
        
            
                
            
        


EVANGELICALESSENTIALS

A Liberal-Evangelical Dialogue



DAVID L. EDWARDS


WITH A RESPONSE FROM

JOHN STOTT

InterVarsity Press


DOWNERS GROVE, ILLINOIS 60515


©1988 David L. Edwards and John Stott

Published in the United States of America by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, Illinois, with permission from Hodder & Stoughton Limited, London, England. Originally published in England as Essentials: A Liberal-Evangelical Dialogue.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from InterVarsity Press, P.O. Box 1400, Downers Grove, Illinois.

InterVarsity Press is the book-publishing division of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, a student movement active on campus at hundreds of universities, colleges and schools of nursing. For information about local and regional activities, write Public Relations Dept., InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, 6400 Schroeder Rd., P.O. Box 7895, Madison, WI53707-7895.

ISBN 0-8308-1285-7 Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Edwards, David Lawrence,

Evangelical essentials: a liberal-evangelical dialogue / by David L Edwards with a response from John Stott, p. cm.

Bibliography: p.

Includes index.

ISBN 0-8308-1285-7

1. Evangelicalism. 2. Uberalism (Religion) I. Stott, John R,

W. II. Title

BR1640.E38.    1989


88-34365

CIP



 

23 O’.044—del 9

18    17    16    15    14    13    12    11    10    9    8    7    6    5    4    3    2    1

99    98    97    96    95    94    93    92    91    90    89


Heavenly Father, we bow in your presence.

May your Word be our rule,

your Spirit our teacher,

and your greater glory our supreme concern,

through Jesus Christ our Lord.

a prayer used by John Stott before preaching
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PREFACE

David Edwards asked John Stott if he might write a book based on his published works. As a Church historian,he wanted to explore the dynamics of the current worldwide Evangelical revival. He also hoped to persuadehis liberal friends to read Evangelical books, and hisEvangelical friends to face liberal criticisms. More specifically, he wished to pose a question and invite John'sreply: how 'conservative' do Evangelicals have to be, ifthey are to be faithful to the truth, including the Gospel?

John agreed that a liberal-Evangelical dialogue would be useful, and eventually acquiesced in the proposal that heshould be the Evangelical under question.

David then studied most of John's publications and wrote an appreciation and criticism of them. Having recovered, John wrote a response chapter by chapter. Itamounts to a restatement of aspects of Evangelical belief.David has not changed his own material; it stands as acollection of difficulties felt about the Evangelical tradition.But he has added a few questions which may be founduseful by individuals or groups who wish to make this bookthe basis of reflection and discussion, growing into agreater Christian unity in the truth. That the book, despiteall its limitations, may be such a basis is the prayer of itsauthors.
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ABBREVIATIONS

This is not a complete bibliography, but it indicates the books by John Stott to which reference is made in the text by way of letterand page number. UK and US publishers are given in that order.IVP is Inter-Varsity Press, which publishes both in the UK and inthe USA.

AJ The Authentic Jesus (Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1985;American IVP, 1985)

ARBMW The Authority and Relevance of the Bible in the ModemWorld. The Olivier Beguin Memorial Lecture (Bible Society in Australia, 1979)

B The Bible: Book for Today (IVP, 1982)

BC1 Basic Christianity (first published 1958; revisededition IVP, 1971; Eerdmans/IVP, 1971)
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BF Baptism and Fullness: The Work of the Holy Spirit Today(first published 1964; revised edition British IVP, 1975)

CtC Christ the Controversialist (Tyndale Press, 1970;American IVP, 1972)

CoC The Cross of Christ (IVP, 1986)

CCC Christian Counter-Culture: The Message of the Sermon on the Mount (IVP, 1978)

CMMW Christian Mission in the Modem World (first published 1975; Kingsway, 1986; American IVP, 1975)

CSP The Canticles and Selected Psalms (Hodder &Stoughton, 1966)

CYS Confess Your Sins (Hodder & Stoughton, 1964; WordBooks, 1974)

EJ The Epistles of John (first published 1964; British IVP,1987)

ELC Explaining the Lausanne Covenant (Scripture Union, 1975; as The Lausanne Covenant: An Exposition andCommentary by World Wide, 1975)

ESR Evangelism and Social Responsibility: An Evangelical

Commitment (Paternoster Press, 1982)

FC Focus on Christ (Collins, 1979; as Understanding Christby Zondervan, 1980)

FE Fundamentalism and Evangelism (Evangelical Alliance,1956; Eerdmans, 1959)

GG Guard the Gospel: The Message Timothy (TVP, 1973)

GNS God's New Society: The Message of Ephesians (IVP,1979)

IBP I Believe in Preaching (Hodder & Stoughton, 1982; asBetween Two Worlds, Eerdmans, 1982)

IFCT Issues Facing Christians Today (Marshall, Morgan &

Scott, 1984; as Involvement, 2 vols, by Revell, 1985) MMN Men Made New: An Exposition of Romans 5-8 (IVP,1966)

