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CHAPTER

Introduction

No one can call himself truly educated without some
acquaintance with the Bible, which has had, and still has,
such a profound impact on world thought. It was the first
major book ever printed and the first in movable type (in a
Latin translation on Gutenberg’s press in Mainz, Germany,
in 1455). No other book has been read by more people and
published in more languages than the Bible.

As we read it, we shall come across words and con-
cepts which, though in some sense familiar, we do not
immediately understand since they are being used as tech-
nical terms. This should not blunt our interest—rather the
reverse, it should increase it. For in this modern world we
all sooner or later have to learn the meaning of technical
terms in one or more fields of knowledge, and it is in the
understanding of those terms that the real interest lies.
Someone who wants to be a good cook must learn the
difference between roasting, grilling, frying, poaching and
boiling, and why you would use one process with some
foods and another with others. Someone who aims to be
a motor mechanic must know what a piston is, and a
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carburettor, and a cylinder; the difference between a pet-
rol engine and a diesel engine; and what clutches, gears,
and accelerators are for. And all of us who learn to use
computers find ourselves confronted by a whole array of
terms which we need to master.

As in any other field, it is in getting to grips with the
technical terms in the Bible that leads not only to deeper
understanding of them but also to an increased ability
to communicate their meaning to others, thus opening a
window for them on a whole new world.

So in these few chapters we shall be studying these
technical terms, and in this introduction we shall briefly
survey the ground we intend to cover.

Holiness

The logical place to start is with God and since one of the
most important terms which describes God is ‘holy’ we
shall start with that. However, just here we might meet
an objection. ‘1 don’t believe in God,” says someone; ‘so |
am not interested in his holiness, whatever that may mean.
I live my life without acknowledging any god whatever.’
Well, those are very interesting statements and claims.
The first two are certainly credible; but the third can
scarcely be true. The weight of human experience over
centuries of history is against it. It all depends, of course,
on what you mean by god. Multitudes of people all down
the ages have decided with Nietzsche that ‘God is dead’
and decided to banish from their minds all belief in the
one true God. To some extent they have succeeded, but
at a price. For thereafter they have found it practically
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impossible to live either intellectually or emotionally in a
completely god-less world. Deliberately or subconsciously,
they have filled the vacuum left by the dismissal of the
one true God with all kinds of substitute gods.

Even the stoutest atheist cannot avoid considering
what powers brought him and the universe into exist-
ence, and what powers will eventually destroy both. He
may not call them ‘gods’, but he might as well; for they
are the powers that ultimately control him, and not he
them. The atheist dismisses the idea of a personal Creator,
and concludes that mindless, impersonal, blind matter and
forces are responsible for his existence and for that of the
universe. He thus destroys at one stroke all hope of there
being any purpose behind his existence. But then he finds
that he cannot just exist without some purpose to live
for, without any thing bigger than himself to believe in,
without any supreme values to honour, and without any
cause to devote himself to, and, if need be, sacrifice for.
Since he cannot live for and serve the one true God, he
invents other lesser purposes and goals, some large and
noble and some small and very ignoble. He does not call
them ‘gods’ but he might as well: it comes to the same
thing in the end.

Over the course of history, people have made a god-
dess out of sex (the Greeks called her Aphrodite), a god of
alcohol (the Greeks called him Dionysus or Bacchus), a god
of war (the Greeks called him Ares, and the Romans called
him Mars), a god of money, of pleasure, of fame, a god of
the State or even a god of themselves (as many totalitarian
dictators have done). Faced with the seemingly unaccount-
able vicissitudes of life, the atheist man-in-the-street mostly
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decides that everything is ruled by chance and when he
buys a lottery ticket he hopes that Chance will smile on him.
Many ancient Greeks thought the same and made a goddess
out of it and called her Tyche. And both ancient and mod-
ern evolutionists hold that chance is ultimately responsible
for the appearance of human beings on earth. Others take
the opposite view, that human beings are predetermined
machines, and that free will is an illusion. The ancient world
had a name for that too. They called it Fate, and made a god
of that as well.

Centuries of experience have thus shown that the ques-
tion is not whether you will believe in God or not, but
whether you will believe in the one true God who claims
to have made you or in one or many of these other things
which you have made into substitute gods.

We shall begin, then, by studying what the Bible
means when it talks of the holiness of the one true God.
Even an atheist could find it instructive to compare his
character and qualities with those of the substitute deities.

Sin

Of course, once admit the possibility that we humans
have been created by a personal holy God, then it will not
be long before the question of sin forces itself into the
conversation. Now all healthy-minded people are against
crime, and feel strongly that it should be dealt with justly
and very firmly; hence prisons and psychiatric institutions.
But criminals form no more than a small percentage of
the total population. Far more significant is the fact that
every single member of the population is to a lesser or
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greater degree, and at some time or other, morally defec-
tive. Not one single person on the face of the earth is
morally perfect. Criminals certainly cause a lot of dam-
age and distress. But the average person suffers far more
misery from the selfishness, bad temper and unreason-
ableness that make even his best friends difficult to live
with sometimes; from the unfaithfulness, spite, mental
cruelty, physical violence that break up the family, lead
to divorce, and traumatize the children. And it is the plain
lesson of history that in many countries and over many
centuries the populace has suffered far more from the
broken promises of politicians, the false philosophies and
oppression of the governing classes than they have from
the criminals whom those governments have thrown into
prison.

How has it come about, then, that we are all, with-
out exception, morally defective? Shall we put it down
altogether to our genes, say that we can’t help it, shuffle
off all responsibility for our behaviour, and turn ourselves
into mere machines? This much is certain: unless we
can arrive at an adequate and true diagnosis of what is
morally wrong with us human beings, we shall have no
realistic hope of improvement, let alone of cure.

We shall, therefore, be studying the Bible’s diagnosis of
what is wrong with man. Sin is the general term it uses
to denote the root cause of the disease itself and also its
diverse ramifications. But the general term ‘sin” includes
several elements which the Bible denotes by special terms
and the symptoms which they produce in individuals are
likewise variously named. We shall, therefore, study both
the root cause and the symptoms, so that then we may be
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in a position to judge how realistic is the scheme which
the Bible proposes in order to deal with them.

Salvation

The Bible’s general term for that scheme is, of course,
salvation. But this is a term which will require careful
and detailed study; for it is no exaggeration to say that
the popular idea of what the New Testament means by
‘salvation’ is, in crucial respects, the very opposite of what
it does in fact mean.

The popular view of salvation reduces it to an exhorta-
tion to live a decently moral life, and daily to improve one’s
behaviour, driven to it by an uncertain hope of heaven cou-
pled with a fear of more likely ending in hell. The trouble
with it is that to many people it seems self-evidently right.
If ever you are going to heaven, they argue, it is obvious
that you will have to be good. If you are not good, you will
obviously not get to heaven. And so deeply rooted is this
idea in their minds that they feel no need to read the New
Testament to find out what it says. They simply presume
that it will say what they expect it to say.

But the fact is that the New Testament teaches the
direct opposite of this popular view. Its term ‘salvation’
is not simply another name for a moral code which we
have to keep to earn acceptance with God and a place in
his heaven. ‘Salvation” means exactly what it says. Its face
value is its true value. It is a rescue operation which God
effects for those who could never save themselves, try
how they will. It is not advice on how to do sufficiently
good works to qualify for heaven. The New Testament
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openly and repeatedly declares that salvation is not by
our works: it is the gift of God to those who could never
pay for, or deserve, it.

Salvation unfolded

This accounts for the words which the New Testament
uses (and which we shall later study) to describe the vari-
ous elements in salvation. Ransom is one of them, and it
denotes the price that God has already paid—not which
we have to pay—in order to release us from moral and
spiritual bondage and set us free. justification is another.
It, too, is by God’s grace and not by our works or merit.
And its effect is to put us in the right with God and to
give us peace with him here and now.

So, far from having to live our lives in uncertainty as to
whether after death we shall be accepted by God or not, a
justified person can live his life in the joyous confidence that
he has already been accepted by God. And the term recon-
ciliation, which we shall also study, will emphasize this fact.
What Christ has done is to effect a complete reconciliation
between God and man, so that here and now in this life we
can be admitted into peace and fellowship with God.

This brings us, here and now, into the possession and
enjoyment of eternal life. For, contrary to popular opinion,
‘eternal life’ is not a life into which people enter only after
death. It is a life which we can enter into and enjoy here
in this world, and need to enter into now, or else we shall
never enter into it in the world to come.

But many people, when they first hear someone out-
line the New Testament’s doctrine of salvation in this way,
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feel it is obviously wrong, if not absurd. In the first place,
they say, it undercuts all honest effort at self-improve-
ment, if salvation is not a reward for work well done,
but simply a gift given to people irrespective of whether
they have done good or bad, merely because they claim to
believe. Indeed, they argue, if a person could be absolutely
sure that he was already saved ‘by faith and not by works’,
that would mean that he could live the rest of his life in
a morally irresponsible way, and still be saved at the end
of it, which is moral nonsense.

Now these objections admittedly have a certain super-
ficial force; but they rest on a misconception and they
vanish when one opens the New Testament and studies
what it actually says. There is no book on earth that
insists on holiness more than the New Testament does.
Our study of ‘holiness’ will, therefore, aim to discover
what the New Testament means by this term; what it
regards as the only acceptable motivation for being holy
(which is why, incidentally it maintains that salvation
must be a gift and not a payment for being holy); and
what power it offers to people so that living a life of
genuine goodness becomes a realistic possibility.

Salvation’s conditions

This power, the New Testament says, is available on two
conditions, the first of which is repentance. The meaning
of that term might seem to be obvious. We shall find,
however, that in the New Testament the term often car-
ries a far more radical meaning than it does in everyday
speech.
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The second condition is faith. But this, many people
feel, is the fatally weak point of Christianity. ‘Religion’,
they say, ‘all depends on faith, whereas science deals with
facts. Science therefore has a solid basis. It can be proved
true. Christianity cannot be proved true, and therefore has
no reliable basis at all’

But such people forget that science itself depends
fundamentally on faith, and that many of its current theor-
ies and interpretations of the universe are based not on
proven fact but on the scientists’ philosophical presuppos-
itions. They forget also that all personal relationships have
to be based in the end on faith. Since the God of the Bible
is personal and not an impersonal force, our relationship
with him must necessarily and rightly be based on faith.
The real question is: What does the New Testament mean
by ‘faith’? One thing we shall most certainly find is that
it does not mean believing something blindly without any
evidence. The Bible offers abundant evidence on which to
base our faith.

Final judgment

And finally, we shall investigate what the Bible means by
the second death. It refers to what in popular parlance is
called hell. Now for many people the word ‘hell’ conjures
up pictures of demons forking people down into a furnace,
and they dismiss the whole concept as primitive supersti-
tion. Needless to say, this concept is light-years removed
from what the New Testament means by ‘the second
death’. Of course, the Bible positively teaches that God
must punish sin, not only because he is uncompromisingly
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holy and just, but also because he is unfalteringly love. No
morally responsible person in a civilized society holds that
crime should be allowed to go on unrestricted and unpun-
ished. God holds the same view about sin.

In these chapters we shall not normally be citing long
passages of the Bible but shall give references. We should
like to suggest that it would be good to look up each
passage, read it aloud and see how it supports the points
made in the book.

10



CHAPTER

Holiness

God'’s Majesty, Purity, Beauty and Love

There is no denying that to many people the very thought
of God is unwelcome and any reminder of his holiness a
threat. God to them is some grim, almighty tyrant deter-
mined to restrict man’s freedom and to deny him life’s
full-blooded pleasures. So they tell themselves that the idea
of God is a hangover from man’s pre-scientific days, and
they try to banish him from their minds (but never with
complete success).

All this, however, is in striking contrast to the way
people feel and think about God in the Bible. They describe
God as their exceeding joy (Ps 43:4); and they enthusiastic-
ally make known what they call his virtues. Of course they
speak of fearing God, in the sense of reverencing him, of
standing in awe of him. But such feelings and emotions are
not the cowering, abject reaction of frightened slaves, but
the healthy response of intelligent creatures faced with
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the majesty, power, and purity of their almighty Creator.
Even atheistic scientists are sometimes overawed at the
vastness, complexity, and sheer beauty of the universe. And
what parents have never been amazed and overawed at the
perfection of their new-born baby’s tiny fingers, complete
with miniature finger-nails! It is not surprising, therefore,
to find men and women in the Bible calling on each other
enthusiastically to worship the Lord in the beauty of holi-
ness (see 1 Chr 16:29).

God’s relationship to his creation

God’s holiness, then, is in the first instance a way of
describing the Creator’s relation to the created universe
and to all his creatures, human beings included. It indi-
cates that:

1. God stands distinct and separate from the universe.
He is not part of its basic material. He is not one of its
forces: he is not even the greatest of those forces. He
created them: no one or thing created him. He existed
before and independently of them. ‘He is before all things,
and in him all things hold together’ (Col 1:17). He upholds,
maintains, and controls the universe: no one upholds him
(see Isa 46:1-7). He is not the highest God in a hierarchy
of angels (though pagans have sometimes talked of him in
this way). They are not in the same category as he. They
are creatures; he is the Creator. There is none holy like
the Lorb: there is none besides you’ (1 Sam 2:2).

2. God is the sole creator of the universe. He did not,
as some religions have suggested, delegate the creation
of the universe and of mankind to some inferior god or

12
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agent. The Word, by whom all things were made, and
without whom nothing was made, was himself God (John
1:1-3). Matter and man are not some second-rate products
of some second-rate deity. They have the dignity of hav-
ing been created by the deliberate act of the all-holy, sole
Creator of all things. ‘Thus says the Lorp, the Holy One
of Israel ... I made the earth and created man on it; it
was my hands that stretched out the heavens and I com-
manded all their host.... For thus says the Lorp, who
created the heavens (he is God!), ... “I am the Lorp, and
there is no other” (lsa 45:1, 12, 18).

3. As man’s Creator, God has the sole right to the wor-
ship of man’s heart. Man was not only made by God, he
was made for God. ‘Day and night they never cease to say,
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is
and is to come!” ... “Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to
receive glory and honour and power; for you created all
things, and by your will they existed and were created.”
(Rev 4:8, 11). “You shall worship the Lord your God and him
only shall you serve’ (Matt 4:10, citing Deut 6:13).

Herein lies man’s dignity and glory. Human life and
work are not ultimately pointless and absurd as the exist-
ential philosophers have taught. Doing the Creator’s will
gives man the only goal that is ultimately big enough to
satisfy his intellect, emotions, and endeavour.

Herein also lies man’s freedom. To worship anyone, or
anything, other than God always demeans and enslaves
man’s spirit in the end. The early Christians were eventu-
ally faced with a totalitarian government that demanded
that they worship the head of state. But the apostles
taught them not to be afraid of the government but to

13
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sanctify Christ as Lord in their hearts (1 Pet 3:14-15). That
is, in their heart of hearts they must always maintain an
awareness of the holiness of the Son of God, of his sole
right to be worshipped. And in their remembrance of his
holiness they found the courage to refuse the idolatrous
demands of their totalitarian government, and thus, at the
cost of their lives, to champion the cause of freedom for
the human spirit.

The light of God’s holiness

To call God holy is also a way of referring to God’s abso-
lute and awesome purity. ‘The Loro is upright . . . and there
is no unrighteousness in him’, says the Old Testament (Ps
92:15). ‘God is light, says the New Testament, ‘and in him
is no darkness at all’ (1]John 1:5), not intellectually, nor
morally, nor spiritually. In the physical realm it is physical
light that gives colour to things. And in the intellectual,
moral, and spiritual realms it is the light of God’s holi-
ness that brings out the full beauty and meaning of life.
Sin does the opposite: it dulls life’s colours, deadens its
sensibilities, darkens the mind, and blinds the spirit.

On the other hand the light of God’s holiness exposes
sin. And not only exposes it; for God’s holiness is not
simply a passive quality, like a frozen pillar of pure white
snow. It actively expresses itself in executing his righteous
indignation and judgment on human sin. Sometimes this
judgment reveals itself in the way in which God has made
nature’s laws to work. If men persist in sexual perversion,
for instance, they find that nature itself turns round and
destroys their bodies: ‘receiving in themselves the due

14
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penalty for their error’ (Rom 1:27). At other times, God
allows economic and political disaster to overtake those
who have rebelled against him. And when he does that,
the Bible says that ‘the Holy God shows himself holy in
righteousness’ (Isa 5:16) by judging sin righteously.

In the days of the prophet Isaiah, his nation was guilty
of injustice and violence, of ruthless commercial racketeer-
ing, of drunken self-indulgence, of deliberate perversions
of morality, of complete disregard and defiance of God.
Isaiah, therefore, not only denounced their sin: he warned
them that God would demonstrate his holiness by bringing
down his judgments upon them and reducing the nation
to ruin economically, socially, and politically:

Man is humbled, and each one is brought low, and
the eyes of the haughty are brought low. But the
Loro of hosts is exalted in justice, and the Holy God
shows himself holy in righteousness. . . . for they have
rejected the law of the Lorp of hosts, and have despised
the word of the Holy One of Israel. (see Isa 5:7-30 5:15-
16, 24)

But we must come nearer home. God’s holiness not
only denounces outrageous sinners. Seen in its light, the
very best of us appear as sinful. When that same Isaiah
was given a vision of God, surrounded by the angelic hosts
crying incessantly, ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lorp of hosts;
the whole earth is full of his glory’ (Isa 6:3), Isaiah himself
was overwhelmed with an acute sense of his own personal
sinfulness and cried out, ‘Woe is me! For | am lost; for | am
a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people

15
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of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lorp
of hosts!” (Isa 6:5). That is how everyone of us would feel
if we became aware of the reality of God’s holiness. Lying,
hypocrisy, deceit, smutty talk, slander, backbiting, sarcasm,
boasting, along with all other sins would suddenly stand
exposed as the corrupt and ugly things that they actually
are. And we should become painfully aware that such cor-
ruption could never be allowed to enter and contaminate
the truth and beauty of God’s heaven.

But precisely at this point we meet an extraordinary
paradox. People in the Bible who have experienced the
pain of being exposed by the light of God’s holiness sud-
denly begin to talk enthusiastically about God’s light being
marvellous. Here is a typical passage: ‘But you are a cho-
sen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his
own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies
of him who called you out of darkness into his marvel-
lous light. Once you were not a people, but now you are
God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now
you have received mercy’ (1 Pet 2:9-10). Obviously these
people have discovered that God’s holiness is not simply
a negative power. It is a positive power that by its love
and mercy can purify sinners and turn them into saints.

God’s holy love and its destructive opponents

In Leviticus 19, God first commands his people, ‘You shall
be holy, for I the Lorp your God am holy’ (v.2). He then
explains to them in great detail what being holy will mean
in practical terms. And one of those terms is this: ‘You
shall love your neighbour as yourself: | am the Lorp’ (v. 18).

16



Chapter 2 « Holiness

Holiness then means loving; and God who is supremely
holy, is supremely loving, for God is love (1 John 4:16). That
same feature of the holiness of God appears in the declar-
ation of God’s holy and awesome name in the Bible (see
Exod 34:5-7).

We end this chapter, therefore, by pointing out that
philosophies which infringe the holiness of the Creator
inevitably damage man himself:

Atheism: Refusing to acknowledge the Creator, atheists
are obliged to regard the blind impersonal forces of nature
as the ultimate powers that unknowingly have created,
now control, and will eventually destroy intelligent, moral
human beings. Man is thus the prisoner of the material
forces of the universe. His intelligence is devalued. He is
deprived of any reason and purpose for his existence and
robbed of any ultimate hope and goal.

Pantheism: Pantheism identifies God with creation. It
teaches that the universe is God, earth is God, the sun is
God, man is God, animals are God, everything is God. But
if everything is God, then moral evil as well as moral good
is God. And this is false. When God created the world, he
saw that everything he made was good (Gen 1:31). God is
not to be identified with moral evil. He is holy. And in
this fact lies the certain hope that one day evil will be
overcome.

If evil were God, as pantheism teaches, there would be
no hope that evil would ever be overcome. Pantheism is
not only false: it is, in spite of its superficial attractiveness,
the worst form of pessimism.

Various forms of reincarnationism: Some religions and
religious philosophies hold that matter is essentially bad.

17
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They teach that the supreme God would never have cre-
ated matter. What he did, so they say, was to create
lesser gods, who like him had creatorial powers. They in
turn created still lesser gods, and eventually one of these
gods very unwisely created the material universe and
human beings. Human beings are thus an unfortunate
mixture of soul (which is good) and matter (which is bad).
Matter infects and defiles the soul, drags it down into evil
behaviour which in turn involves the person in inevitable
suffering. If this suffering has not been exhausted by the
time the person comes to die, the soul is doomed to be re-
incarnated in another material body. Then, if in this life it
is guilty of further evil behaviour, it is doomed to yet fur-
ther suffering and re-incarnations. The only hope is that
somehow or other the soul may exhaust all the suffering,
keep absolutely clear of further sin, and so return to the
pure World-Soul and escape all further re-incarnation in
material bodies.

This doctrine is a double infringement of the holiness
of God: (a) There is in fact only one Creator, not a multi-
plicity of lesser creators; (b) Matter is not essentially bad,
but essentially good, as we have seen. Man’s trouble does
not spring from the fact that he has a material body, but
from his sinful abuse of his free will and from his dis-
obedience to God.

In addition, this doctrine is not only false, it is very
cruel. It teaches that if a child is born with a disability,
this is the result of sins done in previous incarnations. If,
after all these (possibly) thousands of reincarnations, the
child has still not exhausted the suffering of past sins,
what hope has the child of working off the suffering in

18
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this present life—let alone the possibility that he will com-
mit further sins in this life and so add to the inevitable
need for further re-incarnations?

This doctrine, then, is a monstrosity of untruth and
cruelty. Man is not saved by his own sufferings but by
the sufferings of Christ:

But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was
crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastise-
ment that brought us peace, and with his stripes we
are healed. (Isa 53:5)

Nor need people live out their lives in fear of an array
of lesser, irresponsible, and sometimes malevolent deities.
There is only one God, and that God loves us and offers
himself as our Saviour:

They have no knowledge who ... keep on praying to
a god that cannot save. ... And there is no other god
besides me, a righteous God and a Saviour; there is
none besides me. Turn to me and be saved, all the
ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is no other.
(Isa 45:20-22)

For 1 am the Loro your God, the Holy One of Israel, your
Saviour. ... the God of the whole earth he is called.
(Isa 43:3; 54:5)



CHAPTER

Sin

A Disease, Its Symptoms and Its Cure

One does not necessarily have to live very long to discover
that there is something wrong with people. Some unfortu-
nate children discover it all too soon, when parents, whom
they had a right to expect to be always kind and loving, act
unreasonably, lose their tempers and mistreat them. They
will later discover that this ‘something wrong’ is not con-
fined to their parents and family: in differing forms, and
in greater or lesser degree, there is something wrong with
everybody.

History shows that this ‘something wrong’ has been
endemic in international relationships in all ages with-
out exception; and still today, in spite of huge, beneficial
advancements in every kind of science and technology, it
reveals itself in monstrously irrational behaviour. If only
the nations could trust each other and cooperate instead
of competing in the development of earth’s resources,
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they could turn the world into a paradise. Deserts could
be made fruitful; poverty, famine, and epidemics elimi-
nated; and everybody’s welfare and lifespan increased. But
no, nations do not, and cannot, trust each other; and in
consequence oceans of money, time, and energy are spent
on ever more sophisticated weapons of destruction.

But it is not only nations that behave irrationally. We
all do. You do, I do. Sooner or later, in spite of all our
resolutions and good intentions we have to admit, as Paul
put it centuries ago, ‘For | do not do the good I want, but
the evil I do not want is what | keep on doing’ (Rom 7:19).

What then is wrong with us? What is this universal
disease from which we all suffer? The ancient Greek tra-
gedians, Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, studied its
symptoms and tried to probe its causes. So did the ancient
philosophers, and so do modern ones. And so have liter-
ary giants from every continent. It is certain that we
shall never truly understand ourselves or the world we
live in, unless we face this disease realistically. The Bible
confidently and joyously insists that we can find continu-
ing and increasing deliverance from it; and it calls this
deliverance salvation. But we shall not grasp what salva-
tion means, or how it works, unless we first understand
the biblical term for the disease.

That term is ‘sin’. To help us understand it, let us use
the analogy of physical disease. Medical personnel must
distinguish between the symptoms of the disease itself and
the root cause of the disease. For if one is going to achieve
a cure, it is no good just suppressing the symptoms with-
out getting rid of the disease. And there is no hope of that
unless one can attack the root-cause and eliminate it.
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Take jaundice, for example, which, strictly speaking, is
not a disease but an outward symptom of some internal
disorder, such as gallstones, or a cancer of the pancreas, etc.
Clearly, it would be no use trying to get rid of the jaundice,
if one did not get at the underlying cause.

Specific symptoms of sin

The New Testament gives us various lists of the symptoms
of sin, and normally adds a warning about the gravity of
these symptoms. Here is one list:

Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immo-
rality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity,
strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divi-
sions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these.
I warn you, as | warned you before, that those who
do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.
(Gal 5:19-21)

Here is another, which gives a gruesome description of
the symptoms that can occur when the disease of sin is in
an advanced stage:

as it is written: ‘None is righteous, no, not one; no one
understands; no one seeks for God. All have turned
aside; together they have become worthless; no one
does good, not even one.

‘Their throat is an open grave; they use their tongues
to deceive.
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‘The venom of asps is under their lips.
‘Their mouth is full of curses and bitterness.’

‘Their feet are swift to shed blood; in their paths are
ruin and misery, and the way of peace they have not
known.

‘There is no fear of God before their eyes.” (Rom 3:10-18)

None of these lists implies, of course, that all the symp-
toms are to be found in equal proportions in everybody.
On the other hand, the New Testament insists that every-
body shows some symptoms, for the disease is universal.

General symptoms of sin

Then there are what may be called more general symp-
toms. One of these is moral weakness. ‘For while we were
still weak ... (Rom 5:6).

As an example we may take Pontius Pilate, the Roman
governor, who was responsible for the crucifixion of Jesus
Christ (Matt 27:11-26; Luke 23:1-25; John 18:28-19:16). He was
the last man you would have suspected of being weak. He
was a high-ranking soldier, the officer in command of the
Roman army in Judaea; and he was also responsible for law
and order in the country.

Outwardly, Pilate was like a great beam of wood that
on the surface looks solid and strong, but inside it has been
eaten away by wood-worm; and when you put pressure on
it, it collapses.
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When he talked with Jesus in private, and became
aware of the reality of God and of the enormous sin
it would be if he crucified the innocent Son of God, he
decided he must do what he knew to be right and release
Jesus (John 19:8-12). But when he went outside, the crowd
shouted menacingly and their leaders blackmailed him,
threatening to slander him to the Roman emperor. And
Pilate caved in. Though he knew that what he was about
to do was a criminal betrayal of justice, fear destroyed
his resistance and out of fear he sentenced Jesus to be
crucified.

This leads us to ask: have we never told a lie out of fear
of what the consequences would be if we told the truth?
Have we never done something that we knew to be wrong,
because the group to which we belonged insisted on doing
it, and we were afraid to stand against the group?

Another general symptom of sin is ungodliness:

understanding this, that the law is not laid down
for the just but for the lawless and disobedient, for
the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane,
for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for
murderers, the sexually immoral, men who practise
homosexuality, enslavers, liars, perjurers, and what-
ever else is contrary to sound doctrine, in accordance
with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God with
which I have been entrusted. (1 Tim 1:9-11)

The original Greek word here translated ‘ungodly’ means
‘people who have no respect or reverence’. The one for

whom they have no respect or reverence is, in the first
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place, God. But it does not stop there. Man is made in the
image of God; and when people lose respect and rever-
ence for the Creator, they begin to devalue his creature,
man. They lose respect for the sanctity of the human
body—their own and other people’s. This spawns the large
and ugly brood of sexual sins, abuse of alcohol and drugs
which injure physical health and enfeeble the mind. They
lose respect for the sanctity of truth. Hence all kinds of
lies, deceptions, and broken promises. In the end, they
lose respect for the sanctity of life. Hence the endless
crimes of violence.

Alienation and Enmity against God is another symptom:
‘the mind of the flesh is enmity against God’ (Rom 8:7 rv);
‘and you, being in time past alienated and enemies in your
mind in your evil works’ (Col 1:21 rv).

Large-scale examples of this particular symptom have
been all too evident throughout the past century and
right up to the present day. The governments in many
countries have used all their power in an attempt to
systematically blot out all belief in God and Christ. But
enmity against God is not confined to outright atheists.
Sometimes, even outwardly religious people can at heart
be enemies of God. The Christian apostle, Paul, was always
very religious; but he was a bitter enemy of Jesus Christ
before he was converted (1 Tim 1:12-17).

The fact is that there is a rebel against God in the heart
of every one of us. When God commands us in the Bible to
do something or not to do something, his very command
often stirs up resentment inside us and makes us want to
do the very opposite. The Apostle Paul cites an example
from his own experience (Rom 7:5, 7-9). For some years
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he lived unaware of God’s commandment ‘You shall not
covet’. But then God brought this command home to his
heart; and Paul found that this very commandment stirred
up all kinds of coveting in his heart that, struggle as he
might, he could not control—and what is more, deep down
within him, did not altogether want to control.

Of course, this basic enmity against God does not
necessarily, or often, express itself as open hostility to God.
More often it takes the form of indifference.

Now if someone says, ‘I'm just not interested in music
or art’, we may think it is a pity; but we do not get upset
about it, for it is only a matter of taste. But if a woman
says ‘I'm just not interested in my husband’, it is tragic;
for it is clear evidence that she is alienated from her hus-
band. Love has been destroyed. And if someone says, ‘1'm
just not interested in God’, this is supremely tragic. We
owe our very existence to God. Not to be interested in
him is an unmistakable symptom that, somewhere along
the line, serious alienation from God has taken place.

These, then, are some of the symptoms. But the under-
lying disease involves a desire to be independent of God our
Creator. According to the Bible (Gen 3), the very first sin
which mankind committed was not something crude and
lurid like murder or immorality. It occurred when Adam
and Eve were tempted by the devil to grasp at independ-
ence of God so as to decide by themselves what was
good and what was evil. They imagined that they could
safely be their own god. So they took the forbidden fruit.
It led at once to alienation from God and a sense of guilt
and shame which made them want to run away and
hide from God, whom they now felt to be against them.
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We have all followed them down that path of disobedi-
ence and independence. But to live like that is to live an
untruth, an unreality. We did not create ourselves. We
are creatures of God. To live alienated and independent of
him is contrary to the fundamental law of our existence.
And so the New Testament says that sin is lawlessness:

Everyone who makes a practice of sinning also prac-
tises lawlessness; sin is lawlessness. (1 John 3:4)

Now we know what dangers we would run if we dis-
regarded the Creator’s physical laws, like, for example, the
laws of electricity. Suppose a man buys an electric light
but makes no attempt to read or follow the manufactur-
er’s instructions. He wires it up as he himself thinks best.
As a result he electrocutes himself. We should scarcely
pity him: we should call him a fool for neglecting the
maker’s instructions and taking no notice of the laws of
electricity. Similarly, fundamental neglect of, and disobedi-
ence to, the Creator’s moral and spiritual laws must lead
to moral and spiritual disaster. It is the root cause of all
sin’s many symptoms.

The remarkable thing is that, according to the Bible,
there is a cure. ‘The saying is trustworthy and deserving
of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world
to save sinners’ (1 Tim 1:15). ‘For God did not send his Son
into the world to condemn the world, but in order that
the world might be saved through him.” (John 3:17). The
following chapters, therefore, will study the terms which
the New Testament uses to describe this salvation and
how it works.

27



Key Bible Concepts

But there are two things we should notice at once.
Many people think that the way to be saved is to do our
best to cut out the symptoms of sin from our lives. That
is a good enough thing in itself to do; but it cannot save
us. You may cut every apple off an apple tree; but the tree
is still an apple tree. That is its inward nature. So even
if we could suppress every symptom of sin, we should
still have a sinful nature within us. And that, says the
New Testament, is not our fault. We were born that way.
We inherited a fallen sinful nature from our first parent,
Adam. But in a similar way we can, if we will, receive
from Christ his unfallen, holy life, the nature of which
is to live a life pleasing to God. ‘For through one man’s
[Adam’s] disobedience the many were made sinners, so
through the obedience of the one [Christ] shall the many
be made righteous’ (Rom 5:19 own trans.).

And the second thing to notice is this: God loves us
while we are still sinners. This is the secret why God’s sal-
vation is so practical and actually works. We do not have
to improve ourselves before God is prepared to accept us
and begin his great work of salvation within us. He loves
us and is prepared to accept us as we are. This is the
burden of the argument in Romans 5:6-11, a passage any
person who is serious about the problem of sin should
think through rigorously.
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CHAPTER

Reconciliation

The Way to Peace

In our last chapter we studied the moral and spiritual
disease from which we all suffer and its symptoms of alien-
ation from our Creator. Now we begin to examine the
terms which describe the cure.

First comes the delightful word reconciliation together
with its cognate verb, ‘to reconcile’. It is perhaps the
easiest of all our terms to understand because we already
know what it means in our relationships with other peo-
ple. Most of us at some time in life have gone through
some such experience as the following. We have done,
or said, something wrong that has deeply hurt, or even
injured, some friend or other. Eventually the friend has
faced us with our wrongdoing. But instead of admitting
it, and asking for forgiveness, pride or fear has made us
deny our fault, or even lie about it; and we have got
angry, and made a lot of counter-accusations against him.
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And then we have gone off, muttering ‘I never want to
talk to him or see him again.” With that there has begun
a long period of alienation, distance, and silence. During
that time, if anyone should happen innocently to praise
our former friend, we have resented it. And then we have
put forward our (distorted) side of the story, to blacken
our former friend’s character, and so justify our animosity
towards him.

It is like that with many people in their relationship
with God. Memory and a bad conscience make them aware
deep inside that if there is a Creator, he must be against their
sins and, so they imagine, against them as well. Instead of
admitting their sins, therefore, they deny there is a Creator.
If they should meet somebody who believes in God, who
loves and worships him, they inwardly resent it and accuse
God of all the evils that religious people have committed as
if that were God’s fault (and as if atheists had never com-
mitted any evil), or else they blame God for allowing so
much suffering in the world, and so on. And so their alien-
ation from their Creator persists, and life remains grey with
the dark shadow of ultimate purposelessness and hopeless-
ness, lit up only by the fitful protests of a bad conscience
that refuses permanently to lie down and be quiet.

The first move

Reconciliation is the word that tells us that God himself
has acted to overcome this alienation, to dispel the mis-
understandings on which it is based, and to remove the
obstacles to peace. There are two passages from the New
Testament that tell us how:
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He [Jesus Christ] is the image of the invisible God, the
firstborn of all creation. For by him all things were
created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authori-
ties—all things were created through him and for him.
And he is before all things, and in him all things hold
together. And he is the head of the body, the church.
He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that
in everything he might be pre-eminent. For in him all
the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through
him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on
earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his
Cross.

And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind,
doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of
flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and
blameless and above reproach before him. (Col 1:15-22)

You can find the second passage in 2 Corinthians 5:18-21.

The first thing to notice in what these passages say
about reconciliation is that in this process God has made
the first move:

For in him [that is in Christ] it was decreed that all
the fullness should dwell and that through him [God]
should reconcile all things to himself. For in Christ
God was reconciling the world to himself. (own trans.)

Now this is remarkable, for God’s normal rule for
human beings when they fall out among themselves is
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that it is the responsibility of the one that did the wrong
to take the initiative in effecting a reconciliation. ‘So,
said Christ, ‘if you are offering your gift at the altar and
there remember that your brother has something against
you, leave your gift there before the altar and go. First
be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer
your gift’ (Matt 5:23-24). But God had done the world no
wrong. He had nothing to apologize for. It was human
beings that had started all the enmity by rebelling against
him. Nonetheless it is God who has made the first move
towards our being reconciled with him, by sending his Son
into the world.

And this is remarkable for another reason. Often,
when two human beings have fallen out, they wish they
could make a move towards being friends again. But each
is afraid of being rebuffed by the other party. But God sent
his Son into the world knowing in advance that he would
be rejected, humiliated, and crucified. Indeed that is why
the Son of God, through whom the universe was made,
came among us with his divine glory veiled in human
form. His unveiled glory would have made it impossible
for them to approach him, let alone express their hostility
to him. As it was, they vented all their hostility against
God on Jesus Christ and put him to a cross. And when
they had done that, God had it announced that he loved
them still and was prepared to forgive them for that and
for all their other sins (Acts 2:36-39). For he loved them
even while they were still enemies.

Here then was God’s answer to the slander that the
devil had insinuated into the thinking of the human
race, that God is a tyrant and waiting only for the first
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opportunity to prevent humans from expressing their per-
sonalities to the full and from pursuing their own healthy
ambitions (Gen 3).

It was not that God had gone soft on sin, and was
prepared to capitulate to human arrogance and wicked-
ness in order to retain or regain man’s friendship. The
Almighty is no pushover. He could not and would not
take the view that man’s sin did not matter. We need,
therefore, to understand what the New Testament means
by the term ‘reconcile’ when it says, ‘By Christ God was
reconciling the world to himself.” And to do that we need
to consider the way the word was used in ancient Greek,
the language in which the New Testament was written.

If a man A had by his wrongdoing deeply offended
another man B, then B had every right to be angry with A,
and to hold his wrongdoing against him. To reconcile A to
B, therefore, you had not so much to change A’s idea of B,
but to remove the cause of B’s just anger against A.

Now God’s anger against sin is not some temporary
loss of temper that causes him to act out of character. Nor
is it a feeling of indignation that eventually fades away.
Nor can it be a private sense of displeasure which he keeps
locked up secretly in his head. Sin is a challenge to the very
being and character of God; and as the moral governor of
the universe, God must openly and actively express the
indignation of his whole being against it. It means, there-
fore, that he cannot permanently overlook sin, still less act
as if it did not matter. Not until sin is punished, and that
publicly before the eyes of the whole universe, can God’s
indignation be assuaged and his character vindicated. To
reconcile the world to himself, therefore, God had first to
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remove the cause of his indignation against the world: he
had to punish the world’s sin. There could be no recon-
ciliation, no welcoming back of men and women into his
friendship without it.

And that is why, by the united decree of the Godhead,
the Son of God became human without ceasing to be God.
Since all the fullness of the Godhead dwelled in him, he
could represent God to men. What men did to him, they
did to God. How he reacted to men, is how God reacted.
In him men could see what God was really like.

At the same time because he was genuinely human
(though not merely human) he could stand as the repre-
sentative of the human race before God. He thus could,
and did, take on himself, as mankind’s representative and
substitute, the sin of the world, and could publicly bear
the indignation of God and suffer sin’s punishment. He
thus removed completely the cause of God’s indignation
against the world and made it possible for man to be
reconciled to God and be at peace with him.

We read in 2 Corinthians 5:19-21,

in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself,
not counting their trespasses against them, . . . For our
sake he made him [Jesus Christ] to be sin who knew
no sin, so that in him we might become the righteous-
ness of God.

That is to say, when Christ, though sinless himself,
took on himself the sin of the world as mankind’s rep-
resentative, God treated him as if the world’s sins were
his. The just punishment of mankind’s sins was thus
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endured by Christ and exhausted, with the result that
there remains no obstacle in the way of man’s return to
God. Justice no longer obliges God to impute the world’s
sins to them. All may come to God through Christ, be
reconciled to him, and be at peace with him now and
forever. Man does not have to make his own peace with
God. Christ has already done that for him. All man needs
to do is to accept the reconciliation and peace that Christ
has made. So coming to God, he finds himself accepted as
if he were Christ himself, or, to put it as the Bible puts
it, he is regarded as being as perfectly right with God as
Christ is (‘to become the righteousness of God in him’).

Does this mean, then, that all men everywhere are
saved, or ultimately will be, whether they carry on ignor-
ing God and leading sinful lives, or not, even whether
they remain atheists or not? No, of course not. Christ has
certainly made reconciliation and peace with God for all
mankind. But the question remains whether we on our
side are willing to accept the peace or not. It has some-
times happened in history when the leaders of two warring
nations have called a truce and then have signed a peace
treaty, that a breakaway group in one of the nations has
refused to accept the peace. It has continued to regard
the other nation as an enemy, and those of its own nation
that have accepted the peace, as traitors. And it has gone
on fighting.

So is it with us and God. Those who accept the peace
that Christ has made are said, in the New Testament, to
‘receive the reconciliation” and so to enter into permanent
peace with God (Rom 5:1, 11). But it is possible for people
to refuse the reconciliation and to continue with their
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indifference and hostility to their Creator. For a creature
to do that must, of course, inevitably lead to disaster.

Relationships and restoration

Two further benefits spring from the peace which Christ
has made. The first is this. Those who through Christ have
been personally reconciled to God find that it also makes
peace between them and all others who have similarly
been reconciled to God through Christ.

Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in
the flesh, . .. were . . . separated from Christ, alienated
from the commonwealth of Israel . . . But now in Christ
Jesus you who once were far off have been brought
near by the blood of Christ. For he himself is our peace,
who has made us both one and has broken down in
his flesh the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing the
law of commandments expressed in ordinances, that
he might create in himself one new man in place of
the two, so making peace, and might reconcile us both
to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing
the hostility. And he came and preached peace to you
who were far off and peace to those who were near.
For through him we both have access in one Spirit to
the Father. (Eph 2:11-18)

This passage describes how Christ puts an end to the
age-long animosity between Jews and non-Jews. But the
same thing applies to all those other barriers of race,
nationalism, social status, and religion, that have produced
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such deep divisions in the human race. It is, of course,
unfortunately true that all too often in the course of his-
tory people and nations who have claimed to be Christian
have persecuted and fought other people and nations who
have likewise claimed to be Christian. But such behaviour
casts serious doubt on whether the parties concerned
have ever really been reconciled to God. It suggests rather
that their profession of Christianity has been merely for-
mal and superficial; that, as the New Testament puts it,
they have received ‘the grace of God in vain’ (2 Cor 6:1).

The second, immense, benefit is this: one day God is
going to reconcile the whole universe of intelligent beings
to himself (see the quotation from Col 1:20, p. 31). Once
more, unfortunately, that does not mean that every being
in the universe, the devil included, will become loyal
friends of God; for God will not remove any creature’s free-
will, not even for the purpose of turning rebels into saints.
But the situation is this: God is not going to wait forever.
One day he is going to restore and redevelop the earth and
the universe. That will mean that he will have to restrain
by force all who persist in their rebellion against him. But
when he does so, none will be able to raise his voice in
moral protest. The cross of Christ will silence every objec-
tion. All could have been saved by God’s magnificent grace
at Christ’s expense. Not even those who perish will be able
to criticize God on moral grounds for it. The universe will
have been completely pacified (Rev 5:11-14).
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Justification

Getting Things Legally Right

The next two basic terms which the New Testament uses
to describe what God is prepared to do for us are justify and
justification. They are legal terms. This upsets some people.
They argue that if there is a God at all, he must love us as a
father loves his children and will be prepared to welcome
back his erring children like the father did his boy in Jesus’
famous parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15). That father
did not act as a judge and drag his repentant son through
a law court; nor, so these critics say, will God.

But this is shallow thinking. Even in the parable, while
the father forgave the prodigal, and reinstated him as
son, he did not take away the elder brother’s part of the
inheritance and give half of it to the returning prodigal to
make up for the fact that the prodigal had squandered his
own part! That would have been highly unjust; and God’s
forgiveness can never be at the expense of justice either
towards himself or to other people.
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Suppose your daughter worked in a bank. One day a
robber entered the bank, shot her, and made off with a
large sum of money. What would you think of the judge
if he said, when the criminal was brought before him:
‘Though this man is a criminal, he is my son and I love
him. He says he is sorry. So | am going to forgive him
without imposing any penalty”? Would you not protest
that such forgiveness was utterly unjust both to you and
to your daughter, and that it undercut the whole basis
of a just and civilized society? What the parable of the
Prodigal Son teaches is certainly true: God is prepared to
forgive his children. But that is only one side of the truth.
The other side is that God’s forgiveness must be, and must
be seen to be, consistent with universal justice.

Now we shall presently find that the verb ‘to justify’
has two basic connotations:

1. To declare someone to be in the right.

2. To demonstrate that someone or something is right.

It does not mean ‘to make someone right.” Luke 7:29
says that ‘all the people. . . justified God.” That cannot mean
that the people made God righteous. God was never less
than righteous; no one had to make him righteous. It means
‘the people declared that God was righteous.’

But now let’s start at the beginning. Here is an example
of the use of the word in a human court of justice in bibli-
cal times.

If there arises a controversy between men and they
resort to judgment and the judges judge their case;
then they shall justify the righteous and condemn the
wicked. (Deut 25:1 own trans.)
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The meaning of the phrase ‘justify the righteous and
condemn the wicked’ is obvious. ‘To condemn the wicked’
does not mean ‘to make him wicked” but ‘to declare
him wicked’, or, ‘in the wrong.’ Similarly ‘to justify the
righteous’” means that the man who is finally proven to
have behaved justly must be declared to be in the right.
Unfortunately, it sometimes happens in human courts
that the man who has actually committed the wrong is
able to bribe the judge and jury to give a false verdict. The
Bible loudly condemns this perversion of justice:

He who justifies the wicked [that is, declares the
wicked man to be in the right] and he who condemns
the righteous, are both alike an abomination to the
Lorp. (Prov 17:15)

With that in mind, read the following parable told by
Jesus. It will contain some surprises.

He also told this parable to some who trusted in them-
selves that they were righteous, and treated others
with contempt: ‘Two men went up into the temple
to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax-collector.
The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: “God,
I thank you that | am not like other men, extortioners,
unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax-collector. | fast
twice a week; | give tithes of all that | get.” But the
tax-collector, standing far off, would not even lift up
his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, “God,
be merciful to me, a sinner!” I tell you, this man went
down to his house justified, rather than the other. For
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everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but
the one who humbles himself will be exalted.” (Luke
18:9-14)

The first thing to notice is that here Jesus uses the
term ‘justify’: ‘the tax-collector went home justified’. Now
this is interesting. The Pharisee and the tax-collector had
not gone to an earthly court of law to appear before an
earthly judge. They had gone up into the temple to pray.
But as they stood before God and reviewed their lives,
God acted as their judge and passed his verdict on them.

The second thing to notice is that, according to Christ,
one of the two men went home justified; that is, God as
judge declared this man to be in the right before God’s
court.

The third thing to notice is that while the one man
was justified by God, the other man was not. And this
is very startling! For the tax-collector was on his own
admission a sinner; and most people of his times would
have regarded tax collecting for the imperialist Romans,
with all the cheating that it involved, as one of the most
despicable forms of sin. Yet he was the one whom God
justified! The Pharisee, on the other hand, was a man
who tried to live as good a life as he possibly could, reli-
giously, commercially, and socially: he was not unjust, nor
an extortioner, nor an adulterer; he fasted twice a week,
tithed his income and gave it to God for the use of others.
Yet God did not justify him.

At first sight, this is not only startling: it is shocking.
The Bible itself, as we have already seen, forbade earthly
judges to justify the wicked, and condemn the righteous.
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How then, when these two men appeared in God’s court,
could God justify the tax-collector, who was the ‘bad man,
and not justify the Pharisee, who was the ‘good man’? Part
of the answer is to be found in the following principles.

1. The standards of God’s law are absolute. God’s stand-
ards are different from ours. If a boy sits for an exam at
school and gets 70 marks out of a hundred, he will prob-
ably pass the exam, even though he has come 30 marks
short of 100. But God’s law is not like that. It demands
100 percent perfection all the time. And none of us has
attained to that. Some of us may be better than others.
But God is truthful: he cannot pretend that we are better
than we are. His verdict is that we ‘all have sinned and fall
short of the glory [that is, the perfect standards] of God’
(Rom 3:23).

2. God’s law is a whole. Break one commandment and
you are guilty of breaking the whole law, says the Bible
(Jas 2:10). Perhaps that sounds unfair at first, but God’s
law is not a collection of unrelated commands such that if
you break only one it leaves all the rest undamaged. God’s
law is a unified whole. Its aim and demand is perfection.
Break one command, and then, even if you kept all the
rest, the result would still not be perfection. Break one
link in an anchor chain and the ship goes adrift. Make one
slip in adding up a long list of figures and you get the
whole sum wrong. And even the best of us have broken
much more than one of God’s commandments.

3. God’s law therefore condemns us all. Whether we have
tried to do good, like the Pharisee, or have done badly
like the tax-collector, we have all broken God’s law. And
the Bible says: ‘Now we know that whatever the law says
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it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every
mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held
accountable to God’ (Rom 3:19).

The answer to one half of our problem

And now we can begin to see the answer to one half, at
least, of our problem: Why was the Pharisee not justified?
Because, when he came before God, he recited all his
good deeds, all his honest efforts to keep God’s law; and
he hoped on these grounds that God would justify him.
But that was impossible. Good though his efforts were, he
had still come short, he had broken God’s law. He there-
fore deserved to suffer its penalty. God could not pretend
otherwise. His Word says: ‘For by works of the law no
human being will be justified in his sight, since through
the law comes knowledge of sin” (Rom 3:20).

‘If that is so,” says someone, ‘that must mean that God
cannot declare anyone to be right; he can justify nobody
that comes before his court. But then what about the tax-
collector? He surely had broken God’s law worse than the
Pharisee. How, then, could Christ say that the tax-collector
went home from the temple justified?’

The answer to the other half of our problem

There are theoretically two ways by which we can be justi-
fied by God. One way is to keep his law perfectly: God can
then pronounce us ‘right with God’. But that way is in fact
impossible for us, as we have seen. We have all broken his
law already.
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The other way of being justified is by paying the pen-
alty for breaking God’s law. But if we had to do that, it
would mean for us eternal separation from God. Hence
the predicament we all are in.

God’s solution is that his own Son as mankind’s rep-
resentative has paid the penalty for us by bearing the
judgment of God against sin and dying on the cross. If,
therefore, we put our faith in Jesus, God can count his
death as our death; our penalty having thus been paid by
Jesus, God can justify us, that is, declare us to be right
before his judgment throne.

Here is how the Bible puts it:

for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,
and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the
redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put for-
ward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by
faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because
in his divine forbearance he had passed over former
sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present
time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the
one who has faith in Jesus. (Rom 3:23-26)

Does this mean that all men and women are automatically
justified? No. According to the parable once more, the
Pharisee was not justified. The tax-collector was, and that
because, as he stood before God, he smote his breast and
so confessed his sin, condemned himself, and acknow-
ledged that he deserved to suffer the penalty of having
broken God’s law. Then, in faith, he cast himself on God’s
mercy saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner. There
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and then God justified him, that is, declared him to be
right with God, free of the penalty of sin, justified once
and for all.

Moreover the Bible tells us that ‘It is appointed for
man to die once, and after that comes the judgment’ (Heb
9:27). That means that God does not summon us before
his judgment throne every day of our lives. There is to
be only one judgment day; and that comes after we die.
At that one judgment, the whole of life will be reviewed,
and God’s verdict pronounced.

And the wonderful thing is that we do not have to
wait until the judgment day before we know what the
verdict will be (see also John 5:24). God tells those who
put their faith in Christ that Christ’s once-for-all death
on the cross is sufficient to cover the whole of their lives
in view of the one judgment day. They have nothing to
fear, therefore. Once justified through faith in Christ, they
remain justified forever; and having been justified by faith,
they have permanent peace with God (Rom 5:1).

To sum up so far: if we ask, ‘On what conditions can
we be justified before God?’ the answer which the New
Testament gives is: ‘For we hold that one is justified by
faith apart from works of the law” (Rom 3:28). ‘Why, then,
says somebody, ‘does the New Testament say elsewhere:
“You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith
alone (Jas 2:24)”? Is this not a contradiction?’

The meaning of justification by works

No, it is not a contradiction. James is using the term fjus-
tify’ in its other connotation: not to declare someone to be
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right, but to prove, or demonstrate someone to be right. It
is certainly true that a man is declared to be right with
God on the ground of his faith and not of his works. But
the only way the man can demonstrate to his family and
friends that he has this kind of faith, is by the way he
behaves, that is, by his works.

Suppose a man tells his friends: ‘Last week I received a
letter telling me that a rich relative of mine had died and
bequeathed me a very large sum of money. All | needed to
do was to go to the bank and claim this free gift. | believed
the letter, claimed the gift, and now | am immensely rich.’

Would not his friends have the right to reply: ‘You say
you are rich through simply believing the letter. But please
show us by your changed lifestyle that your faith and the
gift are real, not just a story that you have made up. Justify
your story by your works.” So those who have been justified
by God through faith and not by works must demonstrate
their faith was, and is, genuine. There is only one way that
you can demonstrate that your faith is genuine, and that is,
as James says, by your works.
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CHAPTER

Ransom and Redemption

The Price of Freedom

In their literal sense, the terms ransom and redemption
were in common use in the ancient world, just as they are
in ours. People were kidnapped and held for ransom. Their
family and friends would then have to pay a large sum of
money for their release. Modern terrorists hijack a plane
and threaten to kill the passengers one by one, or else to
blow up the whole plane, unless their demands are met.
They may not ask for money: their demand might be the
release of fellow-terrorists previously caught and impris-
oned by the government. In this case, we still use words
like ‘price’, and ‘cost’, and ‘ransom’, but now in a meta-
phorical sense; and we say that the release of the terrorists
is the price that the government would have to pay to ran-
som the plane load of passengers from death, unless they
took the risk of storming the plane.
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It is important to notice here that you only use the
word ‘redeem’ if you are buying someone out of prison
and slavery, or out of the threat of death, into freedom.
You would not use the words ‘ransom’ or ‘redeem’ to
describe the activity of corrupt businessmen who, in some
countries, are prepared to pay a lot of money to buy little
girls from their poor parents in order to use them as child
prostitutes. They would be buying these girls, not to free
them from slavery, but to enslave them.

In certain circumstances people can even redeem some-
thing that is their own property. A man who urgently needs
money may decide to pawn his watch. The pawnbroker
will take the watch and give the man an amount of cash.
But the watch does not immediately become the property
of the pawn-broker. For a certain period of time, the watch,
strictly speaking, remains the original man’s property. But
if he wants to regain actual possession of his property, he
must redeem it within that time, that is, buy it back; and
the price he will have to pay will, of course, far exceed the
amount he originally received from the pawn-broker.

In everyday speech, then, the words ‘ransom’ and
‘redemption’ carry several slightly different connotations,
some literal, some metaphorical. Similarly in the New
Testament, though here, in theological contexts, the
terms are always used in a metaphorical sense. There
is no thought of any money transaction. You were not
redeemed with silver or gold’, says the Apostle Peter (1 Pet
1:18). But running through all the New Testament usages
are the following themes:

1. Buying, or buying back, people from debt, or slavery,
or imprisonment or threat of penalty, or death.
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2. Always it is God or Christ who is said to do the buy-
ing, or redeeming. No human is said to redeem himself or
his fellow human.

3. The paying of a price, or ransom. And here again it
is only God or Christ who is said to pay the price or bear
the cost of the ransom. People are never asked, or allowed,
to contribute anything to the price that had to be paid
for their redemption. This is in striking contrast to many
religions in which people are required to achieve salvation
at the cost of their own self-effort or suffering, or even by
the payment of money. When the priests and merchants
in the temple at Jerusalem gave the people the impression
that they could and must pay for salvation, Christ drove
them all out (John 2:13-16).

4. The purpose of redemption is always to bring
people into freedom and to enrich them with an eternal
inheritance.

Freedom from what?

1. Freedom from the guilt of past sins. One cannot undo the
past. God himself will not change history. What has been
done, has been done. What God offers us through Christ
is release from the guilt of past sins. Many people are
haunted by the past. Much as they try to forget what has
happened, and to start afresh, they cannot shake off the
guilt of their previous misdeeds.

Others, with a less-well-functioning conscience, find
that they can easily dismiss their past, like the adulter-
ess in the book of Proverbs who ‘eats and wipes her
mouth and says, “I have done no wrong”’ (30:20). But such
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irresponsibility does not break the chain of real guilt (we
are not here thinking about psychological guilt-complexes).
Some years ago, robbers in Great Britain assaulted a
train, injured the driver for life, and absconded to South
America with millions of pounds of money. There they
bribed the authorities not to extradite them. Perhaps the
robbers felt no guilt over their crime. But that made no
difference to the fact that when they set foot in Britain
they were immediately prosecuted and imprisoned. One
day every man and woman will find themselves in God’s
court. The mere passage of years, or a conveniently short
memory, will not have wiped out the past. Unless they
have allowed Christ to remove the guilt that chains them
to their past, the chain will remain eternally.

Redemption signifies that God can break those chains
for us in this life if we will repent. The act of breaking
the chain is called forgiveness. In the original Greek of the
New Testament, the most frequent word for forgiveness
(aphesis) means ‘release’ or ‘discharge.” It is a word that is
used of releasing someone from prison, or of discharging
a debtor, or of setting a slave free. And the cost of this
release is paid by Christ: ‘we have redemption’, says the
New Testament, ‘through his blood, the forgiveness of our
trespasses [sinsI’ (Eph 1:7). Thus the chain is broken never
to be replaced. The redemption Christ has paid for is an
eternal redemption (Heb 9:11-12).

2. Freedom from the curse pronounced by God’s law.
‘Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becom-
ing a curse for us’ (Gal 3:13).

The curse pronounced by God’s moral law is no empty
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form of words. It is the pronouncement of the penalty
that must eventually follow every transgression of that
law. Some may be inclined to argue that, since they do
not believe in God, they do not recognize his right either
to issue commands and prohibitions or to impose penal-
ties. But the argument is false. The Creator’s moral law is
written on every human heart (Rom 2:14-16). Every time
we accuse someone of having done something morally
wrong, every time we excuse ourselves for some moral
misdemeanour, every time we tell ourselves we ought to
behave better, and promise to do so next time, we are,
unintentionally maybe, witnessing to the fact that the
moral law is written on our hearts and that we assent
to its authority and validity. It is as though, to use a
New Testament metaphor, God’s moral law had been put
before us written out on a document, and by our accusa-
tions of others, excuses of ourselves, and moral resolves to
do better, we had personally signed our names at the bot-
tom of the document, agreeing to its authority, demands,
and penalties.

Those who do not repent will find this ‘document’ with
their own signature on it, produced as evidence against
them at the final judgment. But those who do repent are
assured by God himself that he has blotted out this legal
bond signed by our own hand acknowledging our guilt,
this ‘handwriting that was against us’; and he has nailed
it to the cross of Christ. God has thus advertised before
the whole universe that, by dying on the cross, Christ has
borne the curse of the law for all who repent and trust
him, so that they can go free (see Col 2:13-15).
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The cost of redemption

The ransom paid for the redemption of mankind was noth-
ing less than the death of Christ. In fact, he himself declared
that this was the main purpose of his coming to our earth:
‘For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve,
and to give his life as a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45). ‘You
were redeemed’, says 1 Peter 1:18-19, . . . with the precious
blood of Christ’

To grasp the immensity of the cost of the ransom, we
need to remember who Christ is:

In whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.
He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all
creation. For by him all things were created, in heaven
and on earth . .. all things were created through him
and for him. And he is before all things, and in him all
things hold together. (Col 1:14-17)

In other words, the Redeemer is none other than the
Creator incarnate. Jesus is both God and man. And that is
how he could act as the m