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Meditation

“And the veil was torn in two from top to bottom.”
(Mark 15:38)

T

here were three beautifully
colored curtains in the tabernacle.
The first one was at the gate of the
entrance into the tabernacle just
before the bronze altar; the second
was at the door through which one
would gain entrance into the Holy
Place; and the third was before the
Ark of the Covenant in the Holy of
Holies. These three curtains were
placed strategically in the tabernacle,
each one made of fine-twined linen
into which were twisted threads of
purple, blue, and scarlet.

The Veil of Separation

Although they were beautiful to
the eye, the veiled entrances of the
tabernacle were not designed to be
objects of admiration. The word “veil”
in the Hebrew means “to separate.”
That is what the three veils did.
They acted as a barrier between God
and man, shutting the man out and
shutting God in.
The first curtain was at the gate of
the outer court. It was over seven
feet high, thirty feet wide and was
supported by four pillars set in bronze
sockets. This curtain separated the
people from the outer court of the
tabernacle. They could only enter
when they brought their sacrifice to
the gate as an offering for God upon
the bronze altar.
The second curtain guarded the door
to the Holy Place. This veil separated
the people in outer court of the
tabernacle from the Holy Place. Only
priests were permitted to enter into
the Holy Place after they had made
the proper sacrifice at the altar and
washing at the bronze laver.

The third curtain divided the inside
of the tabernacle into two rooms: the
Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.
This veil separated the priests who
were permitted to come into the
Holy Place from the Holy of Holies in
which was the very presence of God.
Only the high priest could enter into
the Holy of Holies—and he only once
a year on the great Day of Atonement.
He could only enter if he carried with
him blood from the bronze altar to
present as an offering to God. That
blood was to place on the mercy seat
as a substitutionary atonement for his
sins and the sins of the people.
Woven into this veil, guarding the
entrance to the Holy of Holies, were
three huge figures of cherubim.
cherubim were the symbolic defenders
of God’s power and God’s holiness.
Like the cherubim who guarded the
entryway into the Garden of Eden,
these cherubim stood guard over the
entrance of the Holy of Holies as if to
say: “Thus far and no further!”
Communion in the very presence
of God was to be found only in the
Holy of Holies. God had told Moses
that it was there that He would meet
with the people. He would meet with
the high priest from above the blood
sprinkled mercy seat.
That was the way the people wanted
it. When God had spoken to Moses
on Mount Sinai, the glorious
manifestation of the Godhead, the
very glory of God, had so vividly
stamped itself upon the face of Moses
that when he came down from the
mountain his face shone. It was so
bright that the Israelites asked him
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The Veil of the Tabernacle

Rev. Wybren
Oord

to cover his face with a veil. They
basically said, “We want this kind of
separation to take place. We do not
want to encounter the Most Holy
God in all His glory and all His
terror.” None could bear the presence
of what was simply the reflection of
God’s glory, let alone stand in the
very presence of that glory. Moses
had to wear a veil to separate the
glory of God and the sinfulness of the
people. That separation was signified
by the veil of Moses, then the veil in
the tabernacle, and finally, the veil in
the Temple.
In what was known as Herod’s temple,
there were two veils in front of the
Holy of Holies. The Talmud tells us
that it was not known whether the veil
in Solomon’s temple was hung on the
inside or the outside of the entrance to
the Holy of Holies. When the Temple
was rebuilt after the exile, they hung
two veils—one on the outside of the
entryway in the Holy Place and one
on the inside of the entryway in the
Holy of Holies. According to the
Talmud, the veils were sixty feet long,
thirty feet tall and four inches thick.
Jewish tradition claims that the veils
were so heavy it took three hundred
priests to hang them.
Notice how separated the Holy of
Holies was from the surrounding
encampment of all the children
of Israel. Three curtains had to be
passed. Each one would add to the
sense of the great gulf that existed
between God and Man. Each curtain
became more exclusive. Any Israelite
could enter the outer court as long
as he brought his sacrifice. Of all the
Israelites, only priests were permitted
to enter the Holy Place. Finally, only
one priest was permitted beyond the
veil that led to the Holy of Holies.
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The Holy Spirit was teaching the people,
even the other priests, that the way into
the Holiest of All was granted only to
one member of all Israel’s race—the
high priest. Even then, the high priest
had to come properly prepared.

The New Testament Veil

The New Testament tells us of
another veil of separation. John 1:14
tells us that the Word was made flesh
and dwelt among us. Christ, who is
of the very same essence and nature
as God, emptied Himself. He took on
the limitations of humanity without
surrendering any of the attributes of
His divinity. Hebrews 10:20 calls the
very body of Christ a veil that hid the
Deity of Jesus from the eyes of men.
Looking upon Jesus of Nazareth,
the people did not see that He was
very God of very God. Instead they
asked, “Is not this the carpenter’s
son?” [Mark 6:3]. The prophet Isaiah
foresaw that the Messiah would be
one of us. None of His glory would be
visible; it would be hidden in the veil
of His flesh (Isaiah 52:14, Isaiah 53:2).
Even though that glory was hidden
during His earthly ministry, we can
see glimpses of His glory. By divine
revelation His disciples were at times
able to see beyond the veil of His flesh
and behold the fact that Jesus was
indeed the Son of the living God. John
1:14 declares that the disciples beheld
His glory. Glimpses of that glory were
manifested to the disciples through
the miracles of Jesus. At the wedding
in Cana, for example, Jesus changed
the water into wine. John records,
“This beginning of His signs Jesus did
in Cana of Galilee, and manifested
His glory, and His disciples believed
in Him” (John 2:1–11).

The Veil Abolished		

The glory of the Son of God came
to its peak at the moment when
He died on the cross of Calvary. In
Mark 15:37, 38 we read about a very
interesting event that took place
when Jesus died. The veil was torn
in two. Human might could not have
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been responsible for tearing the veil.
Remember, it was seventy feet wide,
thirty feet high, and four inches
thick! It was torn in two by the very
power of the almighty God.

the finished work of Jesus Christ on
the cross. Those who have entrusted
themselves to Christ may have
continuous access to the Holy of
Holies.

Before the rending of the veil,
mankind had no direct access to
God’s presence. In a very simple, yet
incredibly profound act, God tore the
barrier away that had separated Him
from sinful humanity for more than
1,500 years.

The death of Jesus Christ as the
sacrifice for sin was an expression of
divine holiness. It is incomparably
superior to that of the tabernacle
and the Temple. If you want to know
how God feels about sin, do not
look at the veil. Do not look at the
separation that God demanded in
the Old Testament—three veils; an
outer court, a Holy place, and a Holy
of Holies. Look instead to Calvary.
God hates sin so much that instead
of separating Himself from it, He
became one of us to overcome it. He
hated it so much that He put to death
His only Son so that we might know
the forgiveness of sins.

According to Matthew, the tearing of
the veil took place at the time of Jesus’
death—about the ninth hour. At that
time the priests would be busy in
the Temple preparing for the evening
sacrifice. Hundreds of people would
be in the outer court. They would have
been witnesses to this miraculous
event taking place. The high priest
would roll away the outer veil that
was in the Holy Place, then he would
enter in beyond the veil in the Holy
of Holies. Suddenly, as if grasped by
giant unseen hands, that most sacred
veil that guarded the Holy of Holies,
barring all but the high priest from
entering in, was torn in two.
Awe and amazement must have
struck the priests as they heard and
saw the stroke of God tearing the
veil in half. The Holy of Holies stood
wide open before all the priests as if
to bid them to enter in—a privilege
no priest except the high priest had
enjoyed since the very beginning of
the tabernacle fifteen centuries years
earlier. Now all could enter.
God was proclaiming to all those
gathered there that the ministration
of the priesthood had come to an
end. No longer would the High Priest
have to sacrifice an animal on the
Day of Atonement. Jesus, the true
High Priest, had opened the way for
mankind to come into the presence
of God through His sacrifice, pouring
out the atoning blood for our sin.
That gap that once separated the
holy righteous God from the sinful
depraved human race was bridged by

Instead of one day a year in which
only the high priest was permitted
to enter into the Holy of Holies, all
who believe in Christ have constant
access to the Father through Christ.
He has torn asunder that which once
separated us from God through His
death on the cross. From the cross
Jesus spoke of divine mercy as no
tabernacle furniture or veil could do.
The greatest Day of Atonement has
taken place through the One who
sacrificed Himself for our sin—the
spotless Lamb who made Himself a
propitiation for our sins.

Rev. Wybren H. Oord is
the Pastor of the Covenant
United Reformed Church in
Kalamazoo, Michigan.
He is also the editor of
The Outlook.
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The Uses and Abuses of Sola Scriptura

Dr. D.G. Hart
&
Mr. J. R. Muether

of Scripture. This consensus is
readily evident in the creeds of other
Protestant churches.

O

ne of the ideas that has informed
this series on Protestantism is
the prevailing notion among many
Christians in North America that
the days of Protestant and Roman
Catholic antagonism are over. In her
recent book on the emerging church
movement, for instance, The Great
Emergence, Phyllis Tickle argues
that Christendom is on the verge
a realignment so dramatic that it
will render the differences between
Roman Catholics and Protestants
as useless and anachronistic.
The authors of this series remain
skeptical of such claims, and yet we
also concede that past American
Protestant polemics against Rome
have been misguided and may be
responsible for overstatements like
Tickle’s.
A firmer case for Protestantism
drives us back to the “formal” and
“material” principles of the Protestant
Reformation. Because the Bible is
the only source and the norm of
Christian belief (sola Scriptura), the
Bible is considered the formal cause of
the Reformation. It is the basis of our
confession of the material principle,
justification by faith alone (sola fide).
The centrality of the Bible is obvious
for a group known as “people of the

Book.” Conservative Protestants have
traditionally established a reputation
for being far more biblically literate
than Roman Catholics, as many
American adherents of Rome readily
concede. Who would not choose
the Word of God over the words
of men? Despite Roman Catholic
claims that the Bible itself does not
teach sola Scriptura, biblical prooftexts are readily at the fingertips
of many Protestant lay people. For
example, Deuteronomy 4:2 warns
that no human word is to be added
to God’s authoritative Word. The
Psalms exclaim that the Word of God
is distinct in its purity, perfection, and
endurance (Psalm 19:7–11). And the
sacred writings of Scripture are Godbreathed and thus they alone make
us wise unto salvation (2 Timothy
3:15–17).

A Protestant Consensus		

Not without reason is the first chapter,
on Scripture, the longest by far in the
Westminster Confession of Faith. In
unfolding the doctrine of Scripture,
the Westminster divines were
summarizing a Protestant consensus
on the nature, authority, and purpose

From the Thirty Nine Articles of
the Church of England (1563), for
example, we read: “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.”
In addition, the Lutheran Formula
of Concord (1580) states: “we receive
and embrace with our whole heart the
Prophetic and Apostolic Scriptures
of the Old and New Testaments as
the pure, clear fountain of Israel,
which is the only true standard by
which all teachers and doctrines are
to be judged.”
As clear as these non-Reformed
affirmations were, the Reformed wing
of Protestantism articulated the formal
principle of the Reformation most
explicitly. The Reformed church was
always being reformed according to
the Word of God. As the Westminster
Shorter Catechism succinctly put it:
“the word of God, which is contained
in the Scriptures of the Old and New
Testaments, is the only rule to direct
us how we may glorify and enjoy him.”
The Protestant doctrine of Scripture
sought to refute Roman Catholic
claims about its own extra-canonical
authority. Rome argued that Scripture
and tradition were dual sources of
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The Bible is our ultimate authority, but that
does not negate or make unnecessary the role
of other authorities.

the Bible do we find Christ. The “light
of nature” is not revelation that saves.
Only in Scripture do we discover
God’s will for salvation.

Understanding Authority
divine revelation for the church. In
this way, it had, in the words of Martin
Luther, put a “gag” over the mouth of
the Bible. The Reformers countered
that the church was governed by one
authority, the written Word of God.
Expressing the doctrine of sola
scriptura so plainly does not mean it
is as easily understood as the idea of
the Bible only. There is more to the
Protestant doctrine of Scripture than
meets the eye. How should Protestants
handle tradition? What about the
legitimate authority of ministers who
minister as undershepherds of the
Good Shepherd? How can Reformed
Christians confess sola Scriptura while
subscribing to Reformed confessions?

Understanding Revelation

Contrary to popular misconception,
sola Scriptura does not mean that
the Bible is the only revelation. The
Bible is part of God’s revelation to
humanity. Romans 1:18–23 instruct
us that “the light of nature shows
there is a God.” This is knowledge
enough to convict even unbelievers of
sin and leaves them without excuse.
But it is not enough knowledge to
save. Creation and the natural world
do not reveal Christ.
Thus we need to distinguish between
general and special revelation. General
revelation reveals a God who has
created all things. Special revelation
makes known the salvation of God: it
reveals Christ and the way we receive
the forgiveness of sins. The Belgic
Confession summarizes the two-fold
nature of divine revelation in this
way: “We know [God] by two means:
First, by the creation, preservation,
and government of the universe, since
that universe is before our eyes like a
beautiful book in which all creatures,
great and small, are as letters to make
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us ponder the invisible things of God:
his eternal power and his divinity. . . .
Second, he makes himself known to
us more openly by his holy and divine
Word, as much as we need in this life,
for his glory and for the salvation of
his own” (Article 2).
These “two books,” general and special
revelation, form the argument of the
Westminster Confession in 21.1:
The light of nature showeth that
there is a God, who hath lordship
and sovereignty over all, is good,
and doth good unto all, and is
therefore to be feared, loved,
praised, called upon, trusted in,
and served, with all the heart,
and with all the soul, and with
all the might. But the acceptable
way of worshiping the true God
is instituted by himself, and so
limited by his own revealed will,
that he may not be worshiped
according to the imaginations
and devices of men, or the
suggestions of Satan, under any
visible representation, or any
other way not prescribed in the
Holy Scripture.
Which of these forms of revelation is
sufficient? Clear? Or authoritative?
The answer is both. Wherever God
reveals himself, he speaks with
sufficiency, clarity, and authority, for
the purposes that he intends. When
sola Scriptura is distorted to deny
God’s truth in general revelation,
we lose sight of the importance of
the natural order and the way God
has revealed his justice, holiness,
goodness, and truth. Unbelievers
clearly try to suppress this knowledge,
but it is there and cannot be denied
(which is why they are without
excuse). Sola Scriptura, properly
understood, underscores that only in