OC Obeying Christ in a Changing World (Collins Fount,1977)

OGS Our Guilty Silence (Hodder & Stoughton, 1967;Eerdmans/IVP, 1969)

OOW Only One Way: The Message of Galatians (TVP, 1968)

OP One People (Falcon, 1968; revised edition, Revell,1982)

PP The Preacher's Portrait (Tyndale Press, 1961;Eerdmans/IVP, 1961)

UB Understanding the Bible (first published 1972; revisededition, Scripture Union, 1984; Zondervan, 1980) WCTC What Christ Thinks of the Church (Lutterworth, 1958;Eerdmans/IVP, 1959)

WR The Willowbank Report: Gospel and Culture (LausanneCommittee for World Evangelisation, 1978)
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1 THE POWER OF THE GOSPEL

A Leader's Life

A young Englishman knelt at his bedside in a dormitory in Rugby School one Sunday night in February 1938. He laterrecalled his silent prayer. 'In a simple, matter-of-fact butdefinite way he told Christ that he had made rather a messof his life so far; he confessed his sins; he thanked Christ fordying for him; and he asked him to come into his life.' Nextday he wrote in his diary: 'He has come into my house andnow rules in it.'

John Stott was then aged seventeen. He had been impressed by an evangelist visiting the Christian Union in his school, Eric Nash. During the next fifty years he became aloved and trusted leader, teacher and spokesman ofthe world-wide Evangelical movement - and apart fromWilliam Temple (who died as Archbishop of Canterbury in1944) the most influential clergyman in the Church ofEngland during the twentieth century. The author of morethan twenty books, he told the story of his conversionas a schoolboy in Basic Christianity (BC1, p. 128). Thatbook has sold more than a million copies in thirty-sixlanguages.

He earned this influence by building up a spectacularly effective parish church and preaching centre. Bom in 1921,he was the son of a leading physician, Sir Arnold Stott, whopractised in Harley Street in London's West End. He grewup in the geographical parish of All Souls, Langham Place,near the BBC's Broadcasting House and the famous shopsof Oxford Street. Having left London during the war years,he returned to that parish as a curate in 1945 after completing his education in Cambridge (at Trinity College andRidley Hall). He became Rector in 1950. So began a triumph,drawing congregations which were very large by Britishstandards (about a thousand on an average Sunday) butalso reaching out to the geographical parish (which hadabout nine thousand inhabitants) and influencing manyvisitors who did not go to All Souls regularly. This churchbecame, more than any other in Britain, the shop windowof the conservative Evangelical revival - which became,more than any other religious movement in Britain sincethe second world war, a success. Many students in Christian Unions and other Evangelical societies across Britainlistened eagerly to John Stott as a guest speaker and university missioner, as did thousands of young Americans,particularly in the great student missionary conferences inUrbana, Illinois. Contacts with African, Asian and otherstudents in London made him compare All Souls churchwith the international transit lounge of an airport andgradually made him an airport figure himself, with manyjourneys at the invitation of friends. This growing international work as a speaker and writer persuaded him to handover the leadership of All Souls as Vicar to Michael Baughen(later Bishop of Chester) in 1970. He remained 'Rector' thenand became 'Rector Emeritus' five years later. Most of thosewho knew him well thought this a sensible decision, forback in Cambridge in the 1940s he had been exempted fromtime-consuming attendance at the committee meetings ofthe Cambridge Inter-Collegiate Christian Union in orderthat he might 'get on with the evangelistic and pastoralwork in which he was exercising an outstanding ministry'.(That story was told in Oliver Barclay's book about theCICCU, Whatever Happened to the Jesus Lane Lot?, 1977, p.111.) But he has continued to keep a foot in London both asa frequent preacher in the church he had revitalised and asan animating teacher in the London Institute for Contemporary Christianity, which he and his friends founded in1982 with a home in the nearby church of St Peter, VereStreet. He has been appointed by the Queen an Honorary Chaplain and by the Archbishop of Canterbury a LambethDoctor of Divinity.

One reason why he has been admired and honoured in the Church of England is that he has remained loyal to it.His public disagreement with Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones at ameeting of the Evangelical Alliance in 1966 was a turningpoint. Lloyd-Jones, often regarded as the greatest preacherof his age, urged Evangelicals to come out of their denominations and together form their own new association,if not an actual church; and John Stott, who was in the chair,resolutely opposed him. His chairmanship of the NationalEvangelical Anglican Congresses at Keele in 1967 and atNottingham in 1977 was the most influential centre ofadvocacy of the alternative to separation - and that, too,brought him some criticism. There and later he urged thedevelopment of an Evangelicalism actively participating inchurch life at every level, in touch with the scholarship andculture of the day, in dialogue with other Christians of allsorts, determined to make the Christian gospel heard byyouth and others unfamiliar with the conventional language of the churches, determined also to be thoroughlyinvolved in discussion and action responding to contemporary social problems. As he summed it up while introducing the three pre-Nottingham books on Obeying Christ ina Changing World (1977), 'we publicly repented of thatwithdrawal from the visible Church and secular worldwhich is often termed "pietism"'. And this development inEngland has had an impact on Evangelicals in many othernations. Around the world, the name of John Stott has beenassociated not only with the conservative Evangelical revival but also with some definite and creative answers to thegrowing problem of Evangelical identity.

Although Billy Graham was the host, John Stott has often been regarded as a key figure in the historic LausanneCongress on World Evangelisation in 1974. He was chairman of the group which drafted the Lausanne Covenant.He wrote the official commentary on that agreed statementand chaired several international conferences developingits insights. Essentially what happened at Lausanne wasthat world-wide Evangelicalism publicly ceased to be identified with the culture of conservative, English-speakingProtestantism. Billy Graham, the most famous spokesmanand symbol of American Evangelicalism since the secondworld war, himself pleaded for the distinction between thatone culture and the everlasting, universal gospel. Thecultures of Latin America, Africa, Asia and other regionswere seen to be clothing in which a dynamically aliveChristianity must advance into the twenty-first century.The social problems of what is best called the 'Two ThirdsWorld' were seen to occupy by right a high position in theChurch's agenda. Those problems, Lausanne demonstrated, are a matter of life or death to Christians in thoseregions and no Christian anywhere should be aloof. Andthis awareness of the cultures and problems of all thecontinents encouraged a much greater sensitivity to the factthat the Bible, too, belongs to a culture - in its case, to aMiddle Eastern or Mediterranean culture which has beendead for many centuries. So Evangelicals took up the task ofproclaiming the Bible's message to the individual and tosociety in ways which would be understood to the ends ofthe earth. In so doing they began to face the questions aboutthe Bible's truth which had been asked most insistently inJohn Stott's own continent, Europe, as well as in the USA.'Sensitivity to the real questions of the modem world/ hewrote in 1985, 'is essential to Christian maturity. Andevangelism is impossible without it. We shall not winpeople to Christ by ignoring their problems' (AJ, p. 15).

This is the great teacher of the Church with whom I am entering into dialogue. I am honoured that he has consented to reply to the comments I shall submit. But since Iam in every way his junior (in age, by eight years) I hadbetter say why I hope for a fruitful conversation.

For all our differences John Stott and I ought to be able to understand each other. We are fellow-Anglicans, fellow-Englishmen, fellow-Londoners. We are fellow-priests ofthe Church of England and fellow-writers of popular theology whose writing has had to be done in the intervals ofpastoral work or administration. My journey through lifehas not been totally different, although I have never belonged to an exclusively Evangelical fellowship. I knewCambridge as a theological student and as Dean of King'sCollege and a lecturer (in chinch history). I knew studentselsewhere while Editor or General Secretary of the StudentChristian Movement. I know central London, having spentmany years as a curate of St Martin-in-the-Fields, as a canonof Westminster Abbey and now as Provost of SouthwarkCathedral. And I have had to keep up with the life of theChurch of England, partly because I am a weekly contributor to its leading newspaper, the Church Times. I havealso done some international travelling and listening. Forexample, I remember John Stott's brave protest against theneglect of the biblical call to evangelism at the Assembly ofthe World Council of Chinches in Uppsala in 1966.

In many ways I am by conviction a 'liberal'. I accept such science as I know. I am indebted to critical scholars formuch of such understanding of the Bible as I have. I do notbelieve that the Bible provides a complete system of theology which all Christians ought to accept, or a comprehensive guide to how all Christians ought to believe andbehave. The first person who tried to teach me theologywas Professor Leonard Hodgson, whose key question hasoften been quoted: 'What must the truth have been if itappeared like this to men who thought like that?' I believethat as they answer that question Christians are givenfreedom to make up their own minds on many matters inthe light of the vision or principle, taught by the Bible - andare given reason and conscience to help them. And I thinkthat God, who has a parent-like mercy for all humanity, hasgiven many good gifts to all (not only to Christians) in orderthat everyone may choose to know his love, do his will andenter the joy of his salvation. His light shines on everyonein the world.

I am also, I believe, a 'Catholic' although many Roman and other Catholics would suspect or exclude me. As apriest of the Church of England I am conscious day by dayof the Catholic heritage. I have been conscious of thatheritage ever since I was a schoolboy - even before I went toa school in the shadow of Canterbury Cathedral. Thatinspired me to write the three volumes of my history ofChristian England while I was Dean of Norwich and I amnowadays glad that the church where I serve is one of theoldest in London. Baptism means much to me and it isalmost true to say that the Eucharist means everything. I amsure that church buildings, the sacraments and liturgicalworship which they house, and above all the personalitiesof the saints, can speak to the soul. They have spoken to meabout Christ.

But in common with many 'liberal' and 'Catholic' Christians I should also like to be treated as an Evangelