that testify about me,” he said. In saying this, he implied 

that their origin is divine.

In order to appreciate the force of this, we need to see it in its 

context. Most of John 5 is taken up with why we should put our 

faith in Christ. The chapter begins on a Sabbath day in Jerusalem, 

beside the Sheep Gate pool called Bethesda. Here Jesus healed an 

invalid who had been ill for thirty-eight years. “Get up,” he said to 

him, “pick up your mat and walk.” The Jews immediately raised 

objections. First, they told the man off for unlawfully carrying his 

mat on the Sabbath (v. 10). Then they rebuked Jesus for unlawfully 

healing him on the Sabbath (v. 16).

In the discussion that follows, Jesus enlarged on his claim to be 

working together with his Father (v. 17). The divine work which 
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he was doing was twofold—giving life to the dead (v. 21) and 

judging (v. 22). Everyone who hears and believes, he declared, re-

ceives eternal life there and then, and will escape judgment; he has 

already crossed over from death into life (v. 24).

Having made this astonishing claim, Jesus went on to repeat it 

still more forcefully. The dead were already hearing his voice, he 

maintained, and those who were hearing were receiving life and 

coming out of their spiritual graves (v. 25). That is, a sifting process 

was going on, because the Father had given to the Son both to have 

life in himself and authority to carry out judgment (vv. 26-27). 

More than that, on the last day, all in their graves (“all” is emphatic 

here) would hear his voice and come out. Then the sifting of 

judgment would be brought to completion, for some would “rise 

to live,” while others would “rise to be condemned” (vv. 28-29).

This twofold claim of Jesus (to have the authority to bring to life 

and to carry out judgment) had tremendous implications, which 

the Jews were not slow to grasp. It comes as no surprise that they 

tried to kill him for what they took to be blasphemy (v. 18). For life 

giving and judging are both things that only God can do. Yet Jesus 

dared to say that they had been given over to him. He was already 

bringing some to life and judging others, he said; and on the last 

day his work as Lifegiver and Judge would reach its completion.

But how could people believe his claims? This is the question 

that Jesus now deals with. He begins by clearing himself of all self-

importance. He is acting not on his own authority, but on God’s, he 

says. Nor is he seeking his own will, but God’s (v. 30). In the same 

way (v. 31) he does not rely on his own testimony (for nobody can 

be a witness in his own case), but on God’s. Verse 32: “There is 

another who testifies in my favor, and I know that his testimony 

about me is true.” This “another” is God the Father. It’s true that 

there were other human witnesses and still are. There was John the 

Baptist (v. 33), “a lamp that burned and gave light” (v. 35). There 
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was John the writer of this Fourth Gospel also, whose whole book 

is a testimony to Christ. But the claims of Jesus were so far-reaching 

that he needed testimony which was stronger than that which mere 

human beings could offer. He needed testimony from God.

And this is what he claimed to have. “Not that I accept human tes-

timony. . . . I have testimony weightier than that of John. . . . The Father 

who sent me has himself testified concerning me” (vv. 34, 36-37).

What, then, is the Father’s testimony to the Son? What form has 

this divine witness taken? Jesus explains that it is a twofold tes-

timony—in works and in words. First, in works, the things Jesus 

did. “For the works that the Father has given me to finish—the very 

works that I am doing—testify that the Father has sent me” (v. 36; 

cf. 14:10-11). So the mighty works of Jesus, because they were done 

by the Father’s power, were the first part of the Father’s witness to 

him. But the Father’s testimony takes a second form too. “And the 

Father who sent me has himself testified concerning me” (v. 37), 

not now indirectly through the works he has enabled Jesus to do, 

but in some way directly, “himself.” Further, he “has testified con-

cerning me” (a perfect tense), which implies that it is a witness 

from the past which continues to be valid in the present. How? Not 

in voice (“you have never heard his voice”), nor in vision (“nor 

seen his form”), but in a written word which could be received but, 

sad to say, “nor does his word dwell in you.” This is clear because 

“you do not believe the one he sent” (vv. 37-38). “You study the 

Scriptures diligently . . . the very Scriptures that testify about me, 

yet you refuse to come to me” (vv. 39-40). Jesus identifies the Scrip-

tures as the Father’s word which does not dwell in them, the Fa-

ther’s testimony which they have read but rejected.

Christ’s View of Scripture

Looking back over this chapter which we have examined, the se-

quence of thought is plain. Jesus was making great claims when he 
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said he had authority to bring to life and to judge, for these are 

activities of God. When challenged, he said he had testimony 

enough to back up his claims, neither self-testimony nor human 

testimony, but divine. And this divine testimony consisted partly of 

the mighty works which the Father had given him to do, but espe-

cially of the written word of Scripture.

This, then, was Jesus Christ’s view of the Scriptures. Their 

witness is God’s witness. The testimony of the Bible is the testimony 

of God. And this is the chief reason why the Christian believes in 

the divine origin of the Bible—the fact that Jesus Christ himself 

taught it.

Moreover, he taught it consistently. He adopted toward the Scrip-

tures of the Old Testament an attitude of reverent assent and sub-

mission, and he maintained this position throughout his life and 

ministry, including the post-resurrection period. According to John, 

he said, “Scripture cannot be set aside” (John 10:35) and, according 

to Matthew, “not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, 

will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is ac-

complished” (Matthew 5:18). He accepted the statements of 

Scripture without question, believing them to be true. He confi-

dently predicted his rejection by his own people, his sufferings, 

death and resurrection, because this was what was written about 

him. He obeyed the requirements and applied the principles of 

Scripture in his everyday life. He voluntarily accepted a position of 

humble submission to what Scripture said. The word gegraptai (“it 

stands written”) was enough to settle any issue for him (e.g., 

Matthew 4:4, 7, 10). He understood his mission in the light of Old 

Testament prophecy, recognizing and declaring himself to be both 

Daniel’s Son of man (Daniel 7:13) and Isaiah’s suffering Servant of 

the Lord (Isaiah 42:1). At least from the age of twelve he felt the 

compulsion of Scripture upon his soul, an inner constraint to fulfill 

the role which Scripture set out for him. Thus, “Didn’t you know I 
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had to be in my Father’s house?” (Luke 2:49). “He then began to 

teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be 

rejected . . . and that he must be killed and after three days rise 

again” (Mark 8:31). “The Son of man will just go as it is written 

about him” (Matthew 26:24). “We are going up to Jerusalem, and 

everything that is written by the prophets about the Son of Man will 

be fulfilled” (Luke 18:31). No wonder the apostle Paul could later 

write that “he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death” 

(Philippians 2:8). When Peter tried to prevent his arrest in the 

garden, Jesus rebuked him: “Do you think I cannot call on my 

Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve 

legions of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled 

that say it must happen in this way?” (Matthew 26:53-54).

Furthermore, he also expected others to believe and practice 

what he himself believed and practiced with regard to the authority 

of Scripture. In debate with religious leaders, as we have seen, it 

was obvious to him that Scripture must be the court of appeal. His 

great complaint against the Jews was “Haven’t you read?” Ignorance 

of Scripture was what had caused the Sadducees to go astray, while 

the Pharisees’ problem was that they disregarded Scripture. And 

then to some of his own disciples after the resurrection he had to 

say, “How foolish you are, and how slow to believe all that the 

prophets have spoken! Did not the Messiah have to suffer these 

things and then enter his glory?” Then, continues Luke, “Beginning 

with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was 

said in all the Scriptures concerning himself” (Luke 24:25-27).

This personal submission to Scripture and this recommendation 

of Scripture to others came down to his belief that what Scripture 

said, God said. While he referred to the human authors, he took it 

for granted that there was a single divine Author behind them all. 

He could equally say “Moses said” or “God said.” He could quote 

a comment of the narrator in Genesis 2:24 as an utterance of the 
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Creator himself. Similarly he said, “Isaiah was right when he proph-

esied about you” (Matthew 15:7) when what he then went on to 

quote is the direct speech of the Lord God. It is from Jesus himself 

that the New Testament authors gained their belief in the dual au-

thorship of Scripture. For them it was just as true to say that “God 

spoke to our ancestors through the prophets” (Hebrews 1:1) as it 

was to say that “prophets, though human, spoke from God as they 

were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21). God did not 

speak in such a way as to obliterate the personality of the human 

authors, nor did those who wrote the Bible corrupt the Word of the 

divine Author. God spoke. Human authors spoke. Neither truth 

must be allowed to detract from the other.

So Jesus Christ endorsed the authority of the Old Testament. 

There is no occasion on which he contradicted it or gave the 

slightest hint that he questioned its divine origin. His only condem-

nation was of people’s ignorance and distortion of it. He also made 

provision for the writing of the New Testament, by appointing the 

Twelve (to whom after the resurrection he added Paul) to be his 

“apostles” or special delegates, giving them three years’ intensive 

training and eyewitness experience, investing them with his per-

sonal authority, sending them out to teach in his name and prom-

ising them an extraordinary inspiration of the Spirit to help them 

recall what he had taught them and to lead them into all the truth.

So the Christian accepts the Bible because of Christ. Christ 

himself thought of Scripture in terms of a divine word or testimony.

Returning to John 5:39-40, the quarrel which Jesus had with the 

Jews was not over their view of Scripture, but over their use of it. 

They too accepted its divine origin (although God’s Word did not 

“dwell” in them, v. 38). But they misunderstood its purpose. We 

need now to consider what the Jews were doing and then what they 

ought to have been doing. In this way we shall see the contrast 

between the wrong and the right use of Scripture.
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The Wrong Use of Scripture

First, what the Jews were actually doing is an example of the wrong 

use of Scripture.

“You study the Scriptures diligently,” Jesus said (v. 39). What 

could be wrong with that? We shall see.

The Jews of that day were meticulous students of Scripture. They 

knew that they were greatly privileged to have been “entrusted with 

the very words of God” (Romans 3:2). God had not done this for 

any other nation; “they do not know his laws” (Psalm 147:20). So 

Israel prized the Scriptures highly, rejoicing at God’s Word “like one 

who finds great spoil” (Psalm 119:162), finding it “more precious 

than gold, than much pure gold” and “sweeter than honey, than 

honey from the honeycomb” (Psalm 19:10). 

This led them to study the Scriptures diligently. The Greek word 

is used in the New Testament of God and Christ searching people’s 

hearts and of the Holy Spirit searching the depths of God. It ex-

presses the most careful perseverance. Surely, we may ask, wasn’t 

this all entirely admirable? Isn’t it right and necessary to study the 

Scriptures? Wouldn’t it be good if we ourselves were as enthusiastic 

in our study of Scripture as they were? Yes indeed. But it is not for 

this that Jesus criticized them.

Their mistake comes to light when we read the rest of Christ’s 

sentence: “You study the Scriptures diligently because you think 

that in them you have eternal life.” The complaint of Jesus is ex-

pressed not so much in the words “you study” as in the words “you 

think.” He does not criticize them because they studied the Scrip-

tures, but because they regarded their study as an end in itself. They 

misunderstood Scripture’s God-intended function, which is to 

point beyond itself to Christ.

The word for “study” points to what the scholar Bishop Westcott 

described as “that minute, intense investigation of Scripture which 

issued in the allegorical and mystical interpretations of the Midrash.” 
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The teachers of the law, for example, whose job was to copy and teach 

the sacred text, subjected it to the closest scrutiny. They weighed its 

every syllable. They went so far as to count up the number of words, 

even letters, of each book. And they did all this not just for the sake 

of accurate copying but because they foolishly imagined that eternal 

life consisted in such accurate knowledge. Like some modern Bible 

commentators and Bible readers, they became so absorbed in the 

words that they lost sight of the truth which the words expressed. 

They were not concerned about the message of Scripture (they did 

not understand this, let alone embrace and obey it), but only about 

meanings. If they could study and know and memorize and quote the 

Word of God, they thought that they had eternal life.

These contemporaries of Jesus were not like the noble Jews of 

Berea we read about later in the New Testament (see Acts 17:10-12). 

They were not content merely with examining the Scriptures daily, 

but did this with the aim of finding out “if what Paul said was true.” 

Clearly they intended, if they were convinced, to put their trust in 

the Christ whom Paul was proclaiming. But the Jews to whom Jesus 

spoke had no such excellent reason for studying the Scriptures. 

They simply studied the Scriptures. They imagined that having 

Scripture was the same as having life. Their study was an end in 

itself. In this they were badly mistaken.

The Right Use of Scripture

Having considered the wrong use of Scripture, we are now ready to 

turn to the right use of Scripture. The next phrase in what Jesus 

says makes this clear: “These are the very Scriptures that testify 

about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.” In these words 

the purpose of Scripture is made plain. Far from being an end in 

itself, Scripture is a means to the end of finding life in Christ. It 

therefore bears witness to Christ, so that people will come to Christ 

for life. Yet the Jews had missed both these points.
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First, they should have seen Christ in Scripture. We have already 

seen that the biblical testimony is divine testimony; we must now 

see that it is divine testimony to Christ. Indeed, the three persons 

of the Trinity are all involved in Scripture, for Scripture is the Fa-

ther’s testimony to the Son through the Spirit.

Jesus was, of course, referring to the Old Testament. The Old 

Testament is a book of hope, of unfulfilled expectation. From be-

ginning to end it looks forward to Christ. Its many promises through 

Abraham, Moses and the prophets are fulfilled in Christ. Its law, with 

its unbending demands, was our “guardian until Christ came” (Ga-

latians 3:24), keeping us confined and under restraint, even in 

bondage, until Christ should set us free. Its sacrificial system, 

teaching that without the shedding of blood there could be no for-

giveness, looked forward to the unique bloodshedding of the Lamb 

of God. Its kings, for all their imperfections, anticipated the Mes-

siah’s perfect reign of righteousness and peace. And its prophecies 

are all focused on him. Thus Jesus Christ is the seed of the woman 

who would bruise the serpent’s head, the offspring of Abraham 

through whom all the families of the earth would be blessed, the star 

that would come out of Jacob and the scepter that would rise out of 

Israel. Jesus Christ is also the priest after the order of Melchizedek, 

the king of David’s line, the servant of the Lord God who would 

suffer and die for the sins of the people, the Son of God who would 

inherit the nations, and the Son of man, coming with the clouds of 

heaven, to whom would be given dominion, glory and a kingdom, 

that all peoples, nations and languages should serve him for ever. 

Directly or indirectly Jesus Christ is the great theme of the Old Tes-

tament. This is how he was able to explain to his disciples “what was 

said in all the Scriptures concerning himself” (Luke 24:27).

It was an amazing privilege for the contemporaries of Jesus to 

witness the fulfillment of all this accumulated prophecy. “Blessed are 

your eyes,” Jesus could say to his disciples, “because they see, and 
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your ears because they hear. For truly I tell you, many prophets and 

righteous people longed to see what you see but did not see it,  

and to hear what you hear but did not hear it” (Matthew 13:16-17). 

But the unbelieving Jews did not see him. They did not even see  

him in Scripture. For all their enthusiastic study of the Scriptures, 

they missed the Scriptures’ chief subject.

If Christ is the heart of the Old Testament, this is even more 

obvious in the New. The Gospels describe his earthly career, his 

virgin birth and sinless life, his gracious words and mighty works, 

his sin-bearing death, his glorious resurrection and ascension. The 

book of Acts describes his gift of the Spirit on the Day of Pentecost, 

and what he continued to do and to teach by his Spirit through his 

apostles. The Epistles unfold more fully the extraordinary glory of 

his divine-human person, saving work and coming kingdom, and 

tell us how we should live in the light of these truths. The Reve-

lation lifts our eyes beyond earth and history, up to heaven where 

Christ is seen to share God’s eternal throne and on to the end when 

he will come again in majesty, take his power and reign. Yet there 

are some people who manage to read the whole Bible, New Tes-

tament as well as Old, without realizing that its chief purpose is to 

tell us about Jesus Christ!

The Bible is full of Christ. Some of the old English commentators 

used to put it like this: just as in England every road, lane and path, 

linking on to others, will ultimately lead you to London, so in the 

Bible every book, chapter and verse, linking on to others, will ulti-

mately lead you to Christ.

The Jews’ Two Mistakes

Thus the first tragedy about those Jewish contemporaries of Christ 

is that they studied the Scriptures, the very Scriptures which bear 

witness to Christ, but failed to see the Christ to whom the Scrip-

tures bear such constant testimony.
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The second tragedy is this: they should have come to Christ for 

life. We have seen that the Bible points to Christ. But what is the 

purpose of this biblical testimony to him? It is not just that we 

should look at him, but that we should go to him in order to receive 

life from him. The true function of Scripture is to testify to Christ 

so plainly and powerfully that first we see him, and second, we 

believe in him for life. In this way life comes through faith, and 

faith comes through testimony.

John himself emphasizes this toward the end of his Gospel: 

“These [i.e. signs] are written that you may believe that Jesus is the 

Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in 

his name” (John 20:31). The apostle Paul writes something very 

similar to Timothy: “the Holy Scriptures . . . are able to make you 

wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:15). 

So Christ and his apostles teach the same sequence of events. “Sal-

vation” or “life” is in Christ. Therefore the Scriptures set Christ forth 

as the Savior, the Giver of life, in order to stimulate our faith in him.

The Jews should have come to Christ to receive life. But they did 

not. It is partly that they were blind: “You think”—and think 

wrongly—Jesus said, that life is in the Scriptures. But it is especially 

that they were stubborn: “you refuse to come to me to have life.” 

These words of Christ are very revealing, this “you think” and “you 

refuse.” They show that the controlling factor in our behavior is not 

only our reason and our understanding, but our will. Perhaps these 

Jews were using theology to rationalize their sinful unwillingness 

to come to Christ.

We can now see the tragic foolishness of their second mistake. 

They were using the Scriptures as an end instead of as a means to 

an end. Their view of Scripture was academic instead of practical. 

They imagined they could find eternal life in the Scriptures. But the 

truth is that eternal life can only be found in the Christ to whom 

the Scriptures testify. 
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A simple illustration may help to show the extreme stupidity of 

the Jews, and of all readers of the Bible who never look beyond it 

to Christ. Supposing we decide one day to go on a family picnic to 

a beautiful oceanfront spot. We get into the car and drive off in the 

direction of our chosen destination. After a while we come to the 

signpost marked “Waterfront.” What now? Do we immediately 

stop the car, get out and have our picnic around the signpost? Of 

course not. The idea is ridiculous. We follow the signpost to the 

water and have our picnic there.

Now the Bible is a signpost—not to the shore, but to Calvary’s 

hill, where Christ died for sinners. It shows us the way to God, to 

forgiveness, to heaven, to holiness, because it points us to Christ 

who is the way to all these. True, we often gather around the Scrip-

tures in Christian fellowship. But we do not stop there. We do not 

have our picnic around the signpost. Christ, not the Bible, is the 

object of our faith and the center of our fellowship.

So evangelical Christians are not bibliolaters. If we value the 

Scriptures very highly (which we do), this is not for themselves, but 

because they are the Father’s testimony to Christ. A young man will 

treasure his girlfriend’s photographs and letters, but only because 

they speak to him of the one he loves. So too Christians love the 

Bible, because it is Christ’s portrait and speaks to us of him.

To suppose that salvation lies in a book is as foolish as supposing 

that health lies in a prescription. When we are ill and our doctor 

prescribes some medicine, is the intention that we should go home 

with the prescription, read it, study it and learn it by heart? Or that 

we should frame it and hang it on our bedroom wall? Or that we tear 

it into fragments and eat the pieces three times a day after meals? 

The absurdity of these possibilities is obvious. The prescription itself 

will not cure us. No, the whole purpose of a prescription is to get us 

to go to the pharmacist, obtain the medicine prescribed for us and 

take it. Now, the Bible contains the divine prescription for sin-sick 
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souls. It specifies the only medicine which can save us from per-

ishing. In brief, it tells us of Jesus Christ who died for us and rose 

again. But we do not worship the Bible as if it could save us; we go 

to Christ. For the overriding purpose of the Bible is to send us to 

Christ and persuade us to take the water of life which he offers.

What Christ said about the Scriptures is equally true of the sacra-

ments, namely baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Their function and 

purpose are the same. Both the Scriptures and the sacraments are 

God-given signposts (the Scriptures in written words, the sacra-

ments in visible words or pictures) which direct our attention away 

from themselves to Christ. Verbally in Scripture, visually in sac-

rament, Jesus Christ is proclaimed as the only Savior of sinners. But 

neither Scripture nor sacrament is an end in itself. Both are means 

to an end, namely that we find salvation in Christ. Both are means 

of grace, ways in which God’s grace is offered to us, because they 

reveal Christ to us and strengthen our faith in him. Indeed, “the 

sacraments function as a means of grace because, and only because, 

God uses them, as he uses his Word, as a means to faith.”1 So the 

evangelical should consistently reject any suggestion that reading 

the Bible or receiving the sacraments of baptism or Holy Com-

munion brings any automatic blessing. The reading and preaching 

of God’s Word doesn’t do any good to a congregation unless those 

who hear respond in faith. And the sacraments are of no benefit to 

those who don’t believe. Since they are “visible words,” they also 

must be met with faith. 

To become engrossed in a book on the one hand, or in bread, 

wine and water on the other, is to overturn the God-ordained 

function of both Scripture and sacrament. It is just as possible to 

have superstitious views of the Bible as it is to have superstitious 

views of the consecrated elements at Communion. But we should 

not fall into this trap. This is not to say that we do not value both 

Scriptures and sacraments very highly. We do. We do not forget that 
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both come from God. But we also remember that God has given us 

them in order to display Christ before the eyes of our heart, to at-

tract our attention to him and to draw out our faith in him. 

When somebody first handles a pair of binoculars, never having 

seen such a thing before, they may well misuse them by looking at 

them, not realizing that their purpose is to look through them in 

order to see more clearly what they are looking at. In the same way 

people can misunderstand the purpose of Scripture and sacrament. 

They are binoculars for the magnification of Jesus Christ. We are to 

look through them, not at them. Our focus is to be on Christ.

The Need for Obedience

How, then, shall we avoid making the same foolish mistakes as the 

Jews back in our Lord’s day? It will be helpful to remind ourselves 

of certain simple facts.

First, it is not enough to possess a Bible. It is extraordinary how 

much primitive superstition lurks in the human heart. There are 

people whose only acquaintance with the Bible is that they have a 

copy on a bookshelf somewhere. They suppose that its presence 

there somehow adds something special to the home. Maybe it has 

sentimental value because it is a family heirloom or Sunday school 

prize or confirmation present. Some speak of it with reverence as 

the “Holy Bible.” 

Next, it is not enough to read the Bible or hear it read in church. 

Neither public nor private Bible reading is to be an end in itself. 

There is no value in the reading of Scripture for its own sake, but 

only if it effectively introduces us to Jesus Christ. There is nothing 

special in reading it as great literature either. The Bible was never 

“designed to be read as literature”; it was designed by God as a tes-

timony to Christ to persuade us to go to him. Whenever the Bible 

is read, in private, in family prayers or in church, what is needed is 

an eager expectation that through it we may meet Christ.
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Third, it is not enough to study the Bible. Some Christians “study 

the Scriptures” today like the Jews of old. They find it a fascinating 

textbook. They pride themselves on how much they know. Like 

Apollos in Acts 18, they have “a thorough knowledge of the Scrip-

tures” (Acts 18:24). They have read it many times from cover to cover 

and committed large sections of it to memory. Fine! But to accu-

mulate Bible knowledge is one thing; a growing personal knowledge 

of Jesus Christ, whom to know is eternal life, is quite another.

No. What is required is that we obey the Bible. The best way to 

honor this book as God’s book is to do what it says. And if we do 

what it says, we shall keep coming to Christ for the supply of all 

our needs. We shall never be satisfied with merely studying the 

Scriptures; we shall search for Christ in the Scriptures and go on 

searching until we find him. Then he will never need to rebuke us 

in the way in which he rebuked his Jewish contemporaries by 

saying, “You study the Scriptures. You read a set passage every day. 

You even memorize verses and call yourself a Bible student. But you 

will not come to me for life.”

From the verses which we have been considering in John 5, Jesus 

indicates that the Scriptures have both a divine origin and a prac-

tical purpose. We learn their divine origin from Christ’s testimony 

to them. We learn their practical purpose from their testimony to 

Christ. There is therefore between Christ (the living Word) and 

Scripture (the written Word) this two-way testimony. Each bears 

witness to the other. Because Christ bears witness to Scripture, we 

believe it. Because Scripture bears witness to Christ, we go to him. 



6

Salvation
Merit or Mercy?

Tw o of  t h e m o s t b a s i c i s s u e s  of  r e l i g i o n  concern 

authority and salvation, the source of authority and the means 

of salvation. These are the two questions every religious person is 

bound to ask. First, how can I know what to believe? Second, how 

can I be put right with God? These questions are to some extent 

common to all religions. The very fact that they are asked at all 

assumes a degree of common understanding about human limita-

tions—of mind (since we are finite, how can we know God?) and 

of character (since we are sinful, how can we reach God?).

The Divine Initiative

The Christian answer to both questions is to direct the inquirer’s 

attention to God himself and to affirm that God has taken the 

initiative to do for us what we could not do for ourselves. By 

what authority can I know what is true? Answer: because God 

has said something. By what means can I be saved? Answer: be-

cause God has done something. The Christian word for this 

divine initiative is grace. Grace is God’s love to those who do not 

deserve it. Grace is love that cares and stoops and rescues. Before 
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going any further, let us consider certain aspects of this double 

divine initiative of grace.

First, the divine initiative belongs in one sense to the past. It 

began back in eternity, progressively unfolded in the history of 

Israel, the nation God chose to be his people, and culminated in the 

coming of Jesus Christ. In him God’s initiative reached its climax—

in one sense one could say its conclusion.

This truth regarding the finality of God’s initiative in Christ is 

conveyed by one word in the Greek Testament, namely hapax and 

its variant ephapax. It is usually translated as “once for all.” It is 

applied in the New Testament to both revelation and redemption. 

Thus, Jude refers to “the faith that was once for all entrusted to 

God’s holy people” (Jude 1:3). The apostles Paul and Peter, on the 

other hand, and the unknown author of the Epistle to the Hebrews, 

use the word hapax to describe the atoning death of Christ. For 

example, “The death he died, he died to sin once for all” (Romans 

6:10). “For Christ also suffered once for sins” (1 Peter 3:18). Again, 

“he has appeared once for all at the culmination of the ages to do 

away with sin by the sacrifice of himself. Just as people are destined 

to die once, and after that to face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed 

once to take away the sins of many; and he will appear a second 

time” (Hebrews 9:26-28).

We can put it like this: God has spoken once for all and Christ 

has suffered once for all. This means that the Christian revelation 

and the Christian redemption are both complete in Christ. Nothing 

can be added to either without belittling Christ, either the unique 

glory of his divine-human person or the absolute adequacy of his 

saving work. These are the two rocks on which the Protestant Ref-

ormation was built—God’s revealed Word without the addition of 

human traditions and Christ’s finished work without the addition 

of human merit. The Reformers’ great watchwords were sola 

scriptura for our authority and sola gratia for our salvation.
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Second, the divine initiative belongs also in the present. Al-

though what God said and did in Christ was finished in the past, it 

is not buried in the past. Although it is final, it is also contemporary. 

For the fruits of God’s finished word and work in Christ may be 

gathered and enjoyed today. Indeed, it is the special work of the 

Holy Spirit in these days of the new covenant to do exactly that, 

namely to apply to believers in the present the riches of Christ’s 

word and work in the past. It is through the Spirit that God makes 

happen now what he finished in Christ. The Holy Spirit enlightens 

our minds to grasp what God has said in Christ and stirs up our 

faith to grasp what God has done in Christ.

We need to emphasize that what the Spirit speaks he speaks 

through what has already been spoken, and that what the Spirit 

does he does through what has already been done. There is no 

new revelation, but an unfolding understanding of what God 

revealed in Christ (and in the apostolic witness to Christ). There 

is no fresh redemption, but a progressive taking up of what God 

achieved in Christ.

Third, the divine initiative in both these areas (revelation and 

redemption) and in both their aspects (finished and contemporary) 

is supernatural. This is why we began in chapter one by asking 

whether the Christian religion is natural or supernatural. It was an 

essential introduction to questions about authority and salvation 

that followed. What God said and did in the historical Christ in-

volved events which were unashamedly and inescapably super-

natural. The incarnation, including the virgin birth as the way God 

chose to make it happen, the mighty works, the atonement, the 

resurrection, the ascension and the coming of the Spirit—these 

cannot be explained in natural or human terms. And the same is 

true of what God says and does through the Spirit today. If we un-

derstand the truth as it is in Jesus, this is not because of our own 

cleverness, but because of divine illumination: “this was not re-
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vealed to you by flesh and blood, but by my Father in heaven” 

(Matthew 16:17); “God, who set me apart from my mother’s womb 

 . . . was pleased to reveal his Son in me” (Galatians 1:15-16); “For 

God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine 

in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of God’s glory 

displayed in the face of Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6); “no one can say, 

‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:3).

In the same way, if we have become new people in Christ, re-

deemed and re-created, it is not because of any human resolve or 

effort of our own, but because of divine grace: “For it is by grace 

you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from your-

selves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast. 

For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good 

works” (Ephesians 2:8-10); “All this is from God, who reconciled 

us to himself through Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:18).

Having thought about some of the parallels between authority 

and salvation, and the way the same divine initiative of grace is at 

work in both, we are now able to turn our attention to salvation.

Salvation and Justification

Christianity is a religion of salvation. It is a word that is rather un-

fashionable today, and there are some in the church too squeamish 

to use it. But the fact that it causes either amusement or embar-

rassment to many only demonstrates how far the modern church 

has drifted from the religion of the Bible, the whole of which is the 

story of salvation. Salvation in Christ, the way in which the living 

God has taken action in his grace to search out and to save hu-

manity, is the one theme which runs through Scripture from be-

ginning to end.

What, then, is “salvation”? It is a great word that urgently needs 

to be set free from the narrow ideas to which it has often been re-

duced. Salvation is not just another word for forgiveness. It is much 
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bigger and broader than that. It represents God’s total plan for hu-

manity, and it includes at least three phases. Phase one is our deliv-

erance from the guilt and judgment of our sins, our free and full 

forgiveness, together with our reconciliation to God and our 

adoption as his children. Phase two is our progressive liberation 

from the ability of evil to drag us down, beginning with our new 

birth into the family of God and continuing with our transfor-

mation by the Spirit of Christ into the image of Christ. Phase three 

is our final deliverance from the sin which lingers both in our fallen 

nature and in our social environment, when on the last day we shall 

be given new and glorious bodies and transferred to a new heaven 

and a new earth.

These three phases, or tenses, of salvation (past, present and 

future) are associated in the New Testament with the three major 

events in the saving career of Jesus, his death, his resurrection and 

the subsequent gift of the Spirit, and his return in power and glory. 

Paul calls them justification, sanctification and glorification.

For the moment we will concentrate on the first phase, justifi-

cation, and reflect on how Christ dealt with the subject in another 

of his controversies with the Pharisees. We saw in chapter two how 

he accused them of “nullifying the word of God through their tra-

dition.” In this chapter we shall see how they were just as skilled 

at canceling out God’s work of redemption. Christ’s quarrel with 

them now is not that they had an inflated respect for their own 

traditions but that they had an exaggerated confidence in their own 

merits. His criticism of them is expressed clearly in his parable of 

the Pharisee and the tax collector. 

To some who were confident of their own righteousness and 

looked down on everyone else, Jesus told this parable: “Two 

men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the 

other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood by himself and 
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prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—

robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 

I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ 

“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even 

look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have 

mercy on me, a sinner.’ 

“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home 

justified before God. For all those who exalt themselves will 

be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be ex-

alted.” (Luke 18:9-14)

Perhaps the best approach to an understanding of this parable is 

to begin at the end with the word “justified” (v. 14). It is with this 

single word that Jesus summed up the great blessing which the tax 

collector received and the Pharisee missed out on. It’s true that we 

normally associate the vocabulary of justification with the apostle 

Paul. But Paul’s teaching is already anticipated here, and it is quite 

wrong to attempt to drive a wedge between Jesus and Paul in this 

(or any other) doctrine. There are two further occurrences in Luke’s 

Gospel of the verb “to justify,” both relating to self-justification: the 

first of the lawyer who “wanted to justify himself” (Luke 10:29) and 

the second of the Pharisees whom Jesus similarly described as those 

who “justify yourselves in the eyes of others” (Luke 16:15). 

That Jesus should have used the word justification is not at all 

surprising, because it occurs quite frequently in the Old Testament. 

Justification is a legal word, a technical term borrowed from the law 

courts. It is best understood from its opposite, condemnation. The 

Old Testament magistrates were instructed to justify the righteous 

and to condemn the wicked, that is, to pronounce the innocent 

person innocent and the guilty person guilty. And they were told 

that “acquitting the guilty and condemning the innocent—the 

Lord detests them both” (Proverbs 17:15). 
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This Old Testament background is sufficient to indicate the 

shock and anger the Pharisees must have felt when they heard Jesus 

say that the sinful tax collector “went home justified before God.” 

How could Jesus tolerate such a miscarriage of justice? Was he not 

daring to claim that God had done something which Scripture said 

was detestable to him? Had God not categorically stated in Exodus, 

“I will not acquit the guilty” (Exodus 23:7)? How then could 

anybody possibly say that he “justifies the ungodly”—which, inci-

dentally, is exactly what Paul says in Romans that he regularly does 

(Romans 4:5)? 

These are fundamental questions about salvation. The answer to 

them is supplied in embryo in the parable and fully developed in the 

rest of the New Testament. To understand it, we need first to look at 

the two men who figure in it. They represent two groups with whom 

Jesus was in constant touch throughout his public ministry.

The Pharisee and the Tax Collector Contrasted

Tax collectors were widely despised on both political and moral 

grounds. They were employed by the hated Romans and so were 

regarded as political collaborators. And they tended to rely for their 

livelihood on whatever extra they could extort from their helpless 

victims beyond the tax they were entitled to charge.

The Pharisees, on the other hand, were almost as universally 

popular as the tax collectors were despised. Their views on religion 

and ethics were accepted by the great majority of their fellow cit-

izens. Both politically and morally they were as strict as the tax 

collectors were lax. They refused to compromise with the Roman 

occupation, and they were determined to keep themselves free 

from all defilement as they understood it. They “preached the 

keeping of the Law, and the coming world of blessedness as the 

reward of obedience. . . . All this made the Pharisees more and 

more proud, formal and uncharitable. They despised the common 
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people.”1 An example of how confident they were in their own 

righteousness for salvation is found in the so-called Psalms of 

Solomon: “To do right and wrong is in the work of our hands” 

(Psalms of Solomon 9:7; cf. 9:8-15; 13:9; 14:1-6).

In the parable which Jesus told, the two actors have much in 

common. Both “went up to the temple to pray.” Both stood to pray, 

as the Jews normally did. Both prayed. Both began their prayer with 

the same word, “God.”

But there the similarities between them ended. When we look 

below the surface, they were separated from each other by four 

major differences.

First, they had an entirely different opinion of themselves. This 

was expressed in how they prayed. The Pharisee said, “God, I . . . 

I . . . I . . . I . . . I.” He used the personal pronoun five times in his 

brief speech. The tax collector also used the personal pronoun—

once—but not in the same way. He did not regard himself as a 

subject who had done or could do anything to win God’s kindness, 

or who even had a right to address God at all. He saw himself 

rather as the needy object of the divine mercy: “God, have mercy 

on me, a sinner!”

The opinion which each man had of himself is further illustrated 

by the fact that each placed himself in a category by himself. The 

Pharisee begins: “God, I thank you that I am not like other people.” 

Luke has prepared us for his arrogance with his introduction: “He 

also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they 

were righteous and despised others” (rsv). We know from the 

Talmud that this was not an exaggerated sentiment for Jesus to have 

put into the mouth of a Pharisee. There we can read of a certain 

Rabbi Simeon ben Jochai who used to say, “I have seen the children 

of the world to come, and they are few. If there are three, I and my 

son are of their number; if they are two, I and my son are they.”2

The tax collector also saw himself as unique—not in virtue, 
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however, but in sin. “God, have mercy on me, a sinner,” he said, 

literally “he sinner.” He was so vividly aware of his own short-

comings that he made no odious comparisons between himself and 

others. He was conscious only of his personal need for mercy. This 

is the language of true remorse. The apostle Paul, the converted 

Pharisee, was the same. He called himself the “worst” of sinners (1 

Timothy 1:15), whom Christ Jesus had come to save. 

The Pharisee sought to draw God’s attention to what he saw as 

his outstanding merit. The tax collector, on the other hand, avoided 

going into details; to call himself “the sinner” was enough.

Second, their different opinion of themselves was reflected in their 

different posture in prayer. Both men “stood” in customary Jewish 

fashion. But their attitude was not the same. The Pharisee stood up 

straight, proud and ostentatious, and though he called upon God in 

words, he was actually praying “by himself.” The tax collector, 

however, was seen “standing at a distance.” Presumably he had not 

thought it appropriate to enter the temple itself. He did not consider 

himself fit to stand in God’s house. He probably stayed outside, in one 

of the temple courts. There he “would not even look up to heaven, 

but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’” Using 

just a few words, Jesus seems to indicate that every part of the tax 

collector’s body expressed his humble penitence. His feet kept their 

distance from the holy place; like Moses at the burning bush he knew 

himself unfit to come near. His eyes looked down to the ground in 

shame; he could have echoed Ezra’s prayer, “I am too ashamed and 

disgraced, my God, to lift up my face to you” (Ezra 9:6). His hands 

struck his breast mournfully, acknowledging his guilt, as the Jews still 

do in the most solemn part of their confession on the Day of Atonement. 

And from his mouth came words of deep contrition and penitence.

Given their different opinion of themselves expressed in their 

different posture, it is no surprise to read, third, of their different 

standing before God. “I tell you,” Jesus concluded with deliberate 
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emphasis, “that this man, rather than the other, went home justified 

before God.” The Pharisee was condemned, while the tax collector 

was justified. In their present standing and their final destiny they 

were as different as heaven and hell.

And this was because of the fourth and fundamental difference 

between these men, namely the different source of their confidence.

In order to understand this fully, we need to realize that the as-

sessment each man gave of himself (at least externally in the Phar-

isee’s case) was accurate. They were not lying or even exaggerating. 

The Pharisee was what he said he was, both religious and righteous. 

As far as his religion was concerned, he had indeed gone to the 

temple to pray, he fasted and he tithed his money. And these three—

prayer, fasting and giving—were accepted as the three chief reli-

gious duties. Jesus himself in the Sermon on the Mount made it 

clear that he expected his own disciples to pray, to fast and to give. 

The Pharisee even went beyond the requirements of the law. The 

law said that Jews had to fast twice a year (on the Day of Atonement 

and the day commemorating the destruction of Solomon’s temple); 

the Pharisee fasted “twice a week.” The law said that Jews had to 

give away a tenth of their produce, that is, from what they had 

grown and from their livestock; the Pharisee could claim, “I give a 

tenth of all that I get.” By doing so he was faithfully observing one 

of his vows, for it was said of the Pharisee in the Mishnah that he 

“tithes all that he eats, all that he sells, and all that he buys.” 

As for the Pharisee’s righteousness, there is no need to doubt that 

he was telling the truth when he declared himself neither a robber 

nor an evildoer nor an adulterer. He had not broken the command-

ments of God about honesty and immorality—at least not exter-

nally in what he had done.

So, in both religion and morals, this Pharisee in Christ’s story 

will have appeared to his contemporaries (as indeed he appeared to 

himself) to be a wholly admirable person.
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The tax collector, on the other hand, was despicable. He called 

himself “a sinner,” “the sinner.” And there is no reason to doubt that 

he too was exactly what he said he was. He was politically and 

morally disreputable.

So how in the name of justice can Jesus have declared the righteous 

Pharisee condemned and the unrighteous tax collector justified?

We begin to get an answer to our question when we notice this: 

the Pharisee was not condemned because he was righteous, but 

because he was self-righteous. His righteousness in any case was 

external only. “God knows the heart.” If the Pharisee could have 

seen his own heart, he would have known immediately that his 

confidence in himself had no basis.

Similarly, the tax collector was not justified because he was a 

sinner, but because, having admitted that he was a sinner, guilty 

and deserving of judgment, he called on God for mercy.

In a word, both men were sinners, deserving judgment. But only 

one admitted it and called on God to have mercy on him. This is 

why Jesus had to say to the Pharisees, “Truly I tell you, the tax col-

lectors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead 

of you” (Matthew 21:31). Not because they were tax collectors and 

prostitutes (sin in itself gives no one the right to enter God’s 

kingdom), but because they humbled themselves by recognizing 

their sin and then repenting and believing.

So this fourth difference between the Pharisee and the tax col-

lector was the really basic one. It concerned the object of their 

confidence for salvation. The Pharisee was confident of his own 

righteousness and looked down on everyone else (v. 9). The tax 

collector was so conscious of his own guilt that he forgot others and 

relied completely on the mercy of God.

Indeed, the more one thinks about these two men, the clearer it 

becomes that they had entirely opposite ideas of how a person can 

be confident about how they stand with God. The Pharisee’s view 
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of his own righteousness was so exaggerated that he thought he was 

a proper subject not for prayer, still less for penitence, but actually 

for thanksgiving! “God, I thank you,” he began. Taken out of their 

context and considered in themselves, these words make a prom-

ising beginning to any prayer. If only he had continued, “I thank 

you that you are such a great God,” or “that you have so richly 

provided me with everything for my enjoyment,” all would have 

been well. Instead, he thanked God for his own merits. A similar 

self-righteousness was found in Rabbi Simon who even claimed 

that, if Abraham’s righteousness had redeemed all generations up 

to his time, he would redeem by his own merits all that followed 

him until the end of the world!

What of the tax collector’s confidence? He was undoubtedly 

ashamed of his past and sincerely wanted to be a better person. But 

it didn’t occur to him to use his penitence or future resolve as 

reasons for God to accept him. No. He had sinned against God. 

Only divine mercy could save him from the divine judgment he 

knew he deserved. And in this mercy of God he put his trust, 

knowing from the Old Testament that the Lord is “the compas-

sionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and 

faithfulness” (Exodus 34:6).

The difference between them was this: the Pharisee appealed for 

justice on the ground of his supposed merit, while the tax collector 

acknowledged his entire lack of merit and appealed for mercy alone. 

Jesus summed up this contrast with one of his favorite sayings: “all 

those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble 

themselves will be exalted” (Luke 14:11).

Mercy, Not Merit

It is significant that the parable is immediately followed (in vv. 15-17) 

by the incident in which children were brought to Jesus. When the 

disciples saw it, they showed that they had been infected with the 
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attitude of the Pharisees by rebuking the adults who brought them. 

They had not yet learned that the humble dependence of a little child 

was the essential condition of acceptance with God and precisely 

what the Pharisees lacked. So Jesus called the disciples to him and 

said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for 

the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.”

This is how Jesus taught, emphasizing the givenness, the freeness 

of salvation. The so-called unmerciful servant in the parable 

(Matthew 18:21-35) was so heavily in debt to his master that “he 

was not able to pay”; his master then out of pity “canceled the debt 

and let him go.” The forgiveness of God is a gift to be received, not 

a reward to be merited. “If you knew the gift of God,” he had said 

earlier to the Samaritan woman, “and who it is that asks you for a 

drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you 

living water” (John 4:10). And again, this time to the Jews who did 

not believe in him: “Do not work for food that spoils, but for food 

that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you” 

(John 6:27). “What must we do to do the works God requires?” 

they went on to ask. Jesus replied, “The work of God is this: to 

believe in the one he has sent.” It is the same as the contrast he 

draws in the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector. Eternal 

life is a gift, not a wage. It is free, not earned. It doesn’t become ours 

by “doing” or “working,” but by “receiving” or “believing.” The 

way of salvation is by faith, not works.

The same basic distinction between the two objects of confi-

dence or boasting (human merit and divine mercy) is most strik-

ingly illustrated in the New Testament by the career of Saul of 

Tarsus, the Pharisee who became a Christian. “We . . . boast in 

Christ Jesus,” he writes, “and . . . put no confidence in the flesh” 

(Philippians 3:3), thus setting the two stages of his career in stark 

contrast, first as Saul the Pharisee who put his confidence in the 

flesh, and now as Paul the Christian who boasts in Christ Jesus 
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alone. By “the flesh” he meant everything he was in himself and by 

himself—what his parents and teachers had made him and what he 

considered he had succeeded in making himself. To put the matter 

beyond dispute, he goes on to separate out for us the various ele-

ments which together made up his “flesh”—his Jewish ancestry, his 

Hebrew education, his religion, sincerity, zeal and righteousness 

(Philippians 3:4-6). These were precisely the things of which every 

Pharisee was proud. But then: “Whatever were gains to me I now 

consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I consider every-

thing a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus 

my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them 

garbage, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a 

righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which 

is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God 

on the basis of faith” (Philippians 3:7-9). The sixfold reference to 

Christ stands out clearly. He had been trusting in himself that he 

was righteous; he came to put his trust in Christ. Or, as we might 

equally well put it, he came to rely on the mercy of God displayed 

in Christ, since there is no significant difference between the tax 

collector’s faith in God’s mercy and Saul’s faith in Christ.

The Significance of Christ’s Death

Nor is there any distinction in this matter of saving faith between 

the tax collector and us—except that we know far more about God’s 

mercy than he ever knew. For we live after the death of Christ in 

which the mercy of God was supremely demonstrated. Today the 

object of the penitent sinner’s confidence for acceptance with God 

is not divine mercy in general but, very specifically, Jesus Christ and 

him crucified. For although God’s mercy is seen in the whole saving 

career of Jesus, and although his birth, life, death, resurrection, 

ascension and gift of the Spirit belong inseparably together in that 

saving career, yet the New Testament states that what he did to put 
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away our sins was to die. It was on the cross that he bore them in 

his own body, paying their penalty. It is his “blood,” the symbol of 

the laying down of his life, which can cleanse us from them today. 

And only because he died our death is it possible for us to have life. 

Only because he was made a curse for us can we inherit a blessing. 

Only because he endured our condemnation may we be justified—

if we echo the tax collector’s prayer. 

Although it is not until the New Testament Epistles that the full 

implications of the death of Jesus are drawn out, yet the nature 

and the need of it were already clear in his own mind. He made 

at least two clear statements about the aim and object of his death. 

First, he said he had come “to give his life as a ransom for many” 

(Matthew 20:28). Second, he referred to the Communion cup as 

his “blood of the [new] covenant,” which would be “poured out 

for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28). Thus it was 

by the shedding of his blood in a violent, sacrificial death that the 

promised new covenant or agreement between God and humanity 

would be established, an agreement whose terms would include 

both the forgiveness of sin and deliverance from sin. Since this 

was to be the supreme achievement of his death, it is no wonder 

that it played such a large part in his thinking. He must suffer, he 

kept repeating, as Scripture said he would. This was the “hour” 

for which he had come into the world. At the same time, he would 

face this death voluntarily, and nothing would deflect him from 

his purpose. As the Good Shepherd, he would lay down his life 

for his sheep. No one would take his life from him. He would lay 

it down freely. He had authority to lay it down, and he had au-

thority to take it up again (John 10:11, 18). More than that, 

through his death he would draw all people, including the Gen-

tiles, to himself. Just as a kernel of wheat must fall into the earth 

and die before it can produce many seeds, so he would die in 

order to multiply (John 12:24, 32).
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Jesus was so positive about the centrality of his death in the 

purpose of God that he instituted his special Supper for its con-

tinual commemoration. It is highly significant that the only regular 

ritual act instituted and commanded by Jesus focuses chiefly on his 

death. It is his death, his body given and his blood shed, which the 

bread and wine were intended to signify. In issuing the command 

to “do this in remembrance” of him, he intended that his atoning 

death should be kept before every generation, displayed clearly 

before everyone. According to Paul, this is the function of preaching 

(Galatians 3:1). It is also one of the functions of Communion. The 

ministry of both word and sacrament brings Christ’s death into the 

present, offering it anew not to God (for the sacrifice itself was of-

fered on the cross once for all) but to us (for its benefits are always 

freshly available).

During his ministry, when Christ presented himself to people as 

the object of their faith, he did so as their sacrificed Savior. Let us 

consider two striking examples. First, “as Moses lifted up the 

snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that 

everyone who believes may have eternal life in him” (John 3:14-15). 

Second, “Very truly I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of 

Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my 

flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life” (John 6:53-54). Saving 

faith, therefore, is gazing at the Son of man lifted up on the cross; 

it is eating the flesh and drinking the blood of the divine victim who 

has offered himself as a sacrifice for sin.

These vivid metaphors of Jesus do more than illustrate the object 

of saving faith (Christ crucified); they also demonstrate that there 

is no merit in faith itself. The power to save lies in the one who is 

gazed upon, not the one who does the looking. And the ability to 

nourish rests with the one who is fed upon, not the one who does 

the eating.
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The Sacraments of the Gospel

If there is no power to save either in our good works or in our faith, 

there is no power to save in the mere reception of the sacraments 

either. The sacraments act as a drama of salvation; they do not and 

cannot by themselves convey it. However, as drama they put across 

what salvation is and also how it is received. 

Take what salvation is. Baptism is a rite of purification. The water 

of baptism stands for that “heavenly washing” and that gift of the 

Spirit which together make up salvation and which Christ died to 

purchase for us. Similarly, the bread and wine of Communion are 

visible, touchable emblems of Christ’s body given and blood shed 

on the cross for our sins. The message that both sacraments preach 

is the gospel of salvation through Christ crucified. 

The sacraments point to how salvation is received as well as what 

it is. What do candidates for baptism do? Nothing, precisely 

nothing! Instead, something is done to them. If the baptism is by 

immersion, they are plunged beneath the water; otherwise, water 

is poured or sprinkled upon them. In either case they are passive 

recipients. Nowhere in the New Testament do people ever baptize 

themselves. Instead, they submit to baptism. From the first bap-

tisms on the Day of Pentecost right up to the present day the same 

summons has been: “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in 

the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you 

will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). Jesus Christ is 

the sole giver of forgiveness and of the Holy Spirit. So penitent 

sinners are baptized in his name, to signify their believing accep-

tance of Christ’s gifts.

It is the same in the Lord’s Supper. The drama in the Upper Room 

did not have just the one actor with eleven in the audience. The 

apostles were not mere spectators but participants. What was their 

role? Simply to receive what Christ gave them. He broke the bread; 

they ate it. He took the cup; they drank it. He thus gave the church 



114	 Chr ist in Conflict

both a permanent symbol of his dying sacrifice in the bread and 

wine, and in the eating and the drinking a permanent picture of 

saving faith. The Lord’s Supper is a visible portrayal of that great 

saying of Jesus already quoted: “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks 

my blood has eternal life, and I will raise them up at the last day” 

(John 6:54). 

Let me repeat that the sacraments dramatize salvation and do not 

in themselves automatically convey it. Augustine called them verba 

visibilia, “visible words.” The point is that it is not by the mere 

outward administration of water in baptism that we are cleansed 

and receive the Spirit, nor by the mere gift of bread and wine in 

Communion that we feed on Christ crucified. No, what we need is 

faith in the promises of God of which these things are a visible 

expression. What we need is faith demonstrated by our humble, 

believing acceptance of these signs. But we must not confuse the 

signs with the promises to which they point. It is possible to receive 

the sign without receiving the promise, and also to receive the 

promise apart from the receiving of the sign. 

We also deny that we can be invited to worship God in our 

natural and unredeemed state. The truth is that we have nothing 

whatever to offer until we have first received. This is why the 

movement of both gospel sacraments, like the movement of the 

gospel itself, is primarily toward humanity in grace. In the Lord’s 

Supper we do not and cannot in any sense offer Christ or partic-

ipate in his self-offering; instead we receive him, spiritually and by 

faith. It is only after we have received, and as a result of having 

received, that we offer ourselves, our souls and bodies, as a living 

sacrifice to God. 

Apart from this responsive offering of ourselves, sacrificial lan-

guage is quite inappropriate in connection with the Communion 

service, and the Anglican Reformers carefully eliminated it from the 

Prayer Book. They replaced “altar” with “the Lord’s Table” or “Com-
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munion Table,” and retained “priest” only because the English 

word is a contraction of “presbyter” and translates the Greek word 

presbyteros (elder), not hiereus (sacrificing priest). The person who 

officiates at Holy Communion is not a priest who makes a sacrifice 

on an altar; he is a minister who serves supper from a table. And 

those who come to receive come primarily as beggars, like the tax 

collector. We declare ourselves unworthy even to gather up the 

crumbs under Christ’s table. The giving of ourselves to his service 

follows on from, and is entirely dependent upon, our receiving 

God’s generosity.

Justification and Its Fruits

The biblical way of salvation is clear. As with the Pharisee and the 

tax collector, as with Saul who became Paul, so too with us: God 

accepts us sinners not because of anything we do or any quality we 

possess, but because of his own mercy, on the basis of Christ’s com-

pleted work, in which by grace we put our trust.

This trust in the finished work of Christ, which is the route to 

justification, leads to two further blessings on which evangelical 

Christians have always joyfully insisted. The first is “the priesthood 

of all believers.”

In Old Testament days the priests were a distinct caste, enjoying 

privileges which were denied to the people in general. In particular, 

they offered the sacrifices which the ordinary people were not al-

lowed to offer. They enjoyed access to God in tabernacle or temple, 

while the people stayed outside. This priest-people distinction is 

done away in Christ. He offered one sacrifice for sins for ever and 

then entered the presence of God. Now he makes all his people 

“priests” (1 Peter 2:5, 9; Revelation 1:6). As such, “we have confi-

dence to enter the Most Holy Place”—all of us, from the greatest to 

the least without distinction—“by the blood of Jesus” (Hebrews 

10:19). There is no further sacrifice for sin to offer—since Christ’s 
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single sin offering was sufficient to put away all sin. Yet there are 

sacrifices of praise, thanksgiving and dedication which as “a holy 

priesthood” we should be offering to God continuously (1 Peter 

2:5; Hebrews 13:15; Romans 12:1). 

If the priesthood of all believers is the first fruit of justification, 

assurance is the second, that is to say, the God-given certainty that 

through Christ our sins really have been forgiven, we have peace 

with God and he has given us eternal life. Such assurance is not 

arrogant presumption, since it does not depend on us but simply 

on the completed work of Christ who bore our sins and bought 

our salvation.

Some Objections

Despite its great and wonderful blessings, the way of salvation 

which Jesus Christ and his apostles proclaimed, as a gift of mercy 

not an award for merit, has had many outspoken critics. And so as 

we end this chapter, let us weigh some of the chief objections to it.

1. It is said to be dishonest. The dishonesty is said to belong not to 

God’s part in the transaction, but to ours. “How can we take our place 

beside that tax collector and echo what he says about being a mis-

erable sinner?” “This is surely the exaggerated language of the reli-

gious past,” the objector continues. “It no longer rings true today.”

No? Well, all I can say is that it should! If I cannot make the tax 

collector’s prayer my own, it simply shows that I am still a Pharisee. 

But once the Holy Spirit has done his work of convincing us sinners 

of our sins, we will have no difficulty with what the tax collector 

says. Humility before God is nothing but the truth. It is an accurate 

assessment of myself rather than an artificial pretense. When we 

begin to see ourselves as God sees us—in defiance of his authority, 

in rebellion against his love, self-centered and proud—then we 

shall recognize that the language of the tax collector, far from being 

dishonest, is the only possible language to use.
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2. It is said to be morbid. “Your doctrine of justification puts a 

most unfortunate emphasis on sin,” we are told. “Even if it is not 

dishonest to identify ourselves with the tax collector, it isn’t healthy. 

You seem to want us to wallow in sin.” On the contrary, evangelical 

Christians who take the subject of sin seriously and want to be 

faithful to the biblical doctrines of sin and salvation are only being 

realists. Sin is serious, according to the Bible, because it is the as-

sertion of self against God, our Creator, Lord and Judge, and against 

our neighbor whom we are meant to love and serve. And if nothing 

could deal with sin but the death of God’s Son, it must be really 

serious. It is the false prophets who “dress the wound of my people 

as though it were not serious. ‘Peace, peace,’ they say, when there 

is no peace” (Jeremiah 6:14).

3. It is said to be selfish. That is, “Talk about sin is morbid, talk 

about salvation is selfish,” people say. “You Christians are only in-

terested in saving your own skins.”

This objection is so shallow that it hardly deserves comment. 

Christians who have received salvation by the mercy of God find 

themselves in the grip of Christ’s love, with no alternative but to 

spend the rest of their lives in the service of God and their fellow 

human beings. 

4. It is said to be unjust. “Salvation by mercy alone, irrespective 

of any merit, simply isn’t fair. The Pharisee was righteous. The tax 

collector was a sinner and it is outrageous that Jesus declared him 

righteous when he wasn’t. It is a miscarriage of justice.”

But the Pharisee was only righteous outwardly, as we have al-

ready seen. Below the surface he was just as much a sinner as the 

tax collector. Both of them were sinners. Neither had loved God 

with all his being or his neighbor as himself. Yet only one faced up 

to the truth about himself and cried to God for mercy. 

The truth is that if you really want justice, then both men, indeed 

all people, must be condemned. Only by the sin-bearing death of 
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Christ has God provided a basis upon which he can declare the 

unrighteous righteous without compromising his own right-

eousness. Because of the cross God is able to “demonstrate his 

righteousness at the present time, so as to be just and the one who 

justifies [i.e., declares righteous] those who have faith in Jesus” 

(Romans 3:26). To receive what we deserve would mean condem-

nation; God offers us what Jesus Christ deserves and passes on to 

us—justification.

5. It is said to undermine morality. “Evangelical doctrine is ex-

tremely dangerous,” our critics say. “If sinners can be saved without 

any reference to who they are and what they do, the chief moti-

vation for godly living is removed. Sin is encouraged, and social 

progress is hindered.”

The argument is as old as Paul’s day. If salvation is by grace alone 

without merit, why don’t we “go on sinning so that grace may in-

crease” (Romans 6:1)? Paul’s answer to it, as convincing today as it 

was then, is that salvation involves union with Christ. It is “in Christ” 

that God accepts us. And if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has 

come: the old life is finished, and a new life has begun. To put it 

another way, this union with Christ, brought about by God through 

faith and sealed in baptism, is particularly a union with him in his 

death and resurrection. His death was a death to sin—so since we 

are those who have died to sin, how can we live in it any longer 

(Romans 6:2)? The idea is a complete contradiction! And resur-

rection brought Christ into “newness of life” in which we must live 

as well, since we have been spiritually raised with him. Indeed, once 

we have grasped what has happened to us through our union with 

Christ, we shall constantly “count [ourselves] dead to sin but alive 

to God in Christ Jesus” (Rom 6:11) and live accordingly.

The upshot of all this is that, although we cannot be saved by our 

good works, we also cannot be saved without them. Good works 

are not the route to salvation—but they are the necessary evidence 
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that it has been received. The apostle James insists that faith which 

is not accompanied by action is dead. Such faith is not real or living 

or saving faith at all. The language of genuine faith is “I will show 

you my faith by my deeds” (James 2:18). In Paul’s words, it is “faith 

expressing itself through love” (Galatians 5:6). So Paul and James 

do not contradict each other, as is sometimes claimed. It is only 

their emphasis which differs. Paul stresses the faith which leads to 

deeds, James the deeds which come from faith.

6. It is said to be inhuman, to demean humanity. “Evangelical 

doctrine is insulting,” some say. “It portrays human beings as feebly 

giving up the struggle and looking helplessly for someone else to 

step in and do what we ought to be doing by ourselves. Surely, at the 

very least, we cooperate in our own salvation by choosing Christ?”

But Jesus himself was quite clear that the people he had come to 

seek and save were “lost”—which is why he had come to seek and 

to save them. As Paul was to write later, if our acceptance with God 

could be achieved by our own obedience to the law, then “Christ 

died for nothing!” (Galatians 2:21). To suggest this is to insult 

Christ, which would be worse even than insulting humanity.

But the doctrine of human inability and of free and undeserved 

mercy is not an insult. It has been suggested that to speak of 

humanity’s “total depravity” goes too far and means the complete 

destruction of the image of God in human nature. But this is a 

mistaken criticism. No biblical Christian can deny that we are 

still “made in God’s likeness,” since this is what James clearly 

says we are (James 3:9). The divine image in humanity is marred, 

but it is not destroyed. It is, however, marred at every point. That 

is the meaning of “total depravity”—“total” refers to extent rather 

than degree. So we happily affirm that human beings still bear 

the image of God, though we have to say that it is defaced, and 

we joyfully affirm that the image is restored in the new birth 

(Ephesians 4:24; Colossians 3:1). But we firmly deny that we can 
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achieve our own salvation or even contribute to it. This may be 

humbling but it is a fact.

All six of the objections we have looked at are, in reality, ways of 

avoiding uncomfortable truths. The real reason why the doctrine 

of justification by grace alone through faith alone is unpopular is 

that it wounds our pride. It removes any ground for boasting. 

“Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded” (Romans 3:27). Instead, 

“Let the one who boasts boast in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:31). 

The gospel of free grace forces us to admit that we are “poor in 

spirit,” spiritually bankrupt, totally unable to purchase our own 

salvation, indeed “wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked” (Reve

lation 3:17). It places us just where we do not want to be, beside 

the outcast tax collector, crying, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”

Yet we cannot escape this stumbling block, for it is central to 

biblical Christianity. The German Reformer Martin Luther was 

right to call justification by faith “the principal article of all 

Christian doctrine, which maketh Christians indeed.”3 And the 

English archbishop Thomas Cranmer endorsed it: “This faith the 

Holy Scripture teacheth; this is the solid rock and foundation of 

Christian religion.”4

This great evangelical principle of a free salvation, illustrated by 

Christ in his parable and recovered from oblivion at the Refor-

mation, is again largely ignored in the church. Lip service is paid to 

it, but it is seldom preached. Yet it is both basic and distinctive to 

Christianity. All the other religions of the world are essentially 

systems of human merit. Even those which teach the mercy of God 

emphasize that his mercy has to be earned. Only Christianity an-

nounces that God is merciful to sinners who do not deserve his 

mercy. They are those who have only the merit of Christ to plead, 

and whose only argument is the humble, believing cry, “God, be 

merciful to me, a sinner!”
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Morality
Outward or Inward?

So far we have considered  four major topics of contro-

versy between Jesus Christ and the Jewish leaders of his day: 

religion, authority, Scripture and salvation. We have seen how, in 

opposition to the Pharisees and Sadducees, Jesus taught

•	 that religion is not natural but supernatural (a life lived by the 

power of God) 

•	 that authority is not in tradition but in Scripture (because tra-

dition is human while Scripture is divine)

•	 that Scripture is not an end in itself but a means to an end 

(pointing us to Christ that we may find life in Christ)

•	 that salvation is due not to human merit but to God’s mercy

The fifth topic of controversy is morality. Logically it comes next, 

because in a sense it is part of salvation, since “salvation” includes 

holiness of life as well as acceptance with God, sanctification as well 

as justification. What, then, is the nature of the good life? And how 

can we achieve it? In any given situation how can we know which 

action would be right and which wrong? What is it that makes us 

clean or unclean in God’s sight?
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Old and New Views of Right and Wrong

These are important questions, and the answers given by the Phar-

isees differed widely from those given by Jesus Christ. They are still 

a field of controversy today and so we shall seek to discover if 

Christ’s discussion with the Pharisees throws any light on the con-

temporary debate.

First, some definitions and explanations. The traditional way of 

thinking about right and wrong is commonly called “prescriptive,” 

because in it the rules are largely laid down before you begin, whereas 

a more modern approach is called “situational” because (according 

to this way of thinking) it is the situation itself, not any preset rules, 

which should guide your behavior. The advocates of situational mo-

rality reject the old for two principal reasons. First, because it is au-

thoritarian. It is a morality revealed in divine laws and reinforced by 

divine sanctions. Right conduct is imposed by an external authority 

called “God.” A situational ethic, on the other hand, is said to need 

no authority but its own intrinsic reasonableness.

Second, they reject it because it is absolute. Laws are inflexible 

things, they argue, and life is too complicated to be governed by 

rigid rules. The new morality, on the other hand, is guided by love, 

and love can adapt itself to each situation in a way that law cannot. 

Those who hold this approach take it further. They go on to claim 

both Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul as its champions. They maintain 

that Jesus himself out of love broke the law on a number of occasions, 

especially with regard to the Sabbath. And they like to quote some of 

Paul’s sayings such as “we are not under the law” or “Christ is the end 

of the law” or “love is the fulfilling of the law.” Believing that they have 

both Jesus and Paul on their side, they are happy to do away altogether 

with the category of law in Christian ethics.

Only one point needs to be made at this stage, namely that the 

life and teaching of Jesus do not demonstrate such a neat distinction 

between law and love. The contrast they pose is a false one. We are 
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being forced to make a choice which the Bible neither makes itself 

nor asks us to make. It’s certainly the case that Jesus made love the 

top priority. This is common ground. But in doing so he did not 

reject law. What he rejected were misinterpretations of the law, not 

the law itself. On the contrary, he obeyed it in his own life. He 

stated clearly that he had come not to abolish the law, but to fulfill 

it. He also boldly echoed God’s word in Exodus 20:6 (“those who 

love me and keep my commandments”) by insisting that his dis-

ciples must love him and keep his commandments. 

The Pharisees’ Obsession

One mistake we need to guard against is the failure to distinguish 

between “law” and “legalism.” Legalism is a wrong use of law, by 

which it is distorted—either into a way of salvation or a mere code 

of outward behavior. What Jesus rejected was the legalism of the 

Pharisees, not the law of Moses revealed by God. His opposition to 

the morality of the Pharisees was not that their view of the law was 

authoritarian (imposed from above), nor that it was absolute (and 

therefore inflexible), but that it was external. In practice, they were 

reducing the law’s absolute and authoritative demands. They were 

attempting to make the law less daunting and more manageable by 

putting it into a neat set of man-made rules. As a result, their obe-

dience was only skin deep and not from the heart, which is what 

primarily concerns God.

Let us look at Mark’s record of the controversy:

The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had 

come from Jerusalem gathered around Jesus and saw some of 

his disciples eating food with hands that were defiled, that is, 

unwashed. (The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless 

they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the 

tradition of the elders. When they come from the market-
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place they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe 

many other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers 

and kettles.)

So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, “Why 

don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the 

elders instead of eating their food with defiled hands?” 

He replied, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about 

you hypocrites; as it is written: 

“‘These people honor me with their lips, 

but their hearts are far from me.

They worship me in vain; 

their teachings are merely human rules.’ 

You have let go of the commands of God and are holding 

on to human traditions. . . .”

Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen to me, 

everyone, and understand this. Nothing outside a person can 

defile them by going into them. Rather, it is what comes out 

of a person that defiles them.”

After he had left the crowd and entered the house, his dis-

ciples asked him about this parable. “Are you so dull?” he 

asked. “Don’t you see that nothing that enters a person from 

the outside can defile them? For it doesn’t go into their heart 

but into their stomach, and then out of the body.” (In saying 

this, Jesus declared all foods clean.) 

He went on: “What comes out of a person is what defiles 

them. For it is from within, out of a person’s heart, that evil 

thoughts come—sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 

greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and 

folly. All these evils come from inside and defile a person.” 

(Mark 7:1-8, 14-23)
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We began to study this passage in chapter two, in order to illus-

trate our Lord’s view of the relation between Scripture and tradition. 

The occasion of the controversy was that the Pharisees saw some of 

Jesus’ disciples, perhaps on their return from the marketplace (Mark 

6:56), eating “with hands that were defiled, that is, unwashed” 

(Mark 7:1-2). Mark goes on to explain to his Gentile readers (vv. 

3-4) that the Pharisees—and indeed “all the Jews,” following popular 

Pharisaic teaching—were scrupulous in “holding to the tradition of 

the elders,” particularly in the matter of purifying themselves by 

washing their hands before eating and by washing cups, pitchers and 

kettles as well. After this explanation Mark continues his narrative. 

The Pharisees came to Jesus and asked (v. 5), “Why don’t your dis-

ciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating 

their food with defiled hands?” It is important to note that two 

separate questions were combined here. The first was general as to 

why the disciples of Jesus did not conform to the ancient traditions; 

the second concerned a particular tradition regarding purification 

and why the disciples did not observe it.

Jesus goes on to answer both questions. He begins by quoting 

Isaiah 29:13 as a prophecy referring to the Pharisees, in which the 

two subjects are touched upon. God roundly rebukes his Pharisaic 

people both for their worship (which is merely a matter of what 

they say and not from the heart) and for their teaching (which is 

all about human traditions of men rather than the commands of 

God). Basing what he says on this Old Testament verse, Jesus 

proceeds to explain and illustrate this double theme. First, he 

speaks about the place of tradition, and second, about the nature 

of defilement and therefore of purification. First (in vv. 6-13) he 

places tradition in second place to Scripture, as we saw in chapter 

two. Second (in vv. 14-23) he insists that the defilement and 

therefore the purification which really matter are inward and 

moral, not outward and ritual. What defiles people in God’s sight 
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is not the food which enters their stomach, but the sin which 

comes out of their heart.

The portrait of the Pharisees which Mark paints here is accurate 

and fair. These Pharisees of the first century ad were descended 

from the Hasidim (“pious people”) of a century or two earlier. The 

word Pharisees means “separated ones,” and was applied to them 

“when they withdrew from the Sadducee court party of the Mac-

cabean rulers and John Hyrcanus (135–105 bc).”1 They were deter-

mined to resist the incoming tide of Greek influence. Fundamental 

to their position was this principle, that they “regarded nature and 

spirit as so related that impurity could pass from one to the other.” 

Thus, “a bad man’s body was impure, and to touch it would bring 

uncleanness to another man’s soul.”2 This principle naturally led 

them to devise complicated ritual regulations, which were later col-

lected in the six divisions of the Mishnah. Their aim was to be as 

ceremonially pure in daily life as the priests were in the temple.

High on the list of these rules about ceremonial purification was 

the matter of hand washing. “He who lightly esteems hand-washing,” 

went one tradition, “will perish from the earth.” This emphasis was 

universal among them. The commentator Edersheim describes how 

strictly the rituals were observed. He points out that the rabbis 

Hillel and Shammai, the two great rival teachers who flourished 

shortly before Christ, disagreed on many points. But they were 

united in what they said about the regulations to do with hand 

washing and on the “eighteen decrees” which were intended to 

purify the Jews from defiling contact with Gentiles.3

It is little wonder, therefore, that when they saw the disciples of 

Jesus eat without washing their hands, and heard his teaching about 

it, “the Pharisees were offended” (Matthew 15:12).

So what did Jesus say? The next paragraph (vv. 14-23) is divided 

into two parts, the first being what he said to the crowd, and the 

second to the disciples. To the crowd he said, “Listen to me,  
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everyone, and understand this. Nothing outside a person can defile 

them by going into them. Rather, it is what comes out of a person 

that defiles them” (vv. 14-15). In saying this, he establishes the 

fundamental principle: what defiles a person, rendering them un-

clean in the sight of God, is what comes out of them, not what goes 

into them. Jesus goes into this in more detail with his disciples later 

when they’re on their own (vv. 17-23). In answer to a question they 

asked him, he first expresses his disappointment that their under-

standing is no greater than that of the crowd. Then he goes on: 

“Don’t you see that nothing that enters a person from the outside 

can defile them?” whereas “What comes out of a person is what 

defiles them.” Away from the crowd, Jesus now expands on this 

contrast between what “enters” and what “comes out” with the 

disciples. What “goes in” is food. It cannot defile because “it doesn’t 

go into their heart but into their stomach, and then out of the body” 

(v. 19). Mark adds that “in saying this, Jesus declared all foods 

clean,” effectively setting aside the Old Testament food regulations. 

What “comes out,” on the other hand, is sin. This is what defiles a 

person, because it comes from their heart (vv. 20-21).

There follows an ugly catalog of thirteen evils. The first, which 

seems to be general and to cover the rest, is “evil thoughts.” Perhaps 

Christ was thinking of the hostile thoughts which the Pharisees 

were harboring about him at the very moment when they were 

expressing their concern about proper purification. Next come six 

words in the plural, indicating repeated acts of sin, followed by six 

words in the singular, emphasizing the sinful state or act itself. “All 

these,” Jesus concluded, are “evils” which “come from inside and 

defile a person” (v. 23). This sentence contains an important 

twofold statement about the origin and outcome of sin, the cause 

and effect of all human wrongdoing. Its origin is the heart, and its 

outcome defilement in the sight of God.

Having looked briefly at Christ’s answer to the disciples’ question, 
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we must reflect on its implications. In general, the Pharisees were 

obsessed with external, ritual purification—clean hands, clean 

foods, clean vessels. Jesus, on the other hand, stressed the essential 

inwardness of morality, that God’s concern is more with the heart 

than with the hands.

From these verses, and from other disputes which Jesus had with 

the Pharisees over morality, we may draw four implications. They 

can be expressed in four statements.

1. The New Birth Is Indispensable

It’s true that Jesus does not mention the new birth as such in this 

passage. But the evangelical insistence upon regeneration or new 

birth arises directly from what he teaches here. Since the heart is 

the source of the “evils” people do and say, a change in behavior 

requires a change of heart.

It is difficult to understand those who still cling to the idea that 

human nature is fundamentally good, especially in the light of all 

the evil that is in the world today. It is even harder to understand 

those who claim that this is what Jesus thought, when the fact is 

that he taught nothing of the kind. This question is so important 

that we must investigate it more deeply. What did Jesus think and 

say about human nature?

The first thing to be said is that he taught the essential dignity of 

humanity. Although he is never recorded as having used the ex-

pression, there can be no doubt that he accepted what the Old 

Testament says about God making human beings in his own image 

and endowing them with capacities—rational, moral, social and 

spiritual—which distinguish them from animals. And despite 

human fallenness and sinfulness (to which we shall come in a 

moment), Jesus evidently thought that human beings still retained 

a residue of their former glory. So he spoke clearly of human 

value—a human being is “worth more than many sparrows” 
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(Matthew 10:31), for example. And the clearest evidence he gave 

of the value he placed on human beings was his own mission, 

which he undertook solely for humanity’s benefit. Like a shepherd 

who, having lost a single sheep, first misses it and then braves 

hardship and danger to rescue it, so God missed human beings who 

get lost and sent Jesus Christ as the Good Shepherd to seek and to 

save them. Indeed, his search for straying sheep would take him to 

the cross. “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” 

(John 10:11). Nothing reveals more clearly how precious we are to 

God and the depth of his love for us than the death of God’s Son for 

our salvation. 

But alongside his teaching on the essential dignity of human 

beings, Christ also taught about the depths to which we have sunk. 

The Old Testament had taught that “there is no one who does good, 

not even one” (Psalm 53:3), a view which Jesus fully agreed with. 

On two or three occasions he referred to his contemporaries as a 

“wicked and adulterous generation” (e.g., Matthew 12:39)—

“wicked” because of their unbelief and disobedience, “adulterous” 

because they had transferred their love and loyalty from the living 

God to idols of their own making.

Nor was he just passing judgment on his own generation; he was 

referring to humanity as a whole. In the Sermon on the Mount he 

said, “If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts 

to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give 

good gifts to those who ask him!” (Matthew 7:11). This statement 

is particularly striking because it freely concedes that fallen men 

and women can give “good” gifts. It is perfectly true that parents 

love their children, make sacrifices on their behalf and give them 

good gifts. But they are still labeled as “evil.” In other words, even 

when we see people at their very best, following the finest instincts 

of parenthood, Jesus still calls them “evil.”

Jesus confirmed his view of human sin and corruption with all 
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that he taught about our lostness and sickness. His vivid pictures 

of the shepherd seeking the lost sheep and the doctor healing the 

sick tell us both about the hopeless state we are in and also about 

how precious we are to the God who loves us.

It is especially clear in his controversy with the Pharisees over 

defilement. Let us look closely at what he says in this passage by 

giving a literal translation of the Greek of verses 20-23 of Mark 7: 

“What comes out of the man, that defiles the man. For from inside, 

out of the heart of the men their evil thoughts come out. . . . All 

these evil things come out from inside and defile the man.” Notice 

the repeated use of the definite article. Jesus Christ was not painting 

a portrait of one particular evil-doer, but of every human being. He 

was speaking about people who were cultured, refined, moral and 

religious—the Pharisees on the one hand and his own disciples on 

the other!

Jesus taught that within the soil of every human heart there lie 

buried the ugly seeds of every imaginable sin—“evil thoughts, 

sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, 

lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly.” All thirteen are “evils,” 

and they come out of the heart of every person. This is Jesus Christ’s 

assessment of fallen human nature.

So then, according to Jesus, the “evils” which we think, say and 

do are not due primarily to our environment, nor are they bad 

habits picked up from bad teaching, bad company or bad example; 

they are due to the inward corruption of our heart. This is not to 

say that environment, education and example are unimportant. No, 

their influence for good or bad is very strong, and Christians should 

set themselves in these areas to encourage the good and eliminate 

the bad. What we are saying (because Jesus said it long ago) is that 

the dominant force in a person’s life is the nature they are born with, 

and that the ultimate origin of evil thoughts and deeds is the evil 

heart, which is by nature twisted with self-centeredness. As God 
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had said through the prophet Jeremiah centuries earlier, “The heart 

is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand 

it?” (Jeremiah 17:9). 

Our Lord’s favorite way of illustrating that our words and deeds 

are governed by our heart was that of the tree and its fruit. “By their 

fruit you will recognize them,” he said of false prophets. And more 

elaborately: “every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears 

bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot 

bear good fruit. . . . Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them” 

(Matthew 7:16-20). We do not have to guess what he meant by this, 

because he spelled it out elsewhere. The tree is a person’s heart or 

nature, and the fruit their words and deeds. As the condition of a 

tree determines the fruit it bears, so a person’s heart determines their 

behavior. Thus, “How can you who are evil say anything good? For 

the mouth speaks what the heart is full of” (Matthew 12:34). We say 

and do evil things because we have an evil heart or nature; it is from 

inside, out of our heart, that evil things and evil thoughts arise.

Psychoanalysis has tended only to confirm this teaching of the 

Old Testament endorsed by Jesus, because it has further uncovered 

the horrid secrets of the human heart. Both psychology and expe-

rience tell us that the subconscious mind (which is more or less 

equivalent to what the Bible means by “heart,” namely the center 

of our personality, the source of our thoughts and emotions) is like 

a deep well with a thick deposit of mud at the bottom. Normally, 

being at the bottom, the mud is safely out of sight. But when the 

waters of the well are stirred, especially by the currents of violent 

emotion, the most evil-looking and evil-smelling filth breaks the 

surface—rage, spite, greed, lust, jealousy, malice, cruelty and re-

venge. These base passions keep bubbling up, raw and sinister, 

from the secret springs of the heart. And if we have any moral 

sensitivity, we must at times be appalled, shocked and disgusted by 

the foul things which lurk in the hidden depths of our personality.
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The conclusion which Christ draws from this principle (the prin-

ciple that our heart controls our hands, or our nature governs our 

behavior) is that only a “radical” solution will do—a solution which 

goes to the root (radix) of the problem. Since the heart of the 

problem is the heart, good behavior depends on our being given a 

new heart. Which is exactly what Jesus said was possible: “Make a 

tree good and its fruit will be good” (Matthew 12:33). Do this and 

this will happen: “A good man brings good things out of the good 

stored up in his heart” (Luke 6:45). 

Jesus spelled this out further in his conversation with Nico-

demus set out in chapter 3 of John’s Gospel. Nicodemus was a 

Pharisee, who represents the very best that Pharisaism could 

produce. He does not seem to have suffered from the hypocrisy 

which wrecked so much of the Pharisees’ religion. On the contrary, 

he appears to have been a sincere and humble seeker after the truth. 

Yet it was to him that Jesus said, “Very truly I tell you, no one can 

see the kingdom of God unless they are born again. . . . Flesh gives 

birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. You should not be 

surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again’” (vv. 3, 6-7). The 

word he used in connection with this new birth was the Greek word 

anōthen, an adverb that could equally well mean “from the be-

ginning, again, anew” or “from above” (like the temple curtain 

which was torn in half “from top” to bottom, Mark 15:38). It’s likely 

that Jesus deliberately chose a word with two meanings in order to 

underline the truth that the new birth is both a second birth and a 

divine birth, both a fresh beginning and a miracle of God. To be 

“born again” (vv. 3, 7) is to be “born of the Spirit” (vv. 5, 8). So the 

new birth is a profound inward change, the planting by God of a 

new life, the gift of a new nature, the donation of a new heart. 

Though it could be and was experienced in Old Testament times, 

the Old Testament points to it as one of the greatest blessings which 

the new covenant will bring: “I will give you a new heart and put a 
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new spirit in you. . . . I will put my Spirit in you and move you to 

follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws” (Ezekiel 36:26-

27). Again, “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their 

hearts” (Jeremiah 31:33).

In this new birth, and in the new life which then begins, the 

work of the Holy Spirit is crucial. It is the Spirit who brings about 

new birth or regeneration. It is the Spirit also who indwells every 

born-again believer and sanctifies them. This is why Paul refers to 

holiness as “the fruit of the Spirit.” Perhaps he is echoing Christ’s 

own teaching about trees and their fruit. At all events, the nine 

beautiful graces he lists—“love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians 

5:22-23)—are qualities which the Holy Spirit himself produces, 

cultivating them in a Christian’s character as in an orchard.

So the Christian should be like a fruit tree, not a Christmas tree! 

For the gaudy decorations of a Christmas tree are only tied on, 

whereas fruit grows on a fruit tree. In other words, Christian ho-

liness is not an artificial human addition, but a natural process of 

fruit-bearing by the power of the Holy Spirit. As Jesus was later to 

promise his apostles in the Upper Room: “I am the vine; you are 

the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much 

fruit; apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).

These great doctrines—the necessity of the new birth for a new 

life and the work of the Holy Spirit in both regeneration and sanc-

tification—are true evangelical emphases. They are part and parcel 

of Christ’s teaching about the essential inwardness of both evil and 

morality. J. C. Ryle, bishop of Liverpool in the nineteenth century, 

put it like this: 

We hold that a mighty spiritual disease like this requires a 

mighty spiritual medicine for its cure. . . . We dread fostering 

man’s favourite notion that a little church-going and sacrament-
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receiving—a little patching, and mending, and whitewashing, 

and gilding, and polishing, and varnishing, and painting the 

outside—is all that his case requires. . . . It requires nothing 

less than . . . the grace of God the Holy Ghost entirely re-

newing the heart. . . . I believe that ignorance of the extent of 

the fall, and of the whole doctrine of original sin, is one grand 

reason why many can neither understand, appreciate nor re-

ceive Evangelical Religion. Next to the Bible, as its foundation, 

it is based on a clear view of original sin.4

It seems right at this point to add a word of caution, even of 

evangelical self-criticism and penitence. Our right emphasis on the 

need for new birth and on the impossibility of true holiness without 

it has sometimes led evangelicals down a wrong path. This is best 

described as “pietism.” Historically, the word has been used to de-

scribe various tendencies, both good and bad. I am using it here, 

for want of a better term, to refer to that kind of personal devotion 

which results in a withdrawal from social and even moral respon-

sibility. The kind of “pietistic” position I have in mind might be 

argued in this way: “If goodness is the fruit of the Spirit, the natural 

product of a heart renewed and inhabited by the Spirit, then this 

and nothing else really matters. There is no need to teach Chris-

tians how to behave, for it will come to them naturally. Furthermore, 

there is no point in trying to promote morality in unrenewed people 

or to bring about better social structures, since moral and social 

renewal are the automatic consequence of personal renewal and 

cannot take place without it.”

I do not think this overstates the case. Evangelical Christians 

have undoubtedly thought and spoken like this from time to time. 

Indeed, I have done so myself. But this point of view is a false de-

duction from a true doctrine. The new birth is vital, indeed es-

sential, for entry into God’s kingdom and for Christlikeness. But it 
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is not the be-all and end-all of Christian life and responsibility. We 

have other duties to both the renewed and the unrenewed, that is, 

to both Christians and non-Christians.

Take Christians first. To say that sanctification is a natural con-

sequence of regeneration does not mean that it is an automatic 

consequence. Even though born again, a Christian can still behave 

badly and thoughtlessly, sin grievously, fail in personal relation-

ships and face other problems. This is evident from the New Tes-

tament and in the lives of our fellow Christians, yes, and we know 

it in our own lives also. This is why such detailed instructions are 

set out in the Epistles—about controlling the tongue, about the 

duty of working hard to earn our living, about being honest, just, 

hospitable, forgiving and kind, about sexual purity, and about the 

relationships between husbands and wives, parents and children, 

masters and servants. But surely these were Christian people, 

born-again people? Yes, they were! But the apostles did not take 

the holiness of their readers for granted; they worked for it by 

detailed instruction, by exhortation, example and prayer.

What then about the non-Christian? Here too we have a Christian 

responsibility. It would be wrong to argue that, since the key to 

morality and justice is the new birth, and since social renewal de-

pends on personal renewal, it is useless either to teach righteousness 

to non-Christians or to concern ourselves with the structures of 

society. We have no right to say that our sole responsibility as 

Christians is to preach the gospel of salvation, on the grounds that 

moral and social righteousness will then follow naturally.

I say we do not have this right simply because the Bible itself 

does not grant it to us. If, therefore, we concentrate exclusively 

on personal conversion and personal morality, we are not being 

true to our claim to be biblical Christians. We need to remember 

that the living God of the Bible is not only the Savior and Father 

of his covenant people; he is also the Creator, Lord and Judge of 
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all humanity. And he is a righteous God who loves righteousness, 

who is concerned (as the prophet Amos showed; see Amos 1:3–

2:5) for the practice of righteousness and for the punishment of 

unrighteousness in every human community, in all the nations, 

not just Israel and Judah. Similarly, Christian parents are to bring 

up their children “in the training and instruction of the Lord” 

(Ephesians 6:4) right from the start. They should not wait until 

their children profess their own Christian faith before teaching 

them about right and wrong. Again, the God-given function of 

every state, however secular and godless it may be, is to punish 

those who do wrong in order to restrain evil and promote good in 

the whole community, whether Christian or not (Romans 13:1ff.; 

1 Peter 2:13-14). Furthermore, although individuals have—or can 

have—more influence on their environment than their envi-

ronment has on them, and although it is more our heredity than 

our environment which makes all of us what we are, this is no 

excuse for being callously indifferent to what is going on in the 

world around us. For people are profoundly affected by their en-

vironment (whether by “environment” we are thinking of political 

tyranny, social injustice, racial discrimination, unemployment, 

poverty, bad housing, undernourishment or an inadequate health 

service). Besides, even if people were not adversely affected by a 

bad environment, it would still be right to play our part in the 

attempt to improve it. Whether or not such efforts are successful, 

simple justice and love demand that we at least try to do our bit. 

In other words, Christians should aim to be good citizens as well 

as good witnesses. If we are spreading the good news of salvation 

through Jesus Christ, of a new birth and a new life, we should also 

be joining in the fight against social injustice and political op-

pression, and so contribute, however little, to the search for a 

social order which guarantees freedom, justice, dignity and 

welfare for all people.
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2. God Looks on the Heart

A second conclusion which may be drawn from Christ’s controversy 

with the Pharisees over morality is that God’s primary concern is 

with the condition of a person’s heart. “For it is from within,” he 

insisted, “out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts come. . . . All 

these evils come from inside and defile a person.” Again, “God 

knows your hearts” (Luke 16:15).

In fact, several of the “evils” Christ listed not only come out of 

the heart but also remain in the heart as inward and secret offenses. 

Thus, “evil thoughts” may break out in evil words or deeds, but they 

are still evil even if they never erupt visibly. “Covetousness” may or 

may not lead to theft, but it is still evil even when it never gets 

further than our thoughts and desires. Similarly, “pride” usually 

betrays its presence in arrogance and vanity, but even if someone 

who is proud manages to look humble, their secret pride is still 

detestable in God’s sight. So the wrong desires of the heart, in the 

apostle John’s language, “the lusts of the flesh,” are themselves evil 

from God’s point of view, quite apart from the sins of speech and 

action to which they frequently lead.

This is what lies behind the astonishing statement which Jesus 

made to his disciples in the Sermon on the Mount, namely that 

“unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the 

teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of 

heaven” (Matthew 5:20). Now the Pharisees were, in their own way, 

very righteous indeed. They calculated that the law contained 248 

commandments and 365 prohibitions, and they were meticulous in 

observing them all (at least outwardly). When it came to keeping 

the law they could say, as did Saul the Pharisee, that they were 

“faultless” (Philippians 3:6). 

How then could Jesus insist that the righteousness of his dis-

ciples must surpass the righteousness of the Pharisees and warn 

them that, if it did not, they would never enter God’s kingdom? The 
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answer is not difficult to find. Despite the Pharisees’ enthusiasm for 

righteousness, their view of it was shallow. They concentrated their 

attention on an outward conformity to the law (as they understood 

it) and imagined that this was enough. They also embellished it 

with their traditional interpretations.

But in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus taught that God’s standards 

were much higher and his analysis much deeper than the Pharisees 

ever realized. He went on (Matthew 5:21-48) to utter six parallel 

instructions, each introduced by the same formula, “You have heard 

that it was said . . . But I tell you . . .” Some think that Jesus was in-

troducing a new law, and that in doing so he was contradicting and 

canceling the old. Nothing could be further from the truth. Not only 

would this run counter to his lifelong attitude of reverent assent to 

Scripture, but he had just made clear that he had not “come to abolish 

the Law or the Prophets . . . but to fulfill them” (v. 17). He then sol-

emnly added that “until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest 

letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from 

the Law until everything is accomplished” (v. 18), and warned his 

hearers that anybody who “sets aside one of the least of these com-

mands and teaches others accordingly will be called least in the 

kingdom of heaven” (v. 19). In the light of these statements it is 

absurd to suggest that Jesus was disagreeing with the law.

No. What Jesus was contradicting here was not Scripture but 

tradition, not what “is written” but what “was said,” not God’s Word 

but the false interpretations of it which the teachers of the law and 

Pharisees were guilty of. In each case they were attempting to reduce 

the challenge of the divine law in order to suit their convenience, 

either by restricting what it commanded or by extending what it 

permitted. This is why Jesus said that the righteousness of Christian 

disciples must surpass the righteousness of Pharisees. The Pharisees 

were tampering with the law to make it less demanding; the disciple 

must accept its full force and all its implications.
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Take what the law allowed, which the traditions of the elders 

sought to extend. The law permitted divorce when a husband found 

“some indecency” in his wife. But tradition was increasingly ex-

tending this permission to include any arbitrary whim of a husband. 

The Pharisees asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for 

any and every reason?” In his answer Jesus referred them back to 

what Genesis says about the lifelong purpose of marriage, and then 

seems to have restricted the grounds for divorce to sexual unfaith-

fulness (Matthew 19:3-9). Again, the law permitted retribution in 

the courts, in order to guide the magistrate and to restrict penalties 

to this maximum or to some equivalent restitution (“eye for eye, 

and tooth for tooth,” Matthew 5:38). Traditional interpretation, 

however, seems to have extended this permission to the area of 

personal relationships and to have used it to justify personal re-

venge. Jesus insisted that this was a perverse manipulation of the 

law, and that the Christian way was to accept a personal injustice 

without resisting and without seeking revenge (Matthew 5:38-42). 

The teachers of the law not only attempted to extend the law’s 

permissions; they also tried to restrict the law’s uncomfortable com-

mands. For example, God’s law said “love your neighbor.” Tradition 

interpreted the word neighbor narrowly, applying it only to a fellow 

Israelite, or even simply to a friend. In so doing the teachers of the 

law were effectively distorting the command “love your neighbor” 

into “love your neighbor and hate your enemy” (which, of course, 

the law says nowhere). Jesus flatly contradicted this tradition and 

taught instead that, properly understood, our neighbour includes 

our enemy: “But I tell you, love your enemies” (Matthew 5:43-48). 

Similarly, the teachers of the law restricted the command, “Do not 

break your oath, but fulfill to the Lord the vows you have made” as 

if it prohibited some oaths but permitted others. But Jesus accepted 

no such limitation. On the contrary, the true meaning of the 

command, he said, was “do not swear an oath at all.” All promises 
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must be kept, and the Christian disciple should be so truthful that 

he has no need to back up any promise with an oath. “All you need 

to say is simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the 

evil one” (Matthew 5:33-37).

The principle is the same with the other two commandments 

Jesus mentions here, those relating to murder and adultery. The 

traditions of the Jewish elders were much in line with the standards 

of today’s world and restricted these prohibitions to the act alone. 

But Jesus emphasized that they had a much more searching appli-

cation. The angry thought and the insulting word also breach the 

law against murder, he said, and put us at risk of judgment. Simi-

larly, the lustful look is equivalent to adultery, for “anyone who 

looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her 

in his heart” (Matthew 5:21-30).

These six illustrations leave us in no doubt what Jesus meant 

when he said that Christian righteousness must surpass Pharisaic 

righteousness. Christian righteousness accepts the full implications 

of the law without trying to dodge them. It recognizes that the law’s 

authority extends beyond the actual deed to the word, and beyond 

the word to the thoughts and motives of the heart. Pharisaic right-

eousness was an outward conformity to human traditions; Christian 

righteousness is an inward conformity of mind and heart to the 

revealed will of God.

Much of the thinking about morality in our modern world has 

a similar (though not identical) tendency to that of Pharisaic mo-

rality. Not that its advocates think so, of course! They maintain that 

Jesus had a much more liberal attitude to the law than the Pharisees 

(witness their horrified reaction to his “breaking” of the Sabbath 

law), and they go on to claim that what they are saying to the de-

fenders of more traditional moral standards is no different from 

what Jesus was saying to the Pharisees. We do not believe, however, 

that Jesus either broke the Sabbath law or would even have dreamed 



Morality	 141

of doing so (since he accepted its divine origin). What he did was 

to flout some of the traditions of the elders about the Sabbath—but 

in so doing he demonstrated the true intention of God’s command. 

We shall come back to this later.

Of course there is a radical difference between the morality of 

the Pharisees and the approach to morality we find in today’s world. 

The former was absolutist and prescriptive, while the latter is rela-

tivistic and situational. Even so, there is one point which they share. 

This is that both have the effect of toning down the law’s demands. 

The Pharisees were guilty of misinterpreting the law, Jesus said, and 

so of reducing its challenge. Today our world goes further and in-

sists that Christians shouldn’t worry about “law” at all. Apart, that 

is, from the all-embracing law of love. This is an absolute; there are 

no others. All morality is relative to the one and only absolute of 

love. Nothing else makes a thing right or wrong.

It is essential to be fair to those who adopt this position. They are 

not—at least the best of them are not—encouraging a complete free-

for-all. Some of them even maintain that the demands of love are 

more rather than less rigorous than those of law. This is a doubtful 

claim, however. How could the demands of love alone be greater 

than the demands of both law and love together? And anyway, there 

can be no doubt that the popular understanding of morality based 

on love alone is that it is a lot less demanding. For example, even 

the prohibition against adultery may be ignored if the adulterer sin-

cerely believes that their action is consistent with love.

The biblical Christian affirms that love and law are not incom-

patible with one another, let alone mutually exclusive. For love 

needs law to guide it. It is rather naive to claim that love has no 

need of any direction outside itself because “it has a built-in moral 

compass, enabling it to ‘home’ intuitively upon the deepest need of 

the other.” What about the fact that human beings are fallen? Love 

is far from infallible. Indeed, it is sometimes blind! The reason God 
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has given us commandments is to help us chart the pathways of 

love. Hence Paul’s statement: “whoever loves others has fulfilled the 

law. The commandments, ‘You shall not commit adultery,’ ‘You shall 

not murder,’ ‘You shall not steal,’ ‘You shall not covet,’ and whatever 

other command there may be, are summed up in this one command: 

‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ Love does no harm to a neighbor. 

Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law” (Romans 13:8-10). Love 

is not the finish of the law (in the sense that it dispenses with it); 

love is the fulfillment of the law (in the sense that it obeys it). What 

the New Testament says about law and love is not “if you love you 

can break the law,” but “if you love you will keep it.”

Why, then, does Paul say that Christians are “not under law”? It 

is true that he uses this expression several times, but never on its own. 

He always supplies (or at least implies) a contrast. The fact is that we 

can never understand the meaning of a negative unless we know with 

what it is being contrasted. For example, if I simply wrote of someone 

that “he does not behave like a man,” you would not know if I was 

being extremely complimentary and implying that he was more like 

an angel or if I was being rude and implying that he was more like a 

child. I remember once, on my return from a trip to America and 

Australia, that I shocked my friends by saying, “I haven’t had a bath 

for seven weeks.” Before they had time to take me to task for my 

unhygienic habits, however, I was able to add, “But I’ve had a shower 

every day!” Negatives are misleading unless they are read in the light 

of the positives with which they are being contrasted.

Now Paul never expressed his negatives in isolation. When he 

says that Christians are “not under law,” he never meant that the 

category of law has been altogether abolished, but rather that we 

do not look to the law for either our justification or our sanctifi-

cation. It would in any case be useless for us to do so, because of 

the law’s “weakness.” Paul writes: “[God did] what the law was 

powerless to do because it was weakened by the flesh” (Romans 
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8:3). It is clear from this that the problem is not with the law but 

with us. Because of our fallen nature, we cannot by ourselves keep 

the law. And because we cannot keep the law, it can neither justify 

nor sanctify us. Instead, God has done for us and in us what the 

law is powerless to do. And he has done it by the sending of both 

his Son and his Spirit. He justifies us through the death of his Son 

and sanctifies us through the indwelling of his Spirit. That is to 

say, God accepts us, not because we strive to obey the law, but 

because of the finished work of Christ. And our route to holiness 

is not through our efforts to obey the law but through the inward 

work of the Spirit.

It is in this double sense, then, that Paul declares we have been 

“freed” from the law and urges us to stand firm in the freedom with 

which Christ has set us free. It is in this sense too that he tells us 

we are “not under the law.” We are now able to understand his 

negative from its positive counterparts. As for our justification: 

“You are not under the law, but under grace” (Romans 6:14). As for 

our sanctification: “if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under 

the law” (Galatians 5:18). What he is saying is that our justifi-

cation depends not on law but on grace, and our sanctification not 

on law but on the Spirit. Christian believers don’t rely on the law 

for their justification and their sanctification; instead they rely on 

God’s grace for both. For “law” is all about our own efforts at obe-

dience, whereas “grace” means God’s plan to save us through his 

Son and his Spirit. 

But the fact that the law is unable to provide us with the ground 

of our justification or the means of our sanctification does not 

mean that we can dispense with it altogether. We still need it as a 

guide to how we should behave. Even though we are justified by 

grace rather than law, God justifies us “in order that the righteous 

requirement of the law might be fully met in us” (Romans 8:4). 

Again, even though we are sanctified by the Spirit rather than law, 



144	 Chr ist in Conflict

what the Spirit does in sanctifying us is precisely to write the law 

in our hearts (Jeremiah 31:33; 2 Corinthians 3:3)! Keeping God’s 

law is not the basis on which we are put right with God—but it is 

the result of it. Again, keeping God’s law is not the means of our 

sanctification—but it is the essence of it. The Puritan Samuel 

Bolton summed up Paul’s teaching about the law and the gospel 

like this: “The law sends us to the Gospel, that we may be justified, 

and the Gospel sends us to the law again to enquire what is our 

duty being justified.”5

So when in one place Paul writes that “neither circumcision nor 

uncircumcision means anything; what counts is the new creation” 

(Galatians 6:15) and in another place “circumcision is nothing and 

uncircumcision is nothing. Keeping God’s commands is what 

counts” (1 Corinthians 7:19), he is not contradicting himself. For 

a new enthusiasm to keep God’s commandments is exactly what 

the new creation (or new birth) leads to. Indeed, John insists that 

“sin is lawlessness” (1 John 3:4), while one of the important evi-

dences of the new birth is that we do not persist in such sin but 

obey God’s commandments instead (1 John 2:3-5; 3:4-10, 22-24; 

5:1-5, 18). 

When the Holy Spirit writes God’s law in our hearts, he gives us 

both an inward understanding of its meaning and a fervent desire 

to obey it. The language of the regenerate believer, with which the 

stance of the new morality cannot easily be reconciled, is “Oh, how 

I love your law! I meditate on it all day long” (Psalm 119:97), “in 

my inner being I delight in God’s law” (Romans 7:22), and “the 

precepts of the Lord are right, giving joy to the heart” (Psalm 19:8). 

All of which brings us back to the heart again, to the difference 

between Pharisaic righteousness and Christian righteousness, and 

to Christ’s insistence that we keep God’s law, not with a reluctant, 

external conformity, but with a willing, inward conformity of mind 

and will and heart.
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3. The Moral Takes Precedence over the Ceremonial

The third implication which may be drawn from Christ’s controversy 

with the Pharisees over morality concerns the comparative impor-

tance of moral and ceremonial duties. The Pharisaic concept of both 

defilement and purification was largely a ritual one. They were rig-

orous about what they were allowed and not allowed to eat. In ad-

dition, the vessels in which the food was prepared, and from which 

it was later eaten, had first to be cleansed with faultless ceremonial 

precision. And they would never eat it with defiled (that is, un-

washed) hands. Thus, foods, vessels and hands all had to be clean.

Now some of these laws were laws of God, which Jesus had no 

quarrel with. Other regulations belonged to “the traditions of the 

elders” rather than Scripture. But there was nothing in Scripture to 

contradict them, so obeying them was optional. Yet by concen-

trating on such ceremonial matters, the Pharisees came to think of 

morality in these terms, largely as a matter of bodily purification. 

Hence Christ’s emphasis that what defiles a person is what comes 

out from inside them, from the heart. For the purity God requires 

first of all is not ceremonial (clean foods, hands and vessels) but 

moral (a holy life).

Some striking examples of this principle occur in Matthew 23, 

in which Jesus pronounced a number of “woes” upon the teachers 

of the law and Pharisees. “Woe to you, teachers of the law and 

Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and 

dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. Blind 

Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the 

outside also will be clean” (vv. 25-26). The Lord’s complaint was 

that the Pharisees were so keen on getting the ritual cleansing of 

their cups and plates right that they were unconcerned about the 

food and drink contained in their ceremonially clean vessels being 

morally unclean through dishonesty and greed. They were blind to 

this inconsistency.
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Again, “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hyp-

ocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cumin [i.e., 

you are meticulous in giving God a tenth of even the smallest herbs 

you grow in your back garden]. But you have neglected the more 

important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You 

should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former” (v. 

23). Jesus was not encouraging them to break the law of tithing. No, 

he was taking issue with them over their lack of a sense of pro-

portion. God’s law contains both ceremonial regulations and moral 

commandments. But the two, he implied, were not equal; the moral 

is “more important” than the ceremonial. Yet it was this that the 

Pharisees were neglecting in their obsession with ceremonial obli-

gations. So blind were they in this lack of balance, Jesus added with 

a touch of humor, that they were like people who fuss over a foreign 

body in their drink. They carefully strain out a tiny gnat and then 

go and swallow a camel by mistake (v. 24)!

Perhaps the most conspicuous examples of the Jewish leaders’ 

twisted attitudes occurred at the end of Christ’s life. Anxious to eat 

the Passover, they refused to enter the praetorium (where Jesus was 

on trial before Pilate) “to avoid ceremonial uncleanness” (John 

18:28). Anxious not to contaminate their observance of the Sabbath 

by permitting the three crucified men to remain on their crosses, 

they asked Pilate to have their legs broken to speed up their death 

and the removal of their bodies. They did not see the anomaly of 

avoiding these comparatively trivial defilements while they were 

committing the terrible crime of plotting and securing the death of 

God’s Christ. 

It is easy to laugh at the Pharisees and to forget that the Pharisaic 

spirit is by no means dead. But everyone whose view of sin, morality 

and religion is superficial and external and everyone for whom the 

ceremonial is more important than the moral is a modern-day 

Pharisee. Some reduce their religion to a few neat and simple rules—
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for example, a brief prayer or two every day and a church service 

every Sunday—and imagine that nothing more is required of them.

Others speak and act as if the really important question is 

whether a Christian refrains from such things as smoking, drinking 

and wearing make-up. There are some churches in the world which 

even excommunicate their members for practices like these. But 

these are the “mint, dill and cumin” of our day, the herbs of the 

evangelical’s back garden. Although every Christian should come 

to a careful decision about things like this, it is absurd to equate 

them with “the more important matters of the law.”

Still others concentrate on social and cultural taboos like 

manners, speech or clothing. And if somebody is not dressed in 

what they regard as the correct way, or does not speak properly, or 

fails to hold their knife and fork in the proper way and at the correct 

angle, they are immediately despised and dismissed.

All these are forms of modern Pharisaism. It is as if we come to 

Jesus and say, “Lord, why does so-and-so eat with defiled hands?” 

It is to judge people by purely external criteria, instead of by their 

moral character. It is to overlook the fact that what defiles people 

in God’s sight is not what is on their outside but on their inside—

the evil thoughts of the heart.

4. People Matter More Than Things

Christ’s controversy with the Pharisees over morality stressed not 

only the priority of the inward over the outward and the moral over 

the ceremonial but also the personal over the impersonal. He taught 

that people matter more than things.

It is significant that all but the last two (“arrogance” and “folly”) 

of the thirteen “evils” which Jesus listed are social offenses, sins 

against other people. He included breaches of five of the Ten Com-

mandments (murder, adultery, theft, slander and greed) and added 

malice, deceit and envy. There can be little doubt that he chose his 
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list of “evils” deliberately. By it he showed that our hearts are not 

only in revolt against God but also at loggerheads with our neighbor. 

Furthermore, their concentration on the external and ceremonial 

showed that the Pharisees neglected love as much as they neglected 

morality. Their scrupulous concern for ritual niceties was accom-

panied by a bitter, scornful, critical attitude. So Jesus taught the 

importance of social righteousness, and particularly of true caring 

about people. Twice he quoted God’s Word in Hosea 6:6: “I desire 

mercy, not sacrifice” (Matthew 9:13; 12:7). In other words, ac-

cording to God’s way of seeing things, compassion matters more 

than ceremonial rules, people matter more than things. Jesus ap-

plied this scriptural principle to two practices for which the Phar-

isees criticized him.

The first was Sabbath-breaking. The disciples were walking 

through the cornfields one Sabbath day, and, as they did so, were 

evidently plucking, rubbing and eating the corn. The Pharisees 

strongly objected to this, no doubt on the grounds that according 

to their tradition plucking was equivalent to reaping and rubbing 

to threshing, the point being that activities like this were prohibited 

on the Sabbath (Matthew 12:1ff.). A little later, in a synagogue, 

Jesus healed a man with a withered hand (Matthew 12:9ff.). In 

these two examples, Jesus was, as always, motivated by love. He 

was concerned that hungry people should be fed and sick people 

healed. Indeed, he cared enough about their need to break the 

scribal rules in order to meet it. “If you had known what these 

words mean, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice,’” he said to the Pharisees, 

“you would not have condemned the innocent” (Matthew 12:7). 

After all, they themselves took their farm animals to water on the 

Sabbath (Luke 13:15) and would go to the rescue of one of their 

sheep if it fell into a pit on the Sabbath. Did they have more pity for 

animals than for human beings? As well as this, we note that al-

though they were opposed to Jesus doing good and healing on a 
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Sabbath, they themselves were prepared to do harm and plot to kill 

him. This is what lies behind his pointed question to them, which 

Mark records: “Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do 

evil, to save life or to kill?” (Mark 3:4). In this way he brought their 

hypocrisy out into the open.

The second issue which led to him repeating the Hosea quo-

tation was the question of spending time with sinners. When Levi-

Matthew was converted, he invited his friends and colleagues to a 

meal to meet Jesus. The Pharisees were appalled to see Jesus in such 

company. One of the vows they all took on entering the Pharisaic 

brotherhood was never to be a guest of one of the common people. 

Yet here was Jesus sitting in a sinner’s house and eating with him! 

Jesus defended his action from the analogy of a doctor and his pa-

tients, and then quoted Hosea again: “Go and learn what this 

means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the 

righteous, but sinners” (Matthew 9:9-13).

In both cases, the Pharisees were shocked because Jesus had 

broken their rules. He did it because for him love was the number 

one virtue. He cared deeply about the hungry, the sick and the sinful, 

and in order to serve their needs he was prepared to go against the 

scribal traditions. I do not myself believe that he broke the law of 

Moses itself. But even if it could be shown conclusively that he did, 

there is still no justification for taking this as evidence that he set 

the law aside. The most that could be said is that when two divine 

laws are in conflict (as sometimes happens in our fallen world), then 

the law of love takes precedence. This was so in the matter of Corban, 

for the honor due to parents has priority over the keeping of a rash 

vow, since people matter more than things. This is the clear impli-

cation of his favorite text, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”

We have seen that the Pharisees’ view of morality was superficial 

because it was external. Any attempt to externalize either religion 

or morality today, or to reduce it to a few shallow rules, is a modern 
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form of Pharisaism. Evangelicals are by no means always free from 

this tendency. But it is a hallmark of true evangelical religion to 

emphasize that sin and morality are inward rather than outward, 

that what defiles us in God’s sight is what comes from the heart, 

that a new birth is indispensable to a new life. What pleases God, 

therefore, is religion and morality of the heart.



8

Worship
Lips or Heart?

Christians believe that true worship is the highest and 

noblest activity of which human beings, by the grace of God, 

are capable. It is sad, therefore, that it should ever be a subject of 

controversy. But it is. If God is seeking worshipers (as Jesus said he 

was), what kind of worshipers is he looking for? If we are under an 

obligation to worship God (as the Bible everywhere says we are), what 

kind of worship should we offer? For not everything that calls itself 

“worship” is acceptable to God. On the contrary, while emphasizing 

our duty to worship God, the Bible also tells us that some worship is 

actually “detestable” to him, that he “hates” and “despises” it, “cannot 

endure” it and therefore rejects it (Isaiah 1:12-14; Amos 5:21-24).

Two Basic Assumptions

This rejection of Israel’s worship by God in the seventh and eighth 

centuries bc was echoed by Jesus in his dealings with the Pharisees 

of his own day. Indeed, he quoted Isaiah 29:13 as a “prophecy,” by 

which he meant not simply that this verse foretold the hypocrisy of 

the Pharisees but that it expressed a divinely revealed principle 

which was equally applicable to them.
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“You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you:

‘These people honor me with their lips, 

but their hearts are far from me.

They worship me in vain; 

their teachings are merely human rules.’”  

(Matthew 15:7-9) 

There are two assumptions here—assumptions shared by Christ 

and the Pharisees—which those taking part in the modern debates 

about worship are likely to have in common too.

The first is that worship is a good thing. Quoting Isaiah, Jesus 

said, “These people honor me.” God’s problem with the inhabitants 

of Jerusalem, and Christ’s problem with the Pharisees, was not that 

they honored God but that they did so in the wrong way. Everyone 

should honor God by offering to him the honor and glory he de-

serves. Indeed, this is the meaning of worship. The very word im-

plies it. For “worship” is an abbreviation of “worthship.” It indi-

cates that God is worthy to be praised, that worship is the 

appropriate recognition of his absolute worth. In worship we come 

to him—as creatures to honor him as our Creator, as sinners to 

honor him as our Savior, as children to honor him as our Father, as 

servants to honor him as our Lord. Worship is not, therefore, an 

optional activity which may be added to life’s timetable by those 

who enjoy that sort of thing and ignored by those who do not. It is 

an obligation because it is the acknowledgment of plain facts.

The second assumption which underlies the words of Isaiah and 

of Christ is that worship is something to be done with others in 

public: “These people honor me.” There is of course a place for 

private worship, the adoration of God by individuals on their own 

(e.g., “when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray 

to your Father, who is unseen,” Matthew 6:6). But the worship 

referred to here is public, the worship of God by his people when 
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they meet together. Jesus took it for granted that they would as-

semble for public worship. It is safe to say that he never had in 

mind a “religionless Christianity.”

In this further controversy with the Pharisees, then, Jesus is not 

finding fault with the practice of worship itself, nor with its public 

and corporate nature. What he is against is its external quality, its 

formalism, its hypocrisy: “You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he 

prophesied about you.” They were not true worshipers at all, but 

merely actors. The honor they gave to God was all pretense rather 

than reality. And the essential distinction here is between the 

worship of the lips and of the heart. Worship is expressed through 

the lips, but it does not consist of words. Just as the morality ac-

ceptable to God is with the heart rather than the hands, so the 

worship acceptable to God is the humble, adoring devotion of the 

heart rather than what is said to him by the lips. Pharisaic worship 

is lip-worship; Christian worship is heart-worship.

What, then, are the characteristics of true heart-worship?

Worship Based on Reason

The first characteristic of heart-worship is that it is based on reason; 

the mind is fully involved in it. In the Bible the “heart” is not simply 

equivalent to the emotions, as it usually is in today’s language. In 

biblical thought the “heart” is the center of the human personality 

and is often used in a way that emphasizes the intellect more than 

the emotions. Thus, the plea in Proverbs 23:26, “My son, give me 

your heart,” has often been understood as an appeal for our love 

and devotion. But in reality it is a command to listen, to pay at-

tention, to sit up and take notice, an appeal more for concentration 

than for consecration. This is particularly clear in the book of 

Proverbs, where we read that the heart should pay attention to 

“understanding” and be “wise” (e.g., Proverbs 2:2; 23:15).

Passages in which the “heart” means above all the “mind” may 
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be quoted from the New Testament too. Take, for example, the 

conversion of Lydia, the seller of purple goods who traded in 

Philippi. Here is how Luke describes her: “The Lord opened her 

heart to respond to Paul’s message” (Acts 16:14). In other words, 

he opened her understanding to grasp and receive the gospel.

Of course the heart includes more than the mind. But it does not 

include less. So heart-worship is rational worship. To love God with 

all our heart involves loving him with all our mind.

This leads us to state the first basic principle of Christian worship, 

which is that we must know God before we can worship him. It is 

true that Paul found an altar in Athens which was inscribed “to an 

unknown God.” But he recognized it as a contradiction in terms. It 

is impossible to worship an unknown god, since, if he is himself 

unknown, the kind of worship he desires will be equally unknown. 

That is why Paul told the philosophers that they were “ignorant of 

the very thing you worship—and this is what I am going to pro-

claim to you” (Acts 17:23). 

The same principle emerges clearly in Christ’s conversation with 

the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well. For more than seven hundred 

years the Samaritans and the Jews had developed their religious life 

independently. This separate development had a political origin, in 

that the Samaritans were a mixed race descended partly from Israelites 

and partly from Mesopotamian foreigners who had been settled there 

in the eighth century bc. But spiritually it was due to their reliance on 

different Scriptures. The Samaritans accepted the Pentateuch, but re-

jected the later revelation which God had given of himself through 

the prophets. Having the law without the prophets, the Samaritans’ 

knowledge of God was incomplete. This is what Jesus referred to in 

his conversation with the woman by the well: “You Samaritans 

worship what you do not know; we [i.e., the Jews] worship what we 

do know, for salvation [i.e., the promised Messiah] is from the Jews.” 

Jesus continued: “Yet a time is coming and has now come when the 
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true worshipers will worship the Father in . . . truth” (John 4:22-23). 

So “true worship” is “worship in truth”; it is worship of God the 

Father as he has been fully and finally revealed in Jesus Christ, his Son.

If Samaritan worship was (to say the least) impoverished be-

cause of their rejection of the teaching of the prophets, much Jewish 

worship was spoiled by ritualism. It was lip-worship (the mouthing 

of meaningless words), not heart-worship (the intelligent adoration 

of the mind). How could their worship be acceptable to God when 

they turned a deaf ear to his word spoken through his prophets? 

Similarly, the Pharisees were rejecting Christ’s testimony to the 

Father; so their worship could not be heart-worship either.

It is because of this fundamental principle that our English Re-

formers gave us a Book of Common Prayer in the language of the 

common people, that is, not in Latin but in English. They also satu-

rated the Prayer Book services in Scripture. All this was deliberate, 

for the Reformers knew that it is the Word of God which stimulates 

the worship of God. Worshipers are caught up in the rhythmic 

swing of the pendulum of hearing and responding to God’s Word. 

So, for example, God speaks through a Scripture sentence and a call 

to penitence; the congregation responds by confessing their sins. 

God speaks through the “absolution” or declaration of his pardon 

based on biblical promises; the congregation respond in psalms and 

songs of praise. And so it continues. This principle of rational, bib-

lical worship, which guided Cranmer in composing the Church of 

England’s Prayer Book services, applies equally in every other 

church, where the worship is “responsive” to the Word.

And since worship is drawn out and promoted by Scripture, the 

sermon, too, is essential—at least if it is a true sermon, namely an 

exposition of the Bible. The same is true of the sacraments. Strictly 

speaking, the sacraments are not themselves worship, any more 

than the sermon is worship. For sermon and sacrament are both 

directed at us rather than God. They proclaim, the one audibly and 
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the other visibly, the glory of God’s grace in the salvation of sinners. 

And so although they are not themselves acts of worship, they lead 

to worship—the adoration of the God who once gave himself for 

his people and now gives himself to them today.

If the worshipers whom God is seeking are those who draw near 

to him with their heart and worship him in truth, we must be careful, 

when we go to church, not to leave our minds behind. We must 

beware of all forms of worship which appeal to the senses and the 

emotions but which do not fully engage the mind, especially those 

which even claim that they are superior forms of worship. No, the 

only worship that pleases God is heart-worship, and heart-worship 

is worship based on reason. It is the worship of a rational God who 

has made us rational beings and given us a rational revelation so that 

we may worship him rationally, that is to say “with all our mind.”

This is why the only perfect worship which is offered to God is in 

heaven, not on earth, because it is only in heaven that God is clearly 

seen and fully known: “His servants will serve him. They will see his 

face, and his name will be on their foreheads” (Revelation 22:3-4). 

Because here on earth we “see only a reflection as in a mirror” (1 

Corinthians 13:12), even our best worship is bound to be imperfect. 

But when we see him face to face in heaven, we shall be able to 

worship him as he is. As the hymn writer John Newton put it:

Weak is the effort of my heart,

And cold my warmest thought,

But when I see Thee as Thou art,

I’ll praise Thee as I ought.

Meanwhile, as we remain on earth, our mind must be in our worship. 

We must listen humbly to the reading and the preaching of God’s Word 

in order that our knowledge of God may grow. And we must concen-

trate, giving our whole attention to what we are saying or singing, so 

that we may worship God for all we have come to know him to be.
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Spiritual Worship

Heart-worship is spiritual as well as rational. It involves our spirit 

as well as our mind. We can best explain this by referring again to 

Christ’s conversation with the Samaritan woman. We have already 

seen that for seven centuries there had been rivalry, often fierce and 

bitter, between the Jews and the Samaritans. One of the main points 

of disagreement was the correct place at which to worship. As the 

woman said to Jesus by the side of the well: “Our ancestors wor-

shiped on this mountain [i.e., Gerizim], but you Jews claim that 

the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem.” Jesus responded 

by telling her that “a time is coming when you will worship the 

Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. . . . True wor-

shipers will worship the Father in the Spirit and in truth, for they 

are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is spirit, and his 

worshipers must worship in the Spirit and in truth” (John 4:20-24).

Jesus was saying that the nature of our worship must match up 

with the nature of the God we are worshiping. If it is the rational 

worship of a rational God, it is also the spiritual worship of a spir-

itual God. In contrast to the Samaritans (who rejected three-

quarters of the Old Testament), Christian worship is “in truth”; in 

contrast to the Pharisees (who focused on external rites), it is “in 

spirit.” Because God is spirit, our worship of him is not tied to, or 

dependent on, any particular place or form. In essence, the worship 

that pleases God is inward not outward, the praise of the heart not 

the lips, spiritual not ceremonial. It is not the movement of our 

bodies in elaborate ritual (however graceful and elegant); it is the 

movement of our spirit toward him in love and obedience.

This is not to say that there is no need for church buildings. At 

least in countries where the climate can be unfriendly, they are 

convenient, not to say essential. But God is not restricted to 

buildings, still less to particular parts of buildings. Even in Old 

Testament days, when he allowed for human weakness by causing 
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the brightness of his glory to rest visibly on the mercy seat in the 

Holy of Holies, spiritually minded Israelites knew that this was 

merely a symbol of God’s presence, and not God himself. As 

Solomon put it when dedicating his temple: “Will God really dwell 

on earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain 

you. How much less this temple I have built!” (1 Kings 8:27).

However, even though God is not tied to buildings, he is bound 

to his people. To them he has tied himself by the most solemn 

promise: “I will be their God, and they will be my people” (Jer-

emiah 31:33; Ezekiel 37:27; cf. 2 Corinthians 6:16). With this cov-

enant went the further promise that he would never “fail nor 

forsake” them. And Jesus Christ confirmed this promise of the 

presence of God with the new Israel: “For where two or three gather 

in my name, there am I with them” (Matthew 18:20). “And surely 

I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:20).

If, then, we want to inherit these promises and enjoy the presence 

of God in our worship, what matters is not the place but the 

company, not a church but the church, not a building but God’s 

people. Whenever the people of God have come together, indoors 

or in the open air, in church or shack, in majestic cathedral or dingy 

catacomb, these words have come true:

You have come to Mount Zion, to the city of the living God, 

the heavenly Jerusalem. You have come to thousands upon 

thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the 

firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come 

to God, the Judge of all, to the spirits of the righteous made 

perfect, to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the 

sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of 

Abel. (Hebrews 12:22-24)

What is true of buildings for worship is equally true of forms of 

worship. It is not that outward forms are in themselves unnecessary 
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or wrong, any more than are material buildings. To be sure, heart-

worship can be silent worship, and we should probably have more 

periods of silence in our church services. But if it is to involve  

everyone, it will also be expressed through the lips, that is, in words. 

These words may be set forms or extempore speech. Both can be 

the free and sincere utterance of the heart. Both can equally sink to 

the level of pagan incantation. External forms and ceremonies are 

harmless, even helpful, but only if they reflect true doctrine and 

only if they can be appropriate expressions of inward worship.

Let me give a simple example. In some churches the worshipers 

kneel to pray. It is not necessary to do so. Other Christians sit or 

stand for prayer. Yet those who kneel like to do so because kneeling 

seems to express something of the greatness of God and the 

smallness of human beings in his sight. It also helps them to humble 

themselves in reverence before him. At the same time, it is perfectly 

possible to physically bow the knee without ever bowing our heart 

and will to Christ’s commandments.

It is not only possible; it is all too common. No alert reader of the 

Bible can miss how frequently it warns against the dangers of religious 

externalism. We have already seen how Christ applied to the Phar-

isees what Isaiah had spoken several centuries previously to Judah. 

The worship of the Pharisees was nothing but an outward religious 

display. The same note of alarm is sounded in many other places. “You 

do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure 

in burnt offerings. My sacrifice, O God, is a broken spirit; a broken 

and contrite heart you, God, will not despise” (Psalm 51:16-17). The 

modern church has certainly not grown out of the need for this 

warning. Colorful ceremonies, rich pageantry and splendid music are 

neither pleasing to God nor of any benefit to us, unless they are the 

vehicles of something else, namely spiritual worship.

Evangelical Christians have not always been of one mind about 

the place of beauty in worship. Some, in their anxiety to heed the 
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warnings of Scripture, have perhaps gone too far in the direction of 

the austere and the drab, even the sloppy. Others have found that 

beauty of sight and sound are not necessarily incompatible with 

inward reality. The same applies to other external accompaniments 

to worship. Some evangelicals are uninhibited in clapping their 

hands, swaying their bodies and shouting aloud their hallelujahs. 

Others prefer their public worship to be restrained and dignified, 

remembering that we are to “worship God acceptably with reverence 

and awe, for our ‘God is a consuming fire’” (Hebrews 12:28-29). 

Since God has made us different people with different temperaments, 

we should respect one another and give one another freedom in 

things like this. What all of us must and do insist upon, since the 

Bible teaches it and Jesus backed it up, is that what concerns God 

above everything is our heart not our lips, our spirit not our body.

The phrase “spiritual worship” means more than this, however. 

It means not only that it is our spirit which worships, but that it is 

God’s Spirit who prompts our worship. “It is we who are the cir-

cumcision,” writes the apostle Paul, emphasizing a vital distinction 

between Jewish and Christian worship, “we who serve God by his 

Spirit” (Philippians 3:3). The help of the Spirit is as necessary as 

the mediation of the Son in our approach to the Father: “For 

through him we . . . have access to the Father by one Spirit” (Ephe-

sians 2:18). All Christian prayer is through Christ and by the Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit “helps us in our weakness” (Romans 8:26) and 

enables us to cry “Abba, Father” (Romans 8:15), making us con-

scious of our relationship to God as his sons and daughters. Besides 

this, true worship is in a sense contrary to human nature, for human 

nature is self-centered, while worship is God-centered. Only the 

Holy Spirit can lift us out of ourselves, turn us inside out and focus 

our devotion upon God. If worship is stimulated by the Word of 

God (as we have seen), it is the Spirit of God who uses the Word of 

God to stimulate it. A prayer to pray often is this one:
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Almighty God, to whom all hearts are open, all desires known, 

and from whom no secrets are hidden: cleanse the thoughts 

of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we 

may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy name; 

through Christ our Lord.

Spiritual worship is inward worship, inspired by the Spirit of 

God in the spirit of human beings.

Moral Worship

Third, true heart-worship is moral as well as rational and spiritual. 

The conscience is involved, as well as the mind and the spirit.

It is significant that, before Jesus described to the Samaritan 

woman the kind of worshipers the Father was seeking, he said to 

her, “Go, call your husband and come back.” When she replied that 

she had no husband, Jesus went on: “You are right when you say 

you have no husband. The fact is, you have had five husbands, and 

the man you now have is not your husband. What you have just 

said is quite true” (John 4:16-18). Before she could offer the 

worship Jesus was about to tell her about, her sin must be faced up 

to, confessed and forgiven.

This is why most forms of public worship are introduced by an 

act of penitence and confession. This is a clear acknowledgment 

that we must engage in confession before we are ready to worship. 

Before we stand for praise, we must kneel in humble penitence. For, 

“who may ascend the mountain of the Lord? Who may stand in his 

holy place?” The answer is: “The one who has clean hands and a 

pure heart” (Psalm 24:3-4). We are not fit to be seen in the courts 

of heaven in the rags of our sin and guilt.

Again and again the biblical authors insist that worship without 

morality is positively displeasing to God: “The Lord detests the 

sacrifice of the wicked” (Proverbs 15:8). “Does the Lord delight in 
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burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the Lord? To 

obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of 

rams” (1 Samuel 15:22). “I hate, I despise your religious festivals; 

your assemblies are a stench to me. . . . But let justice roll on like a 

river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!” (Amos 5:21-24). 

“The multitude of your sacrifices—

what are they to me?” says the Lord. 

“I have more than enough of burnt offerings, 

of rams and the fat of fattened animals. . . . 

Stop bringing meaningless offerings! 

Your incense is detestable to me. . . . 

When you spread out your hands in prayer, 

I hide my eyes from you; 

even when you offer many prayers,

I am not listening. 

Your hands are full of blood! 

Wash and make yourselves clean. 

Take your evil deeds out of my sight; 

stop doing wrong. 

Learn to do right; seek justice. 

Defend the oppressed. 

Take up the cause of the fatherless; 

plead the case of the widow. (Isaiah 1:11-17)

There can be no doubt that this repeated emphasis is necessary. 

The history of the world has been disfigured by the pursuit of re-

ligion without morality, of piety without love. Sometimes the con-

science of worshipers has been so blind or hard that they have ac-

tually introduced evil into their acts of worship. Perhaps the worst 

example of this has been the degrading practice of ritual prosti-

tution. But the mingling of devotion to God and injustice to other 

people is equally perverted. During Israel’s religious boom in the 
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eighth century bc, Amos rebuked those who went to the local sanc-

tuaries because he said they “lie down beside every altar on gar-

ments taken in pledge. In the house of their god they drink wine 

taken as fines [i.e., unjustly so]” (Amos 2:8).

It was the same with the Pharisees in our Lord’s day. They at-

tended both synagogue and temple. They studied the Scriptures. 

They fasted, prayed and gave to the poor. What they wore, what 

they said and how they carried themselves all identified them as 

religious people. Yet their hearts were full of sin, greed and pride. 

Jesus described them as those who “devour widows’ houses and for 

a show make lengthy prayers” (Mark 12:40). In the same way, there 

are some today who will attend public worship in church, while at 

the same time negotiating a dishonest business deal or getting in-

volved in a wrong relationship or holding on to resentment against 

someone who has wronged them or plotting their revenge.

We must reject every claim to genuine religion that is not accom-

panied by righteousness. The claim to mystical experience without 

moral obedience is a lie and a delusion. The reason for this, which 

should be plain, has to do with the very nature of God. “God is light; 

in him there is no darkness at all. If we claim to have fellowship with 

him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live out the 

truth. . . . Whoever says, ‘I know him,’ but does not do what he com-

mands is a liar, and the truth is not in that person. . . . Anyone who 

claims to be in the light but hates a brother or sister is still in the 

darkness” (1 John 1:5-6; 2:4, 9). The contrast which John repeatedly 

draws is between what we say and what we are. Religion without 

righteousness is empty. Faith without works is dead.

The practical point which flows from this unbreakable bond be-

tween worship and morality is that worship is much more than a 

matter of singing hymns or songs and saying prayers. By themselves 

these things are merely lip-worship. But if they are heart-worship, 

they are expressing more even than the praise of the mind and of 



164	 Chr ist in Conflict

the spirit; they convey in concentrated form the devotion of our 

whole life. The dedication of the whole week is condensed into an 

hour or so of public worship on Sunday. Our sacrifice of praise is a 

token of the sacrifice of ourselves, our souls and our bodies.

Christ’s controversy with the Pharisees about worship was that 

their religion was formal and external. He called it “hypocrisy,” or 

mere acting. It was worship by the lips alone and therefore empty, 

lacking all inward reality. “They worship me in vain,” he said, 

quoting Isaiah.

In contrast to Pharisaic worship, Christian worship is heart-

worship. However it may be expressed outwardly, it is in essence 

rational (involving the mind), spiritual (involving both our spirit 

and God’s) and moral (involving the conscience and the whole 

life). According to Jesus, these are the kind of worshipers the 

Father is seeking.
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Responsibility
Withdrawal or Involvement?

What attitude should the followers  of Jesus have 

toward those who do not follow him? There is a wide 

variety of possibilities, all of which have been adopted by Christian 

people at different times. Do we despise them, fear them, shun 

them, tolerate them, condemn them or seek to serve them? What 

is the true responsibility of the church to the world around us?

Once again we discover that there was a fundamental difference 

of attitude in this matter between the Pharisees and Jesus Christ. 

And once again we have to ask ourselves whether our attitude is 

Christian (reflecting that of Christ) or Pharisaic (reflecting that ad-

opted by the Pharisees in our Lord’s day).

Luke sums up the difference in his editorial introduction to the 

parables of the lost sheep, lost coin and lost son: “Now the tax col-

lectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear Jesus. But the 

Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, ‘This man welcomes 

sinners and eats with them’” (Luke 15:1-2). 

At first sight the reaction of the Pharisees to the way in which 

Christ welcomed the tax collectors and sinners may seem sur-

prising, for the Pharisees were keen on winning converts. Jesus 
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himself referred to their enthusiasm for doing so: “You travel over 

land and sea to win a single convert” (Matthew 23:15).

But proselytism is not the same as evangelism. To proselytize is 

to convert somebody else to our opinions and culture, and to 

squeeze them into our mold; to evangelize is to proclaim God’s 

good news about Jesus Christ so that people will believe in him, 

find life in him and ultimately be conformed to his image, not ours. 

The motive behind proselytism is concern for the spread of our own 

little empire; the motive behind evangelism is concern for the true 

welfare of other people and ultimately for God’s name, kingdom, 

will and glory.

Now the Pharisees were enthusiastic proselytizers. They loved 

to draw others into their orbit and subdue them to their influence. 

But the results, Jesus said, spelled disaster: “When you have suc-

ceeded, you make them twice as much a child of hell as you are.” 

But if the Pharisees were good at proselytism, they were no good at 

evangelism, for they had no evangel, no good news and no com-

passion either. So, when the tax collectors and sinners were all 

flocking to Jesus, they complained instead of rejoicing.

It is important to understand what lay behind the radically dif-

ferent attitude to sinners adopted by Christ and by the Pharisees.

The Attitude of the Pharisees

The seed from which Pharisaism sprang was good seed. It was the 

Old Testament doctrine of the church as the holy people of God.

Like all good Jews, the Pharisees knew the history of what made 

the nation of Israel special. God had chosen Abraham and his de-

scendants, and had promised to be their God. He confirmed his 

covenantal promise to Isaac and to Jacob and to Jacob’s descendants, 

the so-called children of Israel. He renewed his covenant with them 

at Mount Sinai after delivering them from slavery in Egypt. “I will 

take you as my own people,” he said, “and I will be your God” 
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(Exodus 6:7). He expresses it more fully a little later: “If you obey 

me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be 

my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will 

be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:5-6).

But Israel disobeyed God’s voice and broke his covenant “until 

the wrath of the Lord was aroused against his people and there was 

no remedy” (2 Chronicles 36:16), with the result that the second—

the Babylonian—captivity began. Then, yet again, God remem-

bered and renewed his covenant with his chosen people, redeemed 

them from their exile and brought them back to the Promised Land. 

And when they returned, they were determined as never before to 

be a separate people, holy unto the Lord their God. They “separated 

themselves from the neighboring peoples for the sake of the Law of 

God” (Nehemiah 10:28). They decided not to intermarry with 

them, nor to break the Sabbath through trading with them. 

The repatriated exiles went further than this, however. Because 

they misunderstood the nature of the holiness God required of 

them, they began to cultivate a false separatism. They forgot the 

prophetic description of their destiny to be a light to the nations 

(Isaiah 4:2-6; 49:6; cf. Luke 2:32). Instead, they withdrew from all 

contact with the nations around them. And so Pharisaism was born. 

The real parting of the ways arrived when Palestine became ab-

sorbed into the far-flung empire of Alexander the Great, and Greek 

influence started to infiltrate into Judaism. Some Jews surrendered 

to it (the Hellenists) while others resisted it (the Hasidaeans, from 

Hasidim or “pious ones”). The Sadducees came out of the Hellenists 

and the Pharisees emerged from the Hasidaeans.

The very word Pharisees is an accurate description of them, for 

it is in fact an Aramaic term for “separatists.” The Pharisees were 

the religious exclusives of their day. In their determination to 

conform strictly to the law, they kept their distance from any and 

every contact that (in their view) might “defile” them. This meant 
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avoiding not only non-Jews or Gentiles, together with Hellenized 

Jews, but also the “common people.” Because of their ignorance of 

the law, the common people no doubt broke it and so, as law-

breakers, were unclean.

The superior and scornful attitude which the Pharisees adopted 

toward the ordinary people appears several times in the Gospels. 

When they were disturbed by the early popularity of Jesus, they put 

it down to the people’s ignorance. They asked sarcastically, “Have 

any of the rulers or of the Pharisees believed in him? No! But this 

mob that knows nothing of the law—there is a curse on them” 

(John 7:48-49). So well known was this Pharisaic contempt for the 

common herd that Jesus used it to explain what the local church’s 

excommunication of a sinner who refused to repent would mean. 

We should treat him like “a pagan and a tax collector” (Matthew 

18:17), he said, that is, as the Pharisees treat such people. Indeed, 

the very phrase “tax collectors and sinners” was borrowed from the 

vocabulary of the Pharisees. “Sinners” was their scornful de-

scription not for a particularly disreputable section of the com-

munity but for all the common people who failed to observe the 

traditions of the elders, the ceremonial rules which the Pharisees 

and their predecessors had laid down. “Tax collectors” were added 

as a specific example of what it was to be a “sinner.” Because they 

were employed by the pagans, they were inevitably defiled. The 

Pharisees viewed “tax collectors and sinners” as beyond the pale, 

the outcasts of spiritual society. Imagine their horror when Jesus 

ate and drank with them and actually welcomed them into his 

company (e.g., Luke 5:29-32; 15:1-2)! 

The Pharisees would never have dreamed of associating with 

“sinners” themselves. Indeed, they took active steps to avoid the 

very possibility. They banded themselves together in a closed  

brotherhood. Calling themselves the Haberim, the “associates,” 

they pledged themselves to obey all the regulations of the cere-



Responsibility	 169

monial law and the traditions of the elders. In particular, as we saw 

in an earlier chapter, they undertook by a solemn vow to tithe  

everything they ate, bought and sold, and not to be guests of the 

common people, nor to entertain them as guests in their own 

clothes, nor to trade any food with them. 

So the Pharisaic doctrine of holiness, of separation from the 

world, was a warped doctrine. Instead of seeking to be truly holy 

in thought, word and deed by demonstrating love and care to those 

around them, they withdrew from social contact with “sinners” and 

despised those who did not follow their example. They became a 

“holy club,” a religious closed shop which had as little to do with 

the world around as possible. They also became harsh and critical; 

they had no compassion for people in ignorance, sin or need.

The Attitude of Jesus

That “tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear 

Jesus” (Luke 15:1) shows immediately that Jesus’ attitude to them 

was totally different from that of the Pharisees. Indeed, the Phar-

isees were scandalized by his free and easy contact with people with 

whom they would never spend time. Even his own disciples took a 

while to get used to his generous and open attitude.

The Gospel writers give us numerous illustrations of the difference 

between the Pharisaic and the Christian attitudes to people in need. 

They emphasize that Jesus Christ showed compassion for everyone, 

no matter how much they were despised and rejected by others.

For example, when some parents tried to bring their children to 

Jesus, wanting him to bless them, the disciples “rebuked” them. 

They supposed that Jesus would take no interest in children, for 

children were “not . . . loved in antiquity as now they are; no halo 

of romance and tenderness encircled them; too often they were 

subjected to shameful cruelties and hard neglect.”1 But “when Jesus 

saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, ‘Let the little children 
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come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God be-

longs to such as these.’ . . . And he took the children in his arms, 

placed his hands on them and blessed them” (Mark 10:14-16).

It was much the same with a blind beggar called Bartimaeus, 

who was sitting by the roadside outside the gates of Jericho. When 

he heard that Jesus was passing by, he began to shout, “Jesus, Son 

of David, have mercy on me!” But many people in the crowd (in-

cluding some of the disciples perhaps?) “rebuked him.” They told 

him to be quiet, implying that Jesus had no time for the likes of him. 

But he refused to be silenced and shouted all the more, “Son of 

David, have mercy on me!” We read that Jesus stopped, ordered 

him to be brought to him, asked him what he wanted and restored 

to him his sight (Mark 10:46-52). 

One of six things that rabbis were not permitted to do was to talk 

with a woman in public, even (according to one rabbi) with his own 

wife! This is why, when he spoke freely with a woman of Samaria 

at Jacob’s well and his disciples returned from the village and found 

them together, they “were surprised to find him talking with a 

woman” (John 4:27).

The Pharisees would gather up their robes and draw back in 

self-righteous horror if a prostitute came near them. But Jesus 

allowed one not only to approach him but to bathe his feet with 

her tears, wipe them with her hair, kiss them and anoint them 

with ointment. Simon the Pharisee, his host on that occasion, was 

appalled (Luke 7:36-50).

In those days it was said that “Jews do not associate with Sa-

maritans” (John 4:9). But Jesus was an exception to the rule and 

refused to be bound by this tradition. The conversation he had at 

Jacob’s well was with a person who was despised three times over—

as a Samaritan, a woman and a sinner. But Jesus did not despise her. 

The law of Moses contained some careful regulations about 

leprosy, no doubt for hygienic reasons. The rabbis went far beyond 
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these precautionary measures. Thinking that those who suffered 

with leprosy were under God’s judgment, they loathed them and 

even threw stones at them to drive them away. In contrast to this 

cruelty, Jesus had compassion on them. When one came to him, 

kneeling before him and begging him for help, Jesus did something 

unheard of. He actually “reached out his hand and touched the man” 

(Mark 1:41) and healed him. 

In the same way, he touched those who were sick. When many 

people suffering from various diseases were brought to him, we read 

that “laying his hands on each one, he healed them” (Luke 4:40). 

Especially striking was his concern for the woman who “had been 

subject to bleeding for twelve years.” The contemporary Jewish view 

of her condition went well beyond the Mosaic rules of hygiene. But 

when she came behind Jesus in the crowd and touched his clothes, 

though he asked her to declare herself, he did not tell her off for 

what she had done. Instead, he spoke words of tenderness to her and 

sent her away in health and peace (Mark 5:25-34). He did not stop 

at physical contact with the sick; he even took the hand of a girl who 

was dead—something no Pharisee would ever have dreamed of 

doing—and restored her to life (Mark 5:21-24, 35-43). 

Finally, in this list of people the Pharisees despised and shunned, 

we come back to “tax collectors and sinners.” The Pharisee’s prayer 

in the parable was typical of their attitude: “God, I thank you that 

I am not like other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even 

like this tax collector” (Luke 18:11). In their view, the tax collectors 

were classed alongside the dishonest and the immoral. They would 

not think of accepting an invitation to visit the home of such dis-

reputable people. Jesus, on the other hand, invited himself into the 

home of Zacchaeus, the notorious tax collector of Jericho, which 

provoked the reaction, “He has gone to be the guest of a sinner” 

(Luke 19:7) (in breach of one of the Pharisees’ basic vows). When 

another tax collector named Levi-Matthew responded to the call of 
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Christ, he hosted “a great banquet for Jesus at his house” to cele-

brate his conversion; “and a large crowd of tax collectors and others 

were eating with them.” Once again, and predictably enough, the 

Pharisees and teachers of the law complained: “Why do you eat and 

drink with tax collectors and sinners?” (Luke 5:29-30). But Jesus 

went further than attending a party in Levi-Matthew’s home—he 

was audacious enough to include him in his team of apostles. He 

did not regard him as in any way unclean or hold back from this 

close association with him.

In all these Gospel incidents, we see the distance that separated 

Jesus from the Pharisees. The Pharisees withdrew from contact 

with all outcasts. Jesus, however, welcomed them as friends; he 

touched untouchables.

Why was this? What was the cause of this disagreement between 

them? The answer is simple: the Pharisees’ chief concern was them-

selves and how to preserve their own purity, whereas Jesus Christ’s 

top priority was other people—how “to seek and to save the lost” 

(Luke 19:10). 

In order to explain and defend what he did, Jesus resorted to a 

number of telling pictures or parables.

To begin with, he likened himself to a doctor who spends himself 

in his care for the sick and risks catching their infection in order to 

do so. This is how he answered the Pharisees’ indignant question 

about why he ate with tax collectors and sinners. “It is not the 

healthy who need a doctor,” he said, “but the sick. I have not come 

to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mark 2:17).

Again, when the Pharisees grumbled, saying, “This man wel-

comes sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2), he replied by lik-

ening himself to a shepherd who had lost one of his hundred sheep. 

He would not abandon the missing one, nor wait hopefully for it 

to bleat its way home. He would rather abandon the ninety-nine 

that were safe in order to go out after the one that was lost and in 
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danger. He would go on searching until he found it. And the dis-

covery would lead to rejoicing, in which he would want his friends 

and neighbors to share (Luke 15:1-7). What distinguished Jesus 

from the Pharisees was, in a word, grace, the divine initiative 

which first seeks and then saves the lost sinner. As the Jewish 

scholar C. G. Montefiore explained, “The Rabbis had said that if 

the sinner returns to God, God will receive him: they had not said 

that the love of God goes out to seek the sinner where he is. But 

in the Gospels it is so.”2 

We move from a shepherd who lost one of his hundred sheep to 

a woman who lost one of her ten coins. Perhaps the drachma, the 

silver coin she had mislaid, had sentimental as well as monetary 

value. It may have been an ornament or one of the ten silver coins 

which Palestinian women wore in those days to show they were 

married, rather like the modern wedding ring. At all events, when 

she lost it, she missed it. It did not occur to her just to accept her 

loss. Instead, she lit a lamp and swept the whole house, conducting 

a thorough search for it until she found it. And again, with the re-

covered coin as with the recovered sheep, the discovery led to re-

joicing and the rejoicing to a celebration which friends and 

neighbors were invited to join. Even so, Jesus said, there is “re-

joicing in heaven,” “rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God” 

over just one single sinner who repents. It was this that the Phar-

isees lacked. They did not rejoice; they grumbled (Luke 15:8-10). 

The longest of the three parables about lostness (the prodigal 

son) illustrates the same basic truth about divine compassion, but 

goes deeper and adds the further theme of the elder brother. The 

grace of God in the ministry of Christ, already exhibited in the 

doctor, the shepherd and the woman, is now seen in the father. And 

it is not difficult to see the parallels between, first, the tax collectors 

and the prodigal son and second, the Pharisees and the elder 

brother (Luke 15:11-32). 
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We should not minimize the rebelliousness of the younger son. 

When he later confessed, “I have sinned,” he was telling the truth. 

He had lost both his fortune through foolishness and his honor 

through sin. He could hardly have sunk any lower. Not only had 

he lost everything he possessed, he was himself lost.

But all the time his father remained on the lookout for him and 

never gave up hope. His patience did not waver. His love did not 

fade. He persevered. And when at last he caught sight of the re-

turning boy, while he was still some distance away, immediately he 

“was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his 

arms around him and kissed him” (Luke 15:20).

Once more the emphasis is on the initiative of grace. The father 

did not wait for his son to reach home; he ran out to meet and 

welcome him. He did not wait for him to make amends. He did 

not relegate him to the life of service he knew he deserved. No, he 

instantly reinstated him as a son in the family and honored him 

with a ring, with sandals and with the best robe. He did not even 

wait until the boy had finished his apology; he interrupted him to 

order a feast.

But as everyone began to celebrate, a shadow was cast on the 

party by the gloomy refusal of the elder brother to join in. Learning 

what had given rise to the music and dancing, he became angry and 

refused to go in, despite the appeals made to him by his father. He 

resented the welcome accorded to his brother, especially as his own 

loyalty to the father didn’t seem to him to have been adequately 

recognized. He represents those who see religion as being about 

what people deserve, those to whom the idea of grace is unjust, 

even immoral. He knew nothing of the guilt which no human merit 

can wash away, nothing of the divine offer of an undeserved for-

giveness, nothing of heavenly joy over sinners who repent. He was 

harsh, sour, self-righteous and callous. While others celebrated, he 

stayed away and sulked. In brief, he was a Pharisee. 
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The Pharisees saw Christ’s acceptance of outcasts as an inex-

cusable compromise with sin; they did not see it for what it really 

was, an expression of the divine compassion toward sinners.

The Attitude of the Christian Church

Leaving the first century and entering our own, we need to ask what 

the attitude of today’s church is toward outsiders. Is it Pharisaic, or 

is it Christian? I fear that it is often Pharisaic. That is, the church 

tends (just as it has always done) to withdraw from the world and 

leave it to its own devices. Evangelicals have by no means been free 

of this tendency, even though it goes completely against what we 

say we believe. Let me try to expand on what I think are the four 

commonest ways in which we see this.

1. Self-righteousness. It is the attitude of the elder brother who 

thinks that the sinner should be left to stew in his own juice—even 

though he may not actually say it like this. “Sinners get what they 

deserve; it simply serves them right.” We do not use language like 

this, but this is the image which we often present to the world. To 

the outsider the church is often not inviting but forbidding, smugly 

satisfied with itself and harshly condemning of others. Non- 

Christians sometimes say that they find more acceptance, more 

compassionate understanding of human shortcomings in the world 

than in the church. To them the church lacks warmth and is even 

positively inhuman.

In saying this, I do not want the church either to ignore sin or to 

do away with the need for repentance, but only to offer people what 

Bishop David Sheppard used to call an “unjudging friendship.” 

Otherwise, we give the impression that the church is for saints, not 

sinners. Yes, it is composed of “saints” in the New Testament sense 

that every Christian belongs to God and to the “holy” (“separate”) 

people of God. But saints are also still sinners. Human nature re-

mains fallen, and we often fail. We are far from perfect, and it is 
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only by God’s sheer grace that we are becoming in character and 

conduct what we already are in our standing before him.

The “holiness” of the church is more about what it is called to 

be as the people of God than what it actually is at present. Phari-

saism is a false claim to holiness, a false view of the church. It turns 

the church into a preserve for the impeccably respectable, a museum 

of rare spiritual exhibits, instead of a convalescent home for the 

sin-sick, a refuge for the helpless and a hostel for travelers.

What would happen in the average local church if an outspoken 

militant atheist or a well-known prostitute were converted? Would 

they be welcomed? As Georges Michonneau once put it: “Oh, we 

accept Mary Magdalene because she is in the Gospel, but I should 

like to see her walk into one of our meetings! We read about the 

reluctance with which the Christian Jews of Jerusalem received 

Saul the persecutor, when he appeared before them as a new 

convert—and we find their attitude astonishing; I should like to see 

him drop into one of our men’s groups!”3

Another aspect of this false view of the church is the way Phari-

saism can sometimes appear in racial and social attitudes. Whenever 

the church is more exclusive in its membership than Scripture in-

dicates, it has become Pharisaic. What unites the church is a 

common faith in Christ and a common share in the Spirit. Apart 

from this one essential, Christians need have nothing else in 

common at all. We differ from one another in temperament, per-

sonality, education, color, culture, citizenship, language and in 

many other ways. Thank God we do. The church is a wonderfully 

inclusive fellowship, in which there is “neither Jew nor Gentile, 

neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female” (Galatians 

3:28). In other words, in Christ we have equality. Distinctions of 

race and status, which are causes of division in other communities, 

have no place in the Christian community. To bring such things 

into Christian fellowship is to destroy it. “Birds of a feather flock 
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together” may be true in nature, but it is not a Christian proverb. 

The glory of the church is not our likeness to one another, but our 

unlikeness. Therefore to reject a believer because of something dif-

ferent about them is to abandon Christ and join the Pharisees.

2. The church withdraws from the world because of a genuine, if 

mistaken, fear of contamination. This is the spirit of monasticism. 

We should not condemn it completely, for it is the distortion of a 

fine ideal. It begins with a true biblical recognition that “the world,” 

human society which turns its back on the rule of God, or simply 

godless secularism, is evil. It goes on to hear, and to desire to obey, 

the biblical commands not to love the world, nor to be shaped by 

it, but rather to keep oneself from being polluted by the world (1 

John 2:15-17; Romans 12:2; James 1:27). But then it takes a wrong 

turning. It assumes that the only effective way to avoid conforming 

to worldly standards is to avoid the company of worldly people, 

that the way to renounce worldliness is to leave the world. The 

desire is right but the deduction is a serious mistake.

In saying this we are not questioning the sincerity of all monks 

and nuns. Nor are we denying the debt owed by the Christian world 

to the religious orders. Though some were far from what they 

should have been, others have been notable islands of Christian 

culture in a turbulent sea of paganism.

Nevertheless, we must insist that this is not a truly Christian 

ideal. Because it is a withdrawal from the world, it is an expression 

of Pharisaism, whose danger Jesus seems to have envisaged when 

he uttered his petition: “My prayer is not that you take them out of 

the world but that you protect them from the evil one” (John 17:15).

It needs to be added that many contemporary Christians who 

have never seen the inside of a monastery or convent are none-

theless “monastic” in outlook. That is, they live a life of religious 

seclusion, insulated from the world. They have little if any concern 

for others outside their own fellowship, being concerned rather 
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with the business of self-preservation. It is this distortion which 

leads, more than anything else, to “religionless Christianity.” Given 

the emptiness of much of what passes for “religion,” it would be 

better for Christianity to be “religionless”! We need to say that 

“religion” in the sense of public worship is an important aspect of 

Christianity. But such worship is unacceptable if it exists on its own 

and if those taking part have no comparable concern to live in the 

world as both witnesses and servants. A church which lives for itself 

alone must die. It is Pharisaic, not Christian. A truly Christian 

church exists for God and for others.

3. A third modern form of Pharisaism has to do with the relation 

between evangelism and social concern. What is God’s purpose (and 

therefore the church’s responsibility) for the world? 

One point of view is that God’s chief concern is the salvation 

of individual souls and that the church’s only responsibility is to 

proclaim the gospel. This means that the call to get involved in 

any kind of social action must be firmly resisted. I think this 

exclusive emphasis on personal salvation is a good deal less 

common among evangelicals than some people think. Never-

theless, it is a tendency to be aware of. 

At the other end of the scale is the view that God’s chief concern 

is not with the church but with the world. And what he wants to 

bring about in the world, we are told, is shalom, “peace,” the 

harmony within community which God intends society to enjoy. 

According to this kind of thinking, shalom is almost equivalent to 

the kingdom of God, and the church’s mission is to discover what 

God is doing in the world and catch up with it. 

Such a quest for better social structures has sometimes replaced 

the quest for individual conversions, while the proclamation of 

the gospel is replaced by the kind of dialogue in which the 

Christian meets the non-Christian on equal terms so that they can 

pool their ideas. 
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These approaches to evangelism and social concern, although at 

opposite extremes, are actually quite like each other in that both 

contain an element of Pharisaism. For each side’s involvement with 

the world is limited, unbalanced and less than fully Christian.

The kind of evangelicalism which concentrates exclusively on 

saving individual souls is not true evangelicalism. It fails to be 

evangelical because it fails to be biblical. It forgets that God did 

not create just souls but body-souls called human beings, who 

are also social beings, and that he cares about their bodies and 

their society as well as about their relationship with himself and 

their eternal destiny. This is why true Christian love will care for 

people as people and will seek to serve them, neglecting neither 

the soul for the body nor the body for the soul. Indeed, the fact 

is that evangelicals have often been at the forefront of social and 

political action.

We saw earlier how brightly Christ’s compassion for outcasts 

shone against the dark background of the Pharisees’ indifference. 

There are still groups in our society that tend to be neglected—for 

example, drug addicts, alcoholics, the mentally ill and the elderly—

who need what might be termed “total care.” They challenge us to 

bold action, which combines gospel truth and practical service in a 

balanced expression of love.

Those who concentrate exclusively on questions of social justice, 

however, forget the Christian “saying that deserves full acceptance: 

Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (1 Timothy 1:15), 

and forget also the plain commission to the church to proclaim 

repentance and forgiveness to all nations (Luke 24:47).  

As Dr. W. A. Visser ’t Hooft, a former general secretary of the 

World Council of Churches, once put it, “A Christianity which has 

lost its vertical dimension has lost its salt and is not only insipid in 

itself, but useless for the world. But a Christianity which would use 

the vertical preoccupation as a means to escape from its responsi-



180	 Chr ist in Conflict

bility for and in the common life of man is a denial of the Incar-

nation, of God’s love for the world manifested in Christ.”4

4. In our efforts to find examples in the contemporary church of 

Pharisaic withdrawal from the world, we have so far discussed self-

righteousness, a monastic type of self-absorbed isolationism and an 

unbalanced emphasis on evangelism or social concern, each at the 

expense of the other. But the fourth and perhaps the most common 

reason why we tend to stand apart from the world is plain laziness 

and selfishness. We do not want to get involved in its hurt or dirt. 

Only the compassion of Christ will overcome our reluctance.

Self-righteousness and snobbery, fear of contamination, a dis-

torted view of the relationship between soul and body, and apathy. 

Underlying these four causes of withdrawal there lurks a false view 

of God. The God revealed by Jesus Christ is a God who cares. He 

loves people who do not deserve to be loved. He causes his sun to 

rise on the evil as well as the good and sends rain on the unrigh-

teous as well as the righteous. He made us body-souls and cares for 

us as body-souls. And he has taken action—sacrificial action—to 

supply an antidote for our sin. He has got himself deeply involved 

in our predicament.

Jesus Christ did not remain aloof or refuse to get involved or 

hide away in the safe immunity of heaven. He entered our world. 

He assumed our nature. He identified himself with our humanity. 

He allowed himself to experience our temptations, sorrows and 

pains. He made friends with outcasts and received the nickname 

“friend of tax collectors and sinners” (Luke 7:34). He humbled 

himself to serve people in their need. He washed his disciples’ feet. 

He never drew back from any demanding situation. He was willing 

finally to bear our sins and our curse in our place.

And now he says to the church: “As the Father has sent me, I am 

sending you” (John 20:21). The church’s mission reflects the Son’s 

mission, and both express the character of the Father. What is this? 
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He is not the Judge only, but the Savior. He does not reward merit, but 

he does bestow mercy. He is the shepherd of lost sheep, the doctor of 

sick souls, a father of infinite patience. Now he sends us out into the 

world just like he sent Christ—not to run away and escape, but to 

enter the pain of distressed humanity, to think and feel our way into 

people’s doubts, difficulties and distresses, to be channels of the love 

of God as both servants and witnesses, to bring what relief we can and 

the good news of salvation through Christ’s death and resurrection. 

This is our responsibility. Nothing less than costly involvement is 

Christian; to withdraw is Pharisaic. “As our Lord took on our flesh, so 

he calls his Church to take on the secular world.” To refuse to do so 

is to refuse to “take the Incarnation seriously.”5

The conclusion brings us to one of the great paradoxes of 

Christian living. The whole church (and every member of it) is 

called as much to involvement in the world as to separation from 

it, as much to “worldliness” as to “holiness.” Not to a worldliness 

which is unholy, nor to a holiness which is unworldly, but to “holy 

worldliness,” a true separation to God which is lived out in the 

world—the world which he made and sent his Son to redeem.

Only the power of God can deliver us from the grudging, judging 

attitude of the elder brother, from the false Pharisaic fear of con-

tamination by contact and from the detachment which refuses to 

get involved. In place of all this we need the compassion of Christ. 

The Pharisees of today’s church can grumble if they want to—as 

long as they also say of us (as their ancient counterparts said of our 

Master): “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.”
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Ambition
Our Glory or God’s?

Hidden motives play a large part  in how we behave. 

The important question to ask is not merely what a person 

is doing but why they are doing it. Psychology is concerned to 

probe our basic motivation. Industry and commerce study the 

subject of incentives in order first to attract good staff and then to 

encourage good work.

Certainly none of us can know ourselves until we have honestly 

asked ourselves about our motives. What is the driving force of my 

life? What ambition dominates and directs me?

Ultimately, there are only two controlling ambitions, to which 

all others come down in the end. One is our own glory and the 

other God’s. In John’s Gospel we find them set in irreconcilable op-

position to each other as we discover Christ’s fundamental quarrel 

with the Pharisees: “They loved human praise more than praise 

from God” (John 12:43).

Glory to God, Not to Others

To love the glory of God more than the glory of other people is to seek 

to bring glory to him rather than to others. It is to desire that everyone 



184	 Chr ist in Conflict

will honor God (rather than us or others), and that we and they will 

give him the glory that he deserves. It is to fulfill the desires expressed 

in the Lord’s Prayer, to be concerned for the hallowing of God’s name, 

the coming of God’s kingdom and the doing of God’s will.

Jesus Christ was filled with this desire. “I am not seeking glory 

for myself” (John 8:50), he could say. Again, “Whoever speaks on 

their own does so to gain personal glory, but he who seeks the glory 

of the one who sent him is a man of truth; there is nothing false 

about him” (John 7:18).

“Father,” he prayed, “glorify your name!” (John 12:28). This was 

the dominating passion of his life and ministry, so that he could 

claim at the end, “I have brought you glory on earth by finishing 

the work you gave me to do” (John 17:4).

In this same ambition lay what was perhaps the greatest single 

secret of the strength of the Protestant Reformation. One of the es-

sential differences between pre-Reformation religion and Refor-

mation religion is that the former was in many respects human-

centered, while the Reformers were determined to be God-centered. 

In the matter of authority they rejected human traditions, because 

they believed in the supremacy and the sufficiency of God’s Word 

written. In the matter of salvation they rejected the merits of human 

beings, because they believed in the complete effectiveness of 

Christ’s finished work. This is why they emphasized the doctrine of 

justification by grace alone through faith alone. This, too, is why 

they rejected the Mass. They were utterly appalled by the idea that 

the Mass was in any sense a sacrifice because they saw it as in-

sulting to the glory of Christ’s only and perfect sacrifice. Cranmer 

went so far as to call it “the greatest blasphemy and injury that can 

be done against Christ.”1 The Reformers’ reasons for all this protest 

were plain. In emphasizing that the church’s authority came from 

the Bible alone (sola scriptura) and that the sinner’s salvation was 

by grace alone (sola gratia) through faith alone (sola fides), their 
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motive in both was to the glory of God alone (soli Deo gloria).

The Reformers turned their backs on Pharisaism. For the Phar-

isees were obsessed with the quest for glory. They were not con-

cerned to bring glory to God; they wanted it for themselves. We 

shall see later how this impaired the whole of their lives. At this 

point we need just to pause and see how much Pharisaism remains 

even in Christian hearts. Indeed, our nature is such that, even in 

our most sacred moments, we may find ourselves motivated by 

concern for our glory rather than God’s. Examples may be found in 

our worship, our evangelism and our ministry.

True heart-worship is the most God-centered, God-honoring ac-

tivity in which we either can or will ever participate. It is to credit 

God with the glory due to his name, to be occupied with God and 

with God alone. Nothing so disinfects us of self-centeredness.

Yet how subtly and swiftly can selfish vanity intrude into public 

worship! The minister becomes proud of the way he is leading the 

service, the preacher of his eloquence and learning, the choir and 

organist of their musical ability, and the congregation of their 

piety in being in church at all! Just when our attention should be 

absorbed exclusively with God in self-forgetful adoration, we 

become self-conscious, self-righteous, self-important and self-

congratulatory again.

True evangelism is closely allied to true worship. Paul calls it a 

sacrificial service in which evangelists become priests as they offer 

their converts to God. Evangelism is also a proclamation of the 

gospel by which people are rescued from self-centeredness and lib-

erated into God-centeredness. Yet much of our evangelism is human-

centered. Our publicity draws attention to the speaker or the sponsor 

more than the Savior. We become proud of our organization or 

puffed up with conceit over our own evangelistic enthusiasm.

Or take, as a third example, the exercise of ministry in the church. 

“Ministry” means “service”—lowly, menial service; it is, therefore, 
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curiously perverse to turn it into an occasion for boasting. Jesus 

specifically distinguished between “rule” and “service,” “authority” 

and “ministry,” and added that, though the former was character-

istic of pagans, the latter was to characterize his followers: 

You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles 

lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority 

over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to 

become great among you must be your servant, and whoever 

wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man 

did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as 

a ransom for many. (Mark 10:42-45)

Thus Christian ministers are to take as their model the Christ who 

came to serve, not the Gentiles (or the Pharisees) who preferred to 

be lords.

This is not to deny that some authority attaches to the ministry, 

but rather to define and limit it (e.g., 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13;  

1 Timothy 3:5; Hebrews 13:7). It is the authority which stems from 

sound teaching and consistent example. It is never authoritarian to 

the extent that someone attempts to dominate another’s mind, con-

science or will. “Not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being 

examples to the flock” (1 Peter 5:3). Yet lording it is exactly what the 

Pharisees were doing, keeping the people in subjection under them. 

Jesus exposed the tyranny of the Pharisees by drawing attention 

to the revealing titles which they loved. He insisted that in the church 

he was founding such titles were not to be used: “But you are not to 

be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have one Teacher, and you are all brothers. 

And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have one Father, and 

he is in heaven. Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one 

Instructor, the Messiah” (Matthew 23:8-10). In other words, no one 

is to be involved in a child-father relationship of dependence or a 

servant-master relationship of unquestioning obedience or a pupil-
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teacher relationship of uncritical acceptance. Each of these attitudes 

is doubly wrong. For one thing it disrupts Christian fellowship: “You 

are all brothers.” For another it assumes rights which belong to God 

alone: “You have one Father [on whom you depend], and he is in 

heaven,” “you have one Instructor [whom you are to obey], the 

Messiah, and [Jesus might have added] you have one Guide [whose 

instruction you are to follow], the Holy Spirit.” Domination by clergy 

or ministers is an offense both to God and humanity, to the three 

persons of the Trinity and to the fellowship of believers.

The apostle Paul had learned this lesson well. He was horrified 

when the Corinthian church split into factions, declaring their al-

legiance to Paul, Apollos and Cephas (i.e., Peter; see 1 Corinthians 

1:10-17). It may be that the further slogan “I belong to Christ” was 

not so much the cry of a fourth party as the apostle’s own response. 

That is, if the Corinthians will insist on giving their loyalty to 

human beings, let it at least be clear that Paul belonged to Christ. 

Actually, of course, they did as well, even though their behavior 

contradicted it. They had believed and been baptized into the name 

of Christ, not Paul. It wasn’t that they belonged to Paul but that 

Paul and his fellow apostles belonged to them: “All things are yours, 

whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or 

the present or the future—all are yours, and you are of Christ, and 

Christ is of God” (1 Corinthians 3:21-23).

If only the church of later generations had remembered and 

obeyed its Lord’s command as clearly as the apostle Paul! It is true 

that most of the Christian leaders raised up by God have been as 

concerned as he was when people focus on them rather than on 

their Lord. Martin Luther’s plea is one to reflect on: “Please do not 

use my name; do not call yourselves Lutherans, but Christians.”2 

But their followers have not always been so sensible or modest. 

John Venn, rector of Clapham at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century, pulled no punches on this issue: 
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It was a wise precept delivered by our blessed Lord to call no man 

master. Would to God that the names of Calvin and Arminius, as 

leaders of a party, had, like the body of Moses, been buried in 

oblivion. It should be the peculiar glory of the Church of Christ 

that it has but one master, the best, the wisest and the highest. By 

ranging under the banners of a party, we in effect desert those of 

Christ, and imbibe a spirit which is far more opposite to Christi-

anity than any deviation in non-essential points from the 

Christian faith. Love to the brethren was laid down by our great 

Master, as the characteristic of his disciples, but, wherever a party 

spirit is embraced, there the love, which like that of Christ should 

be universal, is narrowed and confined to a set; and Christian 

character degenerates into a mode of selfishness.3

As we look back over these different examples of vanity, we have 

seen that our worship, our evangelism and our ministry all become 

contaminated whenever the focus shifts from bringing glory to God 

to bringing glory to ourselves or other people.

Approval from God Rather Than Others

To love the glory of God more than our own glory is also to seek 

approval from God rather than other people.

This too was what Jesus declared to be his ambition. “I do not 

accept glory from human beings” (John 5:41), he said. Indeed, we 

know that he was despised and rejected, even by his own people, 

and died as an outcast on a Roman cross. Yet God approved him. 

Both at his baptism and at the transfiguration God affirmed Jesus 

as his Son, whom he loved and with whom he was well pleased, and 

then finally vindicated him by the resurrection and the ascension. 

The ambition of the Pharisees, however, was very different. Their 

chief concern was to be highly regarded by other people, rather than 

God, and this made a negative impact on every aspect of their lives.
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First, it prevented their conversion. The reason why they did not 

believe in Jesus was their fear of public opinion. “How can you believe,” 

Jesus asked, “since you accept glory from one another but do not seek 

the glory that comes from the only God?” (John 5:44). As Jesus made 

himself known to them as Messiah, Son of God and Savior, their chief 

concern was “What will the Sanhedrin think?” Their vanity blinded 

them to Christ’s glory. It is the same today. “Fear of man will prove to 

be a snare” (Proverbs 29:25). Jesus Christ still says to those who would 

follow him, “If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adul-

terous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of them 

when he comes in his Father’s glory with the holy angels” (Mark 8:38).

Second, it silenced their witness. It explains two things: first, why 

most did not believe in him and second, why the few who did believe 

in him remained secret disciples and did not acknowledge him openly. 

John writes that toward the end of his ministry “many even among the 

leaders believed in him. But because of the Pharisees they would not 

openly acknowledge their faith for fear they would be put out of the 

synagogue; for they loved human praise more than praise from God” 

(John 12:42-43). Their eyes were on other people. They could not bear 

the prospect of the ridicule and rejection which would follow an open 

commitment to Christ. They were hungry for popularity and praise. 

The same self-regarding anxiety to stand high in the opinion of others 

keeps many Christians dumb today when they should speak up for 

their Lord. It also ruins the ministry of every preacher who is more 

concerned to please the congregation than the Master (theirs and his). 

“Not only when their eye is on you and to curry their favor, but with 

sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord” (Colossians 3:22) is an 

instruction just as applicable to ministers of the gospel as it is to em-

ployees. Our ministry will never be blessed by God until we can join 

Paul in declaring, “Am I now trying to win the approval of human 

beings, or of God? Or am I trying to please people? If I were still trying 

to please people, I would not be a servant of Christ” (Galatians 1:10).
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Third, it spoiled their social behavior. Their quest for their own 

glory contaminated the way they behaved in public. This is how 

Jesus summed up the teachers of the law and the Pharisees: “Every-

thing they do is done for people to see: They make their phylacteries 

wide and the tassels on their garments long; they love the place of 

honor at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues; 

they love to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces and to be 

called ‘Rabbi’ by others” (Matthew 23:5-7). In the clothes they wore, 

in the functions they attended, in the seats they occupied and in the 

deferential greetings and titles they were given, they enjoyed being 

conspicuous and receiving honor from other people. Indeed, they 

went out of their way to win admiration from others.

Fourth, and most seriously of all, it ruined their religious practice, 

their “piety.” In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus warned his disciples 

against following their bad example. “Be careful not to practice your 

righteousness in front of others to be seen by them,” he said (Matthew 

6:1). Jesus then went on to give three particular examples—giving 

(vv. 2–4), praying (vv. 5-6) and fasting (vv. 16-18). These three prac-

tices were much emphasized by the Pharisees, all of whom gave 

money to the poor, spent time in prayer and abstained from food for 

spiritual purposes. Jesus had no problem with the three practices 

themselves. On the contrary, since he began each paragraph with the 

words “when you” (not “if you”), he clearly expected his disciples to 

do the same things. They express, at least in part, our threefold 

Christian duty—to the neighbor whom we love (through giving), to 

the God on whom we depend (through prayer), and to ourselves with 

whom we exercise discipline and self-control (through fasting).

The difference between Pharisaic piety and Christian piety was 

not, therefore, in what they did, but rather in how and why they 

did it, and in its consequences. This is so important, and the dis-

tinctions Jesus made are so relevant to religious practice today, that 

we will study these verses more carefully.
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The pattern of each of the three paragraphs is the same. Jesus 

contrasts first two possible ways (Pharisaic and Christian) of prac-

ticing the piety in question, then the two motives behind them and 

finally the two resulting rewards.

Alternative Forms of Religion

He begins with the alternative forms of piety, namely the ostenta-

tious and the secret. Jesus describes the religious display of the 

Pharisees in vivid, even humorous, detail. When they are about to 

give to the needy, they give a loud trumpet blast to draw attention 

to their charity (v. 2). When they pray, they choose a conspicuous 

place either in the synagogue or at a street corner (v. 5). When they 

fast, they disfigure their faces, making themselves dirty and di-

sheveled, perhaps smearing themselves with ashes so as to look 

pale through their strict diet, and they look dismal as well (v. 16).

It is easy to poke fun at them—but our Christian Pharisaism is 

not so amusing. We may not blow trumpets, but we like to see our 

name on lists of donors. We may not pray on street corners, but we 

like to gain a reputation for our disciplined life of prayer. We may 

not put on sackcloth and ashes, but, if we ever did fast, we would 

certainly want to make sure everybody knew about it.

Christian piety, on the other hand, is secret piety. “Secret” is the 

key word in this whole section, being repeated six times. Thus (vv. 

3-4), when we give to the needy, not only are we not to tell others 

about our Christian giving, we are not even to let our left hand 

know what our right hand is doing. That is, we are not to dwell on 

it in our own mind in a spirit of self-congratulation. Instead, our 

giving is to be, in every way, unself-conscious.

When we pray (v. 6), we are to go into our room and close the 

door, not only against distraction and interruption, but also against 

all human spectators. Then in privacy and secrecy we are to pray 

to our Father “who is in that secret place” (njb). 
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Similarly, when we fast (vv. 17-18), Jesus tells us to “put oil on your 

head and wash your face.” This does not mean that we are to do any-

thing unusual to our head and face. Christian piety does not put hy-

pocrisy into reverse and put on an artificially smiling face instead of 

a dismal one. No. We are, as it were, to wash our face and brush our 

hair in the ordinary way. Then, seeing nothing abnormal about our 

appearance or routine, nobody will guess what is going on in secret.

In each case showing off is the stock-in-trade of the Pharisee; 

Christian piety is practiced in secret.

Alternative Motives for Religion

Behind this difference in form and practice there lies a difference in 

motive. The reason the Pharisees parade their piety in public is to 

draw attention to themselves and win the admiration of others. The 

Pharisees were essentially peoplepleasers. They practiced their 

piety “in front of others” in order to be “seen by others” (vv. 1, 5, 

16) and gave to the needy in order to be “honored by others” (v. 2).

The word Jesus gave to this religious show was “hypocrisy.” When 

he told his disciples to “be on your guard against the yeast of the 

Pharisees and Sadducees” (Matthew 16:6), it was to this as much as to 

their teaching that he was referring. The hypokritēs is the actor, playing 

a part on the stage, pretending to be someone they are not. They are 

wearing a mask. Their appearance is not the reality, but a disguise. And 

hypocrites in religion are the same. They are playing a game of “let’s 

pretend,” and they do it in order to be seen by others. The Greek word 

for this is theathēnai, meaning that they are giving a theatrical display 

before an audience. It is all done for show, for applause.

The tragedy is that giving and praying and fasting simply cannot 

be treated in this way. For they are real activities, involving real 

people. If we turn them into a pretense, we actually destroy them. 

The purpose of giving to the needy is to relieve distress. The purpose 

of prayer is to enjoy communion with God. The purpose of fasting 
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is to discipline ourselves for some spiritual good. But hypocrites are 

not interested in the real purpose of these practices; they exploit 

them to gratify their own vanity. They actually use God and their 

fellow human beings (or practices intended to honor God and serve 

others) to pander to their own conceit. They turn religion and 

charity into a parade to boost their own ego. It is hard to exaggerate 

just how wicked this is.

If the motive behind Pharisaic piety is selfish (the advancement 

of their own glory), the motive behind Christian piety is godly (the 

advancement of the glory of God). To begin with, the Christian 

recognizes that giving, praying and fasting are important in their 

own right. They are intended to express a genuine desire to serve 

others, to seek God and to discipline self. In one sense we have no 

need or wish to look further than this. But there is something further 

to be said. For although, as we have seen, these three practices relate 

obviously to others, God and self—yet the Christian also relates 

them all to God. We know that everything we do as Christians is 

done to please, honor and glorify God. So, although we are to give 

and pray and fast in secret so far as other people are concerned, we 

do not do these things in secret so far as God is concerned. On the 

contrary, “the secret place” in which we are to give and pray and fast 

is the very place which God sees and where God is.

It is a beautiful truth: to practice our religion before others is 

guaranteed to degrade it. But to practice it before God is equally 

certain to enrich it. It is the only way to ensure that it will be real, 

genuine and true. Why is this? Partly because of who and what God 

is, and partly because this God “sees”—not the outward appearance 

which all other people see but the heart, not the deed itself only but 

the thoughts and the motives which lie behind the deed. So to live 

and act in the presence of God ensures reality, while to practice our 

piety before others is simply to play games.

I think a short digression is necessary at this stage. Some people 
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are puzzled by the seeming contradiction between this ban against 

practicing our piety before others to be seen by them (Matthew 6:1) 

and the earlier command to let our light shine before others that 

they may see our good deeds (Matthew 5:16). Are we to live our 

Christian lives before others to be seen by them or not? Let me 

make three points in order to clarify this.

First, these two verses refer to different aspects of our Christian 

life. The acts of “piety” which are not to be done before others to 

be seen by them are the practices of giving, praying and fasting, 

which can and should be secret. But the “light” which we are to 

allow to shine before others to be seen, on the other hand, is our 

good deeds; these are works of mercy like feeding the hungry, 

clothing the naked and nursing the sick, which clearly cannot be 

hidden from those who benefit from them.

Second, the two verses are directed against different failures. It 

is the sin of cowardice which made Jesus say “let your light shine 

before others,” but the sin of vanity which made him warn his fol-

lowers “not to practice your righteousness in front of others.” In 

other words, we are to “show when tempted to hide” and “hide 

when tempted to show.”4

Third, despite these differences, the ultimate goal of both the ban 

and the command is the same, namely the greater glory of God. Our 

piety must be secret and our good works public so that people may 

glorify our heavenly Father rather than us.

Returning from this digression, we are ready now to consider the 

alternative rewards for piety.

Alternative Rewards for Religion

What reward do the Pharisees get for their vain display? The ob-

vious answer is “none”: “you will have no reward from your Father 

in heaven” (Matthew 6:1). But this states that they will receive no 

reward from God. It does not say that they will get no reward at all. 
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As a matter of fact, they will be rewarded. They will get the reward 

they want—no more and no less—praise from other people. What 

reward is an actor looking for once the play is finished? The ap-

plause of the audience. What reward does the religious play-actor 

get? The same: applause! But once the applause has died down, 

there is no further reward to come. This is the thrust of the solemn 

words Jesus repeated three times: “Truly I tell you, they have re-

ceived their reward in full” (Matthew 6:2, 5, 16). The verb was 

commonly used at that time for giving a receipt, indicating that 

there is nothing else to pay. 

Christians, on the other hand, since they give and pray and fast 

in secret, neither expect nor receive a reward from others. But Jesus 

is clear: their heavenly Father will reward them. Jesus affirmed it 

three times: “Your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will 

reward you” (vv. 4, 6, 18). Some Christians draw back from this. 

They say that they don’t want any reward; they even dismiss the 

promise. But Christian disciples should not treat the teaching of 

their Lord and Master in such a high-handed way. If Jesus said it, 

we may be sure that he meant it. 

So what did he mean? What is the nature of the reward? There 

is nothing in the context to suggest that the promised reward will 

be presented at some future “prize giving.” Since hypocrites re-

ceive their reward there and then, I am inclined to think that 

Christians do also. May it not be an immediate and spiritual 

reward? The rewards which God gives to those who are sincere in 

the practice of their religion are rich indeed. To give secretly is to 

share with God the secret discovery that “it is more blessed to give 

than to receive” (Acts 20:35). To pray in the secret place is to find 

God there, waiting to satisfy their hunger with good things, to 

refresh their spirit and renew their strength. To fast in secret is to 

be rewarded by an increasing self-control, and by the joy, peace 

and freedom which flow from it.
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Modern Pharisaism and Its Remedy

We have seen the stark contrast which Jesus paints in the Sermon 

on the Mount between Pharisaic and Christian piety. They assume 

different forms (the ostentatious and the secret), are directed by 

different motives (glorification of self and the glory of God) and 

receive different rewards (the applause of other people and the 

blessing of God). Nothing could indicate more clearly the far-

reaching influence of false, Pharisaic ambition, namely to love the 

praise of others more than the praise of God. If it prevented their 

conversion, silenced their witness and spoiled their social behavior, 

it entirely ruined their practice of piety.

The same Pharisaic spirit still haunts us today. It is easy to be 

critical of those Christ was dealing with back then and miss the 

reflection of their vanity in ourselves. Yet this yearning to be praised 

by others is deeply embedded in our fallen nature. It seems to be a 

devilish distortion of our basic psychological need to be wanted 

and to be loved. We hunger for applause, we fish for compliments, 

we thrive on flattery, we want to be congratulated by others. We are 

simply not content with God’s approval now or with the prospect 

of his “Well done, good and faithful servant” on the last day. 

The answer lies, Jesus suggested, in recognizing that this quest 

for glory is a form of idolatry. “You accept glory from one another,” 

he said to his Jewish contemporaries, “but do not seek the glory 

that comes from the only God” (John 5:44). His description of the 

Father in this context as “the only God” was deliberate and signif-

icant. He was implying that the giving and the receiving of “glory” 

are for God alone. It’s precisely because he is God that glory (or 

praise) is due to him alone and must be sought from him alone. 

Once we recognize that glory is God’s both to give and to receive, 

then we see that to replace him in either must be idolatrous. It is to 

take away from God the glory which is his alone. Which is, in effect, 

to deny that God is God.
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But why is this? 

Glory is due to God alone because he is our Creator. The source 

of our being is God. Both the material and the spiritual creation 

owe their origin to his will and power because “it is he that made 

us, and not we ourselves” (Psalm 100:3 rsv margin). Our very life 

is in God’s hand. Physically, he “gives everyone life and breath and 

everything else” (Acts 17:25). Spiritually also, through Christ, he 

“gives life to whom he is pleased to give it” (John 5:21). Christians, 

then, who are both physically and spiritually alive, acknowledge 

their complete dependence of body and soul on the Lord, the Life-

giver. We join with Paul in saying that “by the grace of God I am 

what I am” (1 Corinthians 15:10). This is not pious make-believe, 

but simple fact. Humility is nothing but the truth.

Glory also comes from God alone because he alone is our Judge. 

Jesus taught this too: “I am not seeking glory for myself,” he said, 

“but there is one who seeks it, and he is the judge” (John 8:50). It is 

to God that we are ultimately responsible and must explain our-

selves. It is to him alone, therefore, that we should look for approval. 

Besides, he is uniquely capable of true judgment because he is just 

and merciful, completely impartial and knows the secrets of every 

heart. If, therefore, we either receive glory from other people or take 

it upon ourselves to give glory to them, we are usurping a right that 

is God’s alone and seating ourselves on his throne of judgment.

The apostle Paul is a good example of one who looked for glory 

from God alone. He had learned to resist human flattery and crit-

icism, not because he was insensitive (far from it), but because he 

knew he had a heavenly Master and Judge to whom he was respon-

sible and before whom his heart was an open book. He lived in the 

presence of God. Again and again in his epistles he called God to 

witness. As a servant of Christ and steward of God’s revealed se-

crets, he knew he was required to be faithful to him and him alone. 

So he could say,
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I care very little if I am judged by you or by any human court; 

indeed, I do not even judge myself. My conscience is clear, but 

that does not make me innocent. It is the Lord who judges me. 

Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait until 

the Lord comes. He will bring to light what is hidden in 

darkness and will expose the motives of the heart. At that time 

each will receive their praise from God. (1 Corinthians 4:3-5)

Every sin is a surrender to the basic temptation to become like 

God. It is an act of rebellion against the “Godness” of God, a person’s 

proud unwillingness simply to be what they are and let God be God. 

The human desire for glory is a particularly serious form of sin be-

cause it denies God his unique glory as both Creator and Judge.

It is only when we humble ourselves and acknowledge that God 

is God, our Creator and our Judge, our Beginning from whom we 

come and our End to whom we go that the Pharisaism within us 

will surrender to true Christianity. Then we shall no longer live 

horizontally like the Pharisees (seeking glory from, and giving glory 

to, other people) but vertically (recognizing God as the sole source 

and recipient of glory). We shall love the glory of God more than 

the glory of human beings. Delivered from the weight and op-

pression of self-centeredness, we shall begin to experience heaven 

on earth, the life with God’s eternal throne at the center.



Postscript
Jesus, Our Teacher and Lord

If I  thought that being  an evangelical Christian involved 

a party loyalty which took priority over allegiance to Christ, I 

would give up being an evangelical immediately. The very idea of 

putting Christ in second place to a party is abhorrent to me. My 

sincerely held belief as an evangelical is that it is my very loyalty 

to Christ which requires me to hold evangelical views. 

This, at any rate, has been the theme of this book. We have 

studied the major controversies of Christ and have tried to isolate 

the issues which he focused on when talking with the Pharisees and 

Sadducees. He put the Sadducees’ error down to their ignorance of 

the power of God. When it came to the Pharisees, he insisted that 

our authority is to be found in God’s Word alone (without adding 

human traditions) and that our acceptance comes from God’s mercy 

alone (without adding human merit). He taught that the morality 

and the worship which please God are those of the heart, inward 

rather than outward. He emphasized that our responsibility as 

Christians is to be involved in the world, not to withdraw from it, 

and that our overriding Christian ambition should not be to seek 

our own glory, but the glory of God.
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These issues emerge plainly from the debates of Jesus with the 

religious leaders of his day. And each debate has continued into our 

own day. Not one of them is dead. The only question is whether we 

identify ourselves with him or with those he criticized, whether our 

Christianity is in fact genuinely Christian or a modern version of 

Pharisaism or Sadduceeism.

In this connection I have myself been helped by some words 

Jesus spoke in the upper room just after he had washed the apostles’ 

feet. When he had returned to his place, he said to them, “You call 

me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now 

that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 

should wash one another’s feet” (John 13:13-14).

“Teacher” and “Lord” were polite forms of address used in con-

versation with rabbis which the apostles used in addressing Jesus. 

What he was now saying is that in his case they were more than 

courtesy titles; they expressed a fundamental reality. I am in fact, he 

declared, what you call me in title.

This verse tells us something very important both about Christ 

and about Christians.

What it tells us about Christ concerns his awareness of himself 

as Son of God. Though just a peasant from Galilee, a carpenter by 

trade and a preacher by vocation, he claimed to be the teacher and 

the lord of all. He said he had authority over them to tell them what 

to believe and to do. This is a clear (if indirect) claim to divinity, for 

no mere human being can ever exercise lordship over the minds 

and wills of others. More than this, in supporting his claim he 

showed no sign of mental unbalance. On the contrary, he had just 

got up from supper, wrapped a towel around himself, poured water 

into a basin, knelt down and washed their feet. He who said he was 

their teacher and lord humbled himself to be their servant. And it 

is this paradoxical combination of lordship and service, authority 

and humility, lofty claims and lowly conduct, which represents the 
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strongest evidence that (in John’s words in this passage) “he had 

come from God and was returning to God” (John 13:3).

Second, the same verse reveals the proper relationship of Chris-

tians to Christ. This is not only that of sinners to their Savior but 

also of students to their Teacher and servants to their Lord. Indeed, 

these things are inseparably bound together. He is “our Lord and 

Savior Jesus Christ.” What, then, are the implications of saying that 

Jesus is our Teacher and Lord?

Of course, everybody agrees that Jesus of Nazareth was a great 

teacher. Many are prepared to go at least as far as Nicodemus and 

call him “a teacher who has come from God” (John 3:2). Fur-

thermore, it is clear that one of the most striking things about his 

teaching was the authority with which he gave it. He did not hes-

itate. He never spoke tentatively, diffidently, apologetically. No. He 

knew what he wanted to say, and he said it with quiet, simple con-

fidence. This is what impressed people so much. As they listened 

to him, we read that “they were amazed at his teaching, because his 

words had authority” (Luke 4:32).

There is only one logical conclusion from all this. If the Jesus 

who taught like this was indeed the Son of God made flesh, we must 

bow to his authority and accept his teaching. We must allow our 

opinions to be molded by his opinions, our views to be modified 

by his views. And this includes his uncomfortable and unfash-

ionable teaching, some of which we have been considering in this 

book. Like his view of God as a supreme, spiritual, personal, pow-

erful Being, the Creator, Controller, Father and King, and of human 

beings as made in the image of God but now fallen, with hearts so 

corrupt as to be the source of all the evil things they think, say and 

do. Again, as we have seen, he taught the divine origin, supreme 

authority and complete sufficiency of Scripture as God’s Word 

written, whose primary purpose is to direct sinners to their Savior 

in order to find life. He also taught (although we have not con-
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sidered this) the fact of divine judgment as a process of sifting 

which begins in this life and is settled at death. He confirmed that 

our final destinations are the awful alternatives of heaven and hell, 

adding that these destinations are unalterable with a great chasm 

fixed between them.

Yet these traditional Christian truths are being called in question 

today. The independent, personal, transcendent being of God, the 

essential sinfulness of human beings, the inspiration and authority 

of Scripture, the solemn, eternal realities of heaven and hell—all 

this (and more) is being not only questioned but in many places 

actually abandoned. Our simple claim is that no one can abandon 

such plain gospel truths as these and still call Jesus “Teacher.”

Of course, there have been plenty of other religious teachers. But 

Jesus went further, claiming also to be Lord. Teachers instruct their 

students. They may even plead with them to follow their teaching. 

But they cannot command agreement, still less obedience. Yet this 

right was exercised by Jesus as Lord. “If you love me,” he said, 

“keep my commands” (John 14:15). “Anyone who loves their father 

or mother . . . son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me” 

(Matthew 10:37). What he asked from his disciples was nothing 

less than their supreme love and loyalty.

So Christians look to Jesus Christ both as their Teacher and their 

Lord, their Teacher to instruct them and their Lord to command 

them. We are proud to be more than his pupils; we are his servants 

as well. We recognize his right to lay upon us duties and obliga-

tions: “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, 

you also should wash one another’s feet” (John 13:14). This “should” 

we accept from the authority of Jesus. We desire not only to submit 

our minds to his teaching but our wills to his obedience. And this 

is what he expected: “Very truly I tell you, no servant [literally 

“slave”] is greater than his master” (John 13:16). He therefore calls 

us to adopt his standards, which are completely different from the 
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world’s, and to assess greatness not in terms of success but of 

service, not of self-promotion but of self-sacrifice.

Because we are fallen and proud human beings, we find this 

part of Christian discipleship very difficult. We like to have our 

own opinions (especially if they are different from everybody 

else’s) and to air them rather pompously in conversation. We also 

like to live our own lives, set our own standards and go our own 

way. In brief, we like to be our own master, our own teacher and 

lord. People sometimes defend this position by saying that it 

would be impossible to surrender our independence of thought—

and that even if it were possible it would be wrong. This is the 

mood of the age, both in the world and in the church. We are not 

prepared either to believe or do anything simply because some 

“authority” requires it. But what if that authority is Christ’s and if 

Christ’s authority is God’s? What then? The only Christian answer 

is that we submit, humbly, gladly and with the full consent of our 

mind and will.

But is this in fact what we do? It is quite easy to test ourselves. 

What is our authority for believing what we believe and doing what 

we do? Is it what we think and what we want? Or is it what Pro-

fessor So-and-so has written, what Bishop Such-and-such has said? 

Or is it what Jesus Christ has made known, either directly or 

through his apostles?

We may not particularly like what he taught about God and 

humanity, Scripture and salvation, worship and morality, duty and 

destiny, heaven and hell. But can we dare to prefer our own opinions 

and standards and still call ourselves Christian? Or do we presume 

to say that he did not know what he was talking about, that he was 

a weak and fallible teacher, or that he adjusted his views to match 

those of his contemporaries even though he knew them to be mis-

taken? Such suggestions are appallingly insulting to the honor of 

the Son of God.
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Of course we have a responsibility to grapple with Christ’s 

teaching, its perplexities and problems, seeking to understand it 

and to relate it to our own situation. But ultimately the question 

which faces the church is very simple: is Jesus Christ Lord or not? 

And if he is Lord, is he Lord of all? The lordship of Jesus must be 

allowed to extend over every aspect of the lives of those who claim 

that “Jesus is Lord,” including their minds and their wills. Why 

should these be excluded from his otherwise universal dominion? 

No one is truly converted who is not intellectually and morally 

converted. And no one is intellectually converted if they have not 

submitted their mind to the mind of the Lord Christ, nor morally 

converted if they have not submitted their will to the will of the 

Lord Christ.

The thing is that such submission is not bondage but freedom—

freedom from the inconsistencies of self, the fashions of the world 

and the trends of the church. It spells freedom from the shifting 

sands of subjectivity, freedom to exercise our minds and our wills 

as God intended them to be exercised, not in rebellion against him 

but in submission to him.

I do not hesitate to say that these are the kind of people Jesus 

Christ is looking for in the church today, people who will take him 

seriously as their Teacher and Lord, not paying lipservice to these 

titles (“Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” 

Luke 6:46), but actually taking his yoke upon them, in order to 

learn from him and to “take captive every thought to make it obe-

dient to Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5).

This will involve for us, first, a greater commitment to study. We 

can’t believe or obey Jesus Christ unless we know what he taught. 

One of the church’s most urgent needs today is for its ordinary 

members to have a much closer familiarity with the Bible. How 

lovingly the student should prize the teaching of such a Master!

It will also involve a greater commitment to humility. By nature 
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we hate authority and love independence. We think that having an 

independent judgment and demonstrating an independent spirit is 

great. Which is quite true if we mean that we don’t want to be sheep 

who follow the crowd or reeds shaken by the winds of public 

opinion. But to be independent of Jesus Christ is not a virtue but a 

vice—indeed a very great sin in one who claims to be a Christian. 

Christians are not free to disagree with Christ or to disobey Christ. 

On the contrary, they are really keen to shape both their thinking 

and their living to the teaching of Christ.

And the good sense of this Christian humility lies in the identity 

of the Teacher. If Jesus of Nazareth were merely human, it would 

be ludicrous to submit our minds and our wills to him like this. But 

it’s because he is the Son of God that is ludicrous not to do so. Sub-

mission to him is just plain Christian common sense and duty.

I believe that Jesus Christ is addressing the church of our day 

with the same words: “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly 

so, for that is what I am.” My prayer is that, having listened to his 

words, we will not want to use these merely as courtesy titles, but 

give him the honor he deserves by our humble belief and whole-

hearted obedience.
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