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New Creation Teaching Ministry Monthly Ministry Studies 
1st and 3rd July 2006—MMS 50 Martin Bleby  

ALIVE TO GOD: CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Study One 

THE CROSS AND US 

The Scriptures testify that ‘while we still were sinners Christ died for us’ (Rom. 5:8) and 
‘Christ died for our sins’ (1 Cor. 15:3). We are told that ‘Christ also suffered for sins once 
for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God’ (1 Pet. 3:18), and 
that ‘God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him’ (1 John 4:9). 
 This is often taken to mean that Christ took the punishment or judgement of God for 
our sins, so that we do not now have to face it. ‘The wages of sin is death’—Christ 
suffered and paid that penalty in our place and so we are forgiven and free to live—‘the 
free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Rom. 6:23). 
 True as that is, it can sometimes be presented and received at arm’s length, as if it were 
a transaction effected somehow apart from us, which certainly affects us, but in which we 
are not directly involved. This can have certain grievous pastoral consequences in the 
lives of believers, and of the church. 
 There is a whole dimension of biblical witness that cannot be ignored here. The New 
Testament consistently speaks of Christ’s death as somehow involving our death, and that 
we are those who have ourselves died with Christ.1 Among those who make much of 
Christ’s death for us on our behalf, many are hard-pressed to be able to say what it means 
to them that they have been ‘crucified with Christ’, and the part this plays in their life. 
 It could be that we are missing out on something quite crucial in this lack of 
recognition and understanding. L. E. Maxwell, founding principal in 1922 of the Prairie 
Bible Institute of Three Hills, Alberta, Canada, sought in his teaching to correct this lack. 
A missionary from Africa responded: ‘If only all of our missionaries had this teaching, it 
would be the solution of many of our difficulties on the field’.2 We may have some 
difficulties on the field here for lack of this teaching. There may be those of us who think 
we can be Christians without ever having been crucified with Christ. Paul however says: 

 
If we have died with him, we will also live with him (2 Tim. 2:11). 

 
It would appear that the having died is indispensable to the being alive, and not otherwise. 
So what does it mean for us to say: ‘I have been crucified with Christ’? 

                                                
1  See Gal. 2:19–20; 2 Cor. 5:14–15, 17; John 12:31–33; Mark 8:34–35 and parallels; Rom. 6:3–14; Col. 2:11–12; 

Rom. 7:1–6; 2 Tim. 2:11; Rom. 8:10; Col. 2:20–3:6, 12; Gal. 5:24; 6:14–15; John 12:23–25. 
2  L. E. Maxwell, Born Crucified, Oliphants, London 1958, p. 7. While Maxwell promotes a particular view of 

sanctification that sees ‘the life of victory in Christ’ of Romans 6 as a progression upon ‘the wilderness of Romans 
7 . . . the land of mixed and divided attention’ (p. 141), nevertheless what he has to say about the identification of the 
believer with Christ in his death, and what that entails, is not to be ignored or bypassed. 
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PAUL AND THE CROSS OF CHRIST 

Paul spoke of his relationship with Christ’s death in this way: 
 

I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the 
life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me (Gal. 
2:19–20). 

 
What did it mean for Paul to say: ‘I have been crucified with Christ’? For him, it had to do 
with the law of God: 

 
For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ . . . 

 
It was a death he died through the law. Before he was met by Christ on the road to 
Damascus, Paul thought he had kept the whole law of God: 

 
as to righteousness under the law, blameless (Phil. 3:6). 

 
After he was met by Christ, it was a very different story. Then he knew himself to be ‘a 
blasphemer, a persecutor, and a man of violence’—‘the foremost’ of sinners (1 Tim. 1:13, 
16). Then he knew that the law of God, that he had thought he was keeping so well, 
actually condemned him to death. His horrible sin, through the good and holy law of God, 
killed him dead: 

 
I was once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment came, sin revived and I died, and the 
very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me. For sin, seizing an opportunity in the 
commandment, deceived me and through it killed me. So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy 
and just and good. Did what is good, then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, working death in 
me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and through the commandment 
might become sinful beyond measure (Rom. 7:9–13). 

 
From that point of view, Paul calls this law of God ‘the law of sin and death’ (Rom. 
8:2)—and so it is for any who have broken it. Paul cites Deuteronomy 27:26 to say: 

 
Cursed is everyone who does not observe and obey all the things written in the book of the law (Gal. 
3:10). 

 
This includes all sinners who ‘rely on the works of the law’: who think that by trying to 
keep the law after they have sinned they can make themselves righteous before God. This 
option is closed off to them—if it was ever there. The law of God was given to those who 
had already been saved by God and brought into a faith-relationship with Him, to spell out 
what it means to live in that relationship. Any notion that the law is something we can 
take to ourselves and perform to prove ourselves before God is an arrogant denial and 
defiance of that salvation and that relationship: 

 
Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law; for ‘The one who is righteous will live 
by faith’ (Gal. 3:11). 

 
To take God’s law and seek to implement it as a substitute for that God-given faith-
relationship is an abuse of the law, which the law itself rightly condemns. Paul came to 
the realisation that the law which he thought he was keeping so well actually, in that very 
exercise, condemned him to death. 
 When did this realisation happen to Paul? It happened when he saw Jesus, in all his 
risen glory, on the road to Damascus: 
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Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around 
him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ He 
asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ The reply came, ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting’ (Acts 9:3–5). 

 
Paul’s address of this one as ‘Lord’ indicates that he knew that he was talking to the 
longed-for Messiah. The shock came to Paul when he heard this one’s real name. Jesus, 
whom Paul had thought no better than a condemned criminal, whose name and followers 
he was trying to stamp out, Paul now found to have been God’s holy Messiah all along! 
Yet that then raised a serious question. Paul had been persecuting Christian believers who 
had the effrontery to claim what to Paul was a preposterous and dangerous falsehood: that 
the Messiah had died, in a way that had been cursed by God. Yet now he had unmistak-
ably met this Messiah, and he was Jesus—and Jesus had died in this way—why? 
Obviously, in the light of this, not for any wrong Jesus had done. Then on whose account 
had Jesus died? It came to Paul in a flash: Paul was the sinner condemned by God’s law—
Jesus had died the death that was due to Paul: ‘Christ . . . the Son of God . . . loved me and 
gave himself for me’. 

JESUS OUR SUBSTITUTE 

This is often taken to mean: Jesus died instead of me—he took the punishment for my 
sins—so now I do not have to die eternally, and praise God for that—I am free! Free from 
the law’s condemnation, free from the guilt of my sin, free from the sentence of death. All 
of that is true, as far as it goes. All sorts of nice little stories are told of people who have 
substituted themselves or given their lives for another in a dangerous situation, or those 
who have taken someone else’s punishment, to illustrate what Jesus did and convince us 
that it was for us, and to show us how grateful we should feel. 
 Janet McKenzie relates one such story in her book Ebenezer:3 
 

Away in the mountains of Virginia, in America, there was a certain school that no teacher could handle. 
The boys (for there were no girls at this school) were so rough that teacher after teacher tried for a while, 
and then resigned. It certainly was a bad school. 
    After the school had been closed for some time because it lacked a teacher, a grey-eyed young man 
applied to the Committee for the position. The old chairman scanned him and then said, ‘Young fellow, 
you know what you’re asking? An awful hiding! Every teacher we have had for years has had to take it.’ 
    ‘I’ll risk it,’ he replied. 
    Word was sent round: ‘School’s in!’ and the boys gathered, ready for some fun, and certainly not with 
the idea of gaining any knowledge. As the young teacher walked in, one big fellow named Tom 
whispered, ‘I won’t need any help, boys. I can lick him myself.’ 
    The teacher said, ‘Good morning, boys. I have come to conduct school.’ At that they all yelled at the 
top of their voices and laughed—certainly an unpromising start. 
    Again the teacher spoke. ‘Now I want a good school, but confess I do not know how to have it unless 
you help me. Suppose we have a few rules. You make them and I’ll write them on the blackboard.’ 
    This was fun, and the boys were all attention. ‘No stealin’,’ yelled one. ‘On time,’ came next, and so 
on, until finally ten rules appeared. 
    ‘Now,’ said the teacher, ‘a law is no good unless there is a penalty attached. What shall we do with the 
one who breaks the rules?’ 
    The reply was rather unexpected. ‘Beat him across the back ten times without his coat on.’ 
    ‘That is pretty severe, boys. Are you prepared to stand by it? 
    Another yell, and the teacher called, ‘School comes to order!’ 
    All went well for a couple of days—exceptionally well—until Big Tom found his lunch was stolen. 
Upon enquiry, the thief was found to be a hungry little fellow about ten years old. 

                                                
3  NCPI, Blackwood, 1983, pp. 65–68. 
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    The next morning the teacher announced, ‘We’ve found the thief and he must be punished according 
to your rule—ten stripes across the back without his coat on. Jim, come up here.’ 
    The little trembling frame came up slowly, wearing a big coat fastened up to the neck, and pleaded, 
‘Teacher, you can lick me as hard as you like, but please don’t ask me to take my coat off.’ 
    ‘Take your coat off; you helped to make the rules,’ was the reply. 
    ‘Oh, teacher, please don’t make me,’ he pleaded, as he began to unbutton his coat. 
    Then the teacher saw that, cold as it was, the little lad had no shirt on, and only strings for braces over 
his bony little body. 
    ‘How can I whip this poor child?’ he wondered. ‘But I must do something if I am to keep control of 
the school.’ 
    ‘How is it that you are without a shirt, Jim?’ he asked. 
    ‘My father is dead,’ Jim replied, ‘and Mother is very poor. I have only one shirt and she is washing 
that today; I wore my brother’s big coat to keep warm.’ 
    There was absolute silence, and the teacher, rod in hand, hesitated, bewildered. 
    Just then Big Tom jumped to his feet and said, ‘Teacher, I’ll take Jim’s licking for him.’ 
    The teacher was dumfounded. Here was the one whose lunch was stolen, offering to take the thief’s 
place. ‘Very well, then,’ he said at last. ‘There is a law that one can become a substitute for another. Are 
you all agreed?’ 
    Off came Tom’s coat, he bent his back, and the teacher started. One! two! three! four! five!—and then 
the rod broke. The teacher bowed his head in his hands and thought, ‘How can I finish this awful task?’ 
    Then he heard an amazing sound; those rough boys were sobbing. He lifted his head to see a most 
touching sight. Little Jim had reached up and caught Tom with both arms round his neck. ‘Tom, I am 
sorry I stole your lunch, but I was awful hungry. Tom, I’ll love you till I die for taking my whipping for 
me. Yes, I’ll love you forever.’ 

 
For all its datedness, shortcomings and sentimentality—in our ears—this story is making a 
point about penal substitution. The application is given: 

 
We have all broken the rules in the school of life and deserve eternal punishment. But even as Tom took 
little Jim’s whipping for him, the Lord Jesus Christ took our punishment for us when He died on the 
Cross. Even though we have sinned against Him, He willingly ‘took our whipping’ for us. If we will 
only accept Him as our Saviour, then we can know that our punishment has been taken. 
    Jim said to the one who took his place, ‘Tom, I’ll love you forever for taking my whipping for me.’ 
Surely when we realise that the Lord Jesus took our punishment for us, we do the same. 

 
Stories such as this one contain truth, and have been powerfully used of God to bring 
people to faith in Christ. Janet McKenzie concludes: 

 
Before that story was finished, not only I, but several others, men as well as women, were weeping. We 
could readily picture our own selves as Little Jim, Big Tom as Jesus bearing our sins on the cross, and 
the Teacher as God Himself, applying the punishment for sin. 
    Praises, and prayers for sins yet unconfessed were raised to God that night, and led some to a closer 
walk with God. 

 
God honours those with glad and humble faith, and brings them to Himself. We may ask, 
however, whether deep down our consciences are finally satisfied by such an account of 
the gospel. Amazing and humbling as it is to have someone else die for us, we are the 
ones who sinned. We are the ones who needed to die. Just having someone die for us does 
not change that. There is something still not right, something still unfinished, about Jesus 
having died for us while we are still walking around alive and scot-free—when we are the 
ones who should have died. 
 Could we go so far as to say that if Jesus died on that cross and we did not, then we are 
still walking about as unregenerate sinners, alienated from the life of God? 
 Talking of Jesus as our substitute, or even as our representative, only goes so far. A 
substitute does something instead of us—but that means that it happens to the substitute 
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and not to us, so we are still out of it. A representative does something for us—an 
Australian wins a swimming race and gets a gold medal for Australia and they play our 
national anthem—but we know very well that we were not in the water there and 
swimming that fast—we were sitting back in an armchair watching it on television! 
People’s faith in Jesus can be a bit like that: God had this problem with our sin, so He 
sorted it out by sending His Son to die for us, so that cleared all that up, and now we can 
get on with it. It’s all at one remove—it happened out there somewhere and, even though 
it was for us, we were not directly involved. And so it is possible for us to remain 
untouched by that, and unchanged—basically the same as we were before. Except that we 
may have some thought processes by which we are convinced that it was done for us, and 
that we should be grateful. 

CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Paul did not just say, ‘Christ . . . the Son of God . . . loved me and gave himself for me’. 
He also said, ‘I have been crucified with Christ’. Paul considered himself to have died that 
terrible death there with Jesus—and rightly so. The sentence of death that the law of God 
rightly requires—despite, and even because of, all Paul’s attempts to keep and uphold the 
law of God in his own self-righteousness—that sentence of death that Paul deserved was 
passed against Paul there, and Paul was justly executed there—in Christ. Paul was not 
only condemned to death: the death sentence was actually carried out—it is as if the 
corpse was examined, Paul was pronounced dead, and the death certificate was signed. 
 The problem with those stories about people taking someone’s punishment or giving 
their lives for someone else is that they do not come anywhere near what was happening 
here on the cross. What Jesus did there was unlike anything that has ever happened, or 
could ever happen, before or since. We have nothing to compare it with. Our love goes 
only so far. We can give ourselves to another person, and we can give ourselves for 
another person (see Rom. 5:7), but we can never in love so identify with them that we 
become that person in whatever that person is going through or needs to go through, while 
never finally succumbing to its power ourselves. Yet that is what Christ did there. ‘He 
himself bore our sins in his body on the cross’ (1 Pet. 2:24), while he yet remained 
‘without sin’ himself (Heb. 4:15; cf. 1 John 3:5). Peter does not say he bore the 
punishment for our sins. He says he bore our sins. It is impossible to separate sins from 
the person who has done them. We carry them with us and in us, as part of ourselves, with 
all their terrible guilt and shame and confusion and burden and grief and pain and 
hardness of heart. Romans 1:18–32 makes it clear that to bear the wrath of God is to be 
given over by God to the terrible outworkings of the sin that is in us, in all its futility, 
darkness and confusion, impurity and degradation and perversion, and wickedness of 
every kind, compounded by insensitivity and brazen hardness of heart. Another translation 
of 1 Peter 2:24 is: ‘He himself carried up our sins in his body to the tree’—to the place of 
God’s curse (cf. Deut. 21:22–23; Gal. 3:13–14). He became us. God ‘made him to be sin 
who knew no sin’ for our sake (2 Cor. 5:21); ‘by sending his own Son in the likeness of 
sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, [God] condemned sin in the flesh’ (Rom. 8:3)—in our 
flesh, that he had taken on as his. Christ became ‘a curse for us’ (Gal. 3:13). 
 We have nothing to compare that with. The nearest we come to it is in the Old 
Testament sacrifices, where you took one of your best animals, and you brought it to the 
priest at the temple, and you laid your hand on it, to say: ‘This animal is me, and I am this 
animal’. Then its throat was cut, and the blood flowed, and the animal was sliced up and 
placed on the burning altar, and you saw yourself there go up in flames (see e.g. Lev. 1:3–
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9). Except that ‘it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins’ (Heb. 
10:4)—you are still standing there, when you are the one who should have died. But now 
‘a single sacrifice for sins’ (Heb. 10:12) has been made—Jesus’ death is spoken of in this 
way. Jesus has come and said: ‘I am you, and you are me’. ‘Christ . . . through the eternal 
Spirit offered himself without blemish to God’ (Heb. 9:14); and ‘the LORD has laid on 
him the iniquity of us all’ (Isa. 53:6). ‘And it is by God’s will that we have been sanctified 
through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all’ (Heb. 10:10), such that what 
Jesus said is now true of us: ‘anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me 
has eternal life, and does not come under judgment, but has passed from death to life’ 
(John 5:24). ‘For’, as Paul says, ‘whoever has died is justified from sin’ (Rom. 6:7; literal 
translation). 
 So Paul said: ‘I have been crucified with Christ’. Let us not try and work out how that 
might be so. Let us not try to explain it or illustrate it. Let us not philosophise about it. Let 
us believe that this is so—this is what God has done with us in Christ. 

ALL HAVE DIED 

God has done this not just with us, but with the entire human race. This is what Paul also 
said: 

 
the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have died 
(2 Cor. 5:14). 

 
Where does he get that from? Jesus said: 

 
Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. And I, when I am 
lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself (John 12:31–32). 

 
Some commentators say that ‘all’ who ‘have died’ and ‘all people’ who are drawn to 
Jesus here means all those who will later believe and be saved.4 Paul in Romans 6 says 
(literally) ‘our old man [anthropos, i.e. Adam] was crucified with him’ (Rom. 6:6). This 
connotes the whole human race. Jesus here is talking in similarly universal terms of ‘the 
judgment of this world’. The condemnation to death by God of every guilty sinner in the 
world is what Jesus is taking himself into, and that will include everyone, whether they 
later repent and believe and are saved, and so have the benefit of it, or not. Jesus is talking 
about an action by which ‘the ruler of this world [by which he means Satan] will be driven 
out’. When all of us sinners have been purged of our sin in that judgement of the cross, 
and our guilt removed, then Satan will have nothing any more to accuse us of, and any 
power he has over us will be broken. Christ is the one who has entered ‘the suffering of 
death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone . . . so that through 
death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and free 
those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death’ (Heb. 2:9, 14–15). This 
‘fear of death’ is the fear of accusation and judgement (see Heb. 9:27). For those of us 
who are in Christ, this is now past. Some commentators say that Jesus being ‘lifted up 
from the earth’ has a reference to Jesus’ rising from death and being exalted in the 
                                                

4  Ralph P. Martin, 2 Corinthians, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 40, Word Books, Dallas, 1986, p. 131: ‘ “All 
died” . . . signifies those who accept Jesus’. This reduces the notion to ‘the “symbolic” death that Christians die to self 
based on Christ’s death to sin (Barrett, 169)’ and a voluntary laying down of self. Leon Morris, The Gospel According 
to John, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1971, pp. 598f., assumes the drawing is to faith rather than to judgement, and so 
logically narrows it to those drawn later to believe (as in 6:44) ‘only by virtue of that death’. 
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heavens, and that people will be drawn to Jesus in that.5 However true that may be, John 
is very specific as to what Jesus meant by being ‘lifted up’: 

 
He said this to indicate the kind of death he was to die (John 12:33).6 

 
The drawing of all people to himself was in the cross—into that judgement of the world 
and that driving-out of Satan. It is this ‘love of Christ’, by which he totally identified with 
us so as to become us in that judgement, with us there in him—‘one has died for all; 
therefore all have died’—this love now constrains us, who have been thus reconciled to 
God in Christ, to ‘persuade others’ and take the message of this reconciliation to the world 
(see 2 Cor. 5:11–21). 

NO OTHER WAY 

There is no way around that judgement. There is no other way of belonging to Christ. 
Only if we have died with him, will we also live with him (see 2 Tim. 2:11). Jesus said 
before his death: 

 
If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me 
(Mark 8:34). 

 
Jesus was not using the cross as a metaphor for daily sufferings and hard times in life. All 
his hearers knew what it meant to take up a cross: it meant to be on your way to 
execution—to be crucified with Christ. And if Jesus said, as Luke records it, ‘let 
them . . . take up their cross daily’ (Luke 9:23), then he meant that this reality of having 
been crucified with Christ is to be lived in every day. There is no way we can preserve 
ourselves from this—as Jesus said: 

 
those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake 
of the gospel, will save it (Mark 8:35). 

 
He was not talking just about ‘the noble army of martyrs’—he was talking about every 
Christian believer crucified with Christ through the action of the cross and the gospel that 
announces it. 
 
(In later studies we may look at when it was that we were crucified with Christ, and how 
that might figure in our experience, and how we are to regard and conduct ourselves in 

                                                
5  George R. Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 36 (2nd ed.), Thomas Nelson, Nashville, 

1999: ‘The lifting up is not simply on the cross, but via the cross to the throne of heaven. The thought is not that Jesus 
will draw all to his cross, but that he will draw all to himself as the crucified and exalted Redeemer’ (p. 214). This 
requires an extended interpretation of v. 33, as ‘not alone of death, but of a special form of death as one in which he will 
be “lifted up” from the earth in order to be “lifted up” to heaven; crucifixion is clearly in view, and Christian readers are 
expected to understand its pointer to the throne of heaven’ (p. 215). Leon Morris (The Gospel According to John, pp. 
598f.) does say: ‘In this Gospel, “lifting up” always refers to the cross’; but then he says, ‘This, of course, is not to be 
understood as though the exaltation were excluded’. He does not say whether the ‘of course’ refers to a textual or an 
assumed necessity. C. H. Dodd draws attention to the double meaning Joseph gives to ‘Pharaoh will lift up your head’ in 
the case of the butler (preferment) and the baker (decapitation!) in Gen. 40, but this seems a little far-fetched (Beasley-
Murray, p. 214). 

6  The crowd in v. 34 indicate that they fully expected the Messiah to be exalted, and to live ‘forever’. The affront, 
that they did not expect, but which they understood well from what Jesus had just said, was that he would be ‘lifted up’ 
on a cross, and so would die. 
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this life, and in the life to come, because of that. This will need involve also some 
understanding of what it is as human beings to die, and to live truly.) 

Questions for Discussion 

What has it meant to us to have been crucified with Christ? 
What has it meant to us to know Jesus as our substitute, or our representative? 
What have been our difficulties in truly representing what happened on the cross? 
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ALIVE TO GOD: CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Study Two 

DEATH AND LIFE 

DYING AND LIVING WITH CHRIST 

In connection with the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, Paul the apostle spoke of 
our dying and living with him: 

 
For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have 
died. And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who 
died and was raised for them (2 Cor. 5:14–15). 
 
If we have died with him, we will also live with him (2 Tim. 2:11). 
 

 We need to understand here what is meant by dying and living. We may not be aware 
of having ‘died’ ourselves, since we are still alive as we normally understand it—in the 
sense of living and breathing. 
 Yet what the Scriptures say about this dying and living is of such consequence that it 
cannot be regarded as merely metaphorical—that it were ‘as if’ we had died. Life is life, 
and death is death. Any metaphorical use of these words—to say that what has happened 
to us is ‘like’ having died, when we actually have not—tends to reduce them to a 
meaningless fiction. 
 It could be that the Scriptures have an understanding of what human living, and so 
human dying, is all about, that is quite different from our normally accepted 
understanding. To know what human living really is, we may need to have our thinking 
recast by what is revealed in the Scriptures. 

WHAT IS LIFE? 

The gift of life is a great mystery. We think we know what life is, but it is beyond us to be 
able to say what it is. 
 Leviticus 17:14 sees life as somehow residing in the blood of a creature: 

 
For the life of every creature—its blood is its life. 
 

Certainly when the blood goes out of a creature, its life goes with it. 
 In this scientific and clinical age, we have definitions of life that centre on biological 
functions. How doctors determine whether life is present, for purposes of a death 
certificate, has to do with the functions of breathing, and whether the heart is beating, and 
the brain operating. 
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 The Bible sees it as more than just this. Life and death are seen in a different way. The 
Bible sees it as possible to be in biological life, but to be actually dead: 

 
She who is a real widow, and is left all alone, has set her hope on God and continues in supplications and 
prayers night and day; whereas she who is self-indulgent is dead [has died] even while she lives (1 Tim. 
5:5–6). 
 

This is equivalent to what Paul says of all of us before we are saved by God’s grace: 
 
You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived (Eph. 2:1). 
 

Jesus spoke of some whom we would consider to be alive being as dead as one who has 
died: 

 
Another of his disciples said to him, ‘Lord, first let me go and bury my father.’ But Jesus said to him, 
‘Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead’ (Matt. 8:21–22). 
 

In his parable of the prodigal son, Jesus has the father saying twice: 
 
this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found (Luke 15:24; compare v. 32). 
 

In the Revelation, Jesus speaks to a whole church after this fashion: 
 
I know your works; you have a name of being alive, but you are dead (Rev. 3:1). 
 

We already see that Jesus and his apostles speak of death and life in a way different from 
how we may normally understand them. 
 Purpose and quality of life—how we live life, and what it is for—is very much part of 
what life is, and cannot be separated out from it. This is clear, sadly, to those who take 
their own life: they regard the quality of their life to be so poor, that they cannot see any 
point to it, and so end it. Life without quality and purpose is considered not worth living, 
and no different from death. So this is a great mystery: what is life, really? 
 One way of coping with what the Bible says about life is to say there are two kinds of 
life. C. S. Lewis distinguishes human beings from other forms of vegetable and animal 
life: 

 
Man not only lives, but loves and reasons: biological life reaches its highest known level in him. 
 

He then goes on: 
 
But what man, in his natural condition, has not got, is Spiritual life—the higher and different sort of life 
that exists in God. We use the same word life for both . . . In reality, the difference between Biological 
life and Spiritual life is so important that I am going to give them two distinct names. The Biological 
sort, which comes to us through Nature, and which (like everything else in Nature) is always tending to 
run down and decay so that it can only be kept up by incessant subsidies from Nature in the form of air, 
water, food, etc., is Bios. The Spiritual life which is in God from all eternity, and which made the whole 
natural universe, is Zoe. Bios has, to be sure, a certain shadowy or symbolic resemblance to Zoe: but 
only the sort of resemblance there is between a photo and a place, or a statue and a man. A man who 
changed from having Bios to having Zoe would have gone through as big a change as a statue which 
changed from being a carved stone to being a real man. 
   And that is precisely what Christianity is about. This world is a great sculptor’s shop. We are the 
statues and there is a rumour going round the shop that some of us are some day going to come to life.1 

                                                
1 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, Collins, Fontana Books, London, 1953, pp. 135–6. 
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 I suspect that what Lewis writes here has more to do with classical Greek thinking than 
with the Bible. Certainly human beings do not have life in the same way God has life, as 
we shall see. But when ‘God created humankind [Heb. adam] in his image’ (Gen. 1:27), 
and ‘breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being’ (Gen. 
2:7), this was nevertheless life from God. This life we then forfeited when we ate the fruit 
from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (see Gen. 2:17: ‘in the day that you eat of 
it you shall die’). The eternal life that Lewis calls here Zoe is not the add-on of a higher 
stage of life to a natural kind of life that we already have. What is missing here is the 
whole matter of righteousness and sin in relationship with God. Decay is not simply 
natural, nor is it morally neutral. It is part of what God has subjected the creation to as a 
result of human sin, and in hope of its release through the redemption and glorification of 
human beings as the children of God (see Rom. 8:19–21). Eternal life is nothing less than 
being brought to life from death—a death, and a life, that before God has moral–relational 
dimensions. 
 Besides this, Lewis’s application of the Greek words is not sustainable from New 
Testament usage. In the Bible, life is life—it does not come in two stages, or at two levels. 
You have life, or you do not have life (see e.g. 1 John 5:12). It would seem that the two 
words are used interchangeably in the New Testament. While zoe is used extensively in 
John’s gospel to speak of ‘life’ in the sense of ‘eternal life’, both bios (in 1 Tim. 2:2: ‘so 
that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life’) and zoe (in 1 Cor. 15:19: ‘If for this life only 
we have hoped in Christ’) are used for what Lewis would designate as the lower form of 
natural life. 

LIFE IS FROM GOD 

The important thing to know about human living is that all of life is from God: 
 
He gives to all life, breath, and all things (Acts 17:25, NKJV). 
 

This is true whether we are talking about giving life in the act of creation, or giving life in 
resurrection from death: 

 
the God in whom he [Abraham] believed, who gives life to the dead [resurrection] and calls into 
existence the things that do not exist [creation] (Rom. 4:17). 
 

It is this God who has given life to all humanity: 
 
then the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being (Gen. 2:7). 
 

This was not just a kick-start. We are utterly dependent upon God every moment for every 
breath we take: 

 
If he should take back his spirit to himself, 
   and gather to himself his breath, 
all flesh would perish together, 
   and all mortals return to dust (Job 34:14–15). 

 
Hence, after the man and the woman have sinned, God says to the man: 
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By the sweat of your face  
   you shall eat bread  
until you return to the ground,  
   for out of it you were taken;  
you are dust,  
   and to dust you shall return (Gen. 3:19). 

LIFE FROM GOD HAS THE QUALITY OF GOD’S LIFE 

When God gave us life in the first place, He said: 
 
Let us make humankind [Heb. adam] in our image, according to our likeness (Gen. 1:26). 
 

We would expect the life we have from God, then, to reflect something of the quality of 
God’s own life, in holiness, righteousness, goodness, truth and love, in relationship with 
God, and in keeping with the commandments that reflect God’s nature. This we find to be 
the case, as Moses says to Israel: 

 
See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. If you obey the commandments 
of the LORD your God that I am commanding you today, by loving the LORD your God, walking in his 
ways, and observing his commandments, decrees, and ordinances, then you shall live and become 
numerous, and the LORD your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to possess. But if 
your heart turns away and you do not hear, but are led astray to bow down to other gods and serve them, 
I declare to you today that you shall perish; you shall not live long in the land that you are crossing the 
Jordan to enter and possess. I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before 
you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving 
the LORD your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life to you and length of days 
(Deut. 30:15–20). 
 
Take to heart all the words that I am giving in witness against you today; give them as a command to 
your children, so that they may diligently observe all the words of this law. This is no trifling matter for 
you, but rather your very life (Deut. 32:45–47). 
 

We see that human life has this moral–relational quality. It consists in being in 
relationship with God, in obedience to his commandments. Indeed, Ecclesiastes says: 

 
Fear God, and keep his commandments; for that is the whole duty of everyone (Eccl. 12:13). 
 

The literal translation is: ‘that is the whole of Man’—that in total is what it is to be an 
alive human being. Thus the Psalmist exhorts young people to live truly, in good and not 
in evil: 

 
Which of you desires life, 
   and covets many days to enjoy good? 
Keep your tongue from evil,  
   and your lips from speaking deceit. 
Depart from evil, and do good;  
   seek peace, and pursue it.  
The eyes of the LORD are on the righteous,  
   and his ears are open to their cry.  
The face of the LORD is against evildoers,  
   to cut off the remembrance of them from the earth (Ps. 34:12–16). 

 
This is quoted again in the New Testament in 1 Peter 3:8–12. 
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CONFORMED TO THE IMAGE OF GOD’S SON 

We are told the destiny of ‘those who love God, who are called according to his purpose’: 
 

For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son (Rom. 8:29). 
 

This Son has been face to face with God (pros ton theon: John 1:2) from the beginning. 
So it is said of him: 

 
In him was life, and the life was the light of all people (John 1:3). 

 
Indeed, Jesus says that to know and to be in this face-to-face relationship between the 
Father and the Son, in their joint saving action, is what constitutes eternal life: 

 
And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent 
(John 17:3). 

 
John and the other apostles saw this life in full operation in the flesh of Jesus: 

 
this life was revealed, and we have seen it and testify to it, and declare to you the eternal life that was 
with the Father and was revealed to us—we declare to you what we have seen and heard so that you also 
may have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ  
(1 John 1:2–3). 

 
So much is this so, that John makes the bold statement: 

 
And this is the testimony: God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. Whoever has the Son has 
life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe in 
the name of the Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal life (1 John 5:11–13). 

GOD HAS LIFE, AND GIVES LIFE 

Jesus spoke of his relationship with the Father in John 5:17–30: 
 

Jesus answered them, ‘My Father is still working, and I also am working.’ For this reason the Jews were 
seeking all the more to kill him, because he was not only breaking the sabbath, but was also calling God 
his own Father, thereby making himself equal to God. Jesus said to them, ‘Very truly, I tell you, the Son 
can do nothing on his own, but only what he sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, the Son 
does likewise. The Father loves the Son and shows him all that he himself is doing; and he will show 
him greater works than these, so that you will be astonished. Indeed, just as the Father raises the dead 
and gives them life, so also the Son gives life to whomever he wishes. The Father judges no one but has 
given all judgment to the Son, so that all may honour the Son just as they honour the Father. Anyone 
who does not honour the Son does not honour the Father who sent him. Very truly, I tell you, anyone 
who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under judgment, 
but has passed from death to life. Very truly, I tell you, the hour is coming, and is now here, when the 
dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live. For just as the Father has life in 
himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in himself; and he has given him authority to execute 
judgment, because he is the Son of Man. Do not be astonished at this; for the hour is coming when all 
who are in their graves will hear his voice and will come out—those who have done good, to the 
resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation. I can do nothing 
on my own. As I hear, I judge; and my judgment is just, because I seek to do not my own will but the 
will of him who sent me.’ 
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The Father Has Life in Himself 

 One of the central statements here is in verse 26: ‘The Father has life in himself’. He is 
also shown to be the One who gives life to others. He is the one self-existent Creator, and 
the source of life for everything else. 
 ‘The Father has life in himself’ is a statement that can only be made, uniquely, of God. 
People ask, foolishly, ‘Who made God?’ If there was something or someone else that 
made God, then God would not be God, but that being would be. God has been made by 
no one else. All other beings derive their existence from Him, but He derives from no one. 
He is of Himself—the only self-existent One. God has life in Himself, and He gives life to 
all. 

The Son is Granted to Have Life in Himself 

 Given what we have said, what Jesus goes on to say is quite amazing:2 
 

For just as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in himself (John 
5:26). 

 
For another alongside God to ‘have life in himself’ would amount to having another self-
existent God alongside God. This is what was violently objected to by the Judean leaders: 

 
For this reason the Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, because he was not only breaking the 
sabbath, but was also calling God his own Father, thereby making himself equal to God (John 5:18). 

 
But the fact that the Father ‘has granted’ the Son to have life in himself means that the 
Son is not a separate self-existent being, as some kind of ‘other God’ in his own right. All 
that he has is from the Father as gift. But it does mean that the Father has held back 
nothing of what He is and has from the Son. The Son has from the Father the fullness of 
Godhead, with nothing held back. This is the measure of the fullness of the Father’s love. 

 

The Father loves the Son and shows him all that he himself is doing (John 5:20). 

The Father loves the Son and has placed all things in his hands (John 3:35). 

All that the Father has is mine (John 16:15). 
 

The Son no less fully participates in all that the Father is and does: 
 

Very truly, I tell you, the Son can do nothing on his own, but only what he sees the Father doing; for 
whatever the Father does, the Son does likewise (John 5:19). 

 
Still, this is not some independent action of himself. The Son is one in union with the 
Father in all the actions of the Father’s will and purpose: 

 
I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge; and my judgment is just, because I seek to do not my 
own will but the will of him who sent me (John 5:30). 

 
This is the Son’s love for the Father: 

 
I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world may know that I love the Father (John 14:31). 

                                                
2  I am indebted for much of this section to D. A. Carson, The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God, Crossway 

Books, Wheaton, 2000, pp. 25–43. 
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The Father Gives Life, the Son Gives Life 

 Could it be that this propensity of the Father to give wholly of Himself to the Son, 
holding nothing back, is what makes His Godhead the source of all that is in creation, in 
such rich profusion, and that the life He gives is of this order and character? Certainly part 
of what it means is that the Father gives life, even where there is none: 

 
the Father raises the dead and gives them life (John 5:21). 

 
The Father does not withhold such a key function from the Son. The Son is given to 
exercise it fully and similarly in concert with the Father: 

 
Indeed, just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, so also the Son gives life to whomever he 
wishes (John 5:21). 

 
It is by virtue of this, under the jurisdiction committed to the Son from the Father, that the 
Son gives resurrection: 

 
Very truly, I tell you, anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life, and 
does not come under judgment, but has passed from death to life. Very truly, I tell you, the hour is 
coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will 
live. For just as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in himself; and 
he has given him authority to execute judgment, because he is the Son of Man. Do not be astonished at 
this; for the hour is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and will come out—
those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection 
of condemnation (John 5:24–29). 

 
Hence it is said of the ‘Word’ in John 1:4: ‘In him was life, and the life was the light of all 
people’. 

The Spirit Gives Life 

 No less is the Holy Spirit or ‘breath’ of God known as the Giver of life. This is true of 
the original creation: 

 
These all look to you  
   to give them their food in due season;  
when you give to them, they gather it up;  
   when you open your hand, they are filled with good things. 
When you hide your face, they are dismayed;  
   when you take away their breath,  
   they die and return to their dust.  
When you send forth your spirit, they are created;  
   and you renew the face of the ground (Ps. 104:27–30). 

 
This recalls the breathing action of God in the creation of man in Genesis 2:7: 

 
then the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being. 

 
We know that the Spirit (‘breath’, ‘wind’) of God was present in the beginning of 
creation, ‘moving over the face of the waters’ (Gen. 1:2), holding everything in readiness 
for the word from God to bring things into being. Hence we are told in Psalm 33: 
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For the word of the LORD is upright,  
   and all his work is done in faithfulness.  
He loves righteousness and justice;  
   the earth is full of the steadfast love of the LORD.  
By the word of the LORD the heavens were made,  
   and all their host by the breath of his mouth (Ps. 33:4–6). 

 
So also Jesus says later: ‘It is the Spirit that gives life’ (John 6:63). No less is the Spirit 
engaged in the work of resurrection: 

 
If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead 
will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you (Rom. 8:11). 

 
Not for nothing is the Holy Spirit called in the Nicene Creed: ‘the Lord, the giver of life’. 

THE DYNAMIC AND ETERNAL LIFE OF GOD 

Thus we have come to see God as the one, self-existent, Giver of all life. But what is this 
‘life’ that He gives? Is it simply operating power, graciously bestowed from above? Or is 
it something more dynamic, purposeful, and directed than that? Many times in Scripture, 
God is referred to as ‘the living God’. We will look at a number of these instances, and 
see what they tell us about the life of God, and how that impacts on the creation and on 
human beings. 

The God Who Endures 

 The term ‘the living God’ is often used in contrast with other so-called ‘gods’, who are, 
by implication, moribund or dead. While they and their effects are short-lived, the living 
God endures for ever: 

 
I make a decree, that in all my royal dominion people should tremble and fear before the God of Daniel: 
For he is the living God, enduring forever. His kingdom shall never be destroyed, and his dominion has 
no end (Dan. 6:26). 
 

The life of this God is an everlasting life. 

The God Who Acts 

 Also in contrast to the other ‘gods’, who are rendered incapable of doing anything, the 
living or true God is able to act decisively, even in desperate situations: 

 
When he came near the den where Daniel was, he cried out anxiously to Daniel, ‘O Daniel, servant of 
the living God, has your God whom you faithfully serve been able to deliver you from the lions?’ (Dan. 
6:20) 
 

Victory in battle is included, in the face of what would appear to be overwhelming 
military might: 

 
Joshua said, ‘By this you shall know that among you is the living God who without fail will drive out 
from before you the Canaanites, Hittites, Hivites, Perizzites, Girgashites, Amorites, and Jebusites’ (Josh. 
3:10). 
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No one could defy this living God and come away unscathed: 
 
David said to the men who stood by him, ‘What shall be done for the man who kills this Philistine, and 
takes away the reproach from Israel? For who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy the 
armies of the living God?’ (1 Sam. 17:26). 
 
It may be that the LORD your God heard all the words of the Rabshakeh, whom his master the king of 
Assyria has sent to mock the living God, and will rebuke the words that the LORD your God has heard; 
therefore lift up your prayer for the remnant that is left (2 Kings 19:4). 

The God Who Saves 

 It is fitting, then, that this God should also be known as the God who acts to save: 
 
For to this end we toil and struggle, because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Saviour 
of all people, especially of those who believe (1 Tim. 4:10). 
 

Saving is something that the idols cannot do—only the God who created and rules over 
and cares for all that He has made: 

 
Friends, why are you doing this? We are mortals just like you, and we bring you good news, that you 
should turn from these worthless things to the living God, who made the heaven and the earth and the 
sea and all that is in them (Acts 14:15). 
 

This is the God that people turned to when the gospel came: 
 
For the people of those regions report about us what kind of welcome we had among you, and how you 
turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he 
raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath that is coming (1 Thess.1:9–10). 
 

Thus worshippers of the living God have no need to associate any more with idols. 
Rather, they are to eschew them: 

 
What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God; as God said, 
‘I will live in them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people’ (2 Cor. 
6:16). 
 

A living God, who acts to save, renders unnecessary any human attempts on our part as 
sinners to justify ourselves by the things we do. Indeed, such works, in defiance of this 
saving grace from God, still reek of the death from which God has come to rescue us: 

 
how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish 
to God, purify our conscience from dead works to worship the living God! (Heb. 9:14). 

The God Who Judges in Wrath 

 The God who rescues and saves is no less the God who brings judgment on evil and 
sin. He is capable of both: 

 
the LORD knows how to rescue the godly from trial, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment until 
the day of judgment (2 Pet. 2:9). 
 

He is to be feared accordingly: 
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But the LORD is the true God; he is the living God and the everlasting King. At his wrath the earth 
quakes, and the nations cannot endure his indignation (Jer. 10:10). 
 

This is true, not only for God’s enemies, but also for God’s people. Yet this living God 
draws near to them, that they may live: 

 
For who is there of all flesh that has heard the voice of the living God speaking out of fire, as we have, 
and remained alive? (Deut. 5:26). 
 

Yet the warning remains, even for those who have come to salvation through faith in 
Christ: 

 
It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God (Heb. 10:31). 
 
Take care, brothers and sisters, that none of you may have an evil, unbelieving heart that turns away 
from the living God (Heb. 3:12). 

Children of the Living God 

 It is a most wonderful thing to be called ‘children of the living God’. It means that 
these are no less living than the God to whom they belong. 
 First of all, this is what characterised Jesus himself: 

 
Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God’ (Matt. 16:16). 
 

It was ever God’s intention that He should have such children: 
 
Yet the number of the people of Israel shall be like the sand of the sea, which can be neither measured 
nor numbered; and in the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ it shall be said to 
them, ‘Children of the living God’ (Hosea 1:10). 
 

This is taken up by the apostle Paul in Romans 9:26. 
 This has direct implications for the way we live as ‘the church of the living God’: 

 
You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, to be known and read by all; and you show that you 
are a letter of Christ, prepared by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on 
tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts (2 Cor. 3:3). 
 
if I am delayed, you may know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of 
the living God, the pillar and bulwark of the truth (1 Tim. 3:15). 

Life in its Fullness 

 Where this God is taking us is called, ‘the city of the living God’: 
 
But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to 
innumerable angels in festal gathering (Heb. 12:22). 
 

Little wonder that all our longing should be for such a One: 
 

My soul thirsts for God,  
   for the living God.  
When shall I come and behold 
   the face of God? (Ps. 42:2). 
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My soul longs, indeed it faints  
   for the courts of the LORD;  
my heart and my flesh sing for joy 
   to the living God (Ps. 84:2). 

In His Hand  

 In the hand of this God, then, is all the power of life and death:  
 

See now that I, even I, am he;  
   there is no god besides me.  
I kill and I make alive;  
   I wound and I heal;  
   and no one can deliver from my hand (Deut. 32:39). 

 
Note the order in which these occur: for the God who lives forever (see v. 40), the 
wounding is with a view to the healing, and the killing is with a view to the making alive. 
As Jesus himself said: ‘I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly’ (John 
10:10). 
 Having seen what the Scriptures say about life and human living, we will next need to 
go on to see, in the light of this, what death is. 
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ALIVE TO GOD: CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Study Three 

LIFE AND DEATH 

DYING AND LIVING 

We are considering what it means to say, ‘one has died for all; therefore all have died’  
(2 Cor. 5:14). What did it mean for that ‘one’ to die? What does it mean for the ‘all’? 
 We have seen that human living is not just a matter of lungs breathing, heart beating, 
and brain operating. Life has a purpose and a quality that is essential to it. There are not 
two kinds of life—a basic biological level of existence, with a spiritual add-on. All life is 
from God, whether we are talking about life as originally created, or eternal life as it will 
be in the end. We never have an independent existence of our own—at every point we are 
dependent upon God and His giving. Being made in the image of God, our life is to 
participate in the moral–relational quality of God’s own life—in righteousness and love—
in direct relationship with the living God. This is our life. 
 We need to consider death in the light of this. If this is what life is according to the 
Scriptures, what then is death? It too will have moral and relational dimensions—it will 
not be just natural or neutral. Death is a big problem for us. It calls into question all that 
we are and all that we have done, and puts a stop to it. We expend enormous energy trying 
to deny it or delay it, to no avail. We would like to be freed from death in some way to be 
able to say: Just leave us to get on with our own lives and do what we want to do. This is 
not an option—life is God’s gift, dependent on Him, for God’s purposes, to manifest the 
quality of God’s life, according to God’s purpose for eternity. The refusal of that brings us 
down into death, which is its opposite, with consequences that are no less eternal. 

IS DEATH A NATURAL PART OF LIFE? 

Death in the Bible is not just the cessation of life. We would like to think that it is this and 
nothing more. We work hard on trying to render death harmless—to see it as just ‘a 
natural part of life’, and so somehow to come to terms with it within our own framework. 

Question for Reflection: 

What experiences have we had, either in connection with funerals, or more generally in 
the community, of attempts to accommodate death to our preferred ways of life, or to 
lessen its fatal impact? 

 
 As we found that there is more to life than just breathing, so there is more to death than 
just ceasing to breathe. Death cannot be reduced simply to the coming to the end of our 
life. Death is a part of the mystery of our existence, that disturbs and upends us 
profoundly. In the Bible, it is presented as something that is alien and hateful to human 
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life. Certainly in the case of Jesus it was by no means something that he accepted with 
equanimity: 

 
When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed 
in spirit and deeply moved. He said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ 
Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him!’ But some of them said, ‘Could not he 
who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?’ Then Jesus, again greatly 
disturbed, came to the tomb (John 11:33–38). 

 
The words ‘greatly disturbed’, ‘deeply moved’ and ‘weep’ indicate strong emotion, even 
revulsion, at the presence of death and its dread power over cowering humanity. In  
1 Corinthians 15:26, death is nominated as ‘the last enemy to be destroyed’. 
 Nor is death just a going out into the never-never, as some might hope for—a kind of 
insensate forgetfulness or demise. Nor is it, as believers in ‘reincarnation’ popularly 
assert, a coming around for another turn (hopefully to get it better next time). Hebrews 
9:27 bluntly states what we all sense and fear, that death is something that brings our 
whole life under judgement: 

 
it is appointed for human beings to die once, and after that the judgment. 

 
At death we are confronted concerning all we have and have not done with the gift of life, 
with no way of being able to do anything more about it. We stand before the One who has 
given it to us, and we are answerable, with no second chances. It is in the face of this 
reality of judgement, so unpalatable to sinners, that all the other rationalisations of death 
have been concocted, in vain attempts to somehow be able to come to terms with it. 

DEATH AND SIN 

How does death come about, and what is entailed in it? Death and sin are tied inextricably 
together: 

 
sin came into the world through one man, and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because 
all have sinned (Rom. 5:12). 

 
Here death is seen clearly as judgement on sin. As one theologian has stated, ‘People fear 
death, not because they know they must die, but because they know that they deserve to 
die’. 

Death Came through Sin 

 This is how it is presented in the beginning. As well as the ‘tree of life’ that was in the 
garden of Eden, there was also ‘the tree of the knowledge of good and evil’: 

 
Out of the ground the LORD God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, 
the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil . . . And the 
LORD God commanded the man, ‘You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die’ (Gen. 2:9, 
16–17). 

 
Also sometimes translated as ‘the tree of the knowledge of all things’, this tree may stand 
for the knowledge God has to be able to create and run the world, including the 
determining of all that is right and wrong. The taking of that fruit by human beings would 
then indicate their ill-fated attempt to be ‘as God’ themselves (Gen. 3:5)—to arrogate to 
themselves the running of the universe and the determining of what is right and wrong 
which belongs rightly only to God, and which they can have only from Him, in a direct, 
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trustful and obedient relationship with Him. We are to depend on and abide in Him, in this 
as in all things, for this is our very life as His creatures and His children. 
 This is what, for no good reason, we opted not to do: 

 
Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made. He said to 
the woman, ‘Did God say, “You shall not eat from any tree in the garden”?’ The woman said to the 
serpent, ‘We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; but God said, “You shall not eat of the fruit 
of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die” ’ (Gen. 3:1–3). 

 
If depending on and abiding in God is our very life then, clearly, any abandonment of that 
would be our death. This was wrongly and deceitfully denied by the evil one, and we 
opted for the deadly lie: 

 
But the serpent said to the woman, ‘You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes 
will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.’ So when the woman saw that the tree 
was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one 
wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate 
(Gen. 3:4–6). 

 
While, by God’s mercy and forbearance, physical death does not immediately follow, the 
evidence of relational death is immediately apparent. The man and the woman cover up 
themselves, and hide from the presence of God: 

 
Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves 
together and made loincloths for themselves. They heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the 
garden at the time of the evening breeze, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of 
the LORD God among the trees of the garden (Gen. 3:7–8). 

 
Further deadly relational breakdown occurs between the woman and the man, and later 
within their family. God decrees that physical hardship and death will now inevitably 
follow: 

 
And to the man he said, ‘Because you have listened to the voice of your wife, and have eaten of the tree 
about which I commanded you, “You shall not eat of it,” cursed is the ground because of you; in toil you 
shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the 
plants of the field. By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you return to the ground, for out of 
it you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return’ (Gen. 3:17–19). 

 
God mercifully ensures that such a monstrosity as the human being has now become will 
not be perpetuated forever: 

 
Then the LORD God said, ‘See, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, he 
might reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live forever’—therefore the 
LORD God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from which he was taken. He drove 
out the man; and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim, and a sword flaming and 
turning to guard the way to the tree of life (Gen. 3:22–24). 

 
If there is to be life for the man and the woman, and for the whole human race, it will now 
have to come in another way. The tree of life is there, with healing power for all the 
nations, in the final holy city (Rev. 22:2, 14), but that is only after something else has 
happened. 

Questions for Reflection: 

What is the connection between sin and death? 
God said, ‘in the day that you eat of it you shall die’, yet physical death did not come 
immediately. What does this tell us about the nature of the reality of death? 
In what sense is death a merciful gift? 
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Death Spread to All Because All Sinned 

 Death is now universal for the human race. This is seen to be so in Romans 5:12, not 
just because all have sinned in their own way, but because, in some sense, all participated 
from the beginning, in a solidary way, in the sin of Adam: 

 
sin came into the world through one man, and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because 
all have sinned . . . the many died through the one man’s trespass . . . the judgment following one 
trespass brought condemnation . . . because of the one man’s trespass, death exercised dominion through 
that one . . . one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all . . . by the one man’s disobedience the many 
were made sinners . . . sin exercised dominion in death (Rom. 5:12–21). 

 
It is over against our solidary participation as a human race in the sin of Adam that the 
free gift of justification and life is brought to bear in Christ, through our participation in 
him. This is summarised in 1 Corinthians 15:22: 

 
as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ. 

 
Meanwhile, ‘the wages of sin is death’ (Rom. 6:23). As Jesus said to those who as yet did 
not believe in him: 

 
I am going away, and you will search for me, but you will die in your sin. Where I am going, you cannot 
come . . . You are from below, I am from above; you are of this world, I am not of this world. I told you 
that you would die in your sins, for you will die in your sins unless you believe that I am he (John 8:21, 
23–24). 

 
As unredeemed sinners, our only option is the death that goes with sin. 

Questions for Reflection: 

How are we to understand our solidary participation as a human race in the reality of 
sin and death? 
How is this different from an individualistic view? 

ELEMENTS OF DEATH 

We begin to see, then, that death is not just the cessation of physical life. We saw that life 
is not just a case of being physically alive, but has to do with purpose and quality of life—
with participation in the moral–relational life and action of God Himself. So too, death, 
being the rejection of this life, is an obverse complex of all these things, involving 
elements of the guilt of sin and its condemnation by the law of God, together with the 
griefs and fears that go with all of that. 

The Guilt of Sin 

 Death, then, is not just a neutral thing for us sinners. It has a bite, a painful sting. Our 
conscience ensures that we do not go peacefully into that dark night: 

 
The sting of death is sin (1 Cor. 15:56). 

 
The guilt of sin does not let us rest, but rather makes death a painful, bitter, sad and 
disappointing experience for us—to say nothing of the judgement of God on our sin that 
awaits us on the other side (see above on Heb. 9:27). 

Question for Reflection 

What regrets might we have that would make death a distressing thing for us? 
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The Condemnation of the Law of God 

 What gives sin such deadly force is, perhaps surprisingly, God’s own law. The law of 
God is the law of God’s own being and action. It is the revelation of the way God is in 
Himself, and of how He is in His relationship with us, and so how we are to be in 
relationship with Him and with each other. It is truly the way of life, the way of true 
living. This is fine, if we are living in this way. But the moment we are not, the law of 
God becomes our enemy. It testifies against us, highlights our transgression, and passes 
sentence of condemnation against us: 

 
Cursed is everyone who does not observe and obey all the things written in the book of the law (Gal. 
3:10, quoting Deut. 27:26). 

 
The soul that sins shall die (Ezek. 18:4, RSV). 

 
Thus it is the law of God that gives sin its deadly force: 

 
The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law (1 Cor. 15:56). 

 
 Sin even uses the ‘holy and just and good’ law of God (Rom. 7:12) to provoke us to 
worse and more flagrant sin, and so to greater condemnation: 

 
While we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members 
to bear fruit for death . . . if it had not been for the law, I would not have known sin. I would not have 
known what it is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You shall not covet.’ But sin, seizing an opportunity in 
the commandment, produced in me all kinds of covetousness. Apart from the law sin lies dead. I was 
once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment came, sin revived and I died, and the very 
commandment that promised life proved to be death to me. For sin, seizing an opportunity in the 
commandment, deceived me and through it killed me (Rom. 7:5, 7–11). 

 
For a heart that is dead set against God, the law of God only shows up more clearly the 
One to whom it is opposed, and makes it all the more determined to attack that One by 
flouting the law that has come. Thus sin is shown up in all its perverse horribleness, and is 
condemned for what it is, into death: 

 
Did what is good [the law], then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, working death in me 
through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might 
become sinful beyond measure (Rom. 7:13). 

 

Question for Reflection: 

What is the action of God’s law in relation to our death? 

Grief and Remorse 

 It is possible to grieve over our sins in a way that brings us into release and freedom 
from them. This is when godly grief, arising from what we see our sin doing to Jesus on 
the cross, brings us to repent and embrace the salvation that is in God’s love for us in that 
action of the cross. There is a grief, however, that is nothing more than remorse or regret, 
or chagrin at being found out, that remains self-centred and locked into death: 

 
For godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation and brings no regret, but worldly grief 
produces death (2 Cor. 7:10). 

 

Question for Reflection: 

What is the difference between remorse and repentance? 
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The Devil and the Fear of Death 

 Death, and the judgement which follows, also gives the devil fearsome leverage over 
the sinful person. The devil is ‘the accuser’ (Rev. 12:10), the one who points up our sins 
and brings accusation day and night before our God, as part of his unrelenting anti-God 
campaign. He points the sinner to the judgement of death, when all these accusations will 
come home to roost in fearful punishment. This fear of death and its accompanying 
judgement is what gives the devil life-long power over the accused. This alone is 
sufficient to explain humanity’s avid attempted avoidance of the reality of death and all its 
terrifying implications. 
 The only way this fear and its power can be removed is by the total removal of sin and 
its guilt, by which Satan’s accusations fall to the ground. The sinless holy and righteous 
one, in whom Satan could find no grounds of accusation (John 14:30), came in our flesh 
and on our behalf to take that guilt and judgement into himself, to remove it, and so render 
Satan powerless over all who abide in him by faith: 

 
Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things, so that 
through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and free those who 
all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death (Heb. 2:14–15). 

 

Question for Reflection: 

For all our bravado, what indications are there that the fear of death and judgement 
underlies much of our activity? 

DEATH AS THE DENIAL OF THE QUALITY OF GOD’S LIFE 

The issues of life and death have to do, then, with our participation or non-participation in 
this saving grace of God and so in the purposeful moral–relational quality of God’s own 
life. Thus it is possible, as we have seen, to have the appearance of being alive, but in 
reality to be in death: 

 
[she] who lives for pleasure is dead even while she lives (1 Tim. 5:6). 

 
I know your works; you have a name of being alive, but you are dead. Wake up, and strengthen what 
remains and is on the point of death, for I have not found your works perfect in the sight of my God 
(Rev. 3:1–2). 

 
Death is, in fact, the state of every unredeemed sinner, even though it may appear other-
wise to themselves and to others: 

 
You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived, following the course of this 
world, following the ruler of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work among those who are 
disobedient (Eph. 2:1–2). 

 
Life comes as a participation in the living and loving of God, just as the refusal to do so 
relegates us to death: 

 
We know that we have passed from death to life because we love one another. Whoever does not love 
abides in death. All who hate a brother or sister are murderers, and you know that murderers do not have 
eternal life abiding in them (1 John 3:14–15). 

 

Questions for Reflection: 

Why is love the antithesis of death? What has this to do with the way God is? 
What does hatred have to do with death? 



 

 7 

DEATH HAS AN ETERNAL DIMENSION 

True life is the participation in the life of God, which is eternal. Death, then, cannot be 
just a momentary happening. It has eternal and everlasting implications: 

 
But as for the cowardly, the faithless [or the unbelieving], the polluted, the murderers, the fornicators, 
the sorcerers, the idolaters, and all liars, their place will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulphur, 
which is the second death (Rev. 21:8). 

 
Jesus himself repeatedly warned of the prolonged torments of unforgiven sinners: 

 
I tell you, many will come from east and west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the 
kingdom of heaven, while the heirs of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness, where there 
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth (Matt. 8:11–12). 

 
The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all 
evildoers, and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of 
teeth (Matt. 13:41–42). 

 
Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, 
where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth’ (Matt. 22:13). 

 
As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing 
of teeth (Matt. 25:30). 

 
Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire 
prepared for the devil and his angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you 
gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me 
clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then they also will answer, ‘LORD, when was it 
that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of 
you?’ Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, 
you did not do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal 
life (Matt. 25:41–46). 

 
And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with 
one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into hell, where their worm never dies, and the fire is 
never quenched (Mark 9:47–48). 

 
What is hell, but having to go out into eternity, still carrying the guilt of sin, for which the 
forgiveness that is there for them has been refused? This is indeed the final and terrible 
‘second death’: 

 
Then another angel, a third, followed them, crying with a loud voice, ‘Those who worship the beast 
and its image, and receive a mark on their foreheads or on their hands, they will also drink the wine 
of God’s wrath, poured unmixed into the cup of his anger, and they will be tormented with fire and 
sulphur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of their 
torment goes up forever and ever. There is no rest day or night for those who worship the beast and 
its image and for anyone who receives the mark of its name’ (Rev. 14:9–11). 
 

Questions for Reflection: 

Why are we squeamish about the doctrine of hell? 
Why would we prefer not to believe that punishment can be eternal? 

THE DEATH OF CHRIST 

When Paul said, then, ‘the wages of sin is death’ (Rom. 6:23), he did not mean simply that 
as sinners we deserve to have our lives terminated, and Jesus had his life terminated for 
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us, but came back from that, so all is now well. ‘The death he died, he died to sin, once for 
all’ (Rom. 6:10) must mean that Jesus died the death that pertains to sin, with all that this 
entails of its horrific dimensions. 
 We see fully the horror of death only when we see what it does to our Lord Jesus 
Christ: 

 
He took with him Peter and James and John, and began to be distressed [or amazed] and agitated. And 
he said to them, ‘I am deeply grieved, even to death’ (Mark 14:33). 

 
In his anguish he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down on 
the ground (Luke 22:44). 

 
Jesus knew the pressures of death crushing him in the garden, the beginning of the time 
when he ‘carried up our sins in his body to the tree [the place of the curse—see Deut. 
21:23; Gal. 3:13]’ (1 Pet. 2:24, NRSV footnote), and ‘the power of darkness’ (Luke 
22:53)—Satan and his hordes—were unleashed against him. He was preserved from death 
in the garden (see Luke 22:43: ‘an angel from heaven appeared to him and gave him 
strength’; compare Heb. 5:7), that he might carry through the full work of the cross. There 
he suffered not only what we might call the legal ‘penalty’ of sin. By a mighty action of 
identification in love (as he drew all people to himself into that ‘judgement of this world’ 
and ‘loved them to the end’—see John 12:31–33; 13:1) he was made ‘to be sin’ (2 Cor. 
5:21) for us, while having no sin of his own. God brought our condemnation to bear in his 
flesh, in which he was one with us (see Rom. 8:3). From the depths of that darkness Jesus 
cried out aloud: ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ (Mark 15:34). Other 
verses of the psalm from which those words come spell out what he was going through: 

 
   trouble is near  
   and there is no one to help.  

 
Many bulls encircle me,  
   strong bulls of Bashan surround me; 
they open wide their mouths at me,  
   like a ravening and roaring lion. 

 
I am poured out like water,  
   and all my bones are out of joint;  
my heart is like wax;  
   it is melted within my breast; 
my mouth is dried up like a potsherd,  
   and my tongue sticks to my jaws;  
   you lay me in the dust of death.  

 
For dogs are all around me;  
   a company of evildoers encircles me.  
My hands and feet have shrivelled; 
   I can count all my bones . . .  

 
Deliver my soul from the sword,  
   my life from the power of the dog!  
   Save me from the mouth of the lion!  

   (Ps. 22:11–17, 20–21). 
 

All of this—and more—is what it meant for Jesus to be ‘handed over to death for our 
trespasses’ (Rom. 4:25). This is the death that he ‘died for all’, in which ‘all have died’  
(2 Cor. 5:14). 
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Question for Reflection: 

How have we underestimated the dimensions and impact of the death of Christ in 
particular, and of death itself in general? 

DEATH IN GOD’S HANDS 

In all this, death is still an instrument in God’s hand, for the effecting of His purposes in 
His dealings with humanity: 

 
I looked and there was a pale green horse! Its rider’s name was Death, and Hades followed with him; 
they were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword, famine, and pestilence, and by 
the wild animals of the earth (Rev. 6:8). 

 
This can be so, even among the elect: 

 
Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death so that we would rely not on ourselves but on 
God who raises the dead (2 Cor. 1:9). 

 
It is in Jesus’ hands that our death becomes the instrument by which God saves us: 

 
Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say—‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it is for this 
reason that I have come to this hour. Father, glorify your name (John 12:27–28). 

 
No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends (John 15:13). 

 
We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one 
another (1 John 3:16). 

 
 It is from this death pertaining to sin that Jesus has rescued us now, that we might be 
saved from eternal death in the age to come: 

 
Very truly, I tell you, the hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son 
of God, and those who hear will live. For just as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son 
also to have life in himself; and he has given him authority to execute judgment, because he is the Son of 
Man. Do not be astonished at this; for the hour is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his 
voice and will come out—those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have 
done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation (John 5:25–29). 

 

Question for Reflection: 

How has death become the instrument by which God saves us? 
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ALIVE TO GOD: CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Study Four 

YOU HAVE DIED 

Paul the apostle insists that, as Christian believers, we begin our lives crucified. This is 
how he saw himself: 

 
I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the 
life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me (Gal. 
2:19–20). 

 
He insisted also that this is the case with us: 

 
you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God (Col. 3:3). 

 
Paul fully expected that this would be common knowledge among believers, even among 
those whom he himself had not taught, such as those at Rome: 

 
Do you not know that all of us who have been baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death? 
Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from 
the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:3–4). 

Questions for Reflection: 

• How much is this the basic common assumption of Christian believers today? 
• What gets in the way of Christian believers acknowledging that they have died? 
• What difference might it make if we did acknowledge this? 

WHEN DID WE DIE? 

If we were to ask, ‘When were we crucified with Christ?’ there is a range of ways in 
which that could be answered. 

Before the Foundation of the World 

 In the intention of God we were crucified with Christ before the foundation of the 
world. Christ ‘was destined before the foundation of the world’ as ‘a lamb without defect 
or blemish’, whose ‘precious blood’ would be poured out (1 Pet. 1:19–20). We who 
believe in Christ are among those whose names have ‘been written from the foundation of 
the world in the book of life of the Lamb that was slaughtered’ (Rev. 13:8). 
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When Jesus Died 

 We have already seen that we were drawn into Christ by his identificatory love for us 
when he was ‘lifted up from the earth’ on the cross to enter into ‘the judgement of this 
world’ (see John 12:31–33). Paul says to Timothy: 

 
If we have died with him, we will also live with him (2 Tim. 2:11). 

 
While we may self-centredly take this to refer to some symbolic or imitative action on our 
part, by which we qualify to live with Christ, Paul does not take it that way. It has been 
pointed out that, as a matter of practicality, crucifixion is not something we can do to 
ourselves—it has to be done to us.1 The way Paul speaks, it happened to us when Christ 
died for us: 

 
one has died for all; therefore all have died (2 Cor. 5:14). 

 
That is, all have died in that action of one dying for all. 
 L. E. Maxwell brings out the objective nature of what happened there: 

 
In taking upon Himself my ‘likeness of sinful flesh,’ apart from which Christ could not have borne the 
penalty for my sin, He took me up into Himself—made me one with Himself. I am legally and ethically 
involved. I have been sentenced to death in Christ. It is my judicial position.2 

 
 How we could have died with him, before ever we were born, is a mystery of the love-
action of the triune God. We are told: ‘the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all’ 
(Isa. 53:6)—an action of the one we now call the Father. We are told it was ‘through the 
eternal Spirit’ that Christ ‘offered himself without blemish to God’ (Heb. 9:14), and ‘the 
Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God’ (1 Cor. 2:10). Could we say that the 
Holy Spirit, who searches our hearts,3 was muckraking out the whole of human history, to 
load it onto him? We do not know. Our feeble love knows something of wanting to bear 
the pain of others, to take it from them. A mother or father, with a baby persistently crying 
in pain, unable to tell them what is wrong, may desire somehow to enter into that child to 
free the child and bear the pain themselves. Our powers of love fall short of being able to 
become the other person—perhaps the love of God can get into our skin and do that in a 
way we cannot. We cannot say. We simply know, by faith, that he embraced us there in 
our worst moment—that we were there with him, and that his death was our death. The 
day he died was the day we died in him. 
 By the same token, since it is ‘through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead’ 
that ‘we have been born anew to a living hope’ (1 Pet. 1:3, RSV), we could say that we 
came into new birth on a Sunday morning in April around 33 AD. 

The Faith Relationship 

 Paul knew he was ‘crucified with Christ’ when he came to live ‘by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal. 2:19–20)—when he believed and was 
saved. 

                                                
1  We could, perhaps, drive nails through our feet, and one of our hands, but the final nail would have to be 
hammered in by someone else! 
2  L. E. Maxwell, Born Crucified, Oliphants, London, 1958, p. 17. 
3  Perhaps as ‘the lamp of the LORD’ in Proverbs 20:27, one with our spirit, ‘searching every inmost part’. 
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 We are effectively united with Christ by faith. This is elucidated by the way Jesus 
speaks of abiding: 

 
Abide in me as I abide in you (John 15:4). 

 
The context is that of ‘the vinedresser’—‘my Father’—coming to cut and prune ‘the true 
vine’, whom Jesus identifies as himself (John 15:1–2, RSV). The judgement-action of  
the cross is imminent. In that action, we are to abide in Christ—‘abide in my love’—and 
so be ‘cleansed by the word’ and ‘bear much fruit’, rather than be removed, ‘thrown  
into the fire, and burned’ (John 15:3–10). It is by abiding in Christ—through faith—  
that we are taken through that judgement of the cross without being destroyed by it, but 
saved: 

 
Very truly, I tell you, anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life, and 
does not come under judgment, but has passed from death to life (John 5:24). 

 
This is where what was done objectively on the cross for all becomes subjectively the 
reality for each. Maxwell again: 

 
When God declares the ungodly sinner just, He makes no mere legal and lifeless imputation of 
righteousness apart from a real and deep life-union of the believer with Christ. God has indeed declared 
righteous ‘the ungodly,’ but not apart from Christ, not outside of Christ. We are justified only in Christ; 
that is, having come into vital life-union with Christ through faith in His atoning death.4 

 
 Alexander Whyte quotes Luther on Galatians 2:19–20, to distinguish this action of 
faith from the imitation of an example: 

 
Paul speaks here not of crucifying by imitation or example, for to follow the example of Christ is also to 
be crucified with Him. This crucifying is not that of which Peter speaks, that Christ left us an example 
that we should follow in his steps [1 Pet. 2:21]. But Paul speaketh here of that high crucifying, whereby 
sin, and the devil, and death are crucified in Christ, and not in me. Here Christ doth all Himself alone. 
But I, believing in Christ, am by faith also crucified with Christ, so that sin, and death, and the devil, are 
all crucified and dead unto me.5 

Baptised into His Death 

 Paul came to believe in Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of God. He regained his sight and 
was filled with the Holy Spirit (see Acts 9:17–22). That was also the time when Paul was 
baptised and had his sins washed away, calling on the name of Jesus (see Acts 22:16). 
Paul particularly sees baptism as our association with the death of Jesus: 

 
Do you not know that all of us who have been baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death? 
Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from 
the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:3–4). 

 

                                                
4  L. E. Maxwell, Born Crucified, p. 16. 
5  Alexander Whyte, In Remembrance of Me, (1906) reprinted Baker Book House Company, Grand Rapids, 
1970, pp. 52–3. Whyte says that of this book [Luther’s commentary on Galatians?] ‘John Bunyan said that 
he preferred it before all the books he had ever seen as most fit for a wounded conscience’, and commented: 
‘In Bunyan’s day the books that taught this doctrine were likely to fall to pieces if one did but turn them 
over! Such books were then the meat and drink of heroes; they were the consolation and the strength of 
saints’. May such days return. 
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Note that this is not some special teaching or anything new: Paul fully expects believers 
whom he has not met to know as a matter of course that they began their Christian life 
dead and buried in Christ. Paul did not say this just to the Romans; he said it to the 
Colossians as well: 

 
you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through faith in the power of God, 
who raised him from the dead (Col. 2:12). 

When Christ is Revealed 

 Paul also says that, as we know this now by faith, we will know the full implications of 
what it means for us to have been put to death and raised up in Christ when Christ is 
revealed in glory at the end-time: 

 
you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life is revealed, then 
you also will be revealed with him in glory (Col. 3:3–4). 

 
For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a 
resurrection like his (Rom. 6:5). 

 
 Our answer to the question as to when we were crucified with Christ, then, takes us 
from before the beginning to after the end. The whole human race is taken up in this 
action. Either we die with him, and live, or we remain in terrible death eternally. The 
judgement of what happened on the cross is one thing no one can escape. 

Questions for Reflection: 

• How would we identify the time when we were crucified with Christ? 
• How does this relate with the actual death and resurrection of Jesus? 

OUR EXPERIENCE OF BEING CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

So do we just believe that we have been crucified with Christ, and that’s it? Something as 
monumental and all encompassing as that could scarcely go unnoticed in our experience. 
The realisation itself that we have been crucified with Christ, or that we needed to be, is a 
shattering one.  
 It may be helpful to look at the experience of particular persons in the Scriptures as 
they came to this. How is the necessity for our being put to death and our being raised to 
life presented to us there? We will examine both the Old and the New Testaments. While, 
in the Old Testament, Christ was still to come, nevertheless God’s dealings with His 
people then was as much on the basis of what He was going to do in Christ as it was later, 
and is for us. We see this spelled out, for instance, in Hebrews 11:1–12:2. For all this 
‘great . . . cloud of witnesses’, as for us, Jesus is ‘the pioneer and perfecter of our faith’ 
(Heb. 12:1–2); as mentioned specifically in the case of Moses: 

 
He considered abuse suffered for the Christ to be greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was 
looking ahead to the reward (Heb. 11:26; compare vv. 13–16). 

 
Jesus said of Abraham: 

 
Your ancestor Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day; he saw it and was glad (John 8:56). 
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Peter makes reference to David writing Psalm 16: 
 

I may say to you confidently of our ancestor David that he both died and was buried, and his tomb is 
with us to this day. Since he was a prophet, he knew that God had sworn with an oath to him that he 
would put one of his descendants on his throne. Foreseeing this, David spoke of the resurrection of the 
Messiah, saying,  

‘He was not abandoned to Hades,  
   nor did his flesh experience corruption’ (Acts 2:29–31). 

 
We may take it that all of us, in both Old and New Testament times, are impacted by and 
need to relate to the death and resurrection of Jesus, and that the experience of persons 
coming to faith in God can be identified in this connection. 

Abraham and Isaac 

 The message that came to Abraham in Genesis 22 is that the life of Isaac, the promised 
offspring of Abraham and Sarah, was forfeit to God: 

 
Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as 
a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you (Gen. 22:2). 
 

This should not be seen as an arbitrary imposition on God’s part. According to Genesis 
2:17, the life of every sinner is forfeit to God: 

 
of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall 
die. 

 
What we know also is that, almost at the point of being killed, Isaac’s life was spared and 
given back to him: 

 
Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to kill his son. But the angel of the LORD called 
to him from heaven, and said, ‘Abraham, Abraham!’ And he said, ‘Here I am.’ He said, ‘Do not lay your 
hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld 
your son, your only son, from me’ (Gen. 22:10–12). 

 
 It seems that Abraham had in some way anticipated something like this (he had told the 
young men in verse 5 that he and the boy ‘will come back to you’), by virtue of the faith 
given to him by God’s revelation of His purpose, perhaps going back as far as the promise 
of victory to the offspring of the woman in Genesis 3:15, affirmed to Abraham in the 
revelation of the stars in Genesis 15:5–6, and in the covenant sacrifice of verses 7–21, by 
which God Himself undertook to bear the consequences of any breach of the covenant on 
the part of Abraham and his descendants.6 Certainly the writer to the Hebrews saw 
Abraham as receiving Isaac back from the dead: 

 
He considered the fact that God is able even to raise someone from the dead—and figuratively speaking, 
he did receive him back (Heb. 11:19).7 

 
 Even so, a death did occur: 

                                                
6  Compare Jer. 34:18–20. Even though this was a covenant made by God with Abraham (see Gen. 15:18), 
God substituted Himself for Abraham in the covenant making ceremony. See further in yet-to-be published 
studies by Martin Bleby, God of Abraham. 
7  The words ‘figuratively speaking’ are in Greek ejn parabolh (en parabole), which means ‘by 
comparison’. 
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And Abraham looked up and saw a ram, caught in a thicket by its horns. Abraham went and took the 
ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son (Gen. 22:13). 

 
Ever thereafter Isaac and, by extension, all his descendants would have known that his life 
was forfeit to God, and that he now lived only by virtue of a substitute sacrifice provided 
by God. 

Jacob 

 Jacob was an inheritor of the promises of God, intent on securing them for himself by 
his own scheming actions. Over many years he needed to learn that they would come to 
him, but only by the action of God. This finally came through to him when he was 
helplessly facing death: 

 
The messengers returned to Jacob, saying, ‘We came to your brother Esau, and he is coming to meet 
you, and four hundred men are with him.’ Then Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed (Gen. 32:6–7). 

 
Jacob took whatever precautions he could and prayed to God, with more frankness and 
openness, and with more complete reliance on God and His promises, than he had ever 
prayed before: 

 
Deliver me, please, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau, for I am afraid of him; he may 
come and kill us all, the mothers with the children. Yet you have said, ‘I will surely do you good, and 
make your offspring as the sand of the sea, which cannot be counted because of their number’ (Gen. 
32:11–12). 

 
Jacob’s all night lone wrestling with ‘a man’ (Gen. 32:24) was recognised as a life-and-
death encounter with God: 

 
So Jacob called the place Peniel [that is, The face of God], saying, ‘For I have seen God face to face, and 
yet my life is preserved’ (Gen. 32:30). 

 
The encounter left Jacob permanently incapacitated—‘the sun rose upon him as he passed 
Penuel, limping because of his hip’ (Gen. 32:31)—but alive and rightly humbled.8 

Joseph 

 Jacob’s son Joseph also received promises from God, on account of which his brothers 
‘conspired to kill him’ (Gen. 37:18). Reuben’s intervention prevented that, but Joseph was 
still thrown into a pit, sold into slavery in Egypt, and was given out as dead, as his 
bloodstained robe was presented to his father Jacob, who mourned and bewailed him 
many days. The hand of God was evident in all of this, as ‘the LORD was with him, and 
that the LORD caused all that he did to prosper in his hands’ (Gen. 39:3), and ‘the LORD 
was with Joseph and showed him steadfast love’ (Gen. 39:21). As Joseph summarised it 
later to his brothers: 

 
God sent me before you to preserve life . . . Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it 
for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today (Gen. 45:5; 50:20). 

                                                
8  See further: Martin Bleby, God of Jacob, NCPI, Blackwood, 2002. 
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Moses 

 Foundational to Moses’ calling and ministry is an often-overlooked passage: 
 

On the way, at a place where they spent the night, the LORD met him [Moses] and tried to kill him. But 
Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and touched Moses’ feet with it, and said, ‘Truly you 
are a bridegroom of blood to me!’ So he let him alone. It was then she said, ‘A bridegroom of blood by 
circumcision’ (Exod. 4:24–26). 

 
The reason God might have good cause to kill Moses can be found in the preceding 
passage, where Moses’ recalcitrant reluctance to do what God is appointing him to do—
bring the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt into the promised land—ends up with Moses’ 
pathetic plea: ‘O my Lord, please send someone else’; at which ‘the anger of the LORD 
was kindled against Moses’ (Exod. 4:13, 14). There was also evident careless neglect on 
Moses’ part with regard to the covenant of God with Israel, in that he had not circumcised 
his son, born to him some time before (Exod. 2:22).9 This could indicate a propensity in 
Moses to disbelieve the promises of God—scarcely a helpful attitude in one called to such 
a task. Once again, Moses would have known ever after that his life was forfeit to God, 
and that he lived only by virtue of the blood of the covenant of God. Nothing other than 
this would see him through. 
 This could have something to do with the description later given of Moses: 

 
Now the man Moses was very humble [or devout; translated elsewhere ‘meek’], more so than anyone 
else on the face of the earth (Num. 12:3). 

Isaiah 

 We are told that when Isaiah in the temple ‘saw the Lord . . . high and lifted up’, what 
he saw was the glory of Christ (see John 12:41). What did that do to him? 

 
I said: ‘Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; 
yet my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!’ (Isa. 6:5). 

 
Isaiah was brought to a point of being utterly undone, before the cleansing of his lips with 
‘a live coal that had been taken from the altar with a pair of tongs’, the taking away of his 
guilt and the blotting out of his sin, and his sending as a speaker of a thoroughgoing and 
provoking, though rejected, word, even as to the chopped-down, burned-over stump of 
Israel (Isa. 6:6–7). 
 Isaiah later sang: 

 
I will give thanks to you, O LORD,  
  for though you were angry with me,  
your anger turned away,  
   and you comforted me. 
 
Surely God is my salvation;  
    I will trust, and will not be afraid,  
for the LORD GOD is my strength and my might; 
    he has become my salvation (Isa. 12:1–2). 

                                                
9  For the covenant significance of circumcision, see Gen. 17. 
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Peter 

 Did not a similar experience come to Peter, of being undone before being remade, 
when Jesus blessed him with two boatloads of fish: 

 
when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, ‘Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, 
O Lord’ (Luke 5:8, RSV). 

The Thief on the Cross 

 What about the thief, the violent robber, who was hanging on the cross beside Jesus? 
He uncharacteristically accepted his own condemnation and death as justly deserved, in 
the light of Jesus’ righteous innocence: 

 
Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? And we indeed justly; for 
we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has done nothing wrong . . . Jesus, remember 
me when you come into your kingdom (Luke 23:40–42). 
 

Jesus’ acceptance of this man was full and untrammelled. 

Paul 

When this came to Paul, it left him blinded, and unable to eat or drink, for three days (see 
Acts 9:9). Alexander Whyte, preaching in Edinburgh, said this on Galatians 2:19–20: 

 
And though Christ had been crucified long before on Calvary, yet Paul saw him ‘evidently set forth’ 
during those three days in Damascus. For three days the mystery of the Cross was being opened to Paul; 
and I think it likely to certainty that Paul during those three days went down deeper into the mystery of 
Redemption than any mortal man had ever done before, or has ever done since. No man can come near 
that mystery and live: the man Christ Jesus died as He entered into it; and while Paul was having it 
revealed somewhat unto him he lay as good as dead. He was three days without sight, and did neither eat 
nor drink. But during those three dead days he had sights given to him to see, and meat given to him to 
drink, that the Damascus world around him knew not of. He was like those mysterious beings in heaven 
who are ‘full of eyes within’; and with his deep inward eyes Paul saw, as he lay at the mouth of hell,—
he saw, I say, that which he was brought up from hell, and taken up into heaven, that he might fearlessly 
preach. He saw Jesus Christ, the Son of God, upon the Cross; and he saw Him there made sin for him, 
that he might be made the righteousness of God in Him. Nor did Paul merely see that Cross, and lie three 
days and three nights looking at it. Paul was more than a spectator and a student of the Cross of Christ. 
Paul was lifted up upon the Cross and was himself crucified with Christ. Whether in the body or out of 
the body Paul could never tell; but ere ever he was aware, he was lifted up and lost to law and life and all 
things upon that awful, that wondrous, that glorious Cross. The last thing he remembered was his being 
lifted up upon that Cross. He did not remember dying; he did not remember being dead: the last thing he 
remembered was, with an awful boldness, laying and leaving his conscience of sin on the thorn-crowned 
head of the crucified One. And in that dying act Paul’s whole life—his guilt, his condemnation, his 
curse, his very existence—was all drunk up by that Cross. Paul was as if he had never been born during 
those three terrible days. After those days were over there arose from the earth on which Paul had lain, 
there came down from the Cross on which Paul was crucified, a man, a form of a man, in some outward 
respect not unlike Paul; but it was not the former Paul at all. Those Damascus disciples he had come to 
persecute trembled when they saw Paul, as they thought, on their streets and in their synagogue, but 
there was no cause: the Paul they had heard of was dead, and his world would see him no more. He was 
dead, and his bones were scattered at the grave’s mouth. So effectually, so completely, so utterly did 
Paul die on the Cross with Christ. Now, do not delude yourselves, and say that this was all an 
imagination, Paul’s powerful and evangelical imagination. No. All this was real as life and death are 
real, as law and justice, judgment and eternity, God and Christ are real. Paul’s unreal and imagined life 
was when he was yet at Gamaliel’s school, and on the road to Damascus. After he fell from his horse he 
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came to himself; he became sane and wise for the first time; and this earth has never seen a saner, wiser 
and nobler man than Paul the apostle who was crucified with Christ.10 

 
This is preaching—and personal—but it makes the point that, for Paul, being crucified 
with Christ would not have gone unnoticed. 

Ourselves 

 I believe something like that must come to each one of us—probably in more ways 
than one. One way it came to me was when I was preaching through Paul’s letter to the 
Romans, and came to the opening verses of Romans 6: 

 
Do you not know that all of us who have been baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death? 
Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from 
the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:3–4). 

 
On one Sunday I had preached a good philosophical sermon on the interconnectedness of 
the whole human race, to explain how it was possible that when Jesus died we, in some 
sense, died with him. But, in the week that followed, the passage would not let me rest 
with that. I had to come back to it. Suddenly I saw what I had not seen before: that Paul is 
talking about this ‘body of sin’ (Rom. 6:6), that had to be destroyed; this ‘body of death’ 
(Rom. 7:24), from which I needed to be delivered—this body in which I have rebelled 
against God, that is now riddled with sin and death. No way could I take that carcass into 
the presence of the holy God—no way would I want to! Thank God that it has been 
disposed of in the death of Christ, and no longer has any lasting reality. Since then I have 
always spoken of our being deservedly crucified with Christ. 
 P. T. Forsyth comments on much of what we hear in churches today: 

 
So much of our religious teaching betrays no sign that the speaker has descended into hell, been near the 
everlasting burnings, or been plucked from the awful pit. He has risen with Christ—what right have we 
to deny it?—but it is out of a shallow grave, with no deepness of earth, with no huge millstone to roll 
away.11 

 
While Forsyth humbly and generously acknowledges such ones as fellow-believers in 
Christ, risen with him, he pleads that they still have much to learn about how they came to 
be that way. 

                                                
10  Alexander Whyte, In Remembrance of Me, pp. 50–52. 
11  Peter T. Forsyth, The Church, the Gospel and Society, Independent Press, London, 1962, p. 94. I am 
grateful to Jason Goroncy for this reference. 
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ALIVE TO GOD: CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Study Five 

LIFE BEYOND THE BROKEN COVENANT 

We have been seeing that coming to faith in Christ is not just an adjustment or improvement 
on our part. It rightly and necessarily involves being put to death and being raised to life: 

 
you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through faith in the power of God, 
who raised him from the dead (Col. 2:12). 
 

We may resile from such a total destruction and complete rebuilding, out of fear that we may 
not survive the process. Such a fear would be well-founded: there is nothing in ourselves that 
might commend us for eternal life. If we were to be raised from death, it would need to be an 
action of great mercy and grace on God’s part. How could we be sure that this might be the 
case? 
 While we have seen that what Jesus did on the cross encompassed the whole human race, 
so far we have been focussing particularly on the impact it has on individual persons. In this 
session we stand back to survey some Old Testament history, to trace this dynamic of death 
and life in the experience of Israel and, by extension, in the human race as a whole. In this we 
will be shown both the sureness and the thoroughgoing nature of God’s redemption of us. 

A Teacher of Israel 

Jesus spoke to Nicodemus about being ‘born from above’ or ‘born anew’ (John 3:3, 7), which 
is to be ‘born of water and Spirit’, by which we ‘enter the kingdom of God’ (John 3:5). 
Again, we like to think that this comes to us as a kind of additive to what we already are, 
which takes us on into a new dimension of living. Jesus speaking of his death in connection 
with new birth (John 3:14; see below) gives the lie to this. New birth is nothing other than 
what is spoken of by Paul in this way:1 

 
You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived . . . But God, who is rich in 
mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us even when we were dead through our trespasses, 
made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved—and raised us up with him . . . (Eph. 
2:1–2, 4–6). 
 

 When Nicodemus asked Jesus, ‘How can these things be?’ Jesus answered him: 
 
Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things? (John 3:10). 

                                                
1  See further the New Creation Teaching Ministry Winter School 2006, Born Anew to a Living Hope, available in mp3 

and DVD formats; especially Noel Due’s study on ‘Generation, Degeneration, Regeneration’. 
See <www.sermonaudio.com/newcreation> 
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Jesus expected that God’s dealings with Israel, as taught in the Old Testament scriptures, 
would afford ample evidence of the need and actuality of new birth through being put to 
death and raised to life. This we will now examine. 

My Covenant Which They Broke 

We begin at Jeremiah 31:31–34 (RSV): 
 
Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel 
and the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with their fathers when I took them by the 
hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant which they broke, though I was their husband, 
says the LORD. But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says 
the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and 
they shall be my people. And no longer shall each man teach his neighbour and each his brother, saying, 
‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I 
will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. 
 

God goes on to say that this is as sure and secure as God’s setting up and ordering of all that 
He has made, in the relationship He has with the whole of creation (vv. 35–37; compare 
33:17–22). This promise of a new covenant, then, is a substantial declaration, rooted in God’s 
own nature and purpose in creation. 
 It comes on the heels of ‘my covenant which they broke, though I was their husband’—a 
covenant of strong and intimate relationship, that now lies in the ruins of abused trust and 
love. What is the covenant that was broken? The one made when God brought Israel out of 
Egypt—with Moses at Sinai. This is the covenant that we will now look at. It is given in 
Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers, but it is in Deuteronomy that it is spelled out with reference 
to Israel’s sojourn in the promised land. 

The Blessings and the Cursings 

The covenant was in very explicit terms. In Deuteronomy 27:9–26, Israel is urged to keep the 
commandments of the covenant, and cursings are pronounced on certain detailed breaches of 
the law, including idolatry, dishonouring of parents, wrongful acquisition of property, 
mistreatment of the disabled and the disadvantaged, illicit sexuality, and murder. These 
curses end with: 

 
‘Cursed be anyone who does not uphold the words of this law by observing them.’ All the people shall 
say, ‘Amen!’ (Deut. 27:26). 
 

 In Deuteronomy 28:1–14, the blessings of keeping the covenant are enumerated: 
 
If you will only obey the LORD your God, by diligently observing all his commandments that I am 
commanding you today, the LORD your God will set you high above all the nations of the earth; all these 
blessings shall come upon you and overtake you, if you obey the LORD your God (Deut. 28:1–2). 
 

These blessings give comprehensive coverage of every aspect of life, wherever people are; 
over the people’s work and produce, their movements, their way of life, their relationships 
with their enemies and with other nations, in the weather, and in their financial dealings. 
 These blessings are reversed into cursings in Deuteronomy 28:15–68:  

 
But if you will not obey the LORD your God by diligently observing all his commandments and decrees, 
which I am commanding you today, then all these curses shall come upon you and overtake you (Deut. 
28:15). 
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The cursings given are more detailed and protracted than the blessings. How are we to 
account for that? Is God more intent on bringing cursings than blessings? Perhaps the 
explanation lies with ourselves. We read in Ecclesiastes 7:29: 

 
God made human beings straightforward, but they have devised many schemes. 
 

Other translations render this: 
 
God made man upright, but they have sought out many devices (RSV). 
 
God made man simple; man’s complex problems are of his own devising (Jerusalem Bible). 
 

Goodness is clear and straightforward—we simply obey God, and enjoy His blessings. Evil is 
more devious, complicated, and tortuous. It takes much more for God to deal with evil, and to 
pursue it to the end of its labyrinthine contortions. 
 The end of God’s judgement on Israel’s disobedience will be their subjugation and destruc-
tion at the hand of their enemies, until they are reduced to desperate measures: 

 
Because you did not serve the LORD your God joyfully and with gladness of heart for the abundance of 
everything, therefore you shall serve your enemies whom the LORD will send against you, in hunger and 
thirst, in nakedness and lack of everything. He will put an iron yoke on your neck until he has destroyed 
you. The LORD will bring a nation from far away, from the end of the earth, to swoop down on you like 
an eagle, a nation whose language you do not understand, a grim-faced nation showing no respect to the 
old or favor to the young. It shall consume the fruit of your livestock and the fruit of your ground until 
you are destroyed, leaving you neither grain, wine, and oil, nor the increase of your cattle and the issue of 
your flock, until it has made you perish. It shall besiege you in all your towns until your high and 
fortified walls, in which you trusted, come down throughout your land; it shall besiege you in all your 
towns throughout the land that the LORD your God has given you. In the desperate straits to which the 
enemy siege reduces you, you will eat the fruit of your womb, the flesh of your own sons and daughters 
whom the LORD your God has given you (Deut. 28:47–53) 
 

At the end of the road lies their scattering and exile as a nation: 
 
And just as the LORD took delight in making you prosperous and numerous, so the LORD will take 
delight in bringing you to ruin and destruction; you shall be plucked off the land that you are entering to 
possess. The LORD will scatter you among all peoples, from one end of the earth to the other; and there 
you shall serve other gods, of wood and stone, which neither you nor your ancestors have known. 
Among those nations you shall find no ease, no resting place for the sole of your foot. There the LORD 
will give you a trembling heart, failing eyes, and a languishing spirit. Your life shall hang in doubt before 
you; night and day you shall be in dread, with no assurance of your life. In the morning you shall say, ‘If 
only it were evening!’ and at evening you shall say, ‘If only it were morning!’—because of the dread that 
your heart shall feel and the sights that your eyes shall see. The LORD will bring you back in ships to 
Egypt, by a route that I promised you would never see again; and there you shall offer yourselves for sale 
to your enemies as male and female slaves, but there will be no buyer (Deut. 28:63–68). 
 

Note the word ‘scatter’ in verse 64, to which we shall return. 

The Exile of Israel 

The subsequent history of Israel is an outworking of those blessings and cursings, right up to 
the very last. In 2 Kings 17:7–18, the reason is given for the conquest, destruction and exile 
of the northern kingdom of Israel: 

 
This occurred because the people of Israel had sinned against the LORD their God, who had brought them 
up out of the land of Egypt from under the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt. They had worshiped other 
gods . . . The people of Israel secretly did things that were not right against the LORD their God . . . They 
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did wicked things, provoking the LORD to anger; they served idols, of which the LORD had said to them, 
‘You shall not do this’ . . . They rejected all the commandments of the LORD their God . . . until the 
LORD removed Israel out of his sight, as he had foretold through all his servants the prophets. So Israel 
was exiled from their own land to Assyria until this day (2 Kings 17:7, 9, 11–12, 16, 23). 
 

 The  southern kingdom of Judah is accused of the same sins in verse 19: 
 
Judah also did not keep the commandments of the LORD their God but walked in the customs that Israel 
had introduced. 
 

This came to a head in the reign of Manasseh: 
 
The LORD said by his servants the prophets, ‘Because King Manasseh of Judah has committed these 
abominations, has done things more wicked than all that the Amorites did, who were before him, and has 
caused Judah also to sin with his idols; therefore thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, I am bringing 
upon Jerusalem and Judah such evil that the ears of everyone who hears of it will tingle. I will stretch 
over Jerusalem the measuring line for Samaria, and the plummet for the house of Ahab; I will wipe 
Jerusalem as one wipes a dish, wiping it and turning it upside down. I will cast off the remnant of my 
heritage, and give them into the hand of their enemies; they shall become a prey and a spoil to all their 
enemies, because they have done what is evil in my sight and have provoked me to anger, since the day 
their ancestors came out of Egypt, even to this day’ (2 Kings 21:10–15). 
 

The event itself is summarised in 2 Chronicles 36:15–20: 
 
The LORD, the God of their ancestors, sent persistently to them by his messengers, because he had 
compassion on his people and on his dwelling place; but they kept mocking the messengers of God, 
despising his words, and scoffing at his prophets, until the wrath of the LORD against his people became 
so great that there was no remedy. Therefore he brought up against them the king of the Chaldeans, who 
killed their youths with the sword in the house of their sanctuary, and had no compassion on young man 
or young woman, the aged or the feeble; he gave them all into his hand. All the vessels of the house of 
God, large and small, and the treasures of the house of the LORD, and the treasures of the king and of his 
officials, all these he brought to Babylon. They burned the house of God, broke down the wall of 
Jerusalem, burned all its palaces with fire, and destroyed all its precious vessels. He took into exile in 
Babylon those who had escaped from the sword, and they became servants to him and to his sons until 
the establishment of the kingdom of Persia, to fulfill the word of the LORD by the mouth of Jeremiah, 
until the land had made up for its sabbaths. All the days that it lay desolate it kept sabbath, to fulfill 
seventy years. 
 

There were some people left in the land, and where did they end up going? Against the word 
of the Lord by the prophet Jeremiah, they ended up going to Egypt, where they were 
overtaken by sword, famine and pestilence (see Jer. 42–44). 
 All this happened exactly as foretold by Moses in Deuteronomy. Moses went on to say 
that, for any whose hearts turn away from the Lord to serve other gods: 

 
All the curses written in this book will descend on them, and the LORD will blot out their names from 
under heaven . . . The next generation, your children who rise up after you, as well as the foreigner who 
comes from a distant country, will see the devastation of that land and the afflictions with which the 
LORD has afflicted it—all its soil burned out by sulfur and salt, nothing planted, nothing sprouting, 
unable to support any vegetation, like the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Admah and Zeboiim, 
which the LORD destroyed in his fierce anger—they and indeed all the nations will wonder, ‘Why has the 
LORD done thus to this land? What caused this great display of anger?’ They will conclude, ‘It is because 
they abandoned the covenant of the LORD, the God of their ancestors, which he made with them when he 
brought them out of the land of Egypt. They turned and served other gods, worshiping them, gods whom 
they had not known and whom he had not allotted to them; so the anger of the LORD was kindled against 
that land, bringing on it every curse written in this book. The LORD uprooted them from their land in 
anger, fury, and great wrath, and cast them into another land, as is now the case (Deut 29:20–28). 
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 While the exodus from Egypt is foundational to Israel’s life as a nation, it is remarkable 
how much of the Old Testament is preoccupied with the prediction, the lead-up, the 
execution, and the aftermath, of the exile. It is as if God is saying that this is something 
Israel, and we, must know about extensively and understand in full. If we wonder why God 
should see it necessary to go to such extremes, perhaps again the answer lies in the perverse 
and wilful obduracy of human sin, and the catastrophic lengths that God must go to in order 
to deal with it. P. T. Forsyth, writing in the middle of the calamitous First World War, caught 
its measure: 

 
But if God spared not His own Son, He will spare no historic convulsion needful for His kingdom.2 

The Gathering 

After all that, we may well think that would be the end. Full stop; end of story. It would be 
quite right if that were so. Where else is there to go, once all the blessings and all the curses 
have been fully worked through, to the end point? 
 But this is not the case. Immediately after Deuteronomy 29 comes Deuteronomy 30: 

 
When all these things have happened to you, the blessings and the curses that I have set before you, if 
you call them to mind among all the nations where the LORD your God has driven you, and return to the 
LORD your God, and you and your children obey him with all your heart and with all your soul, just as I 
am commanding you today, then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on 
you, gathering you again from all the peoples among whom the LORD your God has scattered you. Even 
if you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there the LORD your God will gather you, and from there 
he will bring you back. The LORD your God will bring you into the land that your ancestors possessed, 
and you will possess it; he will make you more prosperous and numerous than your ancestors. Moreover, 
the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, so that you will love 
the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you may live. The LORD your 
God will put all these curses on your enemies and on the adversaries who took advantage of you. Then 
you shall again obey the LORD, observing all his commandments that I am commanding you today, and 
the LORD your God will make you abundantly prosperous in all your undertakings, in the fruit of your 
body, in the fruit of your livestock, and in the fruit of your soil. For the LORD will again take delight in 
prospering you, just as he delighted in prospering your ancestors, when you obey the LORD your God by 
observing his commandments and decrees that are written in this book of the law, because you turn to the 
LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul (Deut. 30:1–10). 
 

Against all that has gone before, this is a new and unexpected turn of events on God’s part, 
which entails an unprecedented change of heart on the part of the people. Our familiarity with 
the whole sweep of scripture may prevent us from seeing the seismic shift that has occurred 
between these two chapters. What happens here is not just the next step in the process. This is 
sheer grace that goes beyond any logic and any process. 
 This is an entirely new act of God, way beyond any capacity on our part. Earlier in 
Deuteronomy, the Lord had laid an instruction on Israel: 

 
Although heaven and the heaven of heavens belong to the LORD your God, the earth with all that is in it, 
yet the LORD set his heart in love on your ancestors alone and chose you, their descendants after them, 
out of all the peoples, as it is today. Circumcise, then, the foreskin of your heart, and do not be stubborn 
any longer (Deut. 10:14–16). 
 

Since circumcision was a sign of faithfulness in the covenant of God (see Gen. 17), this was  
a call for a cutting away of fleshly sin and rebellion, and a turning to full-hearted intimacy 

                                                
2  P. T. Forsyth, The Justification of God, NCPI, Blackwood, (1917) 1988, p. 194. 
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with God. It is an instruction that, as we have seen, was not followed by Israel. Now in 
Deuteronomy 30, God is saying that He Himself will carry through this instruction in which 
they have failed: 

 
Moreover, the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, so that you 
will love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you may live (Deut. 
30:6). 
 

 In the vision given to Ezekiel in the valley of dry bones, this restoration of Israel is seen as 
nothing less than raising the dead: 

 
Thus says the Lord GOD: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my 
people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. And you shall know that I am the LORD, when I 
open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. I will put my spirit within you, and 
you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the LORD, have spoken 
and will act, says the LORD (Ezek. 37:12–14). 
 

In the previous chapter, it is spoken of in these terms: 
 
I will take you from the nations, and gather you from all the countries, and bring you into your own land. 
I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all 
your idols I will cleanse you. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I 
will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. I will put my spirit within 
you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances (Ezek. 36:24–27). 
 

Is this what Jesus was referring to when he said to Nicodemus, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no one 
can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit’ (John 3:5)? Certainly 
these are the things that Nicodemus should have known. 
 We find this seismic change, not just in Deuteronomy 30, but through the whole of the 
scriptures. Isaiah’s ‘Nothing shall be left’, speaking of the coming of Babylon against Israel 
in Isaiah 39:6, is characteristically followed by ‘comfort my people’ and the promise of 
overflowing restoration in Isaiah 40:1. Compare with that these other similar passages: 

 
For you shall be like an oak  
 whose leaf withers,  
 and like a garden without water.  
The strong shall become like tinder,  
 and their work like a spark;  
they and their work shall burn together,  
 with no one to quench them . . .  
In days to come  
 the mountain of the LORD’s house  
shall be established as the highest of the mountains,  
 and shall be raised above the hills;  
all the nations shall stream to it. 
 Many peoples shall come and say,  
‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD,  
 to the house of the God of Jacob;  
that he may teach us his ways  
 and that we may walk in his paths.’  
For out of Zion shall go forth instruction,  
 and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem (Isa. 1:30–2:3). 

 
They will pass through the land, greatly distressed and hungry; when they are hungry, they will be 
enraged and will curse their king and their gods. They will turn their faces upward, or they will look to 
the earth, but will see only distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be thrust into thick 
darkness. 
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 But there will be no gloom for those who were in anguish. In the former time he brought into contempt 
the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the latter time he will make glorious the way of the 
sea, the land beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the nations. 

The people who walked in darkness 
   have seen a great light; 
those who lived in a land of deep darkness— 
   on them light has shined . . .  
For a child has been born for us,  
   a son given to us;  
authority rests upon his shoulders;  
   and he is named  
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,  
   Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace (Isa. 8:21–9:2, 6). 

 
Look, the Sovereign, the LORD of hosts,  
   will lop the boughs with terrifying power;  
the tallest trees will be cut down,  
   and the lofty will be brought low. 
He will hack down the thickets of the forest with an ax,  
   and Lebanon with its majestic trees will fall. 
A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, 
   and a branch shall grow out of his roots . . . (Isa. 10:33–11:1). 

 
Like a woman with child,  
   who writhes and cries out in her pangs  
   when she is near her time,  
so were we because of you, O LORD; 
   we were with child, we writhed,  
   but we gave birth only to wind.  
We have won no victories on earth,  
   and no one is born to inhabit the world. 
Your dead shall live, their corpses shall rise.  
   O dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for joy!  
For your dew is a radiant dew,  
   and the earth will give birth to those long dead (Isa. 26:17–19). 

 
In each of these instances, as with Isaiah’s own personal despair and restoration in Isaiah 6, a 
situation of utter hopelessness is followed immediately with a profound reversal of the 
situation by the saving action of God. Judgement on unfaithfulness surely comes, but God 
and His promises remain, and will be fulfilled, after the people have forfeited them, by the 
Lord’s own hand. 
 This is not just a general pattern of God’s action, that we can count on as an automatic 
expectation. This is the one great gracious act of God in human history, centred on the 
coming of Messiah. We cannot say, ‘Oh—that is what God always does’. We can only say: 
‘This is what God has done’. 

The Bearing of the Judgement 

This is not something that God can just do gratuitously. There need to be some actual 
grounds on which God does this. In Zechariah 11–13 we find the strange figure of the 
shepherd, at a time when the shepherd–leaders of Israel had utterly failed. Much of this is 
couched in terms of prophetic acted parable, and is not always easy to understand, but we can 
get the general gist. 
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 It begins with a rather unpromising assignment, in a less than congenial environment: 
 
Thus said the LORD my God: Be a shepherd of the flock doomed to slaughter. Those who buy them kill 
them and go unpunished; and those who sell them say, ‘Blessed be the LORD, for I have become rich’; 
and their own shepherds have no pity on them (Zech. 11:4–5). 

 
Clearly this is a situation in which the people are being oppressed and exploited by their 
rulers, into which the prophet is being called to play a role. God is going to hand the people 
over to this judgement, with this prophet–shepherd in their midst. The scope here is broader 
than just that of Israel. This is a matter that affects the whole earth: 

 
For I will no longer have pity on the inhabitants of the earth, says the LORD. I will cause them, every one, 
to fall each into the hand of a neighbor, and each into the hand of the king; and they shall devastate the 
earth, and I will deliver no one from their hand (Zech. 11:6). 
 

The prophet–shepherd takes up the implements of his trade, to which a certain significance is 
attached, and assumes his role: 

 
So, on behalf of the sheep merchants, I became the shepherd of the flock doomed to slaughter. I took two 
staffs; one I named Favor, the other I named Unity, and I tended the sheep (Zech. 11:7). 
 

He is led to take some unpopular actions, with the result that he is brought to the point where 
he resigns his commission: 

 
In one month I disposed of the three shepherds, for I had become impatient with them, and they also 
detested me. So I said, ‘I will not be your shepherd. What is to die, let it die; what is to be destroyed, let 
it be destroyed; and let those that are left devour the flesh of one another!’ I took my staff Favor and 
broke it, annulling the covenant that I had made with all the peoples. So it was annulled on that day, and 
the sheep merchants, who were watching me, knew that it was the word of the LORD (Zech. 11:8–11). 
 

Whatever this may mean, it looks very much like the breaking of the covenant, and the 
coming to the end of it, with no recourse. This is a covenant not just with Israel, but ‘with all 
the peoples’. It has universal implications. 
 The prophet–shepherd is paid off for his services, undervalued at the price of a slave (see 
Exod. 21:32): 

 
I then said to them, ‘If it seems right to you, give me my wages; but if not, keep them.’ So they weighed 
out as my wages thirty shekels of silver. Then the LORD said to me, ‘Throw it into the treasury’ [Syr: 
Heb. it to the potter]—this lordly price at which I was valued by them. So I took the thirty shekels of 
silver and threw them into the treasury [Syr: Heb. it to the potter] in the house of the LORD (Zech. 11:12–
13). 
 

We are aware of the connection Matthew makes between this passage and the betrayal of 
Jesus by Judas (see Matt. 27:3–10). 

 
Then I broke my second staff Unity, annulling the family ties between Judah and Israel (Zech. 11:14). 
 

This is the final breakdown of the family. 
 Now that they have come to the end of the road, the Lord is going to put a ‘worthless 
shepherd’ in charge of the people—one who will not care for them at all, but rather the 
reverse. At the same time, God then calls His prophet to act out, as a sign, the part of this 
worthless shepherd: 
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Then the LORD said to me: Take once more the implements of a worthless shepherd. For I am now 
raising up in the land a shepherd who does not care for the perishing, or seek the wandering, or heal the 
maimed, or nourish the healthy, but devours the flesh of the fat ones, tearing off even their hoofs (Zech. 
11:15–16). 

 
This worthless shepherd, parallelled now by the prophet who is playing his part, deserves 
nothing better than to be struck down: 

 
Oh, my worthless shepherd,  
   who deserts the flock!  
May the sword strike his arm  
   and his right eye!  
Let his arm be completely withered,  
   his right eye utterly blinded! (Zech. 11:17). 

 
 In Zechariah 12 there is an apocalyptic battle, in which Jerusalem is under siege, but the 
nations that come against Jerusalem come off second-best, because God is in Jerusalem as a 
strength and protection. In the middle of this, strangely, there will be ‘one [the Hebrew is 
literally me] whom they have pierced’. When they look on him, and see what has happened 
and what they have done to him, God will pour out ‘a spirit of compassion and supplication’ 
on the perpetrators, and there will be great mourning and bitter weeping. This is picked up in 
John’s account of the crucifixion of Jesus: ‘They will look on the one whom they have 
pierced’ (John 19:37); and it is extended to all the peoples of the earth in Revelation 1:7: 

 
Look! He is coming with the clouds;  
   every eye will see him,  
even those who pierced him;  
   and on his account all the tribes of the earth will wail. 
So it is to be. Amen. 

 
 Then, astoundingly, we read: 

 
On that day a fountain shall be opened for the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, to 
cleanse them from sin and impurity (Zech. 13:1). 
 

It would appear this relates to the equally astonishing promise given in Zechariah 3:9: 
 
I will remove the guilt of this land in a single day. 
 

Where has this come from? How can this be? We read on. All the idolatrous false prophets, 
motivated by ‘the unclean spirit’, are silenced and dispensed with. One, it appears, is left. The 
figure of the prophet–shepherd re-emerges—the man who belongs to God and is associated 
with Him. This one, who has identified himself with the worthless shepherd (see Zech. 
11:15–17), now stands in his place, ready to receive the deadly blow, as God Himself 
delivers the terrible decree: 

 
‘Awake, O sword, against my shepherd,  
   against the man who is my associate,’  

says the LORD of hosts. 
Strike the shepherd, that the sheep may be 
         scattered (Zech. 13:7). 

 
This striking comes at the same time as the final judgement of scattering happens to the 
sheep. As it turns out, however, this judgement is a refining one for those who remain: 
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   I will turn my hand against the little ones.  
In the whole land, says the LORD,  
   two-thirds shall be cut off and perish,  
   and one-third shall be left alive.  
And I will put this third into the fire,  
   refine them as one refines silver,  
   and test them as gold is tested (Zech. 13:7–9). 

 
 The outcome is a wonderful gathering of this purified people to God: 

 
They will call on my name,  
   and I will answer them.  
I will say, ‘They are my people’;  
   and they will say, ‘The LORD is our God’ (Zech. 13:9). 

Fulfilled in Christ 

We know that this is what Jesus had in his mind and heart as he went to the cross: 
 
Then Jesus said to them, ‘You will all become deserters because of me this night; for it is written,  

“I will strike the shepherd,  
   and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.” 

But after I am raised up, I will go ahead of you to Galilee’ (Matt. 26:31–32). 
 

Jesus clearly saw himself as the associate of God, the one at His right hand, commissioned by 
the Father to be the good shepherd, who stands in the place of the worthless ones, to receive 
the deserved striking that is due to them. Elsewhere he said: 

 
I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep . . . For this reason the 
Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again . . . I lay it down of my own 
accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command 
from my Father (John 10:11, 17, 18). 
 

 At the same time as the striking occurs, comes the final judgement of the scattering of the 
sheep.3 This is the ultimate fulfilment of Deuteronomy 28:63: ‘The LORD will scatter 
you . . .’ Yet, as it turns out, this judgement, for those who remain, is a cleansing one (as in 
John 15:2–3). Jesus immediately promises that ‘after I am raised up’ they will meet him in 
Galilee. ‘Galilee of the Gentiles’ (Matt. 4:15) is where the gathering of the nations to Christ 
begins (see Matt. 28:16–20). 
 Just before this, Jesus has said of the cup at the last meal: 

 
Drink from it, all of you; for this is my blood of the [new] covenant, which is poured out for many for the 
forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will never again drink of this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink 
it new with you in my Father’s kingdom (Matt. 26:27–29). 
 

The time of the new covenant of grace, after the final breaking of the old covenant—the 
transition between Deuteronomy 29 and Deuteronomy 30—has now come! 

                                                
3  For some time I taught that the scattering here was a great mercy of God, to spare the sheep from being in the place 

where the sword of judgement would fall, so that Jesus could be there alone for them. Be that as it may, I am grateful to 
Amy Bettany who, as one of our Christian Workers’ Course students in 2003, pointed out to me, in connection with 
Zechariah 13:7, that the scattering is actually a judgement, and started me on this whole train of thinking. 
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The Exile and the Cross 

We may be thinking: Surely the exile was over and finished four hundred years earlier, when 
a number of the people came back and rebuilt Jerusalem and the temple, and everything was 
back the way it should have been! Actually, that was not the case. Israel remained a 
subjugated people, right up to the time of Jesus, while many remained in what was called ‘the 
dispersion’ (as in John 11:52; 1 Pet. 1:1). It is also clear from the accounts in Ezra and 
Nehemiah that the people who returned were still just as sinful as those who had gone into 
exile. Chapters 39–66 in the prophecy of Isaiah deal with the issue that the basic heart-
problem of sin would still need to be addressed after the deliverance under Cyrus. And we 
have seen something of the terrible situation that persisted in the ‘post-exilic’ prophecy of 
Zechariah. 
 N. T. Wright tells us there were those in Israel in Jesus day who thought the exile was still 
happening, and who still looked for it to come to an end: 

 
at least some Jews in this period understood the exile to be still continuing, since the return from Babylon 
had not brought that independence and prosperity which the prophets foretold. Roman occupation and 
overlordship was simply the mode that Israel’s continuing exile had now taken. Granted the high-flown 
nature of the prophecies of restoration the other side of exile (in, for instance, Isaiah or Ezekiel), it is 
inconceivable that any Jew living in the first century could seriously claim that these prophecies of return 
from exile had yet been fulfilled. As long as Herod and Pilate were in control of Palestine, Israel was still 
under the curse of Deuteronomy 29. This was not a matter of private theological judgment or insight, not 
a matter about which one needed to conduct theological debate. Paul’s opponents could not have 
objected to it, as though it were a tendentious or rationalizing theological judgment. It was a publicly 
observable fact.4 
 

Wright cites some Qumran scholarship to back up his argument, but we do not need to go to 
the Dead Sea scrolls to find local evidence: 

 
Anna . . . began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of 
Jerusalem (Luke 2:36, 38) 
 

—that was still to come. 
 Jesus, in telling Nicodemus about being born anew, led him to the action of the cross: 

 
And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that 
whoever believes in him may have eternal life (John 3:14–15; compare John 12:31–33). 
 

Interestingly, Jesus’ reference to Old Testament history in this connection was not to the 
exile, but to the incident of the poisonous serpents in Numbers 21:4–9. This was no less a 
death and life situation, in the context of God’s judgement on sin. 
 Paul saw Jesus on the cross to be bearing the curse of the law of God (as spelled out, for 
instance, in Deuteronomy 27–29). Certainly this would be consistent with Christ going out 
into the place of God-forsakenness (as in Mark 15:34): 

 
Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is 
everyone who hangs on a tree’—in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the 
Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith (Gal. 3:13–14). 
 

                                                
4  N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology, Fortress Press, Minneapolis, 

1992, p. 141. Drawing on Wright’s research here does not necessarily imply concurrence with all his conclusions on Pauline 
theology. 
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N. T. Wright draws it out this way: 
 

The crucifixion of the Messiah is, one might say, the quintessence of the curse of the exile, and its 
climactic act.5 

Grace for All the Nations 

Note in Galatians 3:14 that the blessing comes, not just to Israel, but to the nations. This takes 
us back further than Moses, to Abraham, and before. It is not only Israel that was scattered in 
exile. The whole human race was sent into exile out of the garden of Eden (see Gen. 3:23–
24). All nations were scattered as a judgement on their arrogant disobedience at the tower of 
Babel (Gen. 11:9). In the face of this, God’s blessing to the nations was promised through 
Abraham (Gen. 12:1–3). Clearly the curse was borne by Christ, not just for Israel but for all 
the nations. Paul in the opening chapters of Romans makes it clear that both Gentiles and 
Jews need this great grace, and come into it by faith. 
 So Jesus, gathering the beginning of his disciples in ‘Galilee of the Gentiles’ in Matthew 
28:16–20, tells them to disciple ‘all nations’. This is given expression in Acts 2:5–11, where 
the mighty works of God are spoken of in a number of different languages. In Acts 1:8, Jesus 
had said that the apostles were to be his witnesses ‘in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, 
and to the ends of the earth’. 
 Paul the apostle found himself at the spearhead of this going out of the gospel to the 
nations. He speaks of this in Romans 10:5–10 where he quotes Deuteronomy 30:11–14 and 
applies it, not to the law given through Moses, but to the gospel of Christ: 

 
Moses writes concerning the righteousness that comes from the law, that ‘the person who does these 
things will live by them.’ But the righteousness that comes from faith says, ‘Do not say in your heart, 
“Who will ascend into heaven?”’ (that is, to bring Christ down) ‘or “Who will descend into the abyss?”’ 
(that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But what does it say? ‘The word is near you, on your lips and 
in your heart’ (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); because if you confess with your lips that 
Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For one 
believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved. 
 

In quoting Deuteronomy 30 in this way, Paul is saying that now is the time when 
Deuteronomy 30 is coming into operation—not in the return from exile four hundred years 
before, but in the going out of the gospel of grace now! Amazingly, following the full 
outworking of the curse, with Christ at its centre, God’s whole new thing of mercy and grace 
has begun. It is massive, and it is sure. 

                                                
5  N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant, p. 151. 
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ALIVE TO GOD: CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Study Six 

SIN AND OURSELVES 

Now that we have been crucified with Christ and raised with him—now that we have 
recognised the necessity for that to happen, and have found in it the immensity and the 
sureness of God’s mercy and grace—how do we now regard ourselves, particularly in 
relation to the sin that we have been delivered from? 
 We may wish to think that this sin is now behind us: it has been dealt with, and we can 
now move on. This is true, in that the guilt of our sin has been taken and we are no longer 
bound by it. We have been cleansed from the defilement of our sin, and we need fear no 
punishment on account of it.1 Any sin we now look at is that which has been paid for, 
cleansed and disempowered. Does this mean, however, that we now totally disregard it? 
 It could be that now, for the first time, we see our sin as it really is, in a way we never 
could before. This is a salutary revelation, which leaves us rightly humbled, and enables us to 
have a sober and realistic estimate of who we are and what we are capable of, along with an 
unforgettable appreciation of the greatness of our salvation. Both the Bible and what has 
come to us through Christian history tell us that this revelation is not to be eschewed, but 
rather is to be embraced in the grace of God. Indeed, not to do so may be to place ourselves 
and others in great danger, and cause grievous harm. 
 In this study we will look at ourselves in relation to our sin; in a later study we will work 
through the implications of this for how we regard and act towards the sins of others. 

YOU SHALL REMEMBER YOUR EVIL WAYS 

In Ezekiel 36, God promises Israel a marvellous restoration: 
 
I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all 
your idols I will cleanse you. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I 
will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. I will put my spirit within 
you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances. Then you shall live in 
the land that I gave to your ancestors; and you shall be my people, and I will be your God. I will save you 
from all your uncleannesses, and I will summon the grain and make it abundant and lay no famine upon 
you. I will make the fruit of the tree and the produce of the field abundant, so that you may never again 
suffer the disgrace of famine among the nations (Ezek. 36:25–30). 
 

It could be taken from this that all is now well, and all vestige of sin has now been removed, 
and is to be regarded no more. But that is not the case, for it immediately goes on to say: 
                                                
 1  See Ps. 32:5, ‘you forgave the guilt of my sin’; 1 John 1:7, ‘the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin’; 1 John 
4:10, 18, ‘In this is love . . . that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins . . . perfect love casts out 
fear; for fear has to do with punishment’. Geoffrey Bingham speaks helpfully of Christ taking away the penalty, pollution, 
and power of sin: its continuing presence in this life is another matter, which we will examine in a later study. 
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Then you shall remember your evil ways, and your dealings that were not good; and you shall loathe 
yourselves for your iniquities and your abominable deeds (Ezek. 36:31). 
 

This is not a prior shame that brings us to repentance and cleansing. This is clearly a shame 
that follows from it, and remains with us. We may think that God forgives us so that we may 
then feel good about ourselves, with a positive self-image and a high sense of self-esteem. It 
may come as a puzzling shock to us when God assures us that any such needs of ours are not 
what He had in mind when He cleansed us, to fit us for Himself and His great purposes. It is 
rather ‘for the sake of my holy name’, to ‘sanctify my great name’ and to ‘display my 
holiness’ before the eyes of the nations among which we have profaned it, that He has taken 
action (Ezek. 36:22, 23): 

 
It is not for your sake that I will act, says the Lord GOD; let that be known to you. Be ashamed and 
dismayed for your ways, O house of Israel (Ezek. 36:32). 
 

 I recall a time when I was seeking to convey the totality of our forgiveness in Christ to 
some Pitjantjatjara people in central Australia. On one particular visit, in conjunction with a 
translator, I settled on a phrase from their language kunta wia, which means ‘no shame’. In a 
culture where much behaviour is governed by shame, this seemed to give powerful 
expression to our new-found freedom in Christ, and appeared to evoke a response. Apart 
from the fact that I was here confusing shame with guilt,2 before I left I came across this 
passage from Ezekiel 36 which God’s great salvation and restoration of us, far from leaving 
us in a position of having ‘no shame’, brings us to be ashamed and dismayed for our ways. I 
showed it to the translator, and left him with the conundrum.3 
 

Questions for Reflection: 

• What has been our expectation regarding the forgiveness of sins and feeling good 
about ourselves? How is this confronted by Ezekiel 36:31–32? 

• What is the difference, and the connection, between guilt and shame? 

LET ME NEVER BE CONFOUNDED 

Is there not a sense in which we are freed from the shame of our sins through the forgiveness 
that has come to us? There are passages that speak of an end to our shame, but we need to be 
mindful of the actual words used, and their original context. Peter says of our faith in Christ: 

 
For it stands in scripture:  
   ‘See, I am laying in Zion a stone,  
         a cornerstone chosen and precious;  
   and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame’ 

(1 Pet. 2:6; quoting Isa. 28:16). 

                                                
 2  See the examination in Deane Meatheringham, Naked, Yes, But Not Ashamed, NCPI, Blackwood, 1978, pp. 8–9. We 
may refine the issues here a little more than Deane does there. 
 3  I later discovered that kunta wia is also used of, for instance, a girl who flirts with boys: ‘She’s got no shame’—in the 
proper sense of shame. This could have accounted for the apparent response. So, overall, this was not a particularly helpful 
venture into contextualisation of the gospel! 



 

 3 

The word for ‘put to shame’ here has the sense of being brought to dishonour and disgrace, to 
frustration and disappointment.4 An old translation of the ancient Christian hymn Te Deum 
laudamus in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer ends with the words: 

 
O Lord, in thee have I trusted: let me never be confounded.5 

 
This has been more recently translated: 

 
In you, Lord, is our hope: 
   Let us never be put to shame.6 

 
To be ‘put to shame’, in the sense of being ‘confounded’ or defeated, is not the same thing as 
having a right sense of shame on account of our sins. In this same hymn we find a prayer to 
‘Keep us today, Lord, from all sin’ and to ‘Have mercy on us’. It is prayed by a people who 
have a keen awareness of their sin, to the extent that they know their need for God’s continuing 
mercy and ongoing protection in this regard, yet who nevertheless trust that God’s love and 
mercy are such that they will not finally be brought to confusion and defeat on account of 
their sins. 
 Compare this, from ‘The Order for the Burial of the Dead’ in the same Book of Common 
Prayer: 

  
 In the midst of life we are in death: of whom may we seek for succour, but of thee, O Lord, who for our 
sins art justly displeased? 
   Yet, O Lord God most holy, O Lord most mighty, O holy and most merciful Saviour, deliver us not 
into the bitter pains of eternal death. 
    Thou knowest, Lord, the secrets of our hearts; shut not thy merciful ears to our prayer; but spare us, 
Lord most holy, O holy and merciful Saviour, thou most worthy Judge eternal, suffer us not, at our last 
hour, for any pains of death, to fall from thee. 
 

This sounds strangely to our ‘modern’ ears, and has been omitted from later versions of the 
funeral service. It is to be heard, not as an attempt at ingratiation on the part of those who are 
still not sure of their salvation and are outside of it, hoping to come in, but as those who 
already know God’s saving grace, and so are acutely aware of their sin, yet have confidence 
to pray for this final deliverance, and ask to be kept in this faith-relationship with God right 
to the end. 
 We need to remember that 1 Peter 2:6—‘whoever believes in him will not be put to 
shame’—is quoting from Isaiah 28:16. The meaning of the Hebrew in Isaiah 28:16 is ‘will 
never be dismayed’ (NIV); ‘will never be stricken with panic’ (TNIV); ‘will not panic’ 
(NRSV). Being ‘stricken with panic’ here has the sense of ‘hurrying’, rushing here and there, 
being in a flap or a flurry, with overtones of agitation and bewilderment, over against the rest 
and repose of faith.7 Being free from this does not counter the reality of still remembering our 
evil ways and despising them. 
 What, then, of Isaiah 54:4? 

 
Do not fear, for you will not be ashamed;  
   do not be discouraged, for you will not suffer disgrace;  
for you will forget the shame of your youth,  
   and the disgrace of your widowhood you will remember no more. 

                                                
 4  The same word is used for ‘disgrace’ in 1 Cor. 11:4, 5; and for ‘disappoint’ in Rom. 5:5. Paul also uses it in Rom. 
9:33, quoting the same Isaiah passage—‘whoever believes in him will not be put to shame’—in contrast with those who 
‘stumble’. So it has here the sense of losing out or being confounded. 
 5  See ‘The Order for Morning Prayer’ in The Book of Common Prayer, 1662. 
 6  Anglican Church of Australia, A Prayer Book for Australia, Broughton Books, Alexandria, 1995, p. 8. 
 7  See J. A. Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah, Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester, 1993, pp. 233f. 
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While this uses the same root word, among others, as ‘ashamed’ in Ezekiel 36:32, 
nevertheless, in this context, it is not referring to the shame of sin so much as to the public 
humiliation of being a woman without children or husband, which has now been brought to 
an end. This is a people who, despite their sin, have been vindicated by God in His 
compassion and righteousness (see Isa. 54:5–17). 
 

Question for Reflection: 

• How is it possible to know the shame of sin, and yet not be confounded by it? 

A PEOPLE HUMBLE AND LOWLY 

The Ezekiel 36:31–32 passage is consistent with what God says in Zephaniah 3:11–13: 
 

On that day you shall not be put to shame8  
   because of all the deeds by which you have rebelled against me;  
for then I will remove from your midst  
   your proudly exultant ones,  
and you shall no longer be haughty  
   in my holy mountain.  
For I will leave in the midst of you  
   a people humble and lowly.  
They shall seek refuge in the name of the LORD—  
   the remnant of Israel;  
they shall do no wrong  
   and utter no lies,  
nor shall a deceitful tongue  
   be found in their mouths.  
Then they will pasture and lie down,  
   and no one shall make them afraid. 

 
This most desirable outcome, of ‘a people humble and lowly’, free from all self-deceiving 
illusions, whose secure and settled trust is no longer in themselves but entirely in God and 
His holy name, by whom alone they have been saved from themselves—this is a people who 
can then be about participating with God in the carrying out of His will.9 
 Does this mean that we should be bowed and cowering before God? Not at all—in fact the 
opposite. When Ezekiel rightly fell flat on his face before the Lord, he was told to stand on 
his feet, so that God could speak with him: 

 
And when he spoke to me, a spirit entered into me and set me on my feet; and I heard him speaking to 
me (Ezek. 2:2). 
 

When Job was tempted to shut his mouth and say nothing more (see Job 40:3–5), the Lord 
required of him better than that: 

 
Gird up your loins like a man;  
    I will question you, and you declare to me (Job 40:7). 

                                                
 8  Again, here, in the sense of not being confounded. 
 9  See further, Geoffrey Bingham’s treatment of Prov. 30:26 (AV), ‘The conies are but a feeble folk, yet make they their 
houses in the rocks’, in Geoffrey C. Bingham, Where Conies Dwell, NCPI, Blackwood, 1994, which focuses on the power of 
God and the weakness of human beings. 
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God restores us, from our vainglorious attempts to be God ourselves, to the true humanity He 
made us to be, in converse with Himself. In this way we can rightly fulfil Paul’s dictum: 

 
For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you 
ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has 
assigned (Rom. 12:3). 
 

Question for Reflection: 

• What is the relationship between being ‘humble and lowly’, and holding our head up 
in the presence of God? 

• How is a sober estimate of ourselves related to the grace given and the faith assigned? 

MARTIN LUTHER: KILLED AND MADE ALIVE 

Fundamental to this sober estimate of oneself is the reality of having been crucified and 
raised with Christ. Martin Luther was no doubt drawing upon his own experience when he 
wrote, in an extended explication of his ninety-five theses of 1517: 

 
God works by contraries so that a man feels himself to be lost in the very moment when he is on the 
point of being saved. When God is about to justify a man, he damns him. Whom he would make alive he 
must first kill. God’s favor is so communicated in the form of wrath that it seems farthest when it is at 
hand. Man must first cry out that there is no health in him. He must be consumed with horror . . . I know 
a man who has gone through such pains that had they lasted for one tenth of an hour, he would have been 
reduced to ashes. In this disturbance, salvation begins. When a man believes himself to be utterly lost, 
light breaks. Peace comes in the word of Christ through faith. He who does not have this is lost . . . 10 
 

 Let us examine some of those statements in the light of what we have already seen: 
 
God works by contraries so that a man feels himself to be lost in the very moment when he is on the 
point of being saved. 
 

We saw that this was Isaiah’s experience when he saw in the temple a vision of the holiness 
and glory of God, with the seraphs calling out: he said, ‘Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man 
of unclean lips and I live among a people of unclean lips’. God sent the seraph with the 
burning coal from the altar to touch his lips and to cleanse him and to commission him for 
ministry—to take away his guilt and blot out his sin (see Isa. 6). 

 
When God is about to justify a man, he damns him. 
 

That was Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus when he saw the vision of Christ and he 
said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ The Lord said, ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting’. At that 
moment all of Paul’s righteousness fell flat to the ground, because the very righteousness and 
zeal by which he had been persecuting the church—which he thought was a zeal for God—
was in fact, deadly enmity against Him. His sin brought him to condemnation and death, 
through the very law by which Paul thought he was being justified: ‘For through the law I 
died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ.’ In that same 
moment Paul found himself justified through Christ’s death for him (see Gal. 2:19–20; 

                                                
 10  Quoted in Roland Bainton, Here I Stand: Martin Luther, Lion Publishing, Tring, 1987, pp. 82–83. 
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compare Rom. 7:9–11; 8:1–4). When we come to God we are left with no leg to stand on—
not even to hop on—He takes all of that away, and gives us Himself: 

 
Whom he would make alive he must first kill. 
 

That is what God says in Deuteronomy 32:39: ‘I kill and I make alive’. We saw that there is 
deliberateness about that order. Until God has killed us, in the deathly state we are in through 
sin, we cannot know what real life is. 
 

Questions for Reflection: 

• To what extent have we considered that the gospel works on us by improving or 
extending something that is already there? 

• What is the difference between that and the reality described here by Martin Luther? 

MARTIN LUTHER: THE HEIDELBERG DISPUTATION 

Luther posted his ninety-five theses in Wittenberg at the end of October 1517. In May of the 
following year, 1518, he was scheduled to give a defence of Augustine’s theology of human 
depravity in Heidelberg at the triennial gathering of the chapter of Augustinian monks to 
which he belonged.11 Here he presented twenty-eight theses, which are very confronting to 
the sinful human flesh seeking to establish its own dignity—either before or after coming to 
faith in Christ. We shall examine a number of them.12 
 The third thesis hits us like a brick: 

 
THESIS 3. Although the works of man always seem attractive and good, they are nevertheless likely to be 
mortal sins.13 
 

‘Mortal’ means ‘deadly’, ‘deserving of death’, ‘leading to death’. This is a saying that is 
virtually incomprehensible to unregenerate human flesh. Regenerate human flesh may find it 
no less difficult to take. But it accords well with one who, like Paul, knew himself to have 
been deservedly crucified with Christ. After many years of living by faith in the Son of God, 
Paul still regarded himself as ‘the foremost’ of sinners (1 Tim. 1:15).14 Paul said that those 
‘who worship in the Spirit of God and boast in Christ Jesus . . . have no confidence in the 
flesh’ (Phil. 3:3). Paul’s version of Luther’s Thesis 3 might well be: ‘So if you think you are 
standing, watch out that you do not fall’ (1 Cor. 10:12). Just when we think we are doing well 
is the moment we are in the greatest danger. This is in keeping with Proverbs 28:26 (NKJV): 
‘He who trusts in his own heart is a fool’. Once we know ourselves to have been deservedly 
crucified with Christ, we do well to have a healthy mistrust of anything we do or are capable 
of doing. 
 

                                                
 11  See Bainton, op.cit., pp. 86–87. 
 12  These are masterfully surveyed in Gerhard O. Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross: Reflections on Luther’s 
Heidelberg Disputation, 1518, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1997. See also G. C. Bingham, ‘The Theologies by Which 
Salvation Is Proclaimed’, NCTM Monday Pastors’ Study Group, 1st June 1998. 
 13  Forde, p. 30. 
 14  Some see a downward progression to this from regarding himself as ‘not at all inferior to these super-apostles’  
(2 Cor. 12:11), and ‘the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle’ (1 Cor. 15:9). But the ‘I am nothing’ of 2 Cor. 
12:11 would indicate that regarding himself as the foremost of sinners was Paul’s settled conviction from the moment of his 
conversion. 



 

 7 

 Without this settled attitude, Luther says, our works will be inevitably tainted: 
 
THESIS 7. The works of the righteous would be mortal sins if they would not be feared as mortal sins by 
the righteous themselves out of pious fear of God.15 
 

Note that Luther here is referring to those who have already been justified through faith in 
Christ—the ‘righteous’ who have a ‘pious fear of God’. The moment we have regard for 
something we have done as ‘pretty good’, Luther is saying, we are in mortal danger. Isaiah, 
after his encounter before the throne of God, would not have simply walked out of the temple 
saying, ‘OK, I get the message’. What happened to him there had entered into him. For the 
rest of his life he was before that throne of the holy God, and was walking in that presence 
‘out of pious fear of God’. That is where we are, as those who have been crucified with 
Christ. It is best not to trust anything that we do, finally and fully, as if it were some great 
thing. 
 Luther continued to press the point home: 

 
THESIS 11. Arrogance cannot be avoided or true hope be present unless the judgment of condemnation is 
feared in every work.16 
 

Again, this sounds harsh and strong to our ears. We may hear it implying that we are to be 
walking on eggshells all the time out of fear that we might lose our salvation. Luther certainly 
was not someone who was trying to walk on eggshells all the time! He had a robust faith in 
his Saviour that enabled him to say things as they are, fearlessly, in a very earthy fashion. 
Take, for instance, the full context of his oft-quoted ‘sin boldly’ in a letter he wrote to Philip 
Melanchthon:  

 
If you are a preacher of mercy, do not preach an imaginary but the true mercy. If the mercy is true, you 
must therefore bear the true, not an imaginary sin. God does not save those who are only imaginary 
sinners. Be a sinner, and let your sins be strong (sin boldly), but let your trust in Christ be stronger, 
and rejoice in Christ who is the victor over sin, death, and the world. We will commit sins while we 
are here, for this life is not a place where justice resides. We, however, says Peter (2 Peter 3:13) are 
looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth where justice will reign.17 
 

Martin Luther had a deep confidence in God, and a deep absence of any confidence in 
himself, which was well founded. If the judgement of condemnation is not feared in all we 
do—if that possibility is not there in our minds, not in a fearful way but simply in a realistic 
way—then arrogance cannot be avoided or true hope be present, because true hope is hope in 
God, not in ourselves. We have no righteousness but the righteousness of God by which we 
stand in Christ. 
 Luther proceeds by stating ‘contraries’ that, rightly considered, make good sense: 

 
THESIS 12. In the sight of God sins are then truly venial when they are feared by men to be mortal.18 
 

‘Venial’ means ‘forgivable’—that is, by virtue of the grace of God in Christ. In other words, 
if we are strutting out and doing lots of stuff and not fearing God in it at all, then it’s because 
we have already fallen in a hole. We are on firmer ground if we are realising that we have no 

                                                
 15  Forde, p. 38. 
 16  Forde, p. 46. 
 17  Letter 99, paragraph 13. Erika Bullmann Flores, tr. from: Dr. Martin Luther’s Saemmtliche Schriften, Dr. Johann 
Georg Walch ed. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, n.d.), vol. 15, cols. 2585–2590. Accessed through 
<http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Martin_Luther> on 28th January 2007. 
 18  Forde, p. 46. 
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confidence in ourselves to be able to do anything good, but we do have absolute confidence 
in God to do His works in us. Then, whether we do right or wrong, we are in God. Whatever 
we do amiss will be covered already by the wonderful forgiveness, because we are in that 
holy presence of God—the One who brings the hot coal to our lips. So we can live boldly and 
fully. There is a whole attitude of heart here which we can know only when we are not just 
looking at the cross, but are in the cross—crucified with Christ. 
 So we may be rightly suspicious of our own motives and actions, not in a self-destroying 
way but simply in a real way. If ever we find ourselves justifying ourselves in some action, 
then it is likely we are on the wrong ground. Someone has said that the real test of those who 
know that they are justified by Christ is that they never have to justify themselves. They 
never have to set out to do that, because their justification—right or wrong—is already 
secured in Christ. 
 We are able to be this way because, now that we have been impacted by the cross, we take 
seriously our fallen condition. We realise how far we have gone: we have fallen short of the 
glory of God. Our will, by which we have determined to rebel against God, cannot be 
trusted—that which P. T. Forsyth described as our final stronghold of resistance against God: 
‘our will is our dearest life, the thing we cling to most and give up last’.19 As he did later 
against the humanist Erasmus, Luther asserted that our wills are not free: 

 
THESIS 13. Free will, after the fall, exists in name only, and as long as it does what it is able to do it 
commits a mortal sin.20 
 

As long as our will is operating out of itself, all our choices will be awry. This will always be 
the case, whether before or after we are redeemed. 
 Luther does acknowledge that we are capable of doing good, but only as that is given to us 
from God: 

 
THESIS 14. Free will, after the fall, has power to do good only in a passive capacity, but it can always do 
evil in an active capacity.21 
 

This accords with what Jesus said to the rich young man: ‘Why do you call me good? No one 
is good but God alone’ (Mark 10:18)—all goodness is from God, including Jesus’ own 
goodness—and with what Paul says: ‘I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in 
my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it’ (Rom. 7:18). What did Luther mean by 
‘a passive capacity’? In his proof of this thesis he used this example: a corpse could be said to 
have a passive capacity for life because it can be raised from the dead!22 This makes clear 
that life, and goodness, can come only by divine power, from outside. Even as a redeemed 
person, Paul had to say: ‘when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand’ (Rom. 
7:21).23 This dynamic is what led him to cry out: ‘Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue 
me from this body of death?’ (Rom. 7:24). 
 Even before the fall, Luther rightly insists, the human will had an incapacity to do good of 
itself: 

 
THESIS 15. Nor could free will remain in a state of innocence, much less do good, in an active capacity, 
but only in its passive capacity.24 

                                                
 19  P. T. Forsyth, The Cruciality of the Cross, 1910, reprinted NCPI, Blackwood, 1984, p. 192. 
  20  Forde, p. 52. 
  21  Forde, p. 54. 
 22  Forde, p. 55. 
 23  We will examine the whole of Romans 7 in a later study. 
 24  Forde, p. 56. 
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Jesus himself said to his Father, ‘Not my will but yours be done’ (Luke 22:42). The myth of 
our ‘independence’ as human beings is the great lie perpetrated by Satan, and the great sin on 
the part of human beings. Even in our original created state we were dependent on and in 
relationship with God for all things—life and goodness included. If this was the case before 
we sinned, how much more is it the case afterwards—including the time after we have been 
redeemed, while in this life evil still remains close at hand? Our so-called ‘freewill’ is not 
innocent. We make choices that are very self-interested. We can acknowledge what is right, 
but when we try to put that into effect, it often doesn’t work out that way. Even our motives 
are never entirely unmixed. 
 Sometimes we try to make up for that by trying harder from ourselves to lift our game. 
Luther says that this only makes matters worse: 

 
THESIS 16. The person who believes that he can obtain grace by doing what is in him adds sin to sin so 
that he becomes doubly guilty.25 
 

As long as we are trusting ourselves to somehow get it right, Luther’s words will give us no 
comfort. All our comfort is to be found only in Christ and in his saving gospel: 

 
THESIS 17. Nor does speaking in this manner give cause for despair, but for arousing the desire to 
humble oneself and seek the grace of Christ.26 
 

That is so simple, and beautiful. All that Luther says in these theses should arouse in us the 
desire and the absolute necessity and the unavoidable need to humble ourselves and seek the 
grace of Christ, which is so good and true. What does God say in Isaiah 66:2? 

 
this is the one to whom I will look,  
   to the humble and contrite in spirit, 
   who trembles at my word. 

 
There is a despair that we may rightly have: 

 
THESIS 18. It is certain that man must utterly despair of his own ability before he is prepared to receive 
the grace of Christ.27 
 

Here we are back to something very like the reality of being crucified with Christ. But, as we 
have been seeing, this is a ‘despair’ that is to be maintained also after we have received the 
grace of Christ. Anything else is based on a prideful falsehood. 
 This is not to say that we will never produce anything that is good. We have been made to 
participate in the very works of God, through our faith-relationship with Him: 

 
THESIS 26. The law says, ‘do this,’ and it is never done. Grace says, ‘believe in this,’ and everything is 
already done.28 
 

This is consistent with the words of Jesus, ‘This is the work of God, that you believe in him 
whom he has sent’ (John 6:29), and that ‘the one who believes in me will also do the works 
that I do’ (John 14:12); and the words of Peter, that we ‘may become participants of the 
divine nature’ (2 Pet. 1:4). 
                                                
 25  Forde, p. 59. 
 26  Forde, p. 63. 
 27  Forde, p. 65. 
 28  Forde. p. 107. 
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 Luther, however, leaves us in no doubt as to where these works come from: 
 
THESIS 27. Rightly speaking, therefore, the work of Christ should be called the operative power, and our 
work, the operation; so our operation is pleasing to God by the grace of the operative power.29 
 

The ‘operative power’ is the work of Christ—on the cross, and right through history—and 
our work is the operation of the operative power, which is the work of Christ, and is thereby 
pleasing to God. 
 

Questions for Reflection: 

• What cherished notions of ours do these theses set out to demolish? 
• Where do we find ourselves with regard to these theses? 

TO PROMOTE HIS GLORY 

Even so, we are well advised not to set much store by anything that we do. How much is 
anything we do really worth? Such an assessment is not up to us, but is up to God. And, 
whether it is ‘worth’ something or not, the issue is how God handles it according to His good 
purpose. I have always been moved by this little story of Jean Nicholas Grou, who was a 
faithful Roman Catholic priest in France at the troubled time of the French Revolution in the 
1790’s: 

 
Père Grou was the author of various works, classical as well as theological. One of the latter, ‘Traité 
dogmatique de la vraie religion,’ undertaken at the request of Monseigneur de Beaumont, Archbishop of 
Paris, and costing fourteen years of labour, was burnt at Paris sometime later. On receiving the tidings, 
Père Grou’s only remark was, ‘If the work could serve God, He would have preserved it; but He will 
make use of some other more profitable servant than I am, to promote His Glory.’30 
 

We can see from this that he had absolutely no self-interest at all in what he’d been doing—
all had been to the glory of God.31 It is not as if he had written this great theological work off 
his own bat. All of it was godly work: 

 
He never began to write without praying that his work might be blessed, nor can we wonder that he 
believed himself to be guided by God to labour for His Glory. ‘I write nothing of myself,’ he says; ‘God 
directs my pen; I often take it up not knowing what I am about to say, and sometimes I marvel at the 
thoughts suggested to me. If God gives me “de quoi,” I write freely; if not, I wait His Will.’ During his 
latter years he ceased to write, saying that ‘God did not give him de quoi.’32 
 

So it was fourteen years of God-inspired work lost. But then, that is God’s business. 
 We can take one step back from that, and admire it as devout piety, or despise it as pitiful 
weakness. Neither of those come close to where it actually is, in the heart of the cross and the 
grace of God. We can do the same with Paul’s words of being ‘content with weak-
nesses . . . for the sake of Christ’, that he may know Christ’s power (see 2 Cor. 11:30–12:10), 
and still be no closer to the reality. 
 
                                                
 29  Forde, p. 110. 
 30  From the Preface to The Hidden Life of the Soul, from the French of Jean Nicholas Grou, ed. W. H. Hutchings, 
Longmans Green and Co. Ltd, London, 1936, p. v. 
 31  And we get upset when our computer dumps a load of stuff that we cannot retrieve! 
 32  Grou, pp. v–vi. 
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 Psalms 131 and 123 may hold us in the right place: 
 

O LORD, my heart is not lifted up,  
   my eyes are not raised too high;  
I do not occupy myself with things  
   too great and too marvelous for me.  
But I have calmed and quieted my soul, 
   like a weaned child with its mother;  
   my soul is like the weaned child that is with me. 
O Israel, hope in the LORD  
   from this time on and forevermore (Ps. 131). 
 
To you I lift up my eyes,  
   O you who are enthroned in the heavens!  
As the eyes of servants  
   look to the hand of their master,  
as the eyes of a maid  
   to the hand of her mistress,  
so our eyes look to the LORD our God,  
   until he has mercy upon us.  
Have mercy upon us, O LORD, have mercy upon us, 
   for we have had more than enough of contempt.  
Our soul has had more than its fill  
   of the scorn of those who are at ease,  
   of the contempt of the proud (Ps. 123). 

 
 Martin Luther received a mixed response to his twenty-eight theses at Heidelberg. One 
response was: ‘If the peasants heard you say that, they would stone you’.33 This is the 
response of the commonality of proud human flesh. On the other hand, Luther was feted by 
his fellow Augustinian monks for upholding the party line of their great founder (of 1,100 
years before), over against the upstart Dominican monks (from only about 300 years before), 
who were preaching the evil sale of indulgences! This is no less the response of proud human 
flesh. 
 I trust that what has come to us here will evoke neither response, but rather might bring us 
to be humble before God, in the great grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

                                                
 33  Bainton,  p. 86. 
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ALIVE TO GOD: CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Study Seven 

THE PERSON OF ROMANS SEVEN 

In considering what it means for a believer to have been crucified with Christ, we are looking 
at how we are to regard ourselves in relation to the sin we have been delivered from. We have 
seen that, once we have been forgiven and cleansed and delivered from the guilt of our sin by 
the saving grace of God in Christ, sin does not then disappear from our radar screen. On the 
contrary, we then become aware of our sin—with loathing, dismay and shame (see Ezek. 
36:31–32)—in a way that we never could before. The grace given and the faith assigned by 
God bring us to a sober estimate of ourselves and what we are capable of (see Rom. 12:3), as 
‘a people humble and lowly’ who now seek refuge in God alone (Zeph. 3:12). 
 This goes against much triumphalist Christian teaching today with regard to victorious 
Christian living. While that teaching seeks to reassure and encourage believers in the reality 
of their forgiveness and the power of the Spirit for full and authentic living, it may leave 
them disturbed and unprotected in the face of the common experience of ongoing and 
indwelling sin in the lives of believers. 
 The experience of ongoing and indwelling sin in the lives of believers may be made light 
of, as something of minor significance compared with the greatness of our salvation and 
forgiveness. It may be accommodated, or somehow excused, as something inevitable that we 
need to be able to ride with, without too much discomfort. It may bear upon some as an 
unrelieved constant dull ache, with consequent dampening and disabling effects. It may drive 
some to despair. It may be denied altogether, as by those who consider that they are now 
capable of living in sinless perfection. No consideration of this experience, however, can 
bypass what Paul the apostle tells us in Romans 7. 

Questions for Reflection 

• In what ways has the question of ongoing and indwelling sin in the life of believers 
been raised for us? 

• In what ways have we sought to address it? 

SIN AND THE LAW OF GOD 

Paul is speaking in Romans 7 to people who know the law of God (see Rom. 7:1). Some take 
it from this that he is addressing only Jews, even non-Christian Jews.1 The whole letter is 

                                                
1  William Dumbrell sees it as addressing the situation faced by Jews who continue to believe and practice as such after 

the event of the cross of Christ, which has replaced the Mosaic covenant with the New Covenant. Thus he says: ‘Christian 
experience is not being referred to in Romans 7:13–25’. He refers it instead to ‘Non-Christian Jewish experience’, and says: 
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addressed to those in Rome ‘who are called to belong to Jesus Christ’ (Rom. 1:6–7), and it is 
evident that this included both Jews and Gentiles.2 The law of Moses was widely known and 
practiced in such settings.3 
 Some of the statements already made by Paul regarding the law of God may have raised 
concerns among some of his hearers: 

 
For ‘no human being will be justified in his sight’ by deeds prescribed by the law, for through the law 
comes the knowledge of sin (Rom. 3:20). 
 
For the law brings wrath (Rom. 4:15). 
 
But law came in, with the result that the trespass multiplied (Rom. 5:20). 
 

To these we could add: 
 
For all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse (Gal. 3:10). 
 

Such statements could cause some to wonder whether Paul was writing off the law of God as 
something evil. Paul sets out in Romans 7 to reassure them on that score and to set the record 
straight. In doing so, he also says some of the most profound words ever written about the 
human condition. 
 First Paul uses an illustration from marriage to make the point that a state of being bound 
by the law can come to an end when a death occurs: 

 
Do you not know, brothers and sisters—for I am speaking to those who know the law—that the law is 
binding on a person only during that person’s lifetime? Thus a married woman is bound by the law to her 
husband as long as he lives; but if her husband dies, she is discharged from the law concerning the 
husband. Accordingly, she will be called an adulteress if she lives with another man while her husband is 
alive. But if her husband dies, she is free from that law, and if she marries another man, she is not an 
adulteress (Rom. 7:1–3). 
 

Paul now applies this to any who may have been trusting a special relationship they thought 
they had to the law of God, by saying that in the death of Christ they have been released from 
that to belong to Christ himself in his risen life: 

 
In the same way, my friends, you have died to the law through the body of Christ, so that you may 
belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead in order that we may bear fruit for God. 
While we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members 
to bear fruit for death. But now we are discharged from the law, dead to that which held us captive, so 
that we are slaves not under the old written code but in the new life of the Spirit (Rom. 7:4–6). 
 

 In saying this, Paul has again made statements that appear to place the law of God in a bad 
light—particularly: ‘our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to 
bear fruit for death’, and speaking of the law as ‘that which held us captive’. These state-
ments are going to need further elucidation, which he will give. They also raise again the 
question as to whether or not the law of God is evil, which he now sets out to answer. To do 
so, he draws upon his own personal experience of the relationship of the law to sin: 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
‘Romans 7 most plausibly refers to some ongoing Jewish experience viewed by Paul from a Christian perspective’ (William 
J. Dumbrell, Romans: A New Covenant Commentary, Wipf & Stock Publishers, Eugene, 2005, p. 79). 

2  See the greetings in Rom. 16:1–16 and, for example, the issues addressed in chapters 1–3. 
3  The letter to the Galatians, another ‘Gentile’ church, gives ample evidence of this. 
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What then should we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if it had not been for the law, I would 
not have known sin. I would not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You shall not 
covet.’ But sin, seizing an opportunity in the commandment, produced in me all kinds of covetousness. 
Apart from the law sin lies dead. I was once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment came, 
sin revived and I died, and the very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me. For sin, 
seizing an opportunity in the commandment, deceived me and through it killed me. So the law is holy, 
and the commandment is holy and just and good (Rom. 7:7–12). 
 

This leaves the reader in no doubt as to Paul’s understanding of the unsullied goodness of the 
law of God. It is sin in the human heart, which Paul has documented fully in Romans 1:18–
3:20, which perversely uses the law as ‘a fulcrum by which sin can lever the sinner’4 into 
multiple outward acts of sin, as the sinner now openly defies the explicit commandment that 
gives outward expression to the very nature of God that the sinner has already inwardly 
despised.5 This too will receive further elucidation by Paul. 
 Meanwhile, Paul secures his conclusion, and shows that this action of exposing and bring-
ing sin out into the open in proliferating practice is a victory of the good law of God: 

 
Did what is good, then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, working death in me through what is 
good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might become sinful 
beyond measure (Rom. 7:13). 
 

This parallels what Paul designates as the action of the wrath of God against sin in Romans 
1:18–32, where God gives sinners over to the sin that is in their hearts, as it comes out 
relentlessly in every vile practice. Geoffrey Bingham comments: 

 
. . . the law itself was not wrong. It was sin using the law that was wrong, but then the irony of it was that 
sin, by pressing too hard, exposed itself for what it was—sin! It over-reached itself, and was shown up in 
all its evil practice. To use Paul’s words, it was shown as ‘sinful beyond measure’. Well, this was a 
victory of the law.6 

Question for Reflection 

• What has been our experience of sin being exposed, aroused or awakened by the 
action of the law of God? 

PAUL AND THE LAW OF GOD 

We note that Paul here is talking about his own experience, though it is likely that, in giving 
these words a wider application, he is speaking of himself as typical of every sinner.7  

                                                
4  Geoffrey Bingham, An Introduction to the Epistle to the Romans, unpublished, n.d., ch. 7, p. 4. 
5  What do we see through a ‘No Shooting’ sign? Bullet holes! The promulgation of the prohibition brings out into 

blatant action against it the inner rebellion. 
6  Bingham, Romans, ch. 7, p. 5. 
7  ‘Paul can use “I” when he is referring to people in general. Thus he writes to the Corinthians, “If I speak in the 

tongues of men and of angels, but have not love . . .” (1 Cor. 13:1), where it is impossible to hold that he means the words to 
apply to himself only. He is referring to something that is true of everybody, but he makes it more vivid by applying the 
words to himself’ (Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1992, p. 277). Certainly Rom. 7:7–13 
fit well with the account of the man and woman in Gen. 2–4; but that is, as Paul has said in Rom. 5:12, the story of us all, 
and so of each one of us. Sanday and Headlam posit: ‘It is not a literal photograph of any one stage in the Apostle’s career, 
but it is a constructive picture drawn by him in bold lines from elements supplied to him by self-introspection’. William 
Sanday and Arthur C. Headlam, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Epistle to the Romans, T. & T. Clark, 
Edinburgh, 1975, p. 186. 
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 Verses 7–13 are in the past tense. What time is Paul referring to? When was it that ‘sin, 
seizing an opportunity in the commandment, produced in me all kinds of covetousness’? It 
would appear that here ‘Paul is referring to his preconversion experience’.8 When was Paul 
‘alive apart from the law’? Some question whether, as a person ‘circumcised on the eighth 
day . . . a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee’ (Phil. 3:5), Paul would ever 
have said of himself that he was at any time ‘apart from the law’? Some refer this to the so-
called ‘innocence’ of childhood, before consciousness of the law takes hold,9 or to ‘the life of 
the natural man, the happy pagan, the person who lives cheerfully with no reference to law 
and with an untroubled conscience’.10 Paul may be using the word ‘alive’ here in an ironical 
sense: certainly there was a time when he considered that he was, ‘as to righteousness under 
the law, blameless’ (Phil. 3:6). But this was when his confidence was in his own flesh, before 
he looked to Christ alone to be justified (see Phil. 3:3–9). 
 What about: ‘when the commandment came, sin revived and I died, and the very com-
mandment that promised life proved to be death to me. For sin, seizing an opportunity in the 
commandment, deceived me and through it killed me’ (Rom. 7:9–11)? What time in Paul’s 
experience might this be referring to? Moffat translates: ‘the command came home to me’.11 
Paul’s language here is reminiscent of Galatians 2:19: ‘For through the law I died to the law, 
so that I might live to God’. This he identified as the time when he knew himself to have 
been ‘crucified with Christ’. It would appear that the full import of the holy law of God, and 
the deathly nature of his own sin and its rightful condemnation, all came to Paul in the same 
moment, when he was confronted with Jesus as the crucified and risen Messiah, ‘the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal. 2:20). 
 Alexander Whyte (1836–1921), a Scottish preacher in Edinburgh, put it tellingly: 

 
Putting his whole life before his conversion into his own so vivid and so powerful words, Paul tells us 
that he was at one time ‘alive without the law’. He was what he calls alive as long as the holy law of God 
remained wholly outside of his inward life. But when the law of God, in all its intense spirituality, really 
penetrated into Paul’s mind, and heart, and conscience, and imagination, then he died—died, he means, 
to all his previous self-righteousness, self-satisfaction, self-complacency, self-importance, and to all 
peace with God and with himself. To all that Paul was henceforth as good as a dead man. When the holy 
law of God really entered Paul’s conscience and demanded of him that on pain of death and hell he must 
not covet what any other man possesses, nor envy any other man, nor hate any other man, nor have any 
ill-will at any other man, nor think, nor speak, nor do against any other man what he would not like to 
have thought or spoken or done against himself—that so holy, so spiritual, and so heart-searching law of 
God he found to be absolutely death and hell to him. You all understand that, I am sure. At any rate, as 
many of you as have come through that same heart-searching and heart-breaking experience; and 
especially as many of you as are passing more and more through that same heart-searching and heart-
breaking experience every day you live.12 

Question for Reflection 

• What is it of the revelation of Christ, crucified for us and raised to life and lordship, 
that brings through to us, as nothing else can, the full import of the holy law of God? 

                                                
8  Morris, Romans, p. 277. 
9  Sanday and Headlam, Romans, p. 180. 
10  Morris, Romans, p. 281. 
11  Morris, Romans, p. 281. See further below. 
12  Sermon: ‘So Then’, by Alexander Whyte, The Spiritual Life: The Teaching of Thomas Goodwin as Received and 

Reissued, pp. 109–120; as reproduced on <http://www.geocities.com/athens/olympus/4199/sothen.htm>, accessed 27 Feb. 
2007. 
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THE INNER CONFLICT 

In Romans 7:14–25, Paul changes from the past tense to the present. If verses 7–13 refer to 
the time up to and including his conversion, what time is he now referring to here? 

 
For we know that the law is spiritual; but I am of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin. I do not 
understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. Now if I do what I 
do not want, I agree that the law is good. But in fact it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within 
me. For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I 
cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I 
do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.  
 So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the 
law of God in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind, 
making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will 
rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, with my 
mind I am a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh I am a slave to the law of sin (Rom. 7:14–25). 
 

 If Paul is speaking about himself—and the strength of the language here indicates that he 
is referring to something profoundly personal rather than just general—is he talking about the 
time before or after he was converted? It is a measure of the significance of this passage that 
this question has been much disputed. Leon Morris summarises: 

 
In the early church most people thought that Paul was here referring to the unregenerate state. Augustine 
held this at first, but more mature reflection caused him to affirm that what Paul said was true of the 
regenerate, too. This view came to be widely accepted, and throughout the Middle Ages most exegetes 
saw the passage this way. There was a variety of opinion at the Reformation, with thinkers like Erasmus 
favouring the reference to the unregenerate and Luther, Calvin, and others seeing Paul as speaking of the 
regenerate. Subsequently Arminians and Pietists have tended to take the passage of the unregenerate, 
while those in the Calvinist tradition have argued that the regenerate are in mind. In recent times 
Kümmel, Bultmann, and Althaus are cited as leading holders of the view that sees the unregenerate in the 
passage, with Nygren and Cranfield stoutly contending for the regenerate. It cannot be said that there is 
anything like a consensus. 
 With such a long-lasting and sometimes bitter division, it is clear that the problem is a difficult one. 
Strong arguments are brought forward for both points of view. It is important to approach the subject 
bearing this in mind and with a sympathetic understanding of those who view things differently.13 
 

 It is understandable why people would want to take this passage as referring to Paul’s 
preconversion experience. Paul says: ‘I am of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin’ (Rom. 
7:14). Sin is depicted as still being stronger than he is in himself, and as that which holds him 
captive and enslaved (see Rom. 7:23, 25). This appears to be very different from what Paul 
has already said of those who ‘have been united with Christ in his death’ (Rom. 6:5), so that 
‘we might no longer be enslaved to sin . . . For sin will have no dominion over you, since you 
are not under law but under grace’ (Rom. 6:6, 14). Paul later goes on to say: ‘the law of the 
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death’ (Rom. 8:2). We 
do note, however, that those in this condition still need to be reminded: ‘you are not in the 
flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you’ (Rom. 8:9), and need to be 
exhorted: ‘do not let sin exercise dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their 
passions’ (Rom. 6:12). It would appear that, for those who are in Christ, the practice of 
righteousness is by no means automatic, and sin is still capable of exercising dominion. Paul 
exhorts us on the understanding that we are now able to make right choices in this regard: 

 

                                                
13  Morris, Romans, pp. 284–5. 
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No longer present your members to sin as instruments of wickedness, but present yourselves to God as 
those who have been brought from death to life, and present your members to God as instruments of 
righteousness (Rom. 6:13). 
 

 Some may say: ‘Is not the Christian life one of “righteousness and peace and joy in the 
Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17), rather than inner conflict?’ Certainly, ‘since we are justified by 
faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have 
obtained access to this grace in which we stand; and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory 
of God’ (Rom. 5:1–2). This, however, does not exempt us from inner conflict and 
contradiction—it may indeed exacerbate it: ‘we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the 
Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies’ (Rom. 
8:23). The phrase ‘the redemption of our bodies’ here is a reference to the resurrection from 
the dead on the last day. In Romans 8:10–11, Paul speaks of those for whom ‘Christ is in 
you’, for whom ‘the Spirit is life because of righteousness’, but for whom ‘the body is dead 
because of sin’. For them, ‘he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal 
bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you’—that is, on the day of resurrection 
(compare Rom. 6:5–8). Is that when we will be rescued from ‘this body of death’ (Rom. 
7:24)? 
 Some note that neither Jesus Christ nor the Spirit is mentioned in the body of this passage. 
They take it from this that the passage is referring to a time when neither is present in the life 
of the person, but that, with the coming of deliverance through Jesus Christ (Rom. 7:25), and 
with the coming of the Spirit (Rom. 8:2), this has now changed (note the ‘now’ in Rom. 
8:1—though it is not ‘but now’, but ‘therefore now’), and the former situation no longer 
applies. The reiteration of the situation in the second part of verse 25, after the mention of 
Jesus Christ, is an embarrassment to this point of view—one translation even resorts, without 
any textual warrant, to placing this second half of verse 25 before verse 24!14 Paul has 
already spoken, back in verse 6, of being ‘in the new life of the Spirit’, and it could be that he 
is continuing to speak of that state in the present tense from verse 14. 
 Some ask: ‘Could one who has already been rescued by Christ cry out: “Wretched man 
that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?” (Rom. 7:24)’? The answer depends 
on the expected timing of the rescue that Paul is referring to: is it the deliverance that comes 
when we believe in Christ, or is it the deliverance that will come on the day of resurrection? 
Paul’s ‘Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!’ (Rom. 7:25) is paralleled by a 
similar cry in 1 Corinthians 15:57, ‘thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our 
Lord Jesus Christ’, where the reference is clearly to the resurrection from the dead on the last 
day. This, as we have seen, figures largely in Paul’s thinking in Romans 8, and elsewhere. 
 In favour of Romans 7:14–25 referring to Paul’s post-conversion experience, we need to 
take a number of considerations into account. Leon Morris, on the basis of an examination of 
the language used, concludes: ‘Paul’s language, the way he chooses to express himself, 
points more naturally to his present experience than to his recollection of the past’.15 It is the 
supposed impossibility of this referring to Paul in the present, rather than the language used, 
that drives the alternative interpretation. 
 Paul’s own accounts of his preconversion experience have no hint of any such anguished 
conflict as we find in Romans 7:14–25. Before his conversion he had untroubled confidence 
in his zeal for God and his obedience to the law: ‘I was violently persecuting the church of 

                                                
14  Moffat, accepted by Dodd and others; see Morris, Romans, p. 297, where he comments: ‘it is hazardous to set our 

view of what Paul ought to have said against all the evidence’. 
15  Morris, Romans, p. 285: ‘the string of present tenses is impressive and difficult to refer to something that lies wholly 

in the past. It is also pointed out that Paul uses the emphatic ego six times in this passage, which more naturally points to 
Paul as he is than to Paul as he was.’ 
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God and was trying to destroy it. I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of 
the same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors’ (Gal. 1:13–14); 
‘circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a 
Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as 
to righteousness under the law, blameless’ (Phil. 3:5–6). Those who postulate a process of 
‘difficulties and struggles’16 leading up to the crisis of Paul’s conversion do so without basis 
in the text. 
 If we want to know how Paul viewed the unbeliever, we need to look back at Romans 
1:18–3:20. There we find ‘God-haters’ (1:30), who applaud those who practice things that 
God has decreed deserve death (1:32), ‘those who are self-seeking and who obey not the truth 
but wickedness’ (2:8), for whom ‘there is no fear of God before their eyes’ (3:18). The 
picture there is rather different from what is here in Romans 7:14–25. 
 Most telling is the orientation of Paul’s ‘mind’ and ‘will’ and ‘inmost self’. He is able to 
say: 

 
I agree that the law is good (Rom. 7:16). 
 
I can will what is right (Rom. 7:18). 
 
the good I want . . . the evil I do not want (Rom. 7:19). 
 
if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it (Rom. 7:20, compare 7:17). 
 
I delight in the law of God in my inmost self (Rom. 7:22). 
 
with my mind I am a slave to the law of God (Rom. 7:25). 
 

This is not the mindset belonging to one of whom Paul says: ‘the mind that is set on the flesh 
is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law—indeed it cannot’ (Rom. 8:7). Rather, it is 
the attitude of one to whom the promise of the new covenant has been fulfilled: 

 
I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts (Jer. 31:33); 
 

to whom God has also said: 
 
I will be their God, and they shall be my people . . . I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin 
no more (Jer. 31:33, 34). 
 

 Nevertheless, Paul’s experience is of not doing the good that he wants to do, but doing the 
evil he now hates, under the power of sin that dwells within him, in his flesh. This is the 
conflict experienced by those to whom the Spirit of God has come: 

 
For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for 
these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want (Gal. 5:17). 
 

To these Paul urges: ‘Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh’ 
(Gal. 5:16). 
 Leon Morris concludes: ‘with every respect to those who take the opposite opinion I do 
not see how it can be denied that what Paul says refers to the regenerate’.17 He goes on to 
appeal frankly to the actual experience of every believer, honestly assessed: 

                                                
16  Sanday and Headlam, Romans, p. 187. 
17  Morris, Romans, p. 287. 
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For surely this is the experience of the believer. No believer is completely sinless. He is still a sinner, no 
matter how much out of character his sin is. He feels dreadful about it. Then why does he do it? He 
simply does not understand (v. 15). In view of all that Christ has done for him and the resources Christ 
makes available for him, surely he should have resisted the temptation? He does not want to sin. He 
knows that. He knows that he ought not to sin. But he is weak (‘in the flesh’). Because he does not want 
to sin he can say with Paul, ‘I do what I do not want to do’ (v. 16). When he reflects on that sin he is apt 
to say, ‘nothing good lives in me’ (v. 18). But he cannot deny his responsibility; his sin proceeds from 
what he is. He knows that he did it himself. But his regret is deep and genuine, and he cries, ‘O wretched 
man that I am!’ The sin is not the product of the regeneration; it takes place despite regeneration. There is 
that within the believer (the old Adam?) which leads him to sin even when he does not want to. And 
when he sins he cannot but see that there is a power of evil that is too strong for him; thus he is enslaved 
to sin (v. 14), a prisoner (v. 23). But his inability to explain how he, a regenerate and redeemed person, 
falls into sin does not give him license to deny either the fact of his sin or the fact of his regeneration. On 
the wider view this is not the whole story. Most of the time and characteristically the believer is on top, 
victorious over evil and at peace. But at the moment he realizes that he has sinned it is the whole story 
for the person with a sensitive conscience (cf. Ps. 38:3–5,18 and notice what the vision of the Lord did to 
the prophet, Isa. 6:519). Paul is giving expression to the horror of sin committed. It matters little that the 
sin is occasional. This is the way the sensitive believer views it when it happens. 
 It is worth bearing in mind that the great saints through the ages do not commonly say, ‘How good I 
am!’ Rather, they are apt to bewail their sinfulness. ‘Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man’ (Luke 
5:8) is the authentic cry not of someone who does not believe, but of someone who does.20 
 

Alexander Whyte had this to say about the expression ‘sold under sin’: 
 
Then, again, ‘sold under sin’—that is another terrible experience and terrible expression of the Apostle. 
Sold under that cruelest and hatefulest of all slave-driving masters. And then this wonderful saint and 
wonderful writer proceeds to open us to all his like-minded readers his own innermost experience as a 
slave sold under sin. Like a sold slave Paul pants to be free. But he soon finds that perfect freedom from 
the tyranny of his indwelling sin is absolutely impossible to him. A slave’s will is free. No master, the 
most tyrannical, can chain up a slave’s will; while all the time his hands and his feet are bound fast in 
fetters of iron. But no fetters were ever riveted on any slave’s hands and feet that he so hated, and so 
cursed, and so kicked against as Paul hated, and cursed, and kicked against those fetters of indwelling sin 
under the cruel dominion of which he so continually agonized. Yes, great thanks be to God, Paul’s will is 
free . . . Paul’s whole will was now wholly set upon always thinking and feeling and wishing what was 
good, both toward God and toward all men. But with all that there were still the remains of his original 
sin lurking deep down in his imperfectly sanctified heart. And thus it was that his better mind and better 
will were so often forerun and forestalled; overrun and overrun by the uprush of the inward sinfulness 
that still dwelt deep down within him. In the most heart-breaking chapter that ever was written in this 
world the greatest writer in this world displays to us the supreme tragedy of this world—that is to say, his 
sanctified mind and will everlastingly warring within him against his still unrenewed heart—everlast-
ingly warring within him till he is the wretchedest man on the face of the earth; just because in his mind 
and in his will he is the holiest of men.21 

                                                
18  Ps. 38:3–5 says: 

 
There is no soundness in my flesh 
   because of your indignation; 
there is no health in my bones 
   because of my sin. 
For my iniquities have gone over my head; 
   they weigh like a burden too heavy for me. 
My wounds grow foul and fester 
   because of my foolishness. 
 

19  ‘Woe is me! I am lost.’ 
20  Morris, Romans, pp. 287–8. Leon Morris is usually content to examine and set forth all the options, and let his 

encyclopaedic scholarship speak for itself, while expressing a cautious and considered opinion. That he should venture to 
speak with such personal freedom on this issue indicates the heart from which his scholarship has come. 

21  Alexander Whyte, The Spiritual Life, pp. 109–120. 
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Questions for Reflection 

• What is it that would make us concur with this assessment of indwelling sin in the 
believer? 

• What is it that would make us want to deny or evade this assessment of indwelling sin 
in the believer? 

NOTHING GOOD DWELLS WITHIN ME 

Why is it that we would want to make out that Romans 7:14–25 is not the experience of a 
believer in Christ? 
 One reason is the requirement for neat logical consistency, within the parameters of our 
present understanding. If Paul has already said, ‘sin will have no dominion over you’ (Rom. 
6:14), and if he is going on to say, ‘There is therefore now no condemnation for those who 
are in Christ Jesus’ (Rom. 8:1), why would Paul be saying here that he is ‘sold into slavery 
under sin’ (Rom. 7:14)? Hence the various attempts to rearrange or give alternative explan-
ations to the text. Handley Moule comments: ‘the subject is too deep—and too practical—for 
neat logical consistency’.22 Underlying this desire, however, may be the propensity of the 
flesh to want still to have some justification by virtue of its own works. None of us will be 
brought to admit readily that ‘nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh’ (Rom. 
7:18), and that in ourselves we are incapable of moral achievement. 
 So we still want to be able to say that the situation in Romans 7:14–25 is something that 
we can get over and move on from. This is approached in different ways by different 
commentators. There is a common expectation that the gospel, rightly applied and practiced, 
can get us out of this dilemma in this life. For Dumbrell, the gospel is the ‘good thing’ that 
comes to dwell in us (to make up the lack—‘no good thing’ in v. 18), so that ‘the “I”, who is 
capable of better things, becomes transformed’. He claims: ‘the typical Jew has a great desire 
to do the law but he cannot carry through his intention because of lack of spiritual power’. 
The implication is that the gospel will supply this lack.23 While Dumbrell does acknowledge 
that ‘for the Christian, life continues to be a struggle’, and admits that for Christians as well 
as Jews, ‘the flesh . . . is a continuing problem’, it would appear to be of minor significance, 
since ‘the Christian walks habitually according to the Spirit (8:4, 5)’.24 The fact that the 
Christian needs to be exhorted to ‘walk by the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:16, RSV) perhaps indicates that 
this is not as habitual as we might like it to be. Sanday and Headlam foster a similar genteel 
optimism with regard to human nature. They consider that ‘the higher stages of the spiritual 
life seem to be really excluded’ from Romans 7:14–24, because ‘The sigh of relief in ver. 25 
marks a dividing line between a period of conflict and a period where conflict is practically 
ended’.25 They see the law as a stage in ‘the evolution of the Divine plan’ which ‘needed to 
be supplemented. And it was just this supplementing that Christianity brought.’26 Such 
approaches imply that human beings can be saved by addition or improvement. They can 
underestimate the extent to which fallen human nature is ‘estranged and hostile in mind, 
doing evil deeds’ (Col. 1:21), needing to be put to death before it can be made alive. 

                                                
22  Handley C. G. Moule, The Epistle of St. Paul to the Romans, Pickering and Inglis, London, n.d. (New Edition—

Second Impression), p. 194. 
23  Dumbrell, Romans, p. 80. 
24  Dumbrell, Romans, p. 79. 
25  Sanday and Headlam, Romans, p. 185. 
26  Sanday and Headlam, Romans, p. 188. 
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 It could be that a right estimate of human nature as created—fallen or unfallen—is 
required. What inherent goodness do we have in ourselves? When Jesus was addressed as 
‘Good Teacher’, Jesus responded: ‘Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone’ 
(Mark 10:17–18). Jesus was not saying he was bad or evil. He claimed to do ‘many good 
works’ (John 10:32), and questioned whether he could be convicted of sin (see John 8:46). 
Jesus was saying that all goodness he has is from the Father, not from himself (as in John 
5:19–20; 8:28; 14:10). Is not this the true human condition—dependent on God for ‘life and 
breath and everything’ (Acts 17:25 RSV; compare Gen. 2:7), goodness included—both 
before and after the fall? Was it not our pretence at having some independent ground on 
which we could stand, and some moral capability of our own (‘the knowledge of good and 
evil’, Gen. 2:17), that got us into this deep trouble? And does not our redemption restore us 
and take us on into wonderful oneness with and dependence upon God in all things (as in 
Rev. 21:3, 6–7)? It could be that Paul, when he says, ‘nothing good dwells within me’ (Rom. 
7:18), even though he is aware of indwelling sin (vv. 17, 20), is simply stating what is true of 
every human being, as created, as fallen, and as redeemed. All our goodness is only ever to 
be from our Father. Any self-reliant apartness from Him is sin and death.27 
 Geoffrey Bingham sets it out this way: 

 
Paul then adds what was common knowledge—the law was spiritual, but Paul was not. He was—of him-
self—‘carnal, sold unto sin’. This sort of talk comes hard and strange on the heels of Romans 6:12–14 
where Paul is master over sin. There he was a slave to righteousness, living in holiness, and here is he 
‘not spiritual’, ‘carnal’, ‘sold unto sin’. No wonder some have read him in Romans 7 as ‘unregenerate’, 
‘in a spiritual wilderness’ and even ‘in a state of backsliding’. Some have even spoken of him being three 
years in the Arabian Desert and called this ‘a desert experience’, but Paul speaks of none of these things, 
nor does one think they fit this apostle who was urgent in proclamation of the gospel, in faith and in 
holiness of life from the day of his conversion. How then could the epithets ‘not spiritual’, ‘carnal’, ‘sold 
unto sin’ apply to him? 
 They could apply to him because they apply to us all when we look at ourselves of ourselves. This is 
seen in the last verse (v. 25) where Paul sums up what he has been saying, ‘So then, I of myself serve the 
law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin’.28 If we miss the ‘of myself’ we miss 
the whole point of the chapter. In order to understand this we must go back to where Paul speaks of 
‘serving in the newness of the Spirit’ (v. 6). It is this principle he is trying to expound. In seeking to obey 
the law—not as a principle of self-justifying works righteousness, but simply to serve the law for its own 
good, holy and spiritual self—he discovers that of himself he cannot do so. Why is this? It is because no 
human being—no less a redeemed human being—has the innate power or capacity to do good and not to 
do evil, to accomplish acts of good and desist from acts of evil. Let any person ask himself or herself 

                                                
27  Compare the thirteenth century hymn Veni Sancte Spiritus: 

 
   Where Thou art not, man hath nought, 
Nothing good in deed or thought, 
   Nothing free from taint of ill. 
 

 (Hymns Ancient and Modern, William Clowes, London, 1924, no. 156). 
Another translates, no less truly: 

 
Where thou art not, man hath nought; 
Every holy deed and thought 
   Comes from thy Divinity. 
 

 (The English Hymnal, Oxford University Press, London, 1933, number 155). 
28  The Greek here is the emphatic autos ego, translated ‘I of myself’ in RSV, but translated simply ‘I’ in NRSV. 

Murray, in affirming that ‘the apostle did not disavow his own personal responsibility and agency in the service of the law of 
sin’, points out: ‘He does not say that the mind serves the law of God and the flesh the law of sin but rather “I myself” with 
the mind and with the flesh’, and adds: ‘it must not be overlooked that “I myself” is the subject of “with the mind serve the 
law of god”, a condition that cannot obtain apart from union with Christ’ (John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1968, p. 271). Whether Geoffrey Bingham’s interpretation is supported exegetically by this 
particular verse or not, it remains theologically true. 
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whether he/she has ever done one act of goodness from his or her self and desisted from doing any act of 
evil from some innate capacity, and the matter will be evident. 
 No one is ‘spiritual’ of one’s self. ‘Sold unto sin’ may sound strong language but in practical fact it is 
true. Sin runs any person who tries to obey law of himself. The word ‘carnal’ is equally strong. Surely 
one who is born of the Spirit is spiritual? Yes, but not of himself. The Greek word29 can mean ‘human’, 
that is, fleshly in the sense of ‘only human’ and that in the moral battle humanity cannot stand on its own. 
 . . . Paul sums it all up, i.e. ‘Of myself I am forced to serve sin; of myself I serve the law of God in will 
and intention, though not in accomplishment, for in my human weakness I am forced to serve sin.’ 
 Now this may seem to be a tragic situation, but it is far from that. Paul has told us in verse 6 that he can 
and does ‘serve in the new life of the Spirit’. Having said that he shows us that no man can serve of 
himself. It has to be ‘of the Spirit’, a fact which he explains powerfully in the next chapter. Far from 
being tragic Paul is showing us the futility of trying to accomplish good things of ourselves, or to desist 
from evil-doing of ourselves. In other places he tells us we can do all things through Christ and that we 
are more than conquerors through him who loved us—and so on. But that is another story. We should 
simply be grateful for what Paul tells us honestly in Romans 7 so that we will keep this in mind, under-
stand the nature of indwelling sin and not seek to defeat sin by ourselves, nor do what is good from 
ourselves.30 
 

Some try to press the distinction into making ‘of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin’ to 
apply to ‘Paul, taken as a sinner, viewed apart from Christ . . . just so far as I am considered 
apart from Christ, and just so far as, in practice, I live apart from Christ, “reverting,” if just 
for a minute, to my self-life’31—as if we can waver between the two, or as if, by strength of 
our will, we can depend more on Christ and the Spirit. We cannot resolve the dilemma so 
easily. We are never ‘apart from Christ’ once we belong to him. That makes the dilemma 
even worse for us. It is a measure of the greatness of the grace of God that has come to us in 
the gospel that it has come right into the middle of our weak inability and wicked wilfulness, 
and stays with us to that last day. 
 The hankering after neat logical consistency and clear rational explanations often goes 
with the freshness and vigour of youth. Those who have lived longer lives, and have begun to 
come up against their own limitations, sometimes think again. We do well to note what Leon 
Morris says above about ‘the great saints through the ages’. The fourteenth century anchoress 
Julian of Norwich gave classic expression to their experience and teaching: 

 
We need to have three kinds of knowledge: the first is to know our Lord God; the second is to know 
ourselves, what we are through him in nature and grace; the third is to know humbly what we ourselves 
are where our sin and weakness are concerned.32 
 

We tend to want to focus on the first two, and hope that they have taken care of the third, so 
we do not have to give it much attention. Julian’s attention to the third did not in any way 
depress her. She came to the conclusion: 

 
Sin is necessary, but all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.33 
 

                                                
29  The Greek word is sarkinos, which simply means ‘made of flesh’ in a neutral sense (as in 2 Cor. 3:3). A related word 

sarkikos is used of ‘fleshly lusts’ (1 Pet. 2:11). Paul in 1 Cor. 3:1 addresses the Corinthians as sarkinois, ‘people of the flesh, 
as infants’, rather than as ‘spiritual people’; when this issues in ‘jealousy and quarrelling’ in 1 Cor. 3:3 he calls them sarkikoi 
(see Richard Chevenix Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, Macmillan, London, 1880, pp. 272–4). Though sarkikos 
can also be used with a neutral sense, as in Rom. 15:17 and 1 Cor. 9:11, to mean ‘material’ as distinct from ‘spiritual’ (see 
Murray, Romans, p. 259). Once again, the whole argument cannot be made to rest on a word. 

30  Bingham, Romans, ch. 7, pp. 5–7. 
31  Moule, Romans, pp. 197–8; compare p. 195: ‘in any strength short of the definitely sought power of the Holy Ghost’. 
32  Julian of Norwich, The Revelation of Divine Love, Long Text 72, quoted in Directions, Julian Centre: Ministry in 

Spirituality, Mile End SA, February 2007. 
33  Julian of Norwich, The Revelation of Divine Love, Long Text 27. 
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 Whyte makes reference to ‘an old Puritan saint lately gone to his rest, whose extended 
pilgrimage was over ninety years, and who often said that he must have been often 
swallowed up of despair had it not been for the seventh chapter of Paul’s Epistle to the 
Romans’.34 
 Perhaps we can be like Augustine of Hippo, who held at first that Paul in Romans 7:14–25 
was referring to the unregenerate state, but on more mature reflection affirmed that what Paul 
said was true of the regenerate, too.35 

Questions for Reflection 

• In what ways have we wanted to get over and move on from the situation described in 
Romans 7:14–25? 

• What has brought us to the consideration that it might still apply to us? 

THE BENEFITS OF INDWELLING SIN 

John Newton (1725–1807), ‘a church of England divine’, former slave trader, and writer of 
the hymn ‘Amazing Grace’, wrote a series of letters to a nobleman friend on what we might 
consider this most unlikely topic. Here is a summary passage: 

 
Alas, how vain is man in his best estate! How much weakness and inconsistency, even in those whose 
hearts are right with the Lord! and what reason we have to confess that we are unworthy, unprofitable 
servants! 
 It were easy to enlarge in this way, would paper and time permit. But blessed be God, we are not under 
law, but under grace. And even these distressing effects of the remnants of indwelling sin are overruled 
for good. By these experiences the believer is weaned more from self, and taught more highly to prize 
and more absolutely to rely on him, who is appointed to us of God, Wisdom, Righteousness, Sancti-
fication, and Redemption. The more vile we are in our own eyes, the more precious he will be to us; and 
a deep repeated sense of the evil in our hearts is necessary to preclude all boasting, and to make us 
willing to give the whole glory of our salvation where it is due. Again, a sense of these evils will (when 
hardly anything else can do it) reconcile us to the thoughts of death; yes, make us desirous to depart, that 
we may sin no more, since we find depravity so deep rooted in our nature, that (like the leprous house) 
the whole fabric must be taken down before we can be freed from its defilement. Then, and not till then, 
we shall be able to do the thing that we would: when we see Jesus, we shall be transformed into his 
image, and have done with sin and sorrow for ever.36 
 

Alexander Whyte quotes John Owen (1616–1683), ‘that most Pauline of men’: 
 
. . . this inward experience of Paul is the great guarantee and the sure preservative of evangelical truth in 
Paul’s mind, and heart, and doctrine; just as it is in every man’s mind, and heart, and doctrine who has 
Paul’s spiritual experience . . . some pretend to great natural virtue, and some to great gospel perfection, 
but I am resolved to believe the Apostle and my own experience.37 
 

                                                
34   Whyte, The Spiritual Life, pp. 109–20. 
35  Geoffrey Bingham stood before us at the New Creation Teaching Ministry Summer School at Victor Harbor SA in 

January 2007, shortly after his 88th birthday, and testified to the greatness of the grace of God by saying that Romans 7, 
while not contradicting Romans 6 and Romans 8, was still as true of him as it ever had been. The witness of such saints is 
not to be lightly dismissed. 

36  John Newton, Collected Letters: Cardiphonia, or The Utterance of the Heart in the Course of a Real Correspond-
ence, ed. Halcyon Backhouse, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1989, Letter 4, February 1772, pp. 63–4. 

37  Whyte, The Spiritual Life, pp. 109–20. 
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Whyte adds his own teaching: 
 
Is not your indwelling sin teaching you lessons about itself, lessons that you could never have learned but 
from itself? Is not your indwelling, tyrannizing, enslaving sin teaching you lessons concerning its power 
and its persistence and its depth and its malignity and its absolutely unspeakable wickedness—lessons 
and experiences that break your heart every day you live? And anything and everything that breaks your 
heart every day is good—indeed, is your best good—in this present life. And that because the sacrifices 
of God, the every morning and the every night sacrifices of God, are a broken heart. And, then, is not this 
so also—that with your daily broken hearts you are putting on every day a new humility and a new 
patience with God and with all men and with yourselves? As, also, an ever new prayerfulness, and an 
ever new faith in Christ and an ever new love for the word of God and for spiritual reading and spiritual 
preaching? And, above all, far, far above all—Jesus Christ Himself is beginning to get His right place 
with you and within you. A place He would never have got but for your indwelling sin.38 
 

He concludes by quoting Thomas Goodwin (1600–1679): 
 
When the Apostle, long after his first conversion, was in the midst of that great and famous battle 
chronicled in the seventh of Romans, presently upon that woeful outcry, O wretched man that I am! he 
falls admiring the grace of justification through Christ. Now, he says, there is no condemnation to them 
that are in Christ. Mark that word now: that now, after such bloody wounds and gashes, there should be 
no condemnation, this exceedingly exalts the grace of justification. For if ever, thought he, I was in 
danger of condemnation it was upon the rising and the rebelling of those my corruptions. But I find, says 
he, that God still pardons me, and accepts me as much as ever upon my returning to Him. Now this is a 
Gospel indeed.39 
 

No wonder Alexander Whyte told his congregation more than once: ‘You’ll never get out of 
the seventh of Romans while I’m your minister’!40 
 

                                                
38  Whyte, The Spiritual Life, pp. 109–20. 
39  Whyte, The Spiritual Life, pp. 109–20. 
40  G. F. Barbour, The Life of Alexander Whyte D. D., p. 305, quoted on website:  

  <http://www.geocities.com/athens/olympus/4199/sothen.htm>, accessed 27 Feb. 2007. 
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ALIVE TO GOD: CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Study Eight 

SIN AND OTHERS—1 

If we see that, once we have been crucified with Christ, sin—now forgiven, cleansed and 
disempowered—is still an issue for us, then we will need to have ways of dealing with it not 
only in ourselves but also in others. This is something that we are not always good at. If we 
prefer to avoid the issue of ongoing and indwelling sin in ourselves, we will do so as well 
with others. This may leave a trail of great harm. The Scriptures give us good and realistic 
guidance about what to do with regard to sin when we find it in ourselves and in others. 

FORGIVENESS WHATEVER 

We are aware of the use and abuse of indulgences by which the pope of Rome granted 
remission of penalty due to sins, and Luther’s response in 1517, which precipitated the 
Reformation. R. W. Southern relates an early example of the exercise of this power: 

 
One day in 1150 Pope Eugenius III was sitting in his court hearing a divorce case, in which the count of 
Molise sought a divorce from his wife on the grounds of consanguinity. After a time the pope could bear 
it no longer. He burst into tears, rose from his throne, and threw himself at the feet of the count with such 
violence that his mitre rolled in the dust. When the bishops and cardinals had set him on his feet and 
retrieved his mitre, he begged the count to take back his wife, adding these words:  

 To make you more ready and willing to do this, I, the successor of Peter and vicar of Christ, to whom the keys of 
the kingdom have been delivered, will give your wife an inestimable dowry: provided that you are faithful to her, 
she will bring you immunity (from punishment) for all the sins you have so far committed, and I shall be 
responsible for them on the Day of Judgement.1  

  Although the later pronouncements of medieval popes on the subject of indulgences are seldom as 
attractive as this, we see here the deeply felt personal responsibility which is never far from the best of 
them. The later history of indulgences, disastrous though in the end it became, is simply a development 
of what we see on a small scale in this incident: the power and desire of the popes to extend more and 
more widely the immunity which Eugenius III begged the count of Molise to receive.2 
 

 We know that remission of sins comes directly from God, by virtue of our Lord Jesus 
Christ bearing our sins and their dreadful penalty in his death on the cross, and cannot be 
handed out or bartered with in this way by any of us. We know that it is imparted through the 
speaking of the word of the gospel, and is received by faith and repentance on the part of 
those who hear. So we cannot commend this action on the part of Pope Eugenius III, even if 
we may have some appreciation of what appear to be his motives—to heal a broken marriage 
and bring a man into the great forgiveness of sins. But, for those of us who declare the 
forgiveness of sins through the gospel, may we not also be subject to the temptation that 
                                                

1  Historia Pontificalis, ed. R. L. Poole, 1927, n.p., p. 84. 
2  R. W. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1970, pp. 136f. 
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Eugenius fell prey to? We see the terrible ravages of sin in people’s lives. We know we have 
the answer in Christ and his gospel of grace. We know the wonderful release and blessing 
that God’s forgiveness has been to us. We long to see others come into that blessing through 
our ministry. We may be tempted to proffer the great forgiveness of sins as a panacea or 
cure-all for every pastoral problem, and be eager for it to be taken up with alacrity. Questions 
of readiness or appropriateness may be summarily swept aside. Our dispensing of this boon 
may prove to be no less papal in its manner and effects than the action of Eugenius and his 
successors. Only afterwards may we find that this precipitate and ill-advised approach has 
left some damage in its train, or some leeway that still needs to be made up. 

Question for Reflection 

• What experience have we had of persons coming to ‘forgiveness’, where it became 
evident later that more still needed to happen? 

WISE AS SERPENTS AND INNOCENT AS DOVES 

Jesus warned against being unduly gung-ho with the gospel of forgiveness: 
 

Do not give what is holy to dogs; and do not throw your pearls before swine, or they will trample them 
under foot and turn and maul you (Matt. 7:6). 

 
One practical instance of this may have been Paul’s experience in Ephesus, after the silver-
smith Demetrius had warned his fellow artisans of the loss of trade and the dishonour to the 
goddess Artemis that could result from Paul’s preaching: 
 

When they heard this, they were enraged and shouted, ‘Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!’ The city was 
filled with the confusion; and people rushed together to the theater, dragging with them Gaius and 
Aristarchus, Macedonians who were Paul’s travel companions. Paul wished to go into the crowd, but the 
disciples would not let him; even some officials of the province of Asia, who were friendly to him, sent 
him a message urging him not to venture into the theater. Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, 
some another; for the assembly was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come 
together (Acts 19:28–32). 

 
Eager as Paul was to preach the gospel to those who had not heard it, this was neither the 
time nor the place. While there were times when Paul preached in public to a less than 
sympathetic audience (as in Acts 17:16–34 and 21:27–22:22), Paul’s usual practice was to go 
first to a synagogue or a place of prayer (as in Acts 13:5; 16:13). 
 It is also clear that the one who is in charge of the propagation of the gospel is the Lord 
himself. This may mean that certain places and occasions that we might feel drawn to are 
closed off to us, in favour of others: 
 

They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak 
the word in Asia. When they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit 
of Jesus did not allow them; so, passing by Mysia, they went down to Troas. During the night Paul had a 
vision: there stood a man of Macedonia pleading with him and saying, ‘Come over to Macedonia and 
help us.’ When he had seen the vision, we immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being convinced 
that God had called us to proclaim the good news to them (Acts 16:6–10). 

 
Jesus himself, no doubt under the Father’s direct prompting by the Holy Spirit, followed a 
similar course: 
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In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he 
prayed. And Simon and his companions hunted for him. When they found him, they said to him, 
‘Everyone is searching for you.’ He answered, ‘Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may 
proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do.’ And he went throughout Galilee, 
proclaiming the message in their synagogues and casting out demons (Mark 1:35–39). 
 

 Asahel Nettleton (1783–1843) had an approach to evangelising different from much that 
prevails today. When his proclamation of the sovereign holiness and grace of God in the 
action of the cross gave rise to anxiety or distress in his hearers, he did not give them an 
immediate means of relief: 

 
He never used public appeals, relying on ‘Enquiry Meetings’ for those who became ‘anxious’ or ‘dis-
tressed’. At these meetings he addressed those under conviction, and then quietly advised each person 
before sending them home to, without distraction, find peace with God. When this occurred he prepared 
them for a public profession of faith. As a result, there were few spurious conversions and deep long-
term relationships flourished.3 
 

Nettleton believed that ‘people will not be converted unless the Holy Spirit acts sovereignly 
over their will. He rejected the idea that the Holy Spirit works only by moral persuasion (see 
John 1:12–13).’ He also believed that ‘much damage is done by hasty spiritual assurances 
and comforts’.4 With this went, no doubt, a sober estimate of fallen human nature. 
 Earlier, Richard Baxter (1615–1691; author of The Reformed Pastor) strongly opposed a 
position taken up by the ‘Antinomians’ (those who said it was not essential for Christians to 
use the law as a rule of conduct for daily life, because they thought that all Old Testament 
law was abolished in the New Testament): 

 
Baxter had no doubt that the impulse and the theology behind the Antinomian quest for ‘comfort’ at all 
costs came from the pit, for its outcome in practice was this; men went to the Antinomians troubled about 
their sins and all the advice they received was to be troubled about them no longer for Christ had taken 
them away. Where the Puritan had said, Put sin out of your life, the Antinomian said, Put it out of your 
mind. Look at the law, consider your guilt, learn to hate sin and fear it and let it go, said the Puritan. 
Look away from the law and forget your sins and guilt, look away from yourself and stop worrying, said 
the Antinomian.5 
 

While we may not be antinomians, our zeal for the gospel may be mismatched with a less 
worthy desire for ‘comfort’ at all costs. 
 Jesus taught us to expect that the church of God would never have unmixed purity in this 
age. There would be ‘grain’ and ‘weeds’ growing alongside each other until the ‘harvest’ (see 
Matt. 13:24–30, 36–43). Within the fellowship of his followers there would be ‘false 
prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves’ (Matt. 
7:15). In sending us out ‘like sheep into the midst of wolves’, he said we are to ‘be wise as 
serpents and innocent as doves’ (Matt. 10:16). 
 All this needs to be borne in mind as we come across sin in the lives of ourselves and 
others. 

                                                
3  Don Priest, ‘Asahel Nettleton: Rejoicing in Hope’, in God Sends Revival (NCTM Summer School 1985), NCPI, 

Blackwood, 1984, pp. 63–4. 
4  Don Priest, ‘Asahel Nettleton’, p. 64. 
5  James I. Packer, quoted by Joel R. Beeke, ‘The Secret of Sanctification: Union with Christ’, Introduction to Walter 

Marshall, The Gospel Mystery of Sanctification, Reformation Heritage Books, Grand Rapids, 1999, pp. vii–viii.  
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Question for Reflection 

• What did Paul mean in practice when he said, ‘I want you to be wise in what is good 
and guileless in what is evil’ (Rom. 16:19: compare Eph. 5:11)? 

SIN: REMEMBERING AND FORGETTING 

In an earlier study we looked at Ezekiel 36:31–32, where following God’s cleansing and 
restoration: 

 
Then you shall remember your evil ways, and your dealings that were not good; and you shall loathe 
yourselves for your iniquities and your abominable deeds . . . Be ashamed and dismayed for your ways, 
O house of Israel. 
 

In connection with the promised ‘new covenant’ in Jeremiah 31, God says: 
 
I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more (Jer. 31:34). 
 

Some make a point from this: If God does not remember our sins, why should we? 6 This is to 
counter the tendency that some have to reactivate their sense of guilt for past forgiven sins, 
when the guilt has been taken away.7 
 It is important not to mistake the meaning of ‘remember’ here. When the Bible speaks of 
God remembering sin, it is generally with a view to bringing punishment to bear: 

 
now he will remember their iniquity 
   and punish their sins (Jer. 14:10). 

 
The parallelism of Hebrew poetry here equates the remembering with the punishing. A simi-
lar equation is made with regard to the impending siege of Jerusalem by the king of Babylon: 

 
he brings their guilt to remembrance, bringing about their capture. Therefore thus says the Lord GOD: 
Because you have brought your guilt to remembrance, in that your transgressions are uncovered, so that 
in all your deeds your sins appear—because you have come to remembrance, you shall be taken in hand 
(Ezek. 21:23–24). 
 

A bereaved widow saw the death of her son as a bringing of her sin to remembrance: 
 
What have you against me, O man of God? You have come to me to bring my sin to remembrance, and 
to cause the death of my son! (1 Kings 17:18). 
 

This is a kind of ‘remembrance’ that no one wants. 
 What does it mean, then, for God to say: ‘I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their 
sin no more’? It is not to say that He will no longer call them to mind. Jesus’ risen body still 
carried the scars of his crucifixion (see John 20:20–21, 27), and the Lamb in heaven ever 
stands ‘as if it had been slaughtered’ (Rev. 5:6). Our sin has left its mark on our Lord and 
God Himself—that never can nor should be forgotten. But those very scars denote our peace 
                                                

6  Geoffrey Bingham says: ‘If then God refuses to remember our sins, why should we choose to remember them?’ (The 
Cleansing of the Memories, NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, p. 14). A careful reading on further will show that he means by this not 
a refusal ever to think of these sins—if such a thing were possible—but a recognition that these sins have been thoroughly 
stripped of their substance, guilt, power and pollution, leaving the person free of accusation, ‘thus settling the memory in the 
tranquillity of purity’ (pp.15–16). 

7  A similar point is made when Micah 7:19 is cited: ‘You will cast all our sins into the depths of the sea’, and there is 
added: ‘and put up a sign saying “No Fishing” ’! 
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from God. To say, ‘I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more’, is to say 
that the entire entail of their punishment is past, never to be brought to bear again (see John 
5:24; 1 John 4:17–19). 

Question for Reflection 

• What is the difference between trying to evade something by attempting to put it out of 
mind, and facing it with a shamed and purified conscience? 

JOSEPH AND HIS BROTHERS 

It is instructive to see how Joseph, one of the sons of the patriarch Jacob, dealt with the sin of 
his brothers against him, when they sold him into slavery and made out to their father Jacob 
that Joseph had died. The issue came to a head after their father Jacob had died. Fearing 
Joseph’s revenge, his brothers most likely made up a story, which they hoped would work to 
their advantage: 

 
Realizing that their father was dead, Joseph’s brothers said, ‘What if Joseph still bears a grudge against 
us and pays us back in full for all the wrong that we did to him?’ So they approached Joseph, saying, 
‘Your father gave this instruction before he died, “Say to Joseph: I beg you, forgive the crime of your 
brothers and the wrong they did in harming you.” Now therefore please forgive the crime of the servants 
of the God of your father’ (Gen. 50:15–17). 
 

Joseph’s immediate reaction is misinterpreted fearfully by his brothers, in a way that leads 
them to even more desperate measures to curry his favour: 

 
Joseph wept when they spoke to him. Then his brothers also wept, fell down before him, and said, ‘We 
are here as your slaves’ (Gen. 50:17–18). 
 

It becomes apparent, however, that Joseph’s weeping is not over the wrong done to him, but 
over their continued refusal to see and accept the goodness of God towards them. The very 
fact that they are coming to him still in this fearful and self-preserving way, looking for for-
giveness from him, shows that they are yet to understand and rejoice in the great forgiveness 
of God. This he points them to: 

 
But Joseph said to them, ‘Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of God?’ (Gen. 50:19). 
 

Clearly Joseph himself has come to know the forgiving action of God, in the context of the 
whole of God’s purpose and action towards having a people for Himself. He wants his 
brothers to know this too. So sure is Joseph that this is a saving action of God Himself, that 
can be effected by no other, that he refrains from attempting to mediate or pronounce this for-
giveness to them himself—which would be to put himself ‘in the place of God’! Rather, he 
urges them to see the goodness of God towards them that they are in already, despite their 
earlier evil intentions: 

 
‘Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous 
people, as he is doing today. So have no fear; I myself will provide for you and your little ones.’ In this 
way he reassured them, speaking kindly to them (Gen. 50:20–21). 
 

This is what Joseph had been trying to get across to his brothers some time earlier when, after 
a time of remaining unrecognised by them, he finally disclosed his identity to them: 
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Then Joseph said to his brothers, ‘Come closer to me.’ And they came closer. He said, ‘I am your 
brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt. And now do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, 
because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life. For the famine has been in the 
land these two years; and there are five more years in which there will be neither plowing nor harvest. 
God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many 
survivors. So it was not you who sent me here, but God; he has made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of 
all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt. Hurry and go up to my father and say to him, “Thus 
says your son Joseph, God has made me lord of all Egypt; come down to me, do not delay. You shall 
settle in the land of Goshen, and you shall be near me, you and your children and your children’s 
children, as well as your flocks, your herds, and all that you have. I will provide for you there—since 
there are five more years of famine to come—so that you and your household, and all that you have, will 
not come to poverty” ’ (Gen. 45:4–11). 
 

Clearly, Joseph’s understanding of God’s forgiveness extends beyond a simple pronounce-
ment of pardon, to include all of God’s faithful saving action towards the people He has 
chosen and bound Himself to in love. Doubtless this came from Joseph’s own experience of 
God’s presence and blessing, in the midst of unjust hardship and delay, in the house of 
Potiphar, in gaol, and in Pharaoh’s court (see Gen. 39:1–6; 20–23; 40:23; 41:14–16, 37–45). 
It extends even to some understanding that God turns the evil actions of human beings to His 
glory and their good—something we see supremely in the cross of Christ (see Acts 2:23–24). 
Joseph longs for his brothers also to know God in this way, but he knows that he himself is 
not in a position to be able to bring them to it. Only God can do that, and they must come to it 
themselves, directly from God. Joseph testifies to them, both in what he says and the manner 
in which he says it, of God’s loving kindness towards them, in order that this might be so. At 
the end of Genesis 50, we are left still not knowing whether they saw and accepted it, or not. 
 This may have bearing on Joseph’s withholding of his identity from his brothers on their 
earlier visits to Egypt in quest of food. Was Joseph teasing them, or trying to pay them back 
in some measure? It would appear from this that, rather, Joseph was seeking all along to see 
his brothers come to this place of repentance and faith toward God, as he had, with regard to 
what they had done to him. Joseph himself designates this as a testing of them (see Gen. 
42:15). When Joseph first saw his brothers, why did he not there and then tell them who he 
was, and how good God had been to him, and embrace and forgive them, and tell them how 
glad he was to see them, and be one big happy family? It could be that this would have been 
premature. Apart from the fact that it may not have come easily to Joseph first up to greet his 
abusers in this way, it could be that he sensed that something more needed to happen in his 
brothers before they could enter into it. So instead of that, on the pretext that they were spies, 
Joseph spoke harshly to them, and gave them a taste of the imprisonment that he had gone 
through (Gen. 42:6–17). He then gave them the involuntary experience of being deprived of 
one of their brothers, and laid on them a responsibility for his younger brother that they had 
failed to exercise towards Joseph. Their response of alarm, fear of punishment, and 
dissension among themselves caused Joseph to weep—they had not come to it yet. Even 
Joseph’s generosity in returning their money caused fearfulness and loss of heart among 
them, rather than relief and thankfulness (Gen. 42:18–28). On the second visit, the brothers, 
still plagued by guilt, again put the worst construction on Joseph’s invitation into his house 
for dinner. It was Joseph’s Egyptian steward, who presumably was not a believer in their 
God, who pointed them to God’s action in the midst of all of this, but they still failed to see it 
(Gen. 43:15–25). Joseph then gave them an experience of what it was like to be accused of 
something unjustly, as he had been (Gen. 44:1–13; compare 39:6–20). The testing reached its 
pitch when Joseph insisted that they should leave Benjamin in slavery with him and go. 
Would they abandon Benjamin to slavery, as they had done to Joseph? It is when Judah 
offers to substitute himself for Benjamin, out of love for their father (as Jesus was to do later 



 

 7 

for all of us) that Joseph figured that enough of God had come through to them for the testing 
to come to an end, as with deep emotion he disclosed himself to them and embraced them, 
exclaiming on the goodness and faithfulness of God to them all. Even so, their first response 
was one of dismay, before they could be prevailed upon to speak with him; and Joseph still 
needed to remind them not to quarrel with each other on the way home (Gen. 44:14–45:28). 
As we have seen, many years later, Joseph’s brothers were still acting more out of guilt than 
out of the grace that had come to them. 
 What can we learn from this? Even though we may not use this particular instance as a 
model for the pastoral treatment of all offenders, we are left with no illusions as to the ease or 
otherwise with which intransigent sinful human beings come into living fully in the reality of 
God’s forgiveness and grace. 

Questions for Reflection 

• What can we learn from this of the nature of God’s forgiveness? 
• What can we learn from this about how God’s forgiveness comes to and is received by 

sinful human beings? 

JACOB AND ESAU 

Joseph’s father Jacob had had similar issues with his brother Esau. On account of Jacob’s 
devious and grasping actions, Esau wanted to kill Jacob, and Jacob fled (Gen. 27:41–45). On 
his return, Jacob heard that Esau was coming to meet him with four hundred men, and he 
feared the worst. This drove Jacob to prayer, and to wrestling all night with God. Here Jacob 
encountered God in a way he had never done before, such that he was able to say at the end 
of it, ‘I have seen God face to face’ (Gen. 32:6–30). Following that, Jacob’s meeting with 
Esau was unexpectedly favourable: ‘Esau ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell on his 
neck and kissed him, and they wept’ (Gen. 33:4). Esau was even unwilling to accept the gifts 
that Jacob had sent ahead of him to soften him up. Jacob was effusive in his appreciation: 
‘truly to see your face is like seeing the face of God—since you have received me with such 
favor’ (Gen. 33:10)—and Jacob had just come to know what it was to see the face of God. It 
would appear that reconciliation, both with God and between brothers, was now complete, 
and of a piece. 
 We might expect that from then on they would be together again. Indeed, this is what Esau 
proposed: ‘Let us journey on our way, and I will go alongside you’ (Gen. 33:12). Jacob made 
an excuse to remain behind, to catch up later, and declined Esau’s offer of an escort. Jacob 
never followed Esau to Seir, but continued on in a different direction. Was Esau seeking to 
exercise some power or control over Jacob? Was Jacob just being cagey? We do not know. 
They came together for the burial of their father Isaac (Gen. 35:29), and no doubt there was a 
measure of understanding and togetherness between them on that occasion, but apart from 
that they went their separate ways. Maybe they just needed space from each other. The 
Proverbs advise us not to live in our neighbour’s pocket (Prov. 25:17), and not to press too 
hard on our family when in trouble (Prov. 27:10). 
 There is another dynamic operating here, at a deeper level than we may be able to plumb. 
God had promised the land of Canaan to Jacob (Gen. 28:13) and that is where Jacob remained. 
Esau had not been included in that promise, and he dwelt outside its boundaries. In subse-
quent generations there was little love lost between the descendants of Jacob (Israel) and the 
descendants of Esau (Edom). Israel inflicted grievous devastation on Edom (2 Sam. 8:13–14; 
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1 Kings 11:14–15; 2 Kings 14:7; 2 Chron. 25:11–12), and Edom heartlessly exploited Israel’s 
misfortune (Ezek. 25:12–14; Obad.). In the end, God took issue with Edom because, unlike 
God, Edom ‘maintained his anger perpetually, and kept his wrath forever’ (Amos 1:11), and 
Edom is singled out as ‘the people with whom the LORD is angry forever’ (Mal. 1:4). All of 
this is summed up in God’s saying: ‘I have loved Jacob but I have hated Esau’ (Mal. 1:2–3; 
quoted Rom. 9:13), in the unfathomable mystery of the interplay between human choices and 
‘God’s purpose of election’ (Rom. 9:11). In the New Testament we are warned: ‘See to it that 
no one becomes like Esau, an immoral and godless person, who sold his birthright for a 
single meal’ (Heb. 12:16). 
 What conclusions may we come to from this? We are to make every effort to be in the 
place where reconciliation happens. And sometimes there is more going on in the purposes of 
God than we may rightly fathom. 

Questions for Reflection 

• What has been our experience of having space in a relationship? 
• How might an awareness of the operations of God impact our attempts to sort things 

out? 

DAVID AND BATHSHEBA 

When David committed adultery with Bathsheba, and arranged for her husband to be killed in 
battle (2 Sam. 11), David had already been for some time a man after God’s own heart (1 Sam. 
13:14), appointed and blessed by God with a kingdom and a glorious revelation and promise 
(2 Sam. 7). Nevertheless he sinned, and no doubt justified it to himself. It took another 
revelation from God, in the form of the parable told by Nathan the prophet, to bring David to 
conviction and confession of his sin (2 Sam. 12:1–13). It is important to realise that Psalms 
32 and 51, which relate to David’s experience of conviction and confession of sin, are the 
words of a mature believer, not of one who is coming to repentance and faith for the first 
time. David’s forgiveness and release from the guilt and punishment of his sin was immedi-
ate: ‘Now the LORD has put away your sin; you shall not die’ (2 Sam. 12:13);8 and David 
knew himself still to be ‘Beloved of the LORD’ (the meaning of Jedidiah; 2 Sam. 12:25). So 
God did not ‘remember’ David’s sin, in the sense of bringing its just punishment to bear on 
David; but neither did God allow David’s sin to be forgotten. God paraded it before Israel  
(2 Sam. 12:11–12), and caused it to be recorded in Holy Scripture for all the world to know 
evermore. David and his family from then on had to live with the consequences of David’s 
sin: the child born to the illicit union died, and incestuous rape in David’s own family gave 
rise to hatred, murder and insurrection among his own children (2 Sam. 12:15–19; 13:1–20, 
22), in which David was publicly shamed and humiliated (2 Sam. 16:20–22; 20:3). 
 Thereafter, David could never have any illusions about his desperate need for and absolute 
dependence on God’s forgiving grace with every breath he took. David would always be 
known to be among the foremost of sinners, as one in whom God had displayed His mercy 
and grace (compare 1 Tim. 1:12–17). David’s newly-humbled and God-honouring attitude is 
revealing, as shown in his response to the death of the child (2 Sam. 12:20–23), and to the 

                                                
8  According to the law of God, David and Bathsheba should have been stoned to death (Lev. 20:10; Deut. 22:22–24). 

Did God exempt David because of his high profile? Or was it on account of the one who had already been promised to 
David in 2 Sam. 7, whom David acknowledged as ‘my Lord’ (Ps. 110; Mark 12:35–37; Isa. 11:1; Rev. 22:16)? 
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calumny that came upon him (2 Sam. 16:5–14). It was an attitude of grateful praise that 
remained with him to his dying day (see 2 Sam. 23:1–7). 

Questions for Reflection 

• What does this incident teach us about the remembering or not-remembering of sin? 
• What is the sense that comes to us from Psalms 32 and 51, and from ‘David’s newly-

humbled and God-honouring attitude’? 

THE COST OF FORGIVENESS 

James Denney spoke of those who have a light view of forgiveness: 
 
Another thing that may be said is, that forgiveness can be taken for granted. Of course God forgives. That 
is what God is for. His name was proclaimed to Moses, ‘The Lord, a God merciful and gracious, long 
suffering and abundant in goodness and truth, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin.’ We can all 
presume upon that. I am not going to argue against this either. I believe that it is an imperfect and in the 
last resort an impious way of recognising the truth that salvation is of the Lord. ‘’Tis from the mercy of 
our God that all our hopes begin’, and they do begin. The initiative in salvation must lie with God, and 
He actually takes the initiative. We can and do depend upon that. But we must not presume upon it.9 
 

Denney gives an illustration of the difference between forgiving ourselves, which we are apt 
to equate with true forgiveness, and of actually being forgiven by another, who has borne the 
sin: 

 
Take the case of that relation in which human love is most intense, and at the same time most ethical—
most remote from the elemental instinct with which even dumb creatures cling to their young—the 
relation of husband and wife. A man may sin in this relation—I do not mean at all in the gross way of 
violating his marriage vow—but in a way that wounds his wife’s love. He may do something by which 
he falls in her opinion, compels her to be ashamed of him instead of proud of him; he may forfeit the 
confidence she once had in him, and in proportion to the fineness and nobility of her nature hurt her more 
than he can comprehend. And what then? Possibly what happens in such a case is that there is no 
reconciliation, but that after a while the offender begins to forgive himself. He has been mortified, 
ashamed, and humiliated as well as his wife, and it is mainly of himself he thinks. He sees no more that is 
to be made by indulging such feelings any longer. He assumes that his wife as a reasonable being will at 
last let bygones be bygones; and in consideration of the fact that he admits that he has behaved badly, he 
expects her to be willing to begin again, and to go on as if nothing had happened. This is what often takes 
place in human relations, and unhappily it is often the only analogy which experience supplies for 
interpreting our relation to God. But sometimes what takes place is quite different, far more wonderful, 
far more Divine. There is such an experience as a real reconciliation, in which the offender does not 
forgive himself but is forgiven. And what is the peculiarity of this experience, by which it is 
differentiated from the other? It is this: the centre of moral interest is transferred at once from the 
offender to the offended. The centre of the passion by which sin is overcome is seen to be not in the 
sinner, however deep and pure his repentance may be, but in the purer and diviner spirit which has borne 
his sin and is forgiving it. If this is a true analogy, can anyone think forgiveness is easy, a thing that 
needs no explanation, and to which the idea of propitiation is irrelevant or even abhorrent? I can believe 
that it is possible for love to forgive anything—for the love of a wife to pardon things in her husband that 
broke her pride, her hope, and her trust in him; but I can believe also, or rather I cannot but believe, that 
just in proportion to the purity and divineness of her nature, must that forgiveness come out of an agony 

                                                
9  James Denney, ‘Propitiation’, from The Way Everlasting, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1911, pp. 294–307. 

Preached at the annual meeting of the Baptist Missionary Society, April 1911. 
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in which it would not be amazing if she suddenly fell down dead.10 There is all this difference between 
forgiving oneself, which is so easy, so common, and so degrading; and being forgiven by a love which 
has borne our sins, which is so tragic, so subduing, so regenerating. Real forgiveness, forgiveness by 
another whom we have wronged, and in whom there is a love, which forgiveness reveals, able at once to 
bear the wrong and to inspire the penitence through which we can rise above it, is always tragic; and it is 
tragic on both sides—to him who has borne the sin which he forgives, and to him who stoops with a 
penitent heart to be forgiven. What the propitiation stands for is the divine side of this tragedy. It is tragic 
for God to forgive—a solemn and awful experience, if we may put it so, for Him; just as to be forgiven is 
tragic—a solemn and awful experience for us. This is the truth—and of its truth I have no more doubt 
than I have of my own existence—which underlies all the New Testament teaching about propitiation. To 
evade it, or let it fall into the background, is not to drop a Jewish misconception which the Christian spirit 
has outgrown. It is to pluck the heart out of the Christian religion. It is to stifle praise in the birth, and cut 
devotion at the root. 
  The great distinction between the Old Testament and the New, in what they reveal about forgiveness, 
lies just here: the New Testament has a perception, which was as yet impossible to the Old, of the cost at 
which forgiveness comes to men. The Old Testament felt that it was wonderful, but the New Testament 
can say that it is as wonderful as the Passion of Jesus. He died for our sins. In Him we have our 
redemption through His blood. We are justified freely by God’s grace—the Old Testament knew that; but 
in the New Testament they can add, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God set forth 
as a propitiation, through faith, in His blood.11 
 

How often, in our experience and understanding of forgiveness, are we ourselves our central 
concern—how we feel about ourselves, our repentance, our making amends, our self-
punishment, even our self-atonement? The revelation of Christ crucified for us brings us to 
the end of that, to be appalled at the cost to God of that forgiveness, and to marvel at the love 
that bore that cost for us. Not so we can then have a right doctrine of propitiation, over 
against those who do not, but so we can be impacted personally, as Denney obviously was. 
Never again can we say that forgiveness is ever in any way easy, but always ‘a solemn and 
awful experience’. 
 Denney goes on to say that it also brings us to the realisation that if this is for us, it must 
be for others as well: 

 
Get to the heart of it and its universal scope cannot be missed. The propitiation is so absolute, so divine, 
that it draws everything within its range. If we feel what it is, we feel that it is not for our sins only, but 
also for the whole world.12 

Questions for Reflection 

• In what ways have we made light of forgiveness? 
• How much of our making light of it is an avoidance of the tragic impact of forgiveness 

on us, and on God? 

A QUICK FIX? 

One way in which the matter of forgiveness is being brought to bear on the churches today is 
through the disclosing of sexual and other forms of abuse that have been perpetrated in the 

                                                
10  It is clear that Denney is not suggesting that the husband is forgiven by virtue of his wife’s agony. It is doubtful that 

any person has the capacity truly to forgive if they do not know the forgiveness of God, for themselves and for the other 
person (see Eph. 4:32). But neither does knowing God’s forgiveness exempt anyone who perseveres in love from participat-
ing personally in something of the cost and agony of that forgiveness. 

11  James Denney, ‘Propitiation’. 
12  James Denney, ‘Propitiation’. 
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churches. A light view of forgiveness has bedevilled the churches’ responses to these dis-
closures, at considerable cost.13 It is a fallaciously shallow exercise of ‘forgiveness’ that has 
permitted perpetrators, or moved them on, to re-offend and damage yet more lives. While the 
literature in this area often deals more with the question of person to person forgiveness than 
with the relation of this to God’s forgiveness,14 nevertheless the experiences of survivors of 
abuse can teach us much on this matter: 

 
During ’94 & ’95 I engaged in a process where I conducted interviews with approximately 60 women 
and 30 ministers. It had become obvious to me that there was a wide disparity between what ministers 
believed, preached or spoke about in terms of forgiveness and what was useful and relevant for the 
women who had been abused and were seeking solace. There was clearly a difference that caused women 
further heartache. 
  I was curious to learn why a process preached in the name of ‘Love’ would bring further hurt to 
women who desperately wanted to feel whole and free from the turmoil that invaded their lives.15 
 

It seems the primary counsel offered to these women, who had been abused in childhood, was 
‘to forgive the abuser and God would forgive them’: 

 
 Many women have tried to comply with what their church counsel advised but have felt like a failure 
when they still felt the pain of the abuse and could not find resolution in the ways expressed to them. 
Often they were then told that it was their lack of faith holding them back. The sounds of failure again, 
continuing the cycle of abuse upon women who want to feel a connection to wholeness. I looked at the 
model of forgiveness that the women spoke about. It seemed to come from the Old Testament book 2nd 
Chronicles 7:14. This model says . . .  

•   Acknowledge the sin  
•   Confess the wrong doing   
•   Be repentant (total change)   
•   Ask for forgiveness   
•   Be forgiven   
•   Offer restitution   
•   Resolution   

The difficulty with this model is that it is the perpetrator who needs to go through this process not the 
victim. Putting this onto the victim means that the victim is asked to take responsibility for the 
perpetrator’s sin. 
 

The practitioner concludes: ‘Forgiveness can come at the end of a process if it is important to 
the women, but never at the beginning’.16 
 Another practitioner considered the role of ‘forgiveness’ in supporting silencing and 
secrecy—a perpetuation of the dynamics that went with the abuse: 

 
A woman told her mother of her experience of childhood sexual assault. Her mother’s first words were 
‘if you are going to be okay then I can forgive him’. The mother was a caring woman who drew upon her 
socialisation and Christian upbringing to guide her thinking as she tried to make sense of devastating 
news. The daughter to date has never spoken to her mother about those issues again. 

                                                
13  Besides the incalculable personal costs to primary and secondary survivors, and perpetrators, of the abuse, are the 

financially crippling compensation payments due: an estimated $60 million nationwide for the Anglican Church of Australia 
alone (The Weekend Australian, June 19–20, 2004, p. 5). See further: ‘The Unmasking of Sin’, a sermon given on Sunday 
20th June 2004 by Martin Bleby (copies available from NCPI). 

14  The apostle Paul says: ‘be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven 
you’ (Eph. 4:32). This must always be our starting point: we forgive because we are forgiven by God. It also goes with this 
that our willingness rightly to forgive affects our capacity to receive God’s forgiveness: see Matt. 6:14–15; Luke 6:32. 

15  Anne Horskins, article ‘Forgiveness’ in STATEing Women’s Health, Women’s Health Statewide, North Adelaide, 
September 2003, pp. 14–15, <www.whs.sa.gov.au/pub/September_2003a.pdf>. 

16  Anne Horskins, ‘Forgiveness’. 
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  Another woman joined the local church in the hope of finding hope, companionship and acceptance. 
Eventually she spoke of her childhood experiences. The church community surrounded to support her. 
Underlying all their messages of care was an expectation that she forgive her abuser. Her own experience 
remained one of pain and confusion. She understood that if she was a ‘good Christian’ she would forgive. 
Rather than feel judged or forgo her friendships within the church congregation she tried to convince 
herself she had forgiven him. Her true experience was silenced and sacrificed to an expectation of 
forgiveness.17 
 

This practitioner asked the pertinent question: ‘whose purpose is served by the expectation of 
forgiveness? The need for a quick fix? . . . My belief is that when an expectation to forgive 
has a silencing impact, then it is the survivor whose needs are placed in a secondary 
position.’ 
 We need to be wary of using our understanding of the gospel of forgiveness to serve our 
own needs for a quick or easy resolution, or to avoid crucial issues: 

 
Another area where these considerations are important involves the issue of ongoing acknowledgement. 
Sometimes forgiveness is spoken about in ways that make it appear as if it is a magical process. In 
relation to abuse, some people seem to think that not only will the slate be wiped clean, but the effects of 
the abuse will also disappear if they are just able to forgive. These are compelling ideas but they do not 
often come to fruition. 
  One of the related hazards of these ideas is that they can contribute to situations in which, after a 
process of forgiveness takes place, there ceases to be any ongoing acknowledgement of the abuse. There 
are many powerful examples of this in different contexts of conflict and abuse. In circumstances where 
the perpetrators of abuse have acknowledged the hurtfulness of their actions, have apologised and offered 
some form of restitution, and have taken actions to ensure that no further harm will take place, the person 
who was subject to the abuse may decide that they wish to offer their forgiveness for what has occurred 
in the past. This is often particularly true where there is inevitably going to be an ongoing relationship of 
some sort. Some years down the track the relationships may be going okay, but where things often come 
unstuck is when the person who was subject to the abuse wants to talk about certain situations, certain 
things the person who perpetuated the abuse may do that remind them of the violence, or that make then 
feel uncomfortable. When the person who was subjected to the abuse tries to talk about these things, it is 
all too common for the person who perpetrated the violence in the past to say, ‘Well that’s old hat. Don’t 
dredge up the past. You forgave me for that long ago.’ Similar responses are sometimes made by signifi-
cant others who have not been responsible for abuse, but have perceived that past acts of forgiveness 
mean that there is no need for ongoing acknowledgement of the past. 
  This, of course, can be profoundly undermining and minimising of both the history of abuse, and also 
the history of what it took to forgive, what it took for the person who was subject to abuse to continue 
with the relationship. I think the idea that forgiveness can ‘wipe the slate clean’, can be very limiting in 
terms of ongoing relationships. Where the person who perpetrated the abuse can contribute to ongoing 
acknowledgement, this can make a significant difference. In situations where the person forgiving is 
going to be in an ongoing relationship with the person they are forgiving, I think it’s pretty crucial to 
forecast some of these issues and to explore in some detail what forgiveness might mean for all 
concerned. What it might mean in terms of how the past will be related to, and what it might mean for the 
future. 
 
In actual relationships, after forgiveness is sought and granted, the relationship does not go back to how it 
once was. It is not a matter of wiping the slate clean. Sometimes the relationship may be transformed in 
positive ways through the process of forgiveness, but it never goes back to how it was prior to the wrong 
being committed.18 
 

 We cite these sources at some length, because they contain material that may be new to 
some of us, that we need to take into account. If our gospel does not effectively address this 
                                                

17  Andrea Gregory, ‘Reflections on Forgiveness’, STATEing Women’s Health, September 2003, pp. 16–17. 
18   The church, confession, forgiveness and male sexual abuse’, from an interview with Patrick O’Leary, conducted by 

David Denborough, The International Journal of Narrative Therapy and Community Work, Dulwich Centre Publications, 
Adelaide, 2002, no. 1, pp. 11, 10, <www.dulwichcentre.com.au>. 
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situation—along with all others—then we might as well pack it in and stop pretending. If the 
church has ministered poorly, with closer attention to its own needs than to the needs of 
others, then it needs to improve, perhaps by being made to look more closely and learn from 
its own gospel. We may feel like saying: ‘Surely it can be better than is presented here! If 
only they knew the great forgiveness of God!’ Indeed—as long as we are not avoiding going 
to the depths ourselves and doing the hard yards with them, for that point to be reached. 
 This may have been a disturbing or upending study for some of us, especially if we have 
got ourselves into a position of being ‘cosy’ with our gospel. Neither the gospel itself, nor the 
issues we face of ongoing and indwelling sin in ourselves and others, allow us to retain that 
position. 
 In the next study we will examine what the Scriptures have to say about the pastoral 
practice of what has come to be called penitential discipline. 

Questions for Reflection 

• Are there relationships or pastoral situations in which we have sought to apply the 
gospel as a ‘quick fix’, where more might have been required? 

• What action might we now take with regard to that? 



New Creation Teaching Ministry Monthly Ministry Studies 
5th and 7th May 2007—MMS 59 Martin Bleby 
 

ALIVE TO GOD: CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

Study Nine 

SIN AND OTHERS—2 

We have already made the point that, for those who believe in Jesus, crucified and raised for 
them, who by faith have been crucified and raised with him, the penalty, power, and pollution 
of sin has been completely removed. Its presence remains with us, and we are considering 
how we should deal with that. 
 We have seen the harmful deficiencies of attempting to put sin out of mind, or to gloss 
over it with a form of ‘forgiveness’ that underestimates the solemn and awful cost of that 
forgiveness, both to God who gives it and to those He gives it to. 
 We never get past the great forgiveness of God in Christ—that is ever-present with us. It 
can never be overlooked in whatever we do to deal with sin when we find it in ourselves and 
in others in the present day, particularly in the church. We must learn from the Scriptures 
how the church in the early days, on that secure basis, dealt with the sin in its midst. 

JUDGEMENT IN THE HOUSEHOLD OF GOD 

It is primarily with the church that we are concerned in this matter. The community outside 
the church may have a perception that the church is passing judgement on its sins. Sometimes 
the public pronouncements made by those inside the church may encourage this perception. 
Even without such pronouncements, it is doubtful that the church could ever fully shake off 
such a perception, since the very proclamation of the gospel brings the issues of sin and 
forgiveness into sharp relief. But the New Testament makes it clear that it is ourselves inside 
the church that we are to be judging, rather than those outside: 

 
For what have I to do with judging those outside? Is it not those who are inside that you are to judge? 
God will judge those outside (1 Cor. 5:12–13). 
 

 Hand in hand with this is an understanding that God is dealing very directly with those 
who are His own inside the church with regard to sins. This was certainly the case with Israel 
in the Old Testament: 

 
You only have I known  
   of all the families of the earth;  
therefore I will punish you  
   for all your iniquities (Amos 3:2). 

 
Israel’s special relationship with God made her even more directly answerable to God than 
the other nations. This it appears was not softened, but rather sharpened, for those to whom 
the gospel came. The gospel is the only refuge for us all. Forgiveness cannot come to those 
who reject the means of forgiveness in the gospel of salvation: 
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For if the message declared through angels1 was valid, and every transgression or disobedience received 
a just penalty, how can we escape if we neglect so great a salvation? (Heb. 2:2–3). 
 

Peter is clear that, in the sufferings that come upon those who bear the name of Christ, the 
church is not exempt from the judgement of God: 

 
For the time has come for judgment to begin with the household of God; if it begins with us, what will be 
the end for those who do not obey the gospel of God? And  

‘If it is hard for the righteous to be saved,  
   what will become of the ungodly and the sinners?’ 

  (1 Pet. 4:17–18). 
 

We see a particular instance of this in the abuses that accompanied the Lord’s Supper in 
Corinth: 

 
Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be 
answerable for the body and blood of the Lord. Examine yourselves, and only then eat of the bread and 
drink of the cup. For all who eat and drink without discerning the body,2 eat and drink judgment against 
themselves. For this reason many of you are weak and ill, and some have died. But if we judged 
ourselves, we would not be judged. But when we are judged by the Lord, we are disciplined so that we 
may not be condemned along with the world (1 Cor. 11:27–32). 
 

Note that judgement from God is not the same as final condemnation—in fact it serves to 
keep us from that. In the light of this we are called upon to examine and judge ourselves. 
 Some of us may wonder: if Christ has taken the judgement for our sins on the cross, how 
come we are still subject to these judgements? We need to be mindful that ‘the wages of sin 
is death’ (Rom. 6:23)—eternal and hellish, ‘the second death, the lake of fire’ (Rev. 20:14)—
and that we are alive. We are all still subject to the just judgement of physical death—some 
of us sooner than others—but, as Jesus said: ‘anyone who hears my word and believes him 
who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under judgment, but has passed from death 
to life’ (John 5:24); and so ‘whoever keeps my word will never see death’ (John 8:51)—
others will see what they call our death, but we will see the Lord (as in Phil. 1:23). There is 
now ‘no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus’ (Rom. 8:1), but death, disease, and 
other circumstances of life are still part of God’s armoury in correcting and purifying His 
church. Ananias and Sapphira were part of ‘the whole group of those who believed’ (Acts 
4:32) and so presumably they were saved, but the judgement of immediate physical death 
came upon them for their attempt to withhold the full truth of their self-preserving action 
(Acts 5:1–11), and the church in that instance was kept pure from their potentially defiling 
corruption. We hear in 1 Corinthians 3:10–17 of those whose lives rest on the foundation of 
Christ, but whose works are tested ‘as through fire’ and are found wanting. They are saved, 
but arrive in glory no doubt somewhat naked and embarrassed, with little to show for it. 
 These and other passages make the point that our sure salvation is no light thing, and 
carries with it great responsibilities. 

                                                
1 This is a reference to the giving of the law through Moses, possibly in the light of Deut. 33:2. 
2 In the immediate context this refers to being divided from and unmindful of the other members of the body of Christ 

(see 1 Cor. 11:17–22; compare 12:12–27). This is seen as doing despite to ‘the body of Christ’ that was given over to the 
action of the cross to effect our forgiveness and union with one another (see 1 Cor. 10:16–17; 11:23–26). See further: Martin 
Bleby, The Gift of God: Baptism and the Lord’s Supper as Sacraments of the Cross, NCPI, Blackwood, 2007, pp. 64–6. 
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Questions for Reflection 

• What considerations and pressures might make us want to regard the church as a 
judgement-free zone? 

• What characteristics might this illusion engender in the life of a congregation? 

COME TO THE LIGHT 

We can be assured that there is nothing we think, say or do that is hidden from God: 
 

The LORD looks down from heaven;  
   he sees all humankind.  
From where he sits enthroned he watches  
   all the inhabitants of the earth— 
he who fashions the hearts of them all,  
   and observes all their deeds (Ps. 33:13–15). 

 
It is in vain that we might seek to avoid God’s gaze or evade His presence: 

 
O LORD, you have searched me and known me.  
You know when I sit down and when I rise up;  
   you discern my thoughts from far away.  
You search out my path and my lying down,  
   and are acquainted with all my ways.  
Even before a word is on my tongue,  
   O LORD, you know it completely (Ps. 139:1–4). 

 
This knowledge God has of us means that we are answerable to Him: 

 
He who planted the ear, does he not hear? 
He who formed the eye, does he not see?  
He who disciplines the nations,  
he who teaches knowledge to humankind, 
   does he not chastise? (Ps. 94:9–10). 

 
The action of the word of God exposes us to this accountability: 

 
Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides 
soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And 
before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must 
render an account (Heb. 4:12–13). 
 

So Jesus was able to say: ‘nothing is hidden that will not be disclosed, nor is anything secret 
that will not become known and come to light’ (Luke 8:17). 
 This prospect is a frightening one for those who are in guilt. It becomes bearable, and even 
welcome, for those who know by faith that they have been cleansed from guilt through the 
grace of God in Jesus Christ, and that God is at work in us, enabling us ‘to will and to work 
for his good pleasure’ (Phil. 2:13). Even among the redeemed, this will be a touchy matter for 
those who are still weak in faith and conscience (as in Rom. 14:1; 1 Cor. 8:7). Those secured 
in the assurance of faith, while no less daunted, will be emboldened, humbled and gladdened 
to be nowhere else but before ‘the throne of grace’ (Heb. 4:16): 

 
And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than 
light because their deeds were evil. For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that 
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their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly 
seen that their deeds have been done in God (John 3:19–21). 
 

The mark of a healthy congregation, secured in the gospel of grace, will be its willingness to 
‘come to the light’, no matter what. They will find, perhaps to their surprise and relief, that 
God has been at work in them, enabling them ‘both to will and to work for his good pleasure’ 
(Phil. 2:13). 
 It is with this in view that the Anglican Book of Common Prayer (1662) has provision for 
a ‘general Confession’ at Morning and Evening Prayer, when the people ‘assemble and meet 
together’.3 For those who are weak in faith and conscience, the regular repetition of this rite 
may cause them to think mistakenly that forgiveness can be obtained in weekly instalments, 
even by virtue of the act, on our part, of confession and absolution itself.4 This is clearly not 
the intention of the Reformers who wrote it. The Confession is made ‘unto the throne of the 
heavenly grace’, on the grounds of the ‘promises declared unto mankind in Christ Jesu our 
Lord’ by our ‘most merciful Father’, of mercy and restoration for all who are penitent. The 
reality of forgiveness precedes and enables the open acknowledgement of sin. 
 Some may say that this provision of a general Confession is there for the benefit of those 
in attendance who are yet to come to faith and repentance for the first time, but is not 
necessary for those who have come to this already. This also was not the Reformers’ 
intention. They had a healthy recognition that sin still remains an issue even among the 
redeemed, and that the gospel needs to be brought to bear upon it in no uncertain terms. They 
stated in Anglican Article XV, ‘Of Christ alone without Sin’: 

 
But we all the rest, although baptized, and born again in Christ, yet offend in many things; and if we say 
we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.5 
 

They went on in Article XVI: 
 
After we have received the Holy Ghost, we may depart from grace given, and fall into sin, and by the 
grace of God we may arise again, and amend our lives. And therefore they are to be condemned, which 
say, they can no more sin as long as they live here, or deny the place of forgiveness to such as truly 
repent.6 
 

It is on the basis of this understanding—that ‘we ought at all times humbly to acknowledge 
our sins before God’—that the opportunity of the ‘general Confession’ is offered. Anyone 
who requires ‘further comfort or counsel . . . to the quieting of his conscience, and avoiding 
of all scruple and doubtfulness’ is urged to ‘open his grief’ to a ‘discreet and learned Minister 
of God’s Word . . . that by the ministry of God’s holy word he may receive the benefit of 
absolution, together with ghostly [spiritual] counsel and advice’.7 
 The introduction to the general Confession speaks of the straightforwardness by which all 
this should be approached by those who know and are sure of the grace of God towards them: 

 
Dearly beloved brethren, the Scripture moveth us in sundry places to acknowledge and confess our 
manifold sins and wickedness; and that we should not dissemble nor cloke them before the face of 

                                                
3 ‘The Order for Morning and Evening Prayer’ in The Book of Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments, 

and Other Rites and Ceremonies of the Church According to the Use of the Church of England, Eyre and Spottiswoode, 
London, n.d., pp. 42f. See further: D. R. Davies, Down, Peacock’s Feathers: Studies in the Significance of the General 
Confession, Geoffrey Bles, London, 1961. 

4 See Martin Bleby, The Vinedresser: An Anglican Meets Wrath and Grace, NCPI, Blackwood, 1985, p. 9. 
5 The Anglican Church of Australia, A Prayer Book for Australia, Shorter Edition, Broughton Books, Alexandria, 1995, 

p. 479. See also Article IX, ‘Of Original or Birth-sin’, p. 478. 
6 A Prayer Book for Australia, p. 479. 
7 ‘The Order of the Administration of the Lord’s Supper, or Holy Communion’, Book of Common Prayer, p. 298. 
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Almighty God our heavenly Father; but confess them with an humble, lowly, penitent, and obedient 
heart; to the end that we may obtain forgiveness of the same, by his infinite goodness and mercy.8 
 

Dissembling and cloaking (as in Genesis 3:8; compare Job 31:33–34) belong to those who 
still do not know the grace of God; not to those who do. 

Questions for Reflection 

• What has been our experience of coming to the light of God’s judgement? 
• What has made it bearable or welcome? 
• What in the life of our congregation might deter or hinder us from coming to the light? 

IF A BROTHER OR SISTER SINS 

What did Jesus have to say on the matter of sin in the community of the redeemed? 
 
If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are 
alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if you are not listened to, take one or 
two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three 
witnesses. If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to 
listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector (Matt. 18:15–17). 
 

 Because some manuscripts include the words ‘against you’ after ‘sins’ in verse 15, this 
passage is sometimes taken to be referring to conflict resolution, and is treated accordingly. It 
will certainly give us good counsel in that regard. There are four steps to be taken here, each 
one to be taken only if the previous one has failed: 

1) One on one face-to-face engagement. 
2) Meeting in the presence of one or two others. 
3) Involvement of the church more widely. 
4) Exclusion. 

This order is the opposite to that which often prevails in the world. Often what happens when 
someone offends is first that we ostracise them immediately. Then we are likely to tell all and 
sundry about it—anyone but the offending person—often causing irreparable damage and 
harm. If we confront the offending person at all, it is likely to be with one or two others to 
back up the accusation and enforce capitulation. The last thing we might think of doing is to 
talk with the person face to face alone, to sort it out—which by then is likely to have become 
impossible. Jesus reverses that order, in a way that is much more likely to bring about 
reconciliation. 
 However, a number of manuscripts do not have the words ‘against you’, in which case it is 
speaking about what is to happen if ‘another member of the church sins’, whether against you 
personally or not. How do we handle that? This is more like Galatians 6:1: 

 
My friends, if anyone is detected in a transgression, you who have received the Spirit should restore such 
a one in a spirit of gentleness. 
 

Here it is a sinner’s forgiveness and restoration that is in view. 

                                                
8 Book of Common Prayer, p. 42. 
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The Gospel Applied 

 The forgiveness and restoration of one who has sinned can be brought about only by an 
application of the gospel to the person in that situation. The Second Letter of Peter speaks of 
our need and capacity to be established in faith, goodness, knowledge, self-control, 
endurance, godliness, mutual affection, and love, and goes on to say: 

 
For anyone who lacks these things is nearsighted and blind, and is forgetful of the cleansing of past sins 
(2 Pet. 1:9). 
 

Where there is a sinful deficiency in any of these things, there needs to be, first of all, not an 
accusation regarding a breach of the law so much as a reminder of ‘the cleansing of past 
sins’. John in his First Letter draws attention to the same reality: 

 
My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we 
have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, 
and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:1–2). 
 

In a situation of sin, the believer’s first responsibility is to know the grace of God. This is 
what those who set out to ‘restore such a one’ should bring to bear. Perhaps that is why the 
apostles acted the way they did when ‘the Hellenists complained against the Hebrews 
because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution of food’ (Acts 6:1). They 
appointed ‘seven men of good standing, full of the Spirit and of wisdom’ (Acts 6:3) to attend 
to the distribution of food, while they devoted themselves even more ‘to prayer and to 
serving the word’ (Acts 6:4). It could be they knew that no amount of administrative 
correction, however godly, could bring about reconciliation after such a lapse, without a 
reassertion, at the heart of the community, of the word of the gospel. 
 If we take it that the forgiveness and restoration of a believer who has sinned is in view in 
Matthew 18:15–17, then those who go to the one who has sinned bring the gospel with them 
first of all. They go in the sure knowledge that the gift of repentance and the forgiveness of 
sins (as in Acts 5:31; 11:18) is powerfully available to God’s people. On the basis of this 
knowledge, they are able openly to name and ‘point out the fault’ (Matt. 18:15) without 
evasion, fear, or any spirit of accusation. While our propensity might be to stay out of it and 
not get involved, the apostles thought otherwise, often with salutary results. We see this with 
Peter’s rebuke of Simon in Samaria, who had previously practiced magic, and had believed 
and been baptised (see Acts 8:9–13): 

 
Now when Simon saw that the Spirit was given through the laying on of the apostles’ hands, he offered 
them money, saying, ‘Give me also this power so that anyone on whom I lay my hands may receive the 
Holy Spirit.’ But Peter said to him, ‘May your silver perish with you, because you thought you could 
obtain God’s gift with money! You have no part or share in this, for your heart is not right before God. 
Repent therefore of this wickedness of yours, and pray to the Lord that, if possible, the intent of your 
heart may be forgiven you. For I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and the chains of wickedness.’ 
Simon answered, ‘Pray for me to the Lord, that nothing of what you have said may happen to me’ (Acts 
8:18–24). 
 

Paul was no less bold in his rebuking of Peter’s inconsistency, which compromised faith in 
Christ: 

 
But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood self-condemned; for until 
certain people came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But after they came, he drew back and 
kept himself separate for fear of the circumcision faction. And the other Jews joined him in this hypo-
crisy, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. But when I saw that they were not acting 
consistently with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, ‘If you, though a Jew, live like 
a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?’ (Gal. 2:11–14). 
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Paul also encourages Timothy not to mince matters in this regard, with soundness of faith in 
view for those rebuked: 

 
It was one of them, their very own prophet, who said,  

‘Cretans are always liars, vicious brutes, lazy gluttons.’ 
That testimony is true. For this reason rebuke them sharply, so that they may become sound in the faith 
(Titus 1:12–13). 
 

 This directness is to occur first of all ‘when the two of you are alone’. This shows direct 
love, honours the other person as a wise person who will accept rebuke (see Prov. 9:8; 12:1), 
and offers the most likely setting where a change of heart may take place, without others 
present (where loss of face could make it more difficult). This may well be sufficient to effect 
the desired restoration: ‘If the member listens to you, you have regained that one’ (Matt. 
18:15). Full reconciliation, not castigation, is the whole object of the exercise. 
 Only if the person does not listen, are we to ‘take one or two others along with you, so that 
every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses’ (Matt. 18:16). The 
first purpose of having these present is for the sake of the offender: the first person may have 
been wrong, and the matter can be assessed more justly by others. Or, if the offence is real, 
others may be able to approach the offender in a way that prevails, when the first one has 
failed. The principle of having ‘two or three witnesses’ is to ensure that justice and truth is 
being done, and that no malicious personal vendetta is being pursued by the first person (see 
Deut. 17:6; 19:15; Num. 35:30; 2 Cor. 13:1; 1 Tim. 5:19). 
 The third step, of opening the matter to the whole community (which at this point would 
include the leadership, if it has not already), is taken only after the second step has failed. 
 All who attend to this matter are to be those who themselves are subject to the gospel—as 
redeemed sinners who have been deservedly crucified with Christ and raised with him in 
justification (as in Rom. 4:25; 6:3–11). So they have no illusions about their own sinfulness 
or the propensity of their own flesh to fall into sin (as in Mark 7:21–23; Rom. 7:14–25; Gal. 
5:17). For this reason the warning is given: 

 
Take care that you yourselves are not tempted (Gal. 6:1). 
 

A similar warning is in place for those involved in the appointing and disciplining of an 
elder: 

 
do not participate in the sins of others; keep yourself pure (1 Tim. 5:22).9 

Exclusion and Readmission 

 The fourth and most drastic step is taken only after the failure of the first three. What is 
meant by: ‘let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector’ (Matt. 18:17)? Some 
point to the way Jesus ministered to Gentiles and tax collectors (see Matt. 8:5–13, the 
centurion; 12:17–21, ‘in his name the Gentiles will hope’; 15:21–28, a Canaanite woman; 
                                                

9 While the immediate context is that of the laying-on of hands in connection with the gift of ministering (1 Tim. 5:22; 
compare 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6), the wider context is that of disciplining elders ‘who persist in sin’ (1 Tim. 5:19–21). In the late 
fourth century Apostolic Constitutions (2.41) there is reference to a laying-on of hands in the process of restoring a penitent 
sinner (Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 7, eds A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1995, p. 415). It has been 
suggested that this might be the reference in 1 Tim. 5:22. ‘There is a difference of opinion whether the ordination ceremony 
is here in view, or the restoration of penitents after due discipline’ (Donald Guthrie, The Pastoral Epistles: An Introduction 
and Commentary, 2nd edition, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1990, p. 119). Mounce summarises the weight of opinion that this 
‘does not refer to the later church ritual of reinstating a penitent sinner’, but rather to that person’s appointment as an elder 
(William D. Mounce, The Pastoral Epistles, WBC vol. 46, Thomas Nelson, Nashville, 2000, p. 316). 
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9:9–17, Matthew and his friends) by including them in his new kingdom community. These 
conclude that Jesus is saying that inclusion must be the end of the process. Be that as it may, 
the immediate reference is more likely to be to treat the person for a time as an outsider, as a 
Gentile and a tax collector would have been under the terms of the old covenant (see Eph. 
2:12; and the usage in Gal. 2:15). 
 This would appear to be what is put into practice in 1 Corinthians 5:1–5: 

 
It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that is not found even 
among pagans; for a man is living with his father’s wife. And you are arrogant! Should you not rather 
have mourned, so that he who has done this would have been removed from among you? For though 
absent in body, I am present in spirit; and as if present I have already pronounced judgment in the name 
of the Lord Jesus on the man who has done such a thing. When you are assembled, and my spirit is 
present with the power of our Lord Jesus, you are to hand this man over to Satan for the destruction of 
the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord. 
 

Note there that even this step of ‘excommunication’ is ‘so that his spirit may be saved in the 
day of the Lord’. The person is to be removed from the protection afforded by the community 
of those who are forgiven and saved through faith in Christ, to be exposed to the horrors of 
being in the world exposed to Satan’s accusations apart from that protection. Such is the 
confidence of Paul in God’s saving sovereignty even in that situation that he still holds out 
the hope that this one will be saved, perhaps ‘as through fire’ (see above on 1 Cor. 3:10–17). 
It is the good of the sinner, rather than the needs of the church, that is still primarily in view. 
What follows in 1 Corinthians 5:6–13 is also instructive on this theme: the intention is 
anything but trying to keep ourselves undefiled at the expense of others. 
 We do not know whether 2 Corinthians 2:3–11 refers to the same situation as 1 Corinth-
ians 5:1–5, or to another similar case.10 Here we see a mitigation of the discipline imposed: 

 
I wrote as I did, so that when I came, I might not suffer pain from those who should have made me 
rejoice; for I am confident about all of you, that my joy would be the joy of all of you. For I wrote you 
out of much distress and anguish of heart and with many tears, not to cause you pain, but to let you know 
the abundant love that I have for you. 
  But if anyone has caused pain, he has caused it not to me, but to some extent—not to exaggerate it—
to all of you. This punishment by the majority is enough for such a person; so now instead you should 
forgive and console him, so that he may not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. So I urge you to 
reaffirm your love for him. I wrote for this reason: to test you and to know whether you are obedient in 
everything. Anyone whom you forgive, I also forgive. What I have forgiven, if I have forgiven anything, 
has been for your sake in the presence of Christ. And we do this so that we may not be outwitted by 
Satan; for we are not ignorant of his designs. 
 

Here again, while the seriousness of the offence, and the pain caused by it, is not played 
down, the good of the offender is in view. Only a great atonement could make this other than 
compromise or inconsistent double-think. 
 Another application of this procedure is in 2 Thessalonians 3:14–15: 

 
Take note of those who do not obey what we say in this letter; have nothing to do with them, so that they 
may be ashamed. Do not regard them as enemies, but warn them as believers. 
 

While we may be quick to regard those who do not accept the word of the apostle Paul as 
heretics, Paul urges us to treat them still as believers (lit. ‘brothers’)—albeit estranged—and 
not as enemies. 

                                                
10 See the discussion in Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, Paul’s Second Letter to the Corinthians, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 

1962, pp. 59–72, where Hughes supports the traditional association of the two. 



 9 

 How could we ever be qualified to exercise such weighty judgements? The assumption 
behind that very question is flawed. It is the Lord himself, and his word, that pronounces the 
judgement (see John 8:16; 12:48). Note how Paul emphasises that any part played by him and 
the church, both in judgement and forgiveness, is ‘in the name of the Lord Jesus’, ‘with the 
power of our Lord Jesus’, and ‘in the presence of Christ’. In this, the gospel is paramount. 
Paul’s instructions in 2 Timothy 2:10–26 set this out clearly. Having already said that God 
‘desires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth’ through Jesus Christ 
(1 Tim. 2:4–6), Paul states his prime focus in the light of the gospel: 
 

I endure everything for the sake of the elect, so that they may also obtain the salvation that is in Christ 
Jesus, with eternal glory. The saying is sure:  

If we have died with him, we will also live with him;  
if we endure, we will also reign with him (2 Tim. 2:10–12). 

 
He then sets out the disastrous consequences of denying Jesus as Saviour: 
 

if we deny him, he will also deny us;  
if we are faithless, he remains faithful— 
for he cannot deny himself (2 Tim. 2:12–13). 

 
Paul is not saying here that Christ’s faithfulness will override our faithlessness, true as that 
may be in the setting of temporary lapses of ‘faith’ (as in Luke 22:31–34). The reference here 
is to the final refusal to believe (as in Mark 8:38)—Christ will be true to himself in denying 
us if we deny him. Timothy is to hold the seriousness of this before those who are inclined to 
be contentious, while ‘rightly explaining the word of truth’: 
 

Remind them of this, and warn them before God that they are to avoid wrangling over words, which does 
no good but only ruins those who are listening. Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved 
by him, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly explaining the word of truth. Avoid profane 
chatter, for it will lead people into more and more impiety, and their talk will spread like gangrene. 
Among them are Hymenaeus and Philetus, who have swerved from the truth by claiming that the 
resurrection has already taken place. They are upsetting the faith of some (2 Tim. 2:14–18). 

 
While taking the necessary measures, we never finally pronounce on anyone’s status in the 
Lord—that is God’s business. We are to be sure where we stand ourselves, and to act 
accordingly: 
 

But God’s firm foundation stands, bearing this inscription: ‘The Lord knows those who are his,’ and, ‘Let 
everyone who calls on the name of the Lord turn away from wickedness’ (2 Tim. 2:19). 

 
Paul then expands on this, tells Timothy again how he is to conduct himself in the midst of it, 
and returns to his focus on salvation and restoration: 
 

In a large house there are utensils not only of gold and silver but also of wood and clay, some for special 
use, some for ordinary. All who cleanse themselves of the things I have mentioned will become special 
utensils, dedicated and useful to the owner of the house, ready for every good work. Shun youthful 
passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along with those who call on the Lord from a 
pure heart. Have nothing to do with stupid and senseless controversies; you know that they breed 
quarrels. And the Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome but kindly to everyone, an apt teacher, patient, 
correcting opponents with gentleness. God may perhaps grant that they will repent and come to know the 
truth, and that they may escape from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will 
(2 Tim. 2:20–26). 