Just as God has revealed himself
beyond the Bible, so has he
established authorities other than
his Word. The Bible is our ultimate
authority, but that does not negate or
make unnecessary the role of other
authorities. The doctrine of sphere
sovereignty, championed by Abraham
Kuyper, is an effort to acknowledge
this. Sphere sovereignty identifies
three main institutions that hold
God-ordained authority, namely,
the family, the church, and the civil
magistrate. Many Protestants today
have no difficulty acknowledging
family and state, but they struggle
with church authority. Because it is
an ordinance of God, the church is a
God-ordained authority in our lives.
When the church, through its officers
and councils, ministerially declares
the word of God, its judgments
are “to be received with reverence
and submission; not only for their
agreement with the Word, but also for
the power whereby they are made, as
being an ordinance of God appointed
thereunto in his Word” (WCF 31.3).
The Westminster Confession is
particularly zealous to defend the
authority of the church in the chapter
on Christian liberty and liberty of
conscience. The confession warns
against Christian liberty descending
into license by overturning Godordained institutions: “they who,
upon pretense of Christian liberty,
shall oppose any lawful power, or
the lawful exercise of it, whether it
be civil or ecclesiastical, resist the
ordinance of God.” Such libertines,
the Confession goes on to warn, “are
destructive to the external peace and
order which Christ hath established
in the church, they may lawfully be
called to account, and proceeded
against, by the censures of the church”
(20.4). Christian liberty properly

understood does free Christians from
the tyranny of the church. But the
legitimate authority of the church is
not inherently tyrannical, because
God ordained the church to rule
and discipline his people. Rome had
abused its power, but the Reformers
did not throw out church authority
with ecclesiastical tyranny.
Some Protestants find the idea of
church authority hard to believe, but if
the Bible were our only authority, why
the need for pastors or for preaching?
Historic
Protestantism
never
devolved into a me-and-my-Bible
individualism. God called pastors to
minister the Word to the people of
God on a weekly basis. This is why the
Second Helvetic Confession (1566)
could assert a remarkably high view
of the church and her ministers: “The
Preaching of the Word of God is the
Word of God. Wherefore when this
Word of God is now preached in the
church by preachers lawfully called,
we believe the very Word of God
is proclaimed, and received by the
faithful; and that neither any other
Word of God is to be invented nor is
to be expected from heaven: and that
now the Word itself which is preached
is to be regarded, not the minister that
preaches; for even if he be evil and a
sinner, nevertheless the Word of God
remains still true and good.”

Sola Scriptura Today

These confessional statements sound
far removed from contemporary
sentiments, because the doctrine of
sola Scriptura is under assault from
several directions. David Wells argues
that many Protestants today profess
Biblical authority but practice a
commitment to something else. In the
rhetoric of many mega churches and
emergent churches, the “relevance”
of the Bible is a more cherished
attribute than its authority. To be
relevant, the mission of the church
must be recast by polling, marketing,
and other demographic data. The
result, according to Wells, is that sola
Scriptura is usurped by sola cultura:

the culture (or more specifically, the
marketplace) determines the shape
and practice of the church.
Another threat comes from the
temptation to set man-made creeds
over against the pure teaching of the
Bible, as if the Reformed church’s
confessions are unbiblical. This is
to distort sola Scriptura and turn
it into solo Scriptura, or Biblicism.
Protestants did not abandon creeds
when they rediscovered biblical
authority. On the contrary, sola
Scriptura drove them to write new
confessions. Biblical authority is not
only compatible with confessional
subscription but a necessary
component of the teaching ministry
Christ gave to his disciples. This
does not mean that confessions
cannot err; Protestants have always
acknowledged that councils can
and do err, and creeds are subject to
revision. We must always read creeds
in the light of the Word. But creeds
are not opposed to the Bible. Their
function is to summarize and defend
the Bible.
Moreover, confessions are not merely
human opinions. Confessions give
guidelines and supply boundaries
for ordination, fellowship, and
membership, and so they are part of
the church’s ministry as “an ordinance
of God.” As churchly statements,
confessions offer a place to stand and
room to roam.
At this point, many Biblicists raise
the question: what happens when the
Bible and the creed conflict? What
if the Bible says one thing and the
confessions say something else? We
need to be cautious about posing
this question, because some may
assume too much self-confidence

in their own understanding of the
Bible. Nineteenth century theologian
William Shedd describes this as a
“specious and fallacious” appeal to
Scripture. It is really an assertion
of the individual’s interpretation of
Scripture, “the contents of Scripture
as reached by human investigation
and exegesis,” over against the creed;
it is not the pure Bible against the less
than pure man-made creed.
In other words, the question above
should be rephrased in this way:
what happens when the church’s
interpretation of the Bible differs
from my interpretation of the
Bible? This way of stating underscores
the importance of caution and
humility in seeking to revise the
confession of the church. Shedd argues
that when individuals seek revisions
to confessional documents, what
they really demand is “conformation
to Scripture as he and those like him
read and explain it.”
Confessions, therefore, enable us to
submit to the authority of Scripture
within a community of faith. Here
is where another contemporary
objection arises. Is this position
really Protestant? Or has it reverted
to the Roman Catholic teaching
on the church? Protestants have
always argued that the church is the
interpreter of Scripture, but it denies
that church authority is located
infallibly in the bishop of Rome.
Challenges to the Protestant
creeds owe more to revivalism
and individualism, not to historic
Protestantism.
Nathan
Hatch’s
book, The Democratization of
American Christianity, explains how
nineteenth century evangelicalism
set loose certain convictions that
reshaped Protestant understandings

Many Protestants today profess Biblical
authority but practice a commitment to
something else.
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of sola Scriptura. Among them was an
anti-creedal impulse that repudiated
all theological formulations. Closely
connected was anti-clericalism. Just
as no theological opinion was better
than any other, so the holder of that
doctrinal conviction, whether living
or dead, was no better than any
other believer.

What About Tradition?

Bible-onlyism threatens all churchly
authority in order to render the
individual Bible reader sovereign.
Without the communion of the
saints to guide—a fellowship that
would typically extend to clergy of
the present and worthies of the pas—
everyone could interpret the Bible for
himself. This biblicism is vulnerable
to the Roman Catholic charge that
Protestantism removed one pope only
to replace him with a million popes.
Moreover, this impulse is often the
tipping point for Protestants who
convert to Rome. After all, the Roman
Catholic Church demonstrates a
respect for tradition and the ancient
witness of the church that is often
belittled by Protestants. Its liturgy
displays order and dignity, and its
social ethic defends life in the womb
and beyond. In contrast, evangelical
convictions seem but a generation old
and threatened with obsolescence by
the very next thing emerging in its
next generation.
But historic Protestantism, firmly
committed to sola Scriptura, avoids
these distortions. Protestantism
rejects the claim of Pope Pius IX, who
said in 1870, “I am tradition.” But it
has always valued the importance
of tradition, by which it meant the
interpretation of the word of God
by its fathers in the faith. There is a
legitimate sense of tradition, and a
proper way in which Calvinists can
revere the “Reformed tradition.” As
John Murray explained, Protestants
and Roman Catholics both believe
in tradition. The question is

The Outlook | 8

whether “unwritten traditions” are
as authoritative as Scripture itself.
Murray concluded, “For Protestants
there are not two streams by which
Christian revelation has come to us;
there is but one—Holy Scripture. . . .
It is precisely here the issue is joined,
not at all in the denial of a protestant
tradition and of its potent and
beneficent influence.”

Dr. D. G. Hart and 		
Mr. John R. Muether are
coauthors of several books,
most recently Seeking a
Better Country: 300 Years
of American Protestantism
(P&R 2007). Both are ruling
elders in the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church.

T

here is back of all that Calvin
wrote a deep joy because of
sins forgiven. He knew that through
Christ he had been reconciled to
God. He therefore looked with deep
compassion upon the multitudes
of men about him who knew not
this reconciliation with God. These
multitudes of men had no one to
point them to the Christ and to what
he wrought for sinners on Calvary’s
cross. Instead of leading men to
Christ through the Scriptures, the
Church of Rome usurped the place of
Christ. Forbidding men to rest secure
on the promises of Christ, the Church
held them suspended over the abyss
of hell.
How Calvin rejoiced in the work of
Luther through whom Christ and
his righteousness had been brought
to humble believers! With what care
he wrote brief statements of the
faith in order that every man might
readily possess the central truths of
the gospel! A lifetime of labor went
into the exegesis of Scripture and the
writing of his Institutes in order that
ministers might preach Christ from
the Word, according to the analogy of
faith, for the building up of the people
of God in the most holy faith.

.......................

Calvin as a Controversialist

Cornelius
Van Til

of Rome has become the adversary
of God’s people. “The true religion
which is delivered in the Scriptures”
matters little to them “provided not a
finger is raised against the primacy of
the apostolic See and the authority of
holy mother church.”5

Importance of Scripture
and teaching of Christ. And he knew
that Satan seeks to accomplish the
destruction of the Church of Christ
in various ways.

Extreme Opposition
During Calvin’s early days, Francis
I, the king of France, undertook a
violent persecution of the Protestants
in his land.
“The German princes, who had
espoused the cause of the Gospel, and
whose friendship Francis was then
courting, feeling offended with him
at his persecution of the Protestants,
the excuse offered, . . . was that he had
not punished any but Anabaptists,
who substituted their own spirit for
the divine Word, and held all civil
magistrates in contempt.”3

Defense

In this circumstance Calvin raises
himself up to his full height and says:

But Calvin realized that the gospel
cannot be faithfully preached unless
it is also faithfully defended: “For the
Lord hath appointed us ministers of
his doctrine with this proviso, that
we are to be as firm in defending as
faithful in delivering it.”1 And “when
a struggle for life must be endured,
few know what it is to defend the
cause of Christ.”2

Identifying himself with his people
he adds that they suffer persecution
because they believe it to be life
eternal to know the only true God,
and Jesus Christ, whom he has sent
(John. 17: 3).

Calvin knew that Satan was back of all
the opposition to the pure preaching

But back of the king, Calvin knows,
is the Apostolic See. The priesthood

“The characteristic of a true
sovereign is, to acknowledge
that, in the administration of his
kingdom, he is a minister of God.” 4

“If only the Pope will remove himself
and no longer stand in the light of
the sun! Those who are inwardly
taught by the Holy Spirit acquiesce
implicitly in Scripture . . .”6
“Enlightened by him, we no longer
believe either on our own judgment
or that of others that the Scriptures
are from God; but, in a way superior
to human judgment, feel perfectly
assured—as much so as if we beheld
the divine image visibly impressed
on it—that it came to us, by the
instrumentality of men, from the
very mouth of God.”7
It is thus that Calvin seeks to keep
open the line of communication
between Christ and his Church. That
which pretends to be the Church but
is not subject to the voice of Christ,
speaking in Scripture, acts as a tyrant
of God’s people, either directly or
indirectly through the civil power.
And those who pretend to need no
church, even when it speaks on the
authority of Christ in his Word, live
in darkness. Satan employs Francis
the king, the “Holy See,” and men’s
own follies in order to keep them from
obedience to Christ.
How then are men to be relieved from an
evil conscience? Only if from Scripture,
as the very mouth of God, they learn
that Christ Jesus “died for our sins, and
rose again for our justification.”8 Then
they will have existential knowledge of
God through Christ. For then they will
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no longer listen to the speculations of
churchmen about the essence of God
apart from his revelation in Christ.
Covenant-confrontation with God in
Christ then takes the place of the “frigid
speculation” of scholastic theologians.
With Christ speaking to them in
Scripture, men will also realize that
“true religion must be conformable
to the will of God as its unerring
standard.”9

Covenant Communication
To defend the faith means, therefore,
for Calvin (a) to keep Satan from
introducing static into the instrument
through which Christ speaks to his
Church and (b) to keep Satan from
obstructing the response of faith and
obedience that the Church should give
to its Head. Covenant communication
between Christ and his Church must
at all costs be maintained. In his hatred
of Christ, Satan is out to destroy this
communication. The true servant of
God must watch lest all his labor in
preaching and teaching should serve
the purposes of Satan rather than
those of Christ. The true servants of
Christ must protect the sheep from
themselves, from false shepherds, and
from Satan. How else can believers
grow in the grace and knowledge of
their Savior? And how else can the
Church, the people of God, proclaim
God’s message to the world?
Throughout his life, Calvin followed
the straight-forward course which he
set for himself when first he defended
the benighted Protestants in France.
Always his basic interest was the
building up of God’s people in the
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faith. But always too he kept watch
lest, in one way or another, this
building process was obstructed by
Satan. Only a small fraction of his
work in this field can be indicated.

Open Confession
One of Satan’s subtlest schemes was
that of keeping believers from openly
confessing their faith, “holding it
enough to worship Christ in mind,
while they gave outward attendance on
Popish rites.”10
With deepest sympathy Calvin writes
to a friend on this subject. He pities
his friend for living in “that Egypt
in which so many Idols and so
much monstrous Idolatry” are daily
presented to his eyes.11 But let him
not begin, lest he would commence
his ruin, to consider any policy of
keeping silent when Christ would be
confessed before men.
“Whenever any semblance of good
or convenience would withdraw us
one hair’s breadth from obedience to
our heavenly Father, the first thought
that ought to present itself for our
consideration is, that everything, be
it what it may, which has obtained
the sanction of a Divine command,
thereby becomes so sacred as not only
to be beyond dispute, but also beyond
deliberation.”12
“In short, the Lord calls his followers
to confession, and those who decline
it must seek another master, since he
cannot tolerate dissimulation [false
pretense, hypocrisy].”13
By dissimulation we would serve
that cruel master Satan, rather than

our merciful Savior who confessed
a good confession before Pontius
Pilate and was crucified when he did.

Timid Colleagues
The Confession of the Church, Calvin
maintained, must not only be of the
individual believer, it must also be of
the church. When first settled at
Geneva he “published a short formula
of Christian doctrine, adapted to
the church of Geneva, which had
just escaped from the pollutions of
the Papist.” His “first object was to
obtain from the citizens, . . . an open
adjuration of the Papacy, and an oath
of adherence to the Christian religion
and its discipline, as comprehended
under a few heads.”14
Here then Calvin would lead in a clearcut public and corporate confession
of Christ. But “most of his colleagues,
from timidity, keeping aloof from the
contest, and some of them (this gave
Calvin the greatest uneasiness) even
secretly impeding his work”15 sorely
tried Calvin’s courage. His courage
was rewarded and Satan was defeated,
for “the senate and people of Geneva
solemnly declared their adherence to
the leading doctrines and discipline
of the Christian religion.”16

Discipline
Calvin’s whole approach to the
Reformation of the church was
existential because it was scriptural.
The clarity of God’s revelation in Christ
through Scripture was basic in all that
he undertook. Hence, as noted, his
opposition to all speculation. Hence
also his insistence that the table of the

Lord must not be defiled.
In a running controversy with Rome
Calvin therefore rejected its doctrine
of the mass as an attack on the
finished sacrifice of Christ. And in
Geneva Farel and he “openly declared,
that they could not duly dispense the
Lord’s supper to a people so much at
variance among themselves, and so
much estranged from all ecclesiastical
discipline.17 “Flagrant immoralities”
and “old feuds” “between some of
the best families” were the occasion
of this bold position of Calvin and
his colleagues. For their bold stand
Calvin and his colleagues were
ordered to leave the city.

Cunning of the
“Mother Church”
Would the church at Geneva be able to
continue its brave corporate witness
to Christ after Calvin was banished?
Wouldn’t it die out for lack of fearless
leadership? Satan took no chances. He
clothed himself in the cloak of piety
in order to lead the Genevan people
back into bondage.
Cardinal Sadolet wrote a letter to the
Genevan people calling them his “very
dear brethren in Christ.”18 It seemed
good, he says “to the Holy Spirit and
to me . . . to write somewhat to you.”
He speaks of “their hope in Christ,”
and of the “blessing of complete and
perpetual salvation”: which they may
have “by faith alone in God and in
Jesus Christ.”19 They must realize that
it is this that the Catholic Church has
been transmitting to them.
“This Church hath regenerated us to
God in Christ, hath nourished and
confirmed us, instructed us what to
think, what to believe, wherein to
place our hope, and also taught us
by what way we must tend towards
heaven.”20
Will not his “dearest brethren” then
return to mother church forsaking
modern novelties? Think of the
judgment day. If you have returned
to the church you may meet it with

confidence, having in her been
obedient to the Gospel. But if you
have not returned you must meet
the judgment day with fear. Suppose
you were one of the “authors of
dissension.” You would then have to
say to the Judge, among other things,
that you had cast aside the church, and
appealed directly to the sacred blood
of Christ in order that you might
thereafter be able to do, with greater
freedom, whatsoever you wished.21
With such cunning deception did
“Mother Church” seek to woo her
wandering children back to herself.
There was at this time, says Beza, no
one at Geneva able to answer Sadolet.
Will Calvin come to their defense?
Have they not cast him out? If Sadolet
and Satan had put their trust in this
circumstance they did not realize that
Christ had prepared for himself in
Calvin a faithful shepherd. He informs
Sadolet that, “though at present
relieved of the charge of the Church of
Geneva, . . .God, when he gave it to me
in charge, . . . bound me to be faithful
to it forever.”22

The Holy Spirit
“I am compelled,” says Calvin,
“whether I will or not, to withstand
you openly. For then only do pastors
edify the Church, when, besides
leading docile souls to Christ,
placidly, as with the hand, they are
also armed to repel the machinations
of those who strive to impede the
work of God.”23
When Sadolet appeals to the Spirit of
Christ, Calvin asks, “What comes of
the Word of the Lord, that clearest of
all marks, and which the Lord himself,
in pointing out the Church, so often
recommends to us? For seeing how
dangerous it would be to boast of the
Spirit without the Word, he declared
that the Church is indeed governed
by the Holy Spirit; but in order that
that government might not be vague
and unstable, he annexed it to the
Word.”24

Subjectivism
To appeal to the Church as above the
Word is, argues Calvin, to appeal to
man instead of to Christ.
“We are assailed by two sects, which
seem to differ most widely from each
other. For what similitude is there in
appearance between the Pope and
the Anabaptists? And yet, that you
may see that Satan never transforms
himself so cunningly, as not in
some measure to betray himself, the
principal weapon with which they
both assail us is the same. For when
they boast extravagantly of the Spirit,
the tendency certainly is to sink and
bury the Word of God, that they may
make room for their own falsehoods.
And you, Sadolet, by stumbling on the
very threshold, have paid the penalty
of that affront which you offered to
the Holy Spirit, when you separated
him from the Word.”25
Ours must be the Church “whose
supreme care it is humbly and
religiously to venerate the Word of
God, and submit to its authority.”26 A
soul “when deprived of the Word of
God, is given up unarmed to the devil
for destruction.”27
Calvin disclaims for himself and for
all believers the ability so perfectly
to expound the Word of God as
not to fall into error. But therefore
it is all important, he maintains,
that the judgment of all believers,
and therefore of the Church must
be subject to the voice of Christ as
it speaks in Scripture.”28 When the
believer has diligently sought thus
to obey the voice of Christ, then,
and then alone, he need not fear the
judgment day.
Think of one of these believers, says
Calvin in his reply to Sadolet, and
hear him at that day:
“They charged me with two of
the worst of crimes—heresy and
schism. And the heresy was, that
I dared protest against dogmas
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which they received. But what
could I have done? I heard from
thy mouth that there was no
other light of truth which could
direct our souls into the way of
life, than that which was kindled
by thy Word.”29
When the Church had replaced the
Word as the final rule of faith “there
was none who duly considered that
one sacrifice which he offered on the
cross, and by which he reconciled us
to himself—none who ever dreamed
of thinking of his eternal priesthood,
and the intercession depending
upon it, none who trusted in his
righteousness only.”30
Calvin would protect his flock that
they might live and die in the faith of
Christ, their righteousness.

The Council of Trent
But it was not alone the local church
of Geneva which Calvin sought
to defend against an individual
Romanist theologian. At the Council
of Trent (1546) the Church of Rome
met to do by argument what it had
failed to do by persecution. This
“Sacred, Ecumenical, and General
Council of Trent, lawfully met in
the Holy Spirit”31 was interested in
“Extirpating Heresies and Reforming
Manners.” The council met under the
presidency of the legates of the Holy
See.
In replying step by step to the
pronouncements of the Council
Calvin again makes central the
doctrine of Scripture:
“We especially repudiate their
desire to make certainty of
doctrine depend not less on what
they call agrapha (unwritten),
than on the Scriptures. We must
ever adhere to Augustine’s rule,
‘Faith is conceived from the
Scriptures.”32
And with the Roman Church’s denial
of the sole authority goes its denial
of the sole sufficiency of the work of
Christ in the salvation of sinners.
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“Paul claims the whole work for
God; they ascribe nothing to him
but a little help.”33 Moreover, the false
teachers dishonor the Holy Spirit as
they dishonor the Son. They refuse
to make “God the author of a good
will.”34 And faith, Calvin urges, is what
it is because of its object, Christ. “Let
us remember that the nature of faith
is to be estimated from Christ.”35 With
Christ clearly revealed in Scripture
and Scripture accepted as the Word
of Christ by the testimony of the
Holy Spirit, the believer may live and
die in the certainty of acceptance of
God. Faith “is destroyed as soon as
certainty is taken away.”36

Election
Finally, in order to protect Christ’s
little ones from a church that takes
their Christ away Calvin traces their
salvation back to their election. But
this election is in Christ. To appeal
to election apart from Christ is,
for him, the acme of self-deceptive
speculation. He says that “nothing is
more pernicious than to inquire into
the secret council of God, with a view
of thereby obtaining a knowledge of
our election . . .” This is “a whirlpool in
which we shall be swallowed up and
lost.” But the matter is quite otherwise
when we contemplate that “our
Heavenly Father holds forth in Christ
a mirror of our eternal adoption.” For
“no man truly holds what has been
given us by Christ save he who feels
assured that Christ himself has been
given him by the Father, that he may
not perish.”37
For Calvin, the idea of election is
anything but a philosophical notion,
to be placed either at the beginning
or at the end of a construction of
human thought. For Calvin it is
Christ, speaking through his Word,
who bids men to trace their salvation
back to God the Father who chose
them in his Son to be his children.
The clarity of the revelation of Christ
in Scripture, the certainty of faith and
election go together. These truths
cohere with one another. They are not

deduced from one another. They are
all taught by Christ, who is the Truth.
In suppressing Christ as the Truth
the Romanist church took away from
God’s people all the riches purchased
for them by Christ.

Truth and Peace
Was Calvin then only for Truth and
not for peace? Far from it. Often
enough he acted as mediator between
extremists in the Protestant fold.38
But he knew the truth of Christ’s gospel
is the only bond of peace.39 We are,
therefore, not to “bargain concerning
the eternal and immutable Truth of
God, how far it is to prevail!”40 There
are those who would contrive “a
kind of specious Pacification” which
would leave us “a half Christ” “but
in such a manner that there is no
part of his doctrine which they do
not obscure or bespatter with some
stain of falsehood. And this artifice
for deforming piety they send forth—
so help them!—under the name of
Reformation.”41
“Whatever may happen, let it be our
resolute determination to listen to
no terms of peace, which mingle the
figments of men with the pure truth
of God.”42
To pacify dissension the advocates of a
“specious Pacification” contend “that
we are not to stand out pertinaciously
on other points, provided the
doctrine of free Justification remains
safe.”43 Can we as Protestants not rally
round this central point so as to have
peace among ourselves and repel our
common foe?
Calvin replies that there “is a great
difference between merely uttering
the one expression—we are justified
by faith—and setting forth the whole
matter in a distinct explanation.”44
And the latter must be done if the
Church is really to be Reformed. To be
sure, catechisms and brief statements
of faith must be used for the
instruction of God’s people. But such
instruction itself must be protected by

a setting forth of the full significance
of the doctrine of justification by
faith, against the errors of Rome. The
denial of this doctrine is, in the case
of Romanism, a part of its speculative
system. In particular it is its false
doctrine of man and of God that
underlies the Romish falsification of
justification by faith.
It is therefore not “from a love of
disputation” or because “we will not
allow anything to be passed over that
does not altogether please us” that
we must undertake to show that in
Romanism we have the interweaving
of the doctrine of justification with a
pagan system of thought. In order “to
maintain the doctrine of justification
entire” it behooves us “to have a sure
definition of faith.”45
“With regard, then, to the obtaining
of Righteousness before God, I say
that we must necessarily hold the
following viewpoints concerning
Faith:
First, that it is an undoubting
persuasion, by which we receive
the word brought by Prophets and
Apostles as truth sent from God.
Secondly, that what it properly
looks to in the Word of God is
the free promises, and especially
Christ, their pledge and
foundation, so that, resting on
the paternal favor of God, we can
venture to entertain a confident
hope of eternal salvation.
Thirdly, that it is not a bare
knowledge which flutters in
the mind, but that it carries
along with it a lively affection,
which has its seat in the heart.
Fourthly, that this faith does not
spring from the perspicacity of
the human mind, or the proper
movement of the heart, but is the
special work of the Holy Spirit,
whose it is both to enlighten the
mind and impress the heart.
Lastly, that this efficacy of
the Spirit is not felt by all

promiscuously, but by those who
are ordained to life.”46
“Unless these points are put beyond
controversy, though we may ever and
anon repeat like parrots that we are
justified by faith, we shall never hold
the true doctrine of Justification.”47
Only a glimpse has been given of
Calvin as a controversialist. Of the
wider implications of his work for
science, art, and philosophy we have
not been able to speak at all. But so
much has been shown as to enable us
to see him as valiant for truth. And
for him Christ was the truth. Calvin
truly counted all things but loss for
the knowledge of Christ. Only if
Christ speaks to his people and if his
people speak to Christ will the triune
God be glorified.
Did Calvin make no mistakes? Are
we to engage in hero-worship? Calvin
himself confessed his mistakes and
grievous faults. Is there not a single
wart that we can see on his face? But
in his testament, executed shortly
before his death, he said:
“I also testify and declare,
that, in all the contentions and
disputations in which I have
been engaged with the enemies
of the Gospel, I have used no
impostures, no wicked and
sophistical devices, but have
acted candidly and sincerely in
defending the truth.”48
Would that we might be able to speak
likewise in our day.

———————
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Lesson 13: Judges 13

J

High Expectations

udges 13 introduces us to Samson,
the last judge recorded in this
book. Everybody knows his story.
Every little boy wishes he could have
Samson’s herculean prowess and
massive muscles. Samson, however,
is not the role model that he is made
out to be. In fact, being the last judge
in this book’s downward spiral into
ultimate depravity, he is actually a
horrible example. Our introduction
to him in Judges 13 does not tell us
much about Samson; in fact, almost
all of it is about his parents, Manoah
and his wife.

and Abimelech just threw the whole
thing off. In fact, since Abimelech,
there had been no rest anywhere in
the book of Judges. Jephthah died,
and instead of the typical “and then
the land had rest for such-and-such
years,” the book just moves right into
the next chapter. Now, in the story
of Samson, Israel did not even cry
out to the LORD. They had become
satisfied in being with the Philistines,
synchronizing their culture, lifestyle,
and religion with them. They were at
peace with their bondage and did not
make any attempt to get out.

The first verse of the chapter gives
us the standard introduction, the
news that we hate to hear but have
sadly gotten used to hearing: “And
the people of Israel again did what
was evil in the sight of the LORD.”
Israel had fallen into sin again. As we
keep reading, we would expect God
to hand them over into oppression,
they would cry out for mercy, and He
would send a deliverer. That has been
the pattern throughout Judges. As
expected, the LORD did hand them
over, this time to the Philistines.
He gave them over for forty years,
the longest period of oppression
recorded in this book. The Israelites,
however, did not cry out for
deliverance. Nowhere in chapter 13,
nowhere in chapter 14, nowhere in
the entire account of Samson did
Israel cry out for deliverance. The
pattern is utterly broken. We started
our cycle of judges with Othniel,
who followed the pattern. But ever
since Othniel, the pattern became
more skewed, more confused, and
more obscure. Ehud used trickery,
Barak was a wimp, God sent a
condemning prophet before he chose
a judge (and when He did choose a
judge, it was the doubting Gideon),

Often we, too, are quite happy to be
left in our bondage to sin. We are
quick to tell people that we are God’s
children by letting them see us go to
church or toting a Bible around in our
briefcases or purses, but we really do
not truly want to be delivered from
our slavery. We are at peace with
sin’s occupation. The world offers
us a lot of pleasantries. Abusing
alcohol and drugs and having all
kinds of sex really do bring pleasure
and enjoyment. Wealth, power, and
fame really do hold great appeal and
become our first love. We fail to see
what they actually are. These worldly,
sinful pleasures are just as much a
bondage as was Israel’s bondage to
the Philistines. These things end up
controlling us, bringing us into a
vicious cycle of addiction and sin.
The trouble is, we kind of like it there,
and we end up so addicted that we
cannot bring ourselves to ask for help.
Human beings always think that they
are in control of their own addictions
until it is too late. I have seen it
happen many times. Someone thinks
that he knows how much alcohol he
can handle without falling into the sin
of drunkenness; someone else thinks
that he knows what kinds of movies
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he can watch without giving in to lust;
and someone else convinces himself
that “just one look at pornography
and then I’ll quit” is okay. But we
always keep going, we always keep
giving in; seldom are we able to quit
or ask for help.
That is the case where the Israelites
found themselves. They thought
they had it sorted. They enjoyed
living mingled with the Philistines,
worshipping their gods and coinhabiting the land with them (the very
sin that God had warned against in
Judges 2 and other places). So for forty
years they lived with the Philistines.
There are three ways that the story
could develop from here. Option one
is the path of judgment. God could
have finally decided that He was fed
up with the Israelites and sent His
complete and total judgment upon
them, destroying that ungrateful
,sinful people once and for all. One
certainly would not blame Him
for losing patience with Israel.
Thankfully for Israel, God is a God
of longsuffering, covenant love. We
should be thankful, too, because we
are just as ungrateful and sinful as
these Israelites! Option two would
be just to leave it. God could have
left the Israelites where they were and
not have raised up a deliverer. They
would have been stuck where they
were, which apparently was fine with
them. But God loves His elect people
too much to leave them in their sin
forever. He may let us backslide for
a time, maybe to teach us a lesson
and to bring us down a few notches,
but in the long run, nothing can
separate us from the love of God. He
will always redeem His elect in His
grace. Finally, option three would be
that God would send a deliverer in

spite of their behavior. This is where
chapter 13 lead us. Human action
(Israel crying out to God) is not so
important in salvation, after all. God
is completely sovereign over the act
of salvation, choosing to save those
whom He wants to save. God loves
His elect so much that He would save
us while we were yet sinners, without
us crying out to Him first.

The Announcement of a Son

Never before have we been given so
much of an introduction to a judge.
Samson’s whole birth narrative is laid
out for us. We are introduced us to
Manoah and his wife, who is barren.
Manoah is described as a “certain
man,” which seems rather curious. I
Samuel 1:1 introduces us to Elkanah,
Samuel’s father, who also was
described as a “certain man.” Both
Manoah and Elkanah had barren
wives, both of whom the LORD
miraculously blessed with children
who were prophesied to do great
works. Godly Samuel was in many
ways the last of the judges, and he is a
strong contrast to Samson.
We are also told about Manoah’s
wife, whose name is never given. Her
defining features are that she has no
name and no children. The fact that
the narrator made a big deal out
of her barrenness should raise our
expectations. We should expect that
God would provide a child, typically

a son, and that this son would do
something special. Think of Sarah,
Rachel, Hannah, and Elizabeth. Get
ready for a miracle!

a forerunner. This makes sense in the
broad scope of biblical history, since
Israel struggled with the Philistines
until the reign of King David.

We do not have to wait long. In Verses
3–5, the Angel of the LORD appeared
with a special message for Manoah’s
wife. The Angel pointed out that she
was without child but that she would
soon conceive and bear a son. The
Angel used the exact phraseology
that the LORD used when He told
Abraham the same thing, which,
again, raises our expectations. Here
is a miraculous birth and a reference
to Abraham. This child will most
certainly be something special! With
the promise, the Angel also delivered
a requirement. The son needed to be
a Nazirite. A Nazirite was a person
who was especially dedicated to the
LORD. The Angel instructed that he
could not drink wine or alcohol of any
nature (he could not even eat grapes,
just in case), and he was to stay away
from unclean food. But wait, none
of the Israelites were supposed to eat
unclean food, Nazirite or not. The
fact that the Angel would even have
to mention this tells us something
about the worldly nature of Israel at
this time—just how much they had
mingled with the Philistines and
other nations. As a Nazirite, this child
was also not supposed to cut his hair.
Ever. Not cutting your hair was an
outward sign. It showed the period of
time that the Nazirite was dedicated
to the LORD. Most people only took
Nazirite vows for a limited time only,
as a special dedication or spiritual
cleansing, or in a time of great
spiritual need. This child, however,
would be special, because he was to be
a Nazirite from womb to tomb, from
birth to earth. Why was this child
so special? What was his function
going to be? The Angel answers that
he shall “begin to save Israel from the
hand of the Philistines.” That seems
an odd thing to say. We expected this
child to be the ultimate deliverer. It
appears that he was only going to be

What excellent and happy news for
Manoah’s wife! She would finally have
a child. In verses 6–7, Manoah’s wife
excitedly told her husband about the
Angel’s visit. She did not know who
he was or where he was from. She
was simply content to know that he
was a man from God, awesome in
appearance. We would expect that
Manoah would have celebrated: “We
are finally going to have a baby!” But
that is not how he responded. Instead,
he wanted the visitor to come back
and talk to him, too. He prayed to
the LORD, which was a good thing—
probably a rare thing in those days.
The essence of his prayer, however,
was not good. “I want to see this man,
too. My wife came back from the field
babbling about this amazing man
who prophesied that we are going to
have a baby, and I want to see him.”
Manoah’s wife had told him what they
needed to do, but he kept asking that
the man would return to talk to them
both. His wife did not need a return
visit; she believed the Angel the first
time, but Manoah wanted a special
visitation all his own.
In verse 9, the LORD answered
his prayer, but with a slight sense
of humor: the Angel did return, as
Manoah had asked, but he returned
when Manoah was not there! Do
not think that this was an oversight
on God’s part. The LORD answered
Manoah’s request, but He answered it
in a way that highlights the fact that
Manoah was out of the loop, that he
should have believed his wife. Upon
seeing the Angel, Manoah’s wife
ran quickly and told her husband to
come see, for “the man who came
to me the other day has appeared
to me.” Manoah returned with his
wife and promptly asked the angel,
“Are you the man who spoke to this
woman?” Remember that his wife
had just told Manoah that this was
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the same man. Manoah obviously
had some problems listening to his
wife or did not think that women
were an appropriate means through
whom God could work. The LORD
obviously did not agree since He
appeared twice to Manoah’s wife and
not to him.

Conversations with an Angel

Verses 12–14 record round one of
the conversation between Manoah
and the angel. Manoah asked some
general questions about the child. The
Angel answered by saying, “I already
told your wife what she has to do. You,
Manoah, do not have to do anything.
The Angel was giving Manoah a slap
in the face: “You should have listened
to your wife.” The Angel gave no new
information, just repeating what he
had already said to Manoah’s wife. It
is interesting to note that all of the
verbs in the Angel’s speech in these
verses are feminine, drawing even
more attention to the fact that the
word of Manoah’s wife should have
been sufficient.
In round two of the conversation
(verses 15–16), Manoah announced
that he wanted to make a meal for the
angel and to detain him. That seems to
be Manoah’s chief role in this story—
delaying everything by not listening
to his wife and by entering into this
unneeded conversation. The Angel
told Manoah that he would not eat
of the food, but encouraged Manoah
to offer the goat as a burnt offering.
Sometimes the Angel of the LORD
was comfortable eating with humans
(think of Abraham or Lot), but here
he was trying to make Manoah
recognize whom he was dealing with.
For dense Manoah to recognize the
magnitude of his visitor, it would
take a lot more than dining on a goat.
Notice that our God is patient, willing
to deal with Manoah, and with us
when we are dense. He gives grace in
the midst of human dawdling.
Round three of the conversation
(verses 17–18) began with Manoah
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asking the Angel his name “so that
when your words come true we may
honor you.” Maybe Manoah had the
intent of naming his son after the
Angel or just wanted to tell all his
friends that the Angel had prophesied
the arrival of his son. Dr. Duguid
suggests that perhaps Manoah
recognized that the Angel was a
powerful being and wanted to use his
name in some religious incantation.
In the ancient Near East, someone’s
name was closely related to who he
was. That is one reason why the LORD
makes such a big deal about using
His name properly. Perhaps Manoah
wanted to control a little bit of the
Angel’s power. The Angel answered
mysteriously by saying his name was
wonderful, or full of wonders. Who
is the One who does wonders? Only
God does wonders. “Wonderful” is a
word solely used to describe God and
His works in the Old Testament. This
should have made it clear to Manoah
and to us that this Angel of the LORD
is either a direct ambassador from
the LORD, or a theophany, a physical
appearance of God Himself.
Manoah followed the recommendation
of the Angel and offered the goat to the
LORD, specifically offering it to “the
LORD, the One who works wonders”
(verse 19), specifically making the
connection with the name of the
Angel (and also paralleling the story
of Gideon, where Gideon responds to
a similar visit from the same Angel by
sacrificing). As Manoah and his wife
were watching, suddenly the Angel
of the LORD disappeared amidst the
flames of the altar. They fell down to the
ground, and Manoah finally realized
who the Angel was. Notice, however,
that it only says, “then Manoah knew
that he was the Angel of the LORD,”
not “Manoah and his wife knew.” His
wise wife already knew, since he had
appeared to her in the first place.
Manoah’s response to these miraculous
events was to get hysterical. “We are
doomed! We shall surely die for we
have seen God,” he lamented. His

logical wife pointed out, “If the LORD
is going to promise you a son, it would
not be fulfilled if you were in a heap
of dust and ashes! And He would not
have accepted your offering if He was
going to kill you.” Eventually, Manoah
calmed down. The son was born and
named Samson (“little sun”). The young
man grew, and the LORD blessed him.
Verse 25 leaves us with this news, “the
Spirit of the LORD began to stir in
him.” What a hopeful and powerful
note for this chapter to end with! What
is the expectation of the reader at the
end of chapter 13? Samson is going to
save Israel! He is going to be the one!
We can learn much from Manoah
and his wife. Most of us are a lot like
Manoah. Manoah, as the man of the
house, was supposed to be the spiritual
leader, but he does not do his duty. In
fact, he was clueless. So many of us,
men and women, are often the same
way, unwilling to take on our spiritual
responsibilities. We are unwilling to
take our place in the Church, thinking
that the ministers and the elders and
deacons will handle these things. We
do not stand up and volunteer or get
involved; we do not speak out when
we need to.
We should all learn from Manoah’s
wife. So often, God works through the
unexpected. The barren, the children,
the women, the outcasts. This is
especially applicable for teenagers and
young adults. So often, it is expected
that the young people will just sit
and be quiet while the older people
do all the thinking. I encourage you
as young people to get up and take a
stand in the church. Of course, respect
the wisdom and experience of those
older than you, but do not be afraid to
express your zeal for the Church and
to get involved. What are some ways to
do this? I encourage all young people
to get involved in Bible studies. Too
often, high schoolers just go to the
youth group meetings and think that
is all they need to do. Get involved
in the other Bible studies your church
offers. Get involved in the adult Bible

studies, in some small groups; search
out an older Christian to mentor you;
go to your congregational meetings;
volunteer. There are so many ways to
get involved. Sometimes the people
that are supposed to be in charge
can fail, like Manoah, so it is always
good for those who are supposed to
be weak and quiet like young people
and women to be like Manoah’s wife,
willing to speak out and follow the
LORD’s will.
Often, we are a lot like Manoah, and
like the Israelites in verse one. We are
in love with our comfortable bondage
to pagan gods and immorality. We
become enslaved to what we watch on
television. We are in love with Playboy
magazine, with our alcohol addiction,
with our drugs, with our escapist
music. Why? These and other various
forms of immorality offer fulfillment
of carnal desires. These things offer
pleasure, security, and escape from
life. And sometimes life is unbearable.
Sometimes it can be difficult to be a
teenager, even in a Christian home.
Your parents fight, your siblings are
unbearable, your grades are down,
and life is falling apart. Everyone goes
through this (and raging hormones
do not help). Pornography, drugs,
alcohol, lust—they all offer a way out,
if only for a few minutes.
What is the answer to this idolatry
that, if we admit it, we all struggle
with? We need to know the LORD.
The trouble with Israel in this time
was that they were part of the second
generation of Judges 2, the generation
who did not know the LORD.
Knowing who the LORD is gives us
the increasing ability to say no to
godless behavior. Knowing what He
has done for us gives us the motive for
living a pure life. God is our refuge,
our shepherd. He has promised us
an inheritance that is lasting, eternal,
and enormous. Dr. Duguid puts it this
way, “As we come to know who God is
and glory increasingly in who He is,
we will reject inferior substitutes and
see our idols for what they really are.”

What Manoah, Israel, and we really
need is a Savior. We really need the
gospel. Know God’s unconditional
love. You cannot earn it by crying out
to Him or by doing certain acts. He
loves you, through no merit of your
own. Know this not just in your head,
but in your heart. Realize that this
life is not about you; it is about Him.
Know God in how big and mighty
He is, and you will be surprised at
how small you are. Look at the favor
and grace He has shown you in Jesus
Christ, through no merit of your own.
He loves you simply because of Christ.
Let Christ and what Christ did for
you give you your true value and selfworth. Glory not in the things of this
earth and in yourself, but in Christ, for
He is the only thing of any value.
If you stop reading the book at 13:25,
you are left with a lot of hope. Samson
looks like he will be “the one,” the
judge to end all judges. However, if
you just turn to the next chapter (even
as early as 14:2), you will see that
all your hopes are terribly dashed.
Samson did not turn out to be the

great deliverer. He failed even more
miserably than any other judge before
him. However, his life just begs to be
compared with that of true Deliverer,
Jesus Christ. Even in this passage,
the parallels jump out at us. Christ,
too, was announced by an angel to
a woman. Christ’s birth was indeed
miraculous, just as Samson’s was.
And Christ was dedicated to God for
His whole life. Christ grew in wisdom
and stature under the Lord’s blessing,
just like Samson. Christ’s whole life
was lived under the influence of the
Holy Spirit. But Christ went beyond
Samson. He did not “begin” to save
His people; He saved all of God’s
elect. He did not just save us from
the Philistines; He saved us from all
of the power of sin and tyranny of
the devil. And He Himself was the
ultimate sacrifice, the one that all of
these burnt offerings were types and
shadows of. He is the ultimate Judge
and Deliverer. And He did not failas
Samson did. He “saved His people
from their sins,” as it was announced
by the Angel to His mother Mary.

Lesson 13: Points to Ponder
1. Review the Nazirite vow in Numbers 6:1–21. What is this
separation from? What is it a separation to? What was stressed
by the Angel?
2. Is there any indication of the type of life Samson was expected
to live? Is there any indication of the type of life he would live?
3. Can you list some things that your parents (grandparents) saw as
sin that many Christians engage in today?
4. The Israelites had assimilated themselves with their culture and
therefore did not cry out to God. In what ways have we 		
assimilated ourselves to our culture?
5. How do we often use “Christian liberty” as an excuse to engage
in the practices of our culture? What is the proper use of our
Christian liberty?
6. In what ways can the church offer opportunities for Christian
growth to her young people? What roles can young people take
to help one another?
7. Why/how do we often focus on ourselves? How can we bring
greater glory to God?
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Lesson 14: Judges 14

J

udges 14 picks up the story exactly
where Judges 13 left off. We are still
continuing the storyline, still waiting
for deliverance. The Spirit of the
LORD was moving in Samson, which
is a promising note. However, do not
let your hopes get up too high, because
the last time the Spirit of the LORD
was at work in someone (Jephthah),
it did not stop him from ending up a
daughter-killing failure. So let us see
what Samson, now a young man, gets
into in chapter 14.
In verse 1, we find that Samson went
down to Timnah and saw a woman,
a daughter of the Philistines. Now
geographically, Timnah was down
from Samson’s home, but the phrase
“going down” is telling of Samson’s
behavior in this whole chapter. He was
going down spiritually. Often in the
Old Testament, geographical direction
is linked with spiritual and theological
direction. As you read this chapter,
notice how many times “going down”
is repeated. While in Timnah, he saw
a Philistine woman and instantly
fell in lust with her. Judges has kept
repeating the phrase “everyone did
what was right in their own eyes” and
now it seems that Samson was a child
of his times, letting his eyes get him
into trouble (this was a problem with
Samson throughout his whole life. In
fact, the only time he did the right thing
was when his eyes were gouged out!).
What Samson sees, Samson wants;
and what Samson wants, Samson gets,
even if it is a Philistine woman. Israel
was supposed to drive the Philistines
out. Samson, as a deliverer set aside at
birth, should have gone out and killed
them all. Instead, he wanted to marry
one of their daughters.
In verses 2–3, Samson told his parents
to go get this girl for him. He wanted to
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“Samson’s Goin’ Down”

marry her, because she was “right in
his eyes.” Even though the LORD had
declared that she was not right since
she was a Philistine, Samson decided
that she was right. And notice that
his choice of women is based solely
on his eyes, solely on looks. It was not
that “she might be a Philistine, but
she has a great personality.” No, his
decision was made by his eyes. That
was how Samson made his decisions,
with no thought to the LORD. He
looked at her, saw she was a looker,
and decided to move in.
Manoah and his wife, Samson’s
parents, were properly horrified.
They encouraged Samson to go
look for a woman from among the
Israelites. The NIV translates verse
3 “Is there not an acceptable woman
among all our people?” But the ESV
is a better representation of the
Hebrew when it says “Is there not a
woman among all our people?” Dr.
Duguid points out that the NIV’s
insertion of “acceptable” makes
Samson’s choice subjective. It seems
to make his parents say, “is there
not a woman among our people
who is right in your eyes?” But the
ESV implies that the only ground
that Samson’s parents could see for
Samson to marry out of the covenant
community was if there were no
women at all anywhere within the
covenant community.
Manoah

........................
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and his wife understood God’s
requirements. They understood that
God had commanded the Israelites
to keep themselves pure, to not yoke
themselves with unbelievers.
So often Christians fall into the same
temptation as Samson did. Often,
the women of this world can be a lot
more enticing than the women within
our churches. They can promise a lot
more sexually (they do not hold to that
“silly” idea of saving sex for marriage)
and are often much more willing to
flaunt their bodies with no thoughts
for modesty. Obviously, this can
create a huge temptation for young
Christian men. But we should learn
from Samson’s negative example—
hooking up with non-Christians
does not turn out pretty. “Missionary
dating” seldom goes according to
plan. In fact, it almost always has the
opposite effect. Keep in mind Paul’s
advice about unequal yoking. But this
can be applied more generally, too.
Oftentimes, the things of this world
certainly are “lookers.” They entice us,
inviting us to enjoy the pleasures that
the world offers. Like the song, “Oh,
Jesus, I Have Promised” (number 480
in the blue Psalter Hymnal) says, “The
world is ever near; we see the sights
that dazzle; the tempting sounds we
hear.” But we must stand firm, keeping
in mind the next verse of that song:

“Oh, let me hear Thee speaking,
in accents clear and still, above
the storms of passion, the
murmurs of self-will.
Oh, speak to reassure me, to
hasten or control,
Oh speak and make me listen,
Thou Guardian of my soul!”
This song points to a great truth: we
cannot resist temptation on our own.
In fact, on our own, we would readily
and happily give in to the desires of
our flesh and the enticements of the
world. We so often fail. It is only
through the Spirit of Christ that we
are given grace and forgiveness for
the times we do fail and the ability
to resist in His name. So look to
Christ. Meditate on His grace, and
the world will not be so tempting
anymore. Keep your eyes focused
on Him and “the things of earth will
grow strangely dim in the light of His
glory and grace.” If we come to a full
understanding of how great His grace
and love really are, we will not only
be able to forgive ourselves and others
when we fail, but also we cannot help
but live a life of thanksgiving and
gratitude to Him.
Verse 4 gives us a little side note, a
little commentary within the passage
about the LORD’s motives in all
of this, a bird’s eye view of God’s
plan. The “He” referred to in verse 4
must almost certainly be the LORD.
Samson would never show this level of
insight or spiritual motivation. From
what we know about Samson’s life, we
can be pretty sure that his motivation
was lust driven. It is the LORD who is
using this situation as part of His plan.

The only way to get Samson riled up
enough to destroy the Philistines is
to get him involved with them. God
was able to use the sinful motivation
of Samson and the lack of parental
control (Manaoh and his wife should
have forbade Samson to marry her)
for His good. The LORD is using all
of this to accomplish His purpose. Of
course, that does not make Samson’s
lust and desire right. This does not
make Manoah’s inability to control
his son right. But God is able to use
even our sins, even the worst of things
to accomplish His purpose. God
used all of Samson’s poor choices of
sin for the benefit of Israel. He can
also use our sinful circumstances for
His purposes. This passage shows
us explicitly that God is able to
accomplish His purposes through
even utterly committed sinners like
Samson and like you and me.
In verse 5 Samson went down to
Timnah with his mother and father
to introduce them to his girlfriend.
On the way, they passed through
some vineyards. Wait! Samson was
a Nazirite. He was not supposed to
have anything to do with grapes! The
passage does not say that he ate any,
but this does not bode well. Suddenly,
Samson was attacked by a lion (we
are told in verse 6 that this happened
when his parents were not with him,
so this is apparently a flashback). The
Spirit of the LORD descended on
Samson and he tore the lion apart
with his bare hands.
Samson had finally delivered. But
this was only personal deliverance.
This seems to be paradigmatic for
Samson’s entire career. He only

delivered when it was personal,
when there is some self-centered
motive involved. Keep that in mind
as we continue to study Samson.
Samson did not tell his parents about
this episode. It just seems to be an
ordinary day for Samson; the events
did not seem to affect him in any way.
He did not think, “Hmm, maybe this
implies I should not be going down to
Timnah.” He did not think, “Maybe I
should be following the LORD, who
sent me His Spirit in my time of need
instead of my eyes.” No. Samson still
went to the Philistines. God saved his
life, but Samson carried right on in
his sinful path.
Of course, none of us would ever do
something like that, would we now?
When God blesses us, we would never
use His blessings for our own sinful
desires, would we? That is just an
obscene idea! Do I even need to say
that we are far more like Samson than
we care to admit? Clueless, arrogant,
self-centered, and ungrateful to God
describes Samson and all of us. We
should pay attention to God’s leading.
If He is setting up clear roadblocks
(either dramatic ones like a vicious
lion or not-so-dramatic ones like
your parents’ advice or advice from
your elders), obey them.
After that little adventure, Samson
made it to Timnah in verse 7. He
finally talked to the girl instead of just
looking at her, and decided that the
relationship was right in his eyes. Just
a hint to all you young men out there:
Samson is not a good role model for
relationships. For most men, the eyes
do most of the work in the relationship,
that is to say, the relationship is based
solely on physical things (even in
relationships within the covenant
community of the church). As it was
for Samson, communication is only
an afterthought for most men. He
talked to her, but really, it was still all
about the eyes. It is not a good idea to
follow Samson’s example. Girls do not
like this, so you might risk rejection
if you let your lust drive you. God
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does not like it either. Relationships
should be based on a mutual love for
the LORD, common interests, etc.
Yes, physical attraction is important,
but should not be the only reason for
a relationship.
After some days, Samson returned to
Timnah to take her (we presume that
this means to take her as his wife, but
with Samson, you never know). On
his way, Samson turned aside to see
the carcass of that lion he had killed.
Samson, as an Israelite and especially
as a Nazirite, was not supposed to
be around dead things—they were
unclean. But with Samson, it was
always about the eyes. He wanted to
see it, so he went. His desire to see
always led him to sin. And what did
he see? Bees. A whole swarm of them
in the corpse of the lion. Samson
took some of the honey, scraping it
into his hands (which would surely
have involved touching the unclean
corpse). He then gave some of it to his
parents, but did not tell them where
he had gotten it. All Israelites would
have seen this honey as unclean, since
it came from a carcass. That did not
stop Samson. He defiled himself and
others by eating it and sharing it.
In verse 10, Samson prepared a feast
for his wedding. “Feast” makes you
think about food, but the Hebrew
implies an alcohol-filled orgy, a night
of debauchery. Knowing Samson, he
does not seem the designated driver
type, even though drinking alcohol
was not permitted for Nazirites. At
the party, Samson’s future father-inlaw brought him thirty companions.
He probably brought them because
he thought Samson was trouble, and
wanted thirty men to keep an eye
on him. These “friends” were there
to make sure Samson did not break
the furniture or tear things apart in
a drunken frenzy. Samson decided
to enter into a riddle challenge with
his father-in-law and the thirty men.
If they figured out the riddle, he
would give them each a new outfit.
If they could not figure it out, they
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Let me give you one piece of solid advice:
DO NOT BE LIKE SAMSON.
had to each give him a new outfit.
Samson’s riddle concerned his dead
lion and the bees in it. Unless you
were Samson, you could not figure
out this riddle. Unless you have seen
what Samson had seen, you cannot
solve it. Samson was figuring on a
completely free new wardrobe of
thirty lovely suits.
The men were given seven days to
figure out the riddle. On the fourth
day, they asked Samson’s wife to tell
them the answer or they would burn
her alive. They ask her, “have you
invited us here to impoverish us?”
Dr. Duguid pointed out this question
could also be translated “have you
invited us here to dispossess us?”
That is interesting because that is
exactly what Israel was supposed to
do—except they were not doing it.
Samson’s wife gave in to their threats
and went to Samson. She tried one
of the oldest feminine tricks in the
book, used by almost every female
in melodramatic soap operas: “You
hate me; you don’t really love me,
otherwise, you would tell me the
answer to your riddle!”
Samson answered, “I have not even
told my father and mother, so I
will not tell you.” This is a horrible
reason. There are all sorts of things
that a husband should share with his
wife that he would not share with
his parents. And notice how many
times his wife calls the Philistines
“my people.” She was still loyal to the
Philistines even and Samson implied
that his loyalties were still to his
mother and father, not his wife. What
a horrible situation for a marriage.
Once more, Samson provides a
negative example for relationships.
Take note, young couples. Do not be
like Samson.
Eventually, Samson gave in and
told her the answer to the riddle,

which she promptly shared with
her countrymen. They answered
Samson’s riddle, which meant he
had to give them each a new suit.
Understandably, Samson was furious.
He answered them, “If you had not
plowed with my heifer, you would not
have found out my riddle.” What he
meant was, “if you had not gotten my
wife on your side, you would never
have figured out my riddle.” Samson
got mad. And when Samson got mad,
he broke things. Like people. He
went down (again going down) to
Ashkelon, a Philistine city, stole some
clothes from people that he killed,
and gave them to the thirty men as
the promised reward. Then Samson
sulked home, fuming. The marriage
was off, so his wife was given to his
best man.
Many times in this lesson, we have
noted that Samson gave us some
examples of what not to do. Let us
continue in that vein. To begin, let me
give you one piece of solid advice: DO
NOT BE LIKE SAMSON. How can
we avoid the pitfalls that he fell into?
First, we should stay out of vineyards.
Samson went straight into that
vineyard, even though he was
not even supposed to drink wine,
not supposed to eat a grape. Do
not deliberately place yourself in
a place where you know that you
will be brought head-to-head with
temptations. If you struggle with
alcoholism, do not go into that bar,
even if it is just to hang out with your
friends over a Coke. If you struggle
with pornography, do not go near that
aisle in Barnes and Noble, even if that
means you have to go the long way
around the store to get to the music
section. If you struggle with thinking
lustfully about women, try not to sit
directly behind cheerleader’s corner
at the basketball game. If you struggle

with a dirty mouth, try to avoid that
coworker who has a gutter mouth.
You get the idea. Do not put yourself
in temptation’s way. We are called to
be holy, as God is holy. We are called to
consecrate ourselves to the LORD; we
are called to be Nazirites. Now, we are
not called to be actual Nazirites. We can
cut our hair, eat all the grapes we want,
and have some alcohol in moderation.
All that is fine and biblical. But we are
to consecrate ourselves just as strictly,
spiritually. We are not merely to limit
our consecration to outward actions,
but also to consecrate our hearts and
our minds, our motivations and deepest
desires. We are called to holy living.
Secondly, Samson is a perfect
example of how our eyes lead to sin.
Remember that Sunday School song,
“Oh, be careful little eyes what you
see.” That is a great reminder, because
we all struggle with eye-driven sin.
Pornography is a struggle for every
male and many females. Girls’ and
women’s magazines give women a
bad idea of what women should be,
telling them that they need to be
supermodels in order to be happy,
focusing on the exterior instead of
the interior. Ladies, dress modestly.
Serve your Christian brothers by
taking some of their temptations to
lust from before their eyes. This also
can be applied to jealousy. We see
what others have and we want it. Our
eyes lead to sin in so many ways, so be
careful, little eyes, what you see.
Like Samson, we so often make an
idol of ourselves. We are self-centered.
And if God does not give us what we
want, we get mad at Him and throw a
temper tantrum. Maybe we do not go
out and kill thirty Philistines, but we
do get very put out if we do not get
our way.
Maybe some of you are reading this
thinking to yourself, “Oh, I know
a Samson in my school and I am
thankful that God, in His grace, has
kept me from being like him.” Good
for you. Let me pat you on the back
for missing the point of this entire

lesson. We are all just as bad as
Samson; we are all just as guilty, just
as headstrong, just as self-centered
as he was. Maybe we do not go out
and pursue every non-Christian
woman; maybe we do not lie or
blatantly disobey God’s laws. But we
are all still totally depraved sinners.
In our hearts, our motives, and our
thoughts, we are just as sinful as was
Samson. Maybe you do stay out of
“vineyards;” maybe you go to church
every week and give generously to
the work of the Kingdom. But that
can be done for wrong reasons, too.
Self-righteousness and pride are just
as dangerous, just as sinful as lust
and deceit. We are all guilty of being
Samsons. Utterly and totally Samsons.
Samson failed, as all of us do. He had
a mission to enjoy as much carnal
pleasure as was possible. Christ came
with a mission to be holy, the mission
we all fail at. When He chose a bride,
He did not choose with His eyes
as Samson did. But He did choose

a sinful bride, an unholy bride, an
unclean bride. He chose us, His elect
church. He chose an unholy bride with
the promise of sanctifying her. He
did this at the cross. All of God’s holy
will is done through strange means,
the strangest one being the cross of
Calvary. God’s purpose of saving
Samsons, of making a bride for Himself
came through taking the judgment
that Samson deserved, the judgment
that we deserved, the judgment that
would tear us apart, and laying it on
Christ. He clothes us not with stolen
clothes, but with the garments of
righteousness. Samson pervasively
and wholeheartedly pursued sin.
So do we. Christ pervasively and
wholeheartedly pursued righteousness
and then gaveHis righteousness to us
in His grace.
Mr. James Oord is a Christian
Thought major and a Junior at
Grove City College in Grove City,
Pennsylvania.

Lesson 11: Points to Ponder

Lesson 14: Points to Ponder

1. How do the very first words spoken by Samson give us an
indication that he will not live up to expectations?
2. The Bible points out that sin often enters the body through 		
the eyes. How was that true for Samson? How is it true in our 		
own culture? How is it true for you? Contrast this with James 1:25.
3. How does Proverbs 16:32 apply to the life of Samson? How can 		
we apply it to our own lives?
4. Can you recall other places in Scripture where God permitted 		
the sinful actions of men to bring about His purposes? 			
In history? In your life?
5. What should the role of modesty be within the Christian life? 		
Does this apply more to one sex than the other? Does this 		
apply only to the outward appearance?
6. Think of examples in the Bible where God set up roadblocks to 		
keep someone from sin. Has God ever set up roadblocks in 		
your life to keep you from sinning?
7. In what ways do people deliberately place themselves 			
in temptation’s way? How can this be avoided?
8. How are Christians called to be Nazirites (Cf. James 3:15, 		
James 4:4)?
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The Doctrine of Inscripturated Special Revelation
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Scriptures, and that his position cannot
be described as in any substantive
manner divergent from that of his
contemporaries at Princeton.

rganic Inspiration”
and the Infallibility
of Scripture

Some interpreters of Bavinck’s
doctrine of Scripture have argued
that his view of organic inspiration
allows for a broad affirmation of
Scriptural infallibility, but not a strict
affirmation of Scriptural inerrancy.
This is the claim, for example, of Jack
Rogers and Donald McKim in their
controversial book, The Authority
and Interpretation of the Bible.1 In
somewhat more moderate form, it is
also the view of A.T.B. McGowan in
his recent book, The Divine Spiration
of Scripture: Challenging Evangelical
Perspectives.2 Since Bavinck places so
much emphasis upon the humanity or
“servant-form” of Scripture, and since
he acknowledges the need to approach
the challenges of biblical criticism in a
careful and responsible manner, it has
been suggested that Bavinck leaves the
door open to a doctrine of Scripture
that speaks of its truthfulness in
respect to the revelation of the person
and work of Christ, but not of its full
truthfulness or inerrancy in respect
to its historical reporting and the
like. In particular, it has been argued
that Bavinck’s cautious doctrine of
Scripture, and even his infrequent use
of the terminology of “infallibility” or
“inerrancy” in his Reformed Dogmatics,
distances Bavinck’s doctrine from that
of the Princeton theologians who were
his contemporaries.3 For example, B. B.
Warfield’s strict definition of Scriptural
inerrancy in the autographa or the
original manuscripts, is said to differ
significantly from Bavinck’s view.
In order for our survey of Bavinck’s
doctrine of Scriptural inspiration to
be complete, we need to address this
claim directly.

.......................

Bavinck the Dogmatician (6)

It is certainly true that Bavinck, in
his handling of the subject of organic
inspiration, does not often employ the
language of Scriptural “infallibility.”
Nor does he employ the language of
“inerrancy,” except when he refers
critically to those who would posit the
presence of “errors” or distortions of
the truth in the biblical writings. Does
this mean, therefore, that Bavinck
was open to a modified doctrine of
Scriptural infallibility that limited
its truthfulness in some respects,
or that he regarded his doctrine
to be significantly divergent from
the Princetonian understanding of
Scriptural inerrancy? In my reading
of Bavinck’s treatment of Scriptural
inspiration and authority, I do not
believe this would be a faithful
interpretation of his view. There are
several features of Bavinck’s position
that lead me to conclude that he affirms
the full truthfulness of the inspired

First, in Bavinck’s survey of the
doctrine of Scripture in the history
of the church, he draws a sharp
distinction between those who
represent the historic confession of
the church and those who, under
the influence of the Enlightenment
and subsequent critical approaches
to the Scriptures, have abandoned
this confession. While Bavinck
acknowledges the need for Reformed
theology to engage responsibly the
challenges of biblical criticism, he
never concedes the propriety of
abandoning the confessional view
that the Scriptures are to be received
as divine revelation or testimony.
At a number of critical points in his
treatment of this history, Bavinck
cites his contemporary, B. B. Warfield,
in a uniformly positive manner,
encouraging his readers to read
Warfield’s thorough and persuasive
case for the full inspiration and
authority of Scripture (RD 1:425,
fn78; 1:429, fn 82).
Second, throughout his lengthy
exposition of the doctrine of
Scripture, Bavinck notes on a
number of occasions that modern
biblical scholarship often posits a
divergence between the “message”
and the “phenomena” of the biblical
texts, or, alternatively expressed,
between the “content” and the
“form” of the Scriptures. Rather than
abandon altogether an adherence to
the authority of the Bible, modern
theologians employ this distinction in
order to defend a doctrine of divine
revelation through the Scriptures,
even though the biblical texts often

betray the marks of human fallibility
and weakness. In Bavinck’s estimation,
this distinction represents a concerted
effort on behalf of Protestant and
Roman Catholic theologians to retain
the “ethical-religious” truth of the
Scriptures, or its testimony to Jesus
Christ, while jettisoning the older
conception of inspiration that spoke
of the Bible in its totality and in all
of its parts as the true Word of God.
However, it is an approach that is
bound to fail, since it separates what
may not be separated. According to
Bavinck, “[t]he split between ‘that
which is needed for salvation’ and ‘the
incidentally historical’ is impossible,
since in Scripture doctrine and
history are completely intertwined”
(RD 1:417). When this “dualistic”
approach is taken to the biblical texts,
it soon becomes apparent that the socalled “imperfections” and “errors” of
the biblical texts reach to the “central
truth of Scripture itself ” (RD 1:420).
The half-way house of an errant
text that carries a message of truth
eventually shipwrecks as the critical
deconstruction of the Scriptures is
pursued to its inevitable conclusion.
Furthermore, those who appeal to
the Scriptures’ reliable testimony to
Jesus Christ in distinction from its
thoroughly human, errant servantform, neglect to acknowledge that
Christ himself “appointed his apostles
as totally trustworthy witnesses who
by his Spirit would guide them into
truth. Surely this also includes the
truth concerning Holy Scripture”
(RD 1:423). If the “apostolic witness
concerning Christ is not reliable, no
knowledge of Christ is possible. Add
to this that if Christ is authoritative
he is authoritative also in the teaching
concerning Scripture” (RD 1:437).
The Scriptural testimony to its own
inspiration, authority and reliability,
simply cannot be undone by an
appeal to the “so-called phenomena
of Scripture” (RD 1:424).
Third, on two occasions, Bavinck
explicitly links his understanding

of the infallibility of the Bible with
the church’s confession regarding
the Person of Jesus Christ. This link
is of particular importance to any
evaluation of Bavinck’s doctrine of
Scriptural infallibility and inerrancy,
since Bavinck employs in an extensive
manner the analogy between Christ’s
Person as One who is fully divine and
yet fully human and the manner in
which God speaks through the human
words of the Scriptures. On the first of
these occasions, Bavinck argues that
the church’s confession of the holiness
and sinlessness of Christ obliges us to
insist that Christ was “intellectually
. . . without error, lies, or deception”
(RD 1:398). Though it is certainly
true that Christ was not “active in the
field of science in a restricted sense,”
the doctrine of Scripture, which he
taught and upheld throughout his
ministry, is a “religious truth” of
the first order. If Christ’s teaching
regarding the truthfulness of the
Scriptures is in error, then he erred at
a most critical point and can no longer
be regarded as “our highest prophet.”
On the second of these occasions,
Bavinck draws a connection between
the sinless humanity of Christ and the
errorlessness of the Scriptures.
The incarnation of Christ demands
that we trace it [the Scripture] down
into the depths of its humiliation, in
all its weakness and contempt. The
recording of the word, of revelation,
invites us to recognize that dimension
of weakness and lowliness, the
servant-form, also in Scripture.
But just as Christ’s human nature,
however weak and lowly, remained
free from sin, so also Scripture is
‘conceived without defect or stain’;
totally human in all its parts but also
divine in all its parts. (RD 1:435)
Fourth, in his argument for an
“organic” approach to the inspiration
of Scripture, Bavinck observes that
the “mechanical” approach fails to
reckon adequately with “the historical
and psychological mediation of
revelation” that has only come “to full

clarity in modern times” (RD 1:431).
In this connection, Bavinck is very
candid regarding the challenges to
Scriptural reliability in the modern
period. As he puts it, “for those who
in childlike faith subject themselves
to Scripture, there still remain more
than enough objections. These
need not be disguised. There are
intellectual problems (cruces) in
Scripture that cannot be ignored
and that will probably never be
resolved” (RD 1:442). However, in
the immediate context of his candid
assessment of the challenges facing
the historic doctrine of Scripture
in the modern period, Bavinck
maintains that believers do not need
to wait until all these challenges have
been addressed before they arrive
at faith. Conviction regarding the
inspiration and authority of Scripture
should not be suspended upon our
ability to resolve all the problems or
answer all of the critic objections.
Just as there are objections and
conundrums in every science, so
there are in the science of theology.
It would be naïve, however, to think
that these objections and challenges
are not often motivated by hostility
toward the authority of Scripture.
We should recognize, Bavinck notes,
that the same opposition that Christ
encountered will manifest itself
in a similar hostility toward the
Scriptures that bear witness to him.
And fifth, perhaps the most
significant
clue
to
Bavinck’s
adherence to the full infallibility
of the Scriptures is to be discerned
in the way he addresses a series of
common objections to the reliability
of the biblical testimony. At the close
of his discussion of the inspiration
of the Bible, Bavinck offers several
observations that answer to typical
critical claims regarding the church’s
confession of the truthfulness of the
biblical witness. In his reply to these
claims, Bavinck does not concede
any ground to the critical argument
that a number of traits of the biblical
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texts are incompatible with their
trustworthiness. Rather than viewing
these features of the biblical texts in
a negative light, Bavinck insists that
they actually enable the Scriptures
to continue to speak in a fresh way
to every generation.
The second observation of Bavinck
focuses upon the way the Scriptures
make full use of what belongs to
“ordinary human life and natural
life” to serve the purpose of divine
revelation. The Scriptures do not
speak a strange language that is
divorced from the fabric of the created
order or the natural way in which
human language functions. Rather,
the Holy Spirit chooses to reveal the
truth concerning Jesus Christ, who
is the center of all Scripture, in the
simple but eloquent form of ordinary
human language. According to
Bavinck, even if a book of geography
were to be “inspired from cover to
cover and was literally dictated wordfor-word,” it would not be the inspired
Word of God in the sense in which
Scripture is the Word of God. For in
the Scriptures, we have a wonderful
interpenetration of form and content,
of human words and the Word of God,
of ordinary human language and the
extraordinary truth as it pertains to
God’s grace in Jesus Christ. The full
and genuine humanity of Scripture
is, accordingly, a testimony to the
integrity and goodness of creation,
including human language, as a
suitable medium for the disclosure of
God’s will and purpose in Jesus Christ.
In the doctrine of Scripture, as in other
areas of Christian theology, we witness
the truth that grace does not oppose
but rather perfects nature. The created
order is placed in the service and
taken up directly into God’s purposes
of recreation.
The third observation that Bavinck
makes regarding the biblical texts is
that they must be read, interpreted
and evaluated in terms of the peculiar
“intent and purpose” of Scripture
(RD 1:444). Whenever the Scriptures
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are evaluated, they must be evaluated
in terms of their own testimony
to their focus and message. It is a
serious category mistake to approach
the Scriptures as though they were
“designed to be a manual for the
various sciences.” Rather than speak
the language of science or contribute
directly to the pursuit of any one of the
scientific disciplines, the Scriptures
speak as a theological book whose aim
is to testify to the riches of God’s grace
in Jesus Christ, which are revealed
throughout the course of the history
of redemption that the Scriptures
recount. At every point, the purpose
of the Bible is to make its readers “wise
unto salvation through faith in Christ.”
The problem with biblical criticism,
according to Bavinck, is that it
neglects to reckon adequately with the
implications of this peculiar focus and
interest. When biblical critics impose
the demands of “notarial preciseness”
or “exact knowledge” upon the biblical
texts, they impose a completely alien
standard upon the Scriptures. These
demands do not correspond to the
kind of book the Bible is, or to the
kind of purpose that the biblical
writings aim to fulfill. Indeed, these
demands would frustrate and inhibit
the Scriptures’ ability to bear witness
to the gospel in a way that is directed
to and accessible to the whole of the
human race in every age.
The final observation that Bavinck
offers regarding the challenges of
biblical criticism is in some respects
the most important. This observation
focuses upon the relation between
the Scriptures and the other sciences.
Though the Word of God in Scripture
has a profound significance for the
pursuit of all the sciences, it is not
a Word that ever “intentionally
concerns itself with science as such”
(RD 1:445). Just as Christ himself,
though he was free from all error
and sin, did not speak or engage
actively in the field of the sciences, so
the inscripturated revelation of God
does not communicate directly in
the language of any specific science.

The Scriptures always communicate
“theologically,” in accordance with
their purpose and aim to give a
knowledge that is unto salvation in
Christ. Rather than employ the “exact
language of science and the academy,”
the Scriptures employ “the language
of observation and daily life.” There is
an impressionistic quality in the way
the biblical writers describe history
and reality from the standpoint of
ordinary observation and experience.
In the Scriptures, the sun “rises” and
“sets”; the “heart” is the seat of human
thoughts and actions; the “blood” is the
soul of an animal, etc. Far from limiting
the authority or undermining the
truthfulness of the Scriptural writings,
these characteristics of observational
language and description serve the
authority of Scripture. Indeed, if
the Scriptures spoke the language
of science, they would speak with
less authority and freshness to each
generation of human beings.
In his observation about the nonscientific nature of the biblical
writings, Bavinck also notes that
none of the biblical writers appears
to have surpassed his contemporaries
in scientific knowledge or expertise.
However, he resists the critical
argument that this implies that the
“historiography” of the biblical
writers might include the giving of a
“false impression” of what took place
or the use of “myth” or “legend” in
recounting the history of redemption.
If the biblical authors present their
accounts as a recounting of what took
place in history, the interpreter of
Scripture is not at liberty to treat the
story as myth. Admittedly, we must
interpret the biblical record of history
from the standpoint of the Bible itself,
and not require the biblical authors to
meet the standards of contemporary
biblical critics.
Considered from the viewpoint and
by the standards of secular history,
Scripture is often incomplete, full
of gaps and certainly not written by
the rules of contemporary historical

criticism. From this it surely does
not follow that the historiography of
Scriptures is untrue and unreliable.
(RD 1:447)
In the same way that a person may
present a logical argument without
being a student of the discipline
of formal logic, the biblical writer
presents an accurate historical account
without following the dictates of the
science of historiography. Here as
elsewhere the Bible is a unique book
with a unique purpose. Though the
form in which the story is cast by the
biblical author may be distinguished
from the events that took place, this in
no way compromises the truthfulness
of the biblical account. In this area,
there is room for ongoing study of
the biblical writings and specialized
studies of aspects of the biblical
record, including the free citation of
sources and the like. We should not
view the humanity of the Scriptures
to be in any sense inimical to their
full trustworthiness. Rather, the
humanity of Scripture accounts for
their continued vitality and freshness.
[The Bible] always speaks of the
highest and holiest things, of
eternal and invisible matters, in a
human way. Like Christ, it does
not consider anything human
alien to itself. But for that reason
it is a book for humanity and
lasts till the end of time. It is old
without ever becoming obsolete.
It always remains young and
fresh; it is the word of life. The

word of God endures forever.
(RD 1:448)

Westminster Theological Journal 45
(1983): 219–72.

The significance of these considerations
for an evaluation of Bavinck’s view
of the reliability of the Scriptures
cannot be overstated. Bavinck does
not offer them in order to concede
the historic view of the Scriptures’
inspiration. Nor does he offer them in
the interest of separating between the
imperfect form and the true content
of the biblical texts. He offers them
in defense of the full truthfulness and
reliability of the biblical writings in the
face of the hostility of modern biblical
criticism. The implication of Bavinck’s
observations regarding the challenges
of such criticism is that there is a
responsible manner in which they can
be answered without abandoning the
ancient dogma of the church regarding
Scripture as the Word of God. In this
area, we are obliged to proceed from the
settled conviction that the Scriptures
are the Word of God and they are to be
measured by no standard that does not
itself correspond to the Scripture’s own
witness concerning itself.

2. (Nottingham, England: Apollos,
2007), pp. 139–161. McGowan goes
so far as to speak of a “fundamental
contradiction” between Warfield’s
view of the “inerrant autographa” of
Scripture and Bavinck’s view of the
“infallibility” of Scripture so far as
its function to achieve the purposes
for which God gave it (pp. 211–12).
In my judgment, Gaffin’s argument
is more compelling for the view that
there is no substantive difference
in position between Bavinck and
Warfield. McGowan’s argument suffers
from a serious absence of clear and
consistent definition regarding such
terms as “infallible” and “inerrant.” At
no point in his discussion of Scripture’s
inspiration and authority does Bavinck
embrace the view that McGowan
ascribes to him, namely, the Scriptures
are infallibly effective in fulfilling their
purpose, though in the strict sense
comprised of texts that may be, in
some sense, errant or inaccurate.

———————
1. (New York: Harper & Row, 1979),
pp. 388–93. Rogers/McKim argue
that Bavinck, like his contemporary
Kuyper, distinguishes the “saving
content” or “center” of Scripture from
its “form” or “periphery.” They also
maintain that Bavinck did not share
his contemporary, B.B. Warfield’s,
doctrine of Scriptural “inerrancy”
in the original autographa. For an
excellent assessment and refutation
of these claims, see Richard B. Gaffin,
Jr., “Old Amsterdam and Inerrancy?

3. However, Gaffin, “Old Amsterdam
and Inerrancy?,” p. 269, cites an
important passage where Bavinck does
explicitly contrast the “infallibility” of
the Bible with the position of some
who speak of its “fallible elements.” In
this passage, Bavinck opposes those
who claim that “the Holy Scriptures
are not the infallible Word of God,
but contain the Word of God; and side
by side with its divine elements, the
Bible has also its human and fallible
elements” (“The Future of Calvinism,”
Presbyterian and Reformed Review 5
[1894]: 17).
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Looking for God in William Paul Young’s
The Shack–A Book Review

Annette J.
Gysen

“You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above
or in the earth beneath or in the waters below.”
Deuteronomy 5:8
People know about the Trinity, but they only have a vague understanding of the
relationship between The Father, the Holy Spirit, and Jesus. “The Shack” gave me
a greater understanding of how God can be the Trinity at the same time. I also
gained a greater understanding of what “God is love” really means.
—customer review on Amazon
A fascinating publishing industry
phenomenon, the best-selling novel
The Shack has captured the attention
of millions of readers around the
world. It has become the subject of
magazine and newspaper articles,
panel discussions, and water-cooler
debates. By all rights, no one should
have heard of this low-budget, selfpublished novel by first-time Oregon
author William (Paul) Young. The
book has defied all the rules and sits
comfortably at the top of the bestseller
lists, and has for some time. Recently,
Hachette Book Group has partnered
with Windblown Media to handle sales,
marketing, distribution, licensing, and
manufacturing of the book, bringing
a global readership and a lot of money
to the author and original publishers of
this title, which to date has sold over a
million copies. A movie is in the works.
Young’s story evokes impassioned
responses from both those who love
it and those who see it as heresy;
indifference is a rare reaction. The
novel has been praised by Christian
notables such as Eugene Peterson,
whose endorsement is quoted on the
book cover, claiming the book “has
the potential to do for our generation
what John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s
Progress did for his.” But it has been
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condemned by evangelical leaders
such as Albert Mohler and Chuck
Colson. Mohler says, “This book
includes undiluted heresy.” Is the
shack of Young’s story a repository
of biblical truth, shining the light
of Scripture on doctrines that are
difficult to grasp, or is it a shelter of
deception, heretically misleading its
readers and portraying something
other than the reality of God’s
Word? It must be one or the other;
it cannot be both.

The Story
As anyone who has an interest in
this book knows by now, the novel
deals with the themes of suffering,
forgiveness, and the age-old question
of where God is in a world filled with
pain. It is the story of Mackenzie
Philips, whose youngest daughter,
Missy, was abducted and murdered
by a serial killer during a family
vacation. At the crime scene—the
shack—detectives found Missy’s
blood-soaked, torn dress, but they
were unable to find her body. The
story picks up about four years after
this event, frequently referred to in
the book as the Great Sadness.
As the story opens, Mack, weighed
down by sorrow and guilt over the

death of his daughter, is angry and
distant from God. He receives a note
inviting him to the shack where Missy
was murdered, deep in the Oregon
wilderness. The note is signed by Papa,
and Mack fairly quickly determines
that this is an invitation from God. He
decides to accept the invitation, travels
to the shack, and has a life-changing,
weekend-long encounter with the
Trinity, which Young depicts as a jolly
African American woman who calls
herself Papa (God the Father); Jesus,
a thirty-something Jewish man; and
Sarayu, an Asian woman representing
God the Holy Spirit. Later in the story,
Mack also converses with Sophia, a
personification of God’s wisdom. And
as Mack’s needs and acceptance evolve
during the course of the weekend,
Papa “morphs” into a pony-tailed,
gray-haired older man, demonstrating
Mack’s willingness to accept God as
a father figure. During the weekend,
Mack has the opportunity to engage
in lengthy dialogues with each
member of the Godhead, and they
discuss such weighty subjects as the
Trinity, Christ’s death on the cross,
forgiveness, authority, and free will.
Mack experiences healing and leaves
the shack a changed man.

But It’s Only Fiction
From a literary standpoint, the writing
itself is poor quality fiction. Many
readers find the story emotionally
compelling and are “brought to
tears,” and this accounts, at least
partially, for the book’s popularity. It
resonates with anyone who has ever
been hurt by another person, suffered
a serious loss, and has generally
felt abandoned—probably most of
the members of the human race.
However, the dialogue is often silly,
and the plot contrived. One example
of this inanity occurs in chapter 7,
when Mack happens upon a scene
in the kitchen, where the members
of the Trinity have been preparing
breakfast. Jesus has apparently
dropped a bowl of pancake batter on
the floor, and the batter has spilled
everywhere, including on Papa’s skirt
and bare feet. The conversation and
action that follows is reminiscent of a
badly written situation comedy:
All three [members of the
Trinity] were laughing so hard
that Mack didn’t think they were
breathing. Sarayu said something
about humans being clumsy and
all three started roaring again.
Finally, Jesus brushed past
Mack and returned a minute
later with a large basin of water
and towels. Sarayu had already
started wiping the goop from
the floor and cupboards, but
Jesus went straight to Papa, and,
kneeling at her feet, began to
wipe off the front of her clothes.
He worked down to her feet and
gently lifted one foot at a time,
which he directed into the basin
where he cleaned and massaged
it. “Ooooh, that feels sooo good!”
exclaimed Papa, as she continued
her tasks at the counter . . .
“We were going to have this
incredible Japanese sauce, but
greasy fingers over there, “ Papa
nodded toward Jesus, “decided
to see if it would bounce.”

“C’mon now,” Jesus responded in
mock defense. “My hands were
slippery. What can I say?”
Papa winked at Mack as she
passed him the rice. “You just
can’t get good help around here.”
Everyone laughed (p. 105).
If the author were portraying only
human characters interacting with
each other, this scene would be
ridiculous enough, but sadly, the
ridiculous becomes offensive when
the reader realizes that this is a
depiction of the interaction among
the members of the Godhead—
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Bad form
and content come together and result
in irreverence, as the author writes a
scene that is more like the seventies
sitcom Three’s Company than the
scriptural revelation of the Trinity.
Reviewers have noted that the author
has been influenced by writers like C.
S. Lewis, and Young himself mentions
his indebtedness to Lewis. Message
author Eugene Peterson has made the
unfortunate comparison of The Shack
to Pilgrim’s Progress, but the novel
doesn’t come close to the level of
excellence that Lewis and Bunyan have
achieved in The Chronicles of Narnia
and Pilgrim’s Progress, respectively.
And another deeper difference lies in
these authors’ treatments of biblical
themes and the nature of God.
So why are Lewis’s and Bunyan’s
fictional treatments of biblical themes
acceptable, while Young’s is not?
The difference is that while both
of these writers have used fiction
to convey biblical doctrines, they
have remained consistent, generally
speaking, with Scripture as they
have done so. Christian art must
point us to the truths of Scripture
and reflect the reality of the universe
that God has created; creativity must
have boundaries, and when an artist’s
creativity leads him to create new
“truths,” he has gone too far with his
art and has, in fact, created a lie.
According to Lewis, his Chronicles

of Narnia explore a universe that
is parallel to ours, and the central
character in the stories, Aslan the
lion, “is an imaginary answer to the
question, ‘What might Christ become
like, if there really were a world like
Narnia and He chose to incarnate
and die and rise again in that world
as He actually has done in ours?’ ”
There are, in fact, parallels between
Aslan and Christ. In The Magician’s
Nephew, Aslan creates a new world,
which he sings into existence, and
then gives his creation the gift of
speech. He rules over Narnia. In The
Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe,
Aslan dies in the place of the traitor,
Edmund, but is resurrected the
next day, offering forgiveness and
redemption. RBC Ministries research
editor Dennis Fisher explains, “In
portraying a lion as the king of
Narnia, Lewis creates a parallel to the
Bible’s messianic reference to the Lion
of Judah . . . Lewis offers an imaginary
parallel with clear portraits of Christ
as Creator, King, Savior, and Friend.”
The character Lewis has created has
been formed and informed by the
author’s knowledge and study of
Scripture; while this is clearly a work
of Lewis’s imagination (and he would
be the first to say so), Scripture has
provided the reference point, and his
imagination has been taken captive to
the obedience of Christ.
Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress is
more of a study in contrast with The
Shack than a comparison. Bunyan, a
seventeenth-century English Puritan
writer and preacher, writes in his
apology, or explanation, of the story
that he has written an allegory about
the life journey of saints and “the
way to glory.” He acknowledges that
he is using a fictional form to convey
biblical truth, and, in fact, he justifies
the use of fiction by pointing out
that Scripture itself uses allegory to
set forth truth. Not only is Bunyan
concerned that his content be biblical,
he is also concerned that readers
understand that the form he uses is
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biblical as well. Throughout
the story, he continually
alludes to Scripture in an
effort to base everything
he says on it alone. At the
beginning of the story, his
central character, Christian,
is distraught. He has been
reading a book (the Bible)
and carries a great burden
on his back (his recognition
of his sinfulness). Christian
weeps as he wonders, “What
shall I do to be saved?”
During
his
allegorical
journey, he learns how a
man can be justified before
a holy God and then live
faithfully before Him. The
story ends as Christian
enters the gates of heaven
and joins the worshipers
around
God’s
throne.
Bunyan
conscientiously
seeks to tell the story of the
Christian life in a manner
that is consistent with
biblical truth, and, therefore,
the God of Pilgrim’s Progress
is the God of the Bible. Bunyan
never portrays the Trinity in an
imaginative way that would stray
from the depiction of the Godhead in
Scripture.
In The Shack, however, just the
opposite occurs. Mack is angry with
God. The narrator in the foreword
to the story tells us that “Mack is not
very religious. He seems to have a
love/hate relationship with Religion,
and maybe even with the God that
he suspects is brooding, distant, and
aloof ” (p. 10). The narrator notes that
Mack and he attend the same church
and observes that Mack is noticeably
uncomfortable there. While Bunyan
strives, through his story, to affirm the
truth of Scripture, Young questions
the truth of Scripture and mocks the
truth that God has revealed Himself
to His people through Scripture alone.
Mack believes that God has toyed
with him and questions whether
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And yet, as author and
Reformed blogger Tim
Challies
has
pointed
out, the novel “is clearly
intended to communicate
theological truths. It is
meant to impact the way
the reader thinks about
God, about love and
about life. It is not a book
that was written only to
share a story, but to share
theology.”

Themes in The Shack
The Church

there is any good in following God at
all. “Mack was sick of God and God’s
religion, sick of all the little religious
social clubs that didn’t seem to make
any real difference or affect any real
changes. Yes, Mack wanted more” (p.
66). While Bunyan’s Christian seeks
to find out who he is, who God is, and
how he can possibly be reconciled to
God from the pages of holy Scripture,
Mack wants nothing to do with this
book with “guilt edges,” and the
answers he finds to the questions
he has about God and suffering are
very different from the sola scriptura
answers that Christian finds.
And this raises the issue that the novel
is, undeniably, a work of fiction. The
author would never have his readers
believe that the events of this story
actually occurred. Some would argue
that because this is a work of fiction,
there is some room for imagination
and license. After all, we’re not
intended to take this seriously.

Because this work is a
novel, and not a systematic
theology, it can be difficult
to pin Young down at
times on exactly what
he believes. But certain
disturbing themes recur
throughout the narrative,
making it clear that Young
is intentionally writing the
fiction of the emerging
church, with its disdain
for doctrine, creeds, institutional
religion, the church, and authority. The
Shack’s criticism of the institutional
church rings true for many readers.
In WORLD magazine, writer Susan
Olasky reports in an interview with
Young, who no longer is a member of
any church: “Young says, ‘[the church]
doesn’t work for those of us who are
hurt and those of us who are damaged
. . . If God is a loving God and there’s
grace in this world and it doesn’t work
for those of us who didn’t get dealt a
very good hand in the deck, then why
are we doing this [involving ourselves
in church]?” This bitterness shows
up in the story in Young’s attacks on
historic Christianity, and his dismissal
of the doctrine of the church is a case
in point. In a conversation between
Mack and Jesus, Jesus explains to
Mack that the church is “all about
relationships and simply sharing life.”
He explains further, “‘I don’t create
institutions; that’s an occupation for

those who want to play God. So no,
I’m not too big on religion,’ Jesus said
a little sarcastically, ‘and not very fond
of politics or economics either . . . They
are the man-created trinity of terrors
that ravages the earth and deceives
those I care about” (p. 179).
The Belgic Confession tells us the
church is “a holy congregation and
assembly of true believers, who
expect their entire salvation in Jesus
Christ, are washed by His blood, and
are sanctified and sealed by the Holy
Spirit.” In subsequent articles of the
confession, we learn that all believers
are duty bound to join the church; to
discern the true and false church; that
the Lord has taught us in His Word
how the church is to be governed; that
there are to be officers, who maintain
order and discipline and administer
the sacraments. All of these elements,
which require organization, order,
authority, and submission to that
authority, are the things Young
objects to when Jesus tells Mack
that the church is simply about
relationships and sharing life. For
Young, the church is nothing unique;
we have relationships and share life
with coworkers at our jobs, with our
hairdresser, daycare providers, and
psychologists.
Scriptural Authority
Early in the novel, before Mack even
meets the Trinity at the shack, we
learn that he doubts the authority
of Scripture. The author mentions
that Mack had attended seminary,
where “he had been taught that God
had completely stopped any overt
communication
with
moderns,
preferring to have them only listen to
and follow sacred Scripture, properly
interpreted, of course.” Through
Mack, Young ridicules the truth
that God speaks through His Word:
“God’s voice had been reduced to
paper, and even that paper had to
be moderated and deciphered by the
proper authorities and intellects . . .
Nobody wanted God in a box, just in
a book. Especially an expensive one

bound in leather with gilt edges, or
was that guilt edges?” (pp. 65–66).
Mack’s story in the novel itself
demonstrates that, for Young,
experience provides truth that the
Scriptures cannot. Mack resolves his
bitterness and anger against God not
as he reads the Scriptures and comes
to greater understanding and not
as he hears the Word preached, but
rather as he directly communicates
with the Trinity at the shack. It is
only then that he is able to come to
terms with his daughter’s death, seek
and extend forgiveness, and reconcile
himself to God. Sadly, though, the
god with whom Mack reconciles is
the one of Young’s imagination, and
not the God of the Bible.
Authority
In fact, Young seems to take issue with
anything that suggests a hierarchy,
that a person is obligated to submit
himself to another authority, and
even denies that there is submission
among the members of the Trinity.
It is clear from many passages of
Scripture that the members of the
Godhead have distinct functions.
The Son submits to the Father, and
the Holy Spirit submits to both the
Father and the Son. In John 14, Jesus
tells the disciples that the words He is
saying to them “are not my own; they
belong to the Father who sent me”
(v. 24). He comforts them by telling
them that the Father is sending the
Holy Spirit in His name (v. 25). Jesus
tells His disciples that He obeys the
Father (14:31; 15:11). Later in John,
in His high priestly prayer, Jesus tells
the Father that He has brought glory
to the Father on earth “by completing
the work you gave me to do.” Clearly,
Jesus came to do the will of the Father.
Jesus tells His disciples He will send
the Holy Spirit, who also “goes out
from the Father.” This is just one of
many passages of Scripture that set
forth the truth that there are distinct
functions among the members of the
Trinity, and the Son submits to the
Father, and the Spirit submits to both

the Father and the Son. The three
work together in harmony; there is no
hint of resentment among the Trinity.
Hierarchy is part of the character of
God Himself.
Young, however, contradicts this truth
and suggests that the idea of hierarchy
is only a crazy notion of the human
race. The human notion of hierarchy,
Young’s Jesus explains, destroys
relationships rather than promotes
them. Sarayu explains further:
“Humans are so lost and
damaged that to you it is almost
incomprehensible that people
could work or live together
without someone being in charge.”
“But every human institution that
I can think of, from political to
business, even down to marriage,
is governed by this kind of
thinking; it is the web of our social
fabric,” Mack asserted.
“Such a waste!” said Papa . . .
“It’s
one
reason
why
experiencing true relationship
is so difficult for you,” Jesus
added. “Once you have a
hierarchy you need rules to
protect and administer it, and
then you need law and the
enforcement of the rules, and
you end up with some kind
of chain of command or a
system of order that destroys
relationship
rather
than
promotes it” (pp. 122–23).
For Young and the characters in his
novel the notion of hierarchy, that some
have authority and some must obey, is
a “diabolical scheme” in which humans
are “hopelessly trapped” (p. 124).
A Distortion of God
In the year that King Uzziah
died, I saw the Lord seated on
a throne, high and exalted,
and the train of his robe filled
the temple. Above him were
seraphs, each with six wings:
With two wings they covered
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their faces, with two they covered
their feet, and with two they were
flying. And they were calling to
one another:
“Holy, holy is the LORD
Almighty; the whole earth is full
of his glory.”
At the sound of their voices
the doorposts and thresholds
shook and the temple was filled
with smoke.
“Woe to me!” I cried. “I am
ruined! For I am a man of unclean
lips, and my eyes have seen the
King, the LORD Almighty.”
(Isaiah 6:1,4–5)
The buddy-god that Mack encounters
at the shack bears little resemblance
to the holy God Isaiah encounters,
the God who drives Isaiah to worship,
to recognize that he is ruined and
in need of redemption. Young’s
depiction of God is probably the most
offensive flaw of the book. Young’s
false ideas about God are all tied to
his distaste for the historic doctrines
of Christianity and his anti-authority
stance, but at the root of all of Young’s
wrong ideas about who God is, how
the members of the Trinity relate
to one another, how God relates to
humans, and humans respond to
God is his need to create a sort of
“comfort-food” god, a god of the
kitchen who bakes pies and makes
us feel good about ourselves. Young
creates a god not to be worshiped;
this is a god to pal around with, one
who is a little bit smarter and nicer
than most humans—one who bakes
well, stargazes, gets careless and spills
pancake batter, and at times is just
plain silly. What Young has done in
this novel is to create a god in his own
image, a god who appeals to him and
who at times resembles the God of
Scripture but in the end is a far cry
from the great I AM who revealed
Himself to Moses and Isaiah.
In fact, in Mack’s universe, God is a
subjective being. He (or she) exists
in whatever form most meets a
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particular human’s need. Young has
portrayed a god who becomes what
we want him (or her) to be. Because
Mack has had a difficult relationship
with his father, God the Father (or
Papa) comes to him in the form of
an African-American woman—
something completely different from
a white man’s stereotypical image
of a father figure. But later in the
novel, Mack’s father-figure issues
resolved, God the Father appears to
him as an aging hippie, an old man
with beard and gray ponytail. Many
critics have rightly criticized Young
for portraying God as a female.
Obviously, in Scripture, when God
speaks of himself, He speaks of
himself in masculine terms, and so
ought we to speak of Him. But more
to the point for Young, it seems, than
making a statement about feminizing
God is a need to depict God in a
way that becomes palatable to those
who have father issues. It leaves me
wondering: If Young’s character were
an animal lover who enjoyed the
companionship of dogs more than
human beings, would Young’s god
be a German Shepherd? One critic of
the novel has suggested: “If a friend
had a cold, abusive father, don’t make

the God of your story into a warm,
loving female to compensate. Show
your friend what a true father is like,
using the example from Scripture”
(Got Questions Ministries). This writer
further points out, “God never changes
Himself so that we can understand Him
better. He changes us so that we can see
Him as He truly is. If God changed His
nature, He would cease to be God.”
So this is not a god to be reverenced.
When Mack verbally attacks Papa,
suggesting that God is not worthy of
his trust, he brings Papa to tears, who
is sad because of the great gulf that
exists between the two of them (p.
92). Mack snaps at God in anger (p.
96) and feels free to use foul language
in his expressions of frustration and
rage (pp. 140, 224). For Mack, God is
not transcendent. Mack has no sense
of awe or of God’s holiness because
this god does not require it. When
Mack relates to the Trinity of The
Shack, it’s as if he is talking to peers—
people who are a little wiser, a little
kinder, and a little more generous
than most humans.
The following are some of the more
obvious untruths regarding God
represented in The Shack.
God is not a God of justice or wrath:
During one conversation with Papa,
Mack asks if God spills out “bowls
of wrath” and casts humans into a
“burning lake of fire.” “At that, Papa
stopped her preparations and turned
toward Mack. He could see a deep
sadness in her eyes. “I am not who
you think I am, Mackenzie. I don’t
need to punish people for sin. Sin is
its own punishment, devouring you
from the inside. It’s not my purpose
to punish it; it’s my joy to cure it”
(pp. 119–20).
God the Father suffered on the cross,
a form of an ancient heresy called
patripassionism. As Mack talks with
Papa, Young’s version of God the
Father, he observes scars on Papa’s
wrists. Papa explains, “We [Papa and
Jesus] were [at the cross] together.”

When Mack asks why Jesus then
cried out, “My God, my God, why
have you forsaken me,” he learns
that Jesus was only expressing His
feelings at the moment, and not what
actually was. Papa responds, “I never
left him” (pp. 95–96).
There is no distinction among the
members of the Trinity and there is
no authority or submission among
the members of the Godhead. Papa
tells Mack, “When we three spoke
ourself into human existence as
the Son of God, we became fully
human. We also chose to embrace
all the limitations that this entailed.
Even though we have always been
present in this created universe, we
now became flesh and blood” (p.
99). During one of the foursome’s
lengthy mealtime conversations,
Mack asks the Trinity if they have a
chain of command. Jesus responds by
telling him that a chain of command
would be “ghastly.” Sarayu explains
in more detail: “Mackenzie, we have
no concept of final authority among
us, only unity. We are in a circle of
relationship, not a chain of command
or a ‘great chain of being’ as your
ancestors termed it. What you’re
seeing here is relationship without
any overlay of power. We don’t need
power over the other because we
are always looking out for the best.
Hierarchy would make no sense
among us” (p. 122).
These are some of the major,
more obvious errors in the novel.
Discerning readers will find many
more errors that they will object to.
Some would argue that friends and
family members have been helped by
the themes of love, forgiveness, and
restoration in the book, which, in
their thinking, makes this a helpful
tool; the reality is that these people
are being “helped” by Young and his
false theology and not by biblical
truth. A reader’s response to this
novel will depend on how seriously
he takes the Word of God as the only
source of truth. For those who believe

that we can know God only as He has
revealed Himself to us in His Word,
this novel should be difficult reading.
The great tragedy of this novel is that
undiscerning readers, moved by the
plotline, think that they are coming to
a greater understanding of God and
the Scriptures, when in fact they are
coming to a greater understanding of
Young and the god he has created.
In the end, it’s difficult to find good
reasons for reading this book, and
those who read it must exercise great
care and discernment. We certainly
shouldn’t be encouraging seekers,
young Christians, or those who want
to understand Scripture and God
better to look to Young’s ideas. If
we want to know the truth about a
historical figure, we turn to the best
source about the person. Imagine
this scenario: A novelist writes a story
about George Washington. Many of
the incidents in the plot and the writer’s
characterizations of Washington are
different from what we know to be
true from historical accounts that
have been derived from Washington’s
own writings and the writings of his
contemporaries. The novelist’s ideas
are a product of imagination and not
fact derived from careful research. A
Ph.D. student writes his dissertation,
but bases his thesis on this novel,
which contradicts what history tells
us to be true. How foolish will this
student appear to his advisors when he
presents his findings!
And yet millions of readers are
reading The Shack, a work of
fiction that portrays the Trinity
very differently from the way God
portrays Himself in His Word, and
claiming that they now understand
the Trinity, forgiveness, and salvation
in a way they never have before. How
disappointing that they have not
come to know God through the truth
of His Word, which is sufficient: “The
holy Scriptures . . . are able to make
you wise for salvation through faith
in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is Godbreathed and is useful for teaching,

rebuking, correcting and training
in righteousness, so that the man of
God may be thoroughly equipped
for every good work” (2 Timothy
3:15–17).
It is sad that so many can be persuaded
by so little. All that we read—whether
it is fiction, nonfiction, science, or
history—must be evaluated by the
ultimate source, Scripture. This does
not mean that we may only read those
things that are in accord with and
based on Scripture. It just means that
we may not derive our understanding
of God and His truth on works of
art that have exchanged the truth of
God for a lie. While Young’s ideas are
disturbing, how much more disturbing
are the responses of those who are
adopting his ideas—the product of
his imagination—as truth and reality?
May we take every thought captive to
the obedience of Christ.
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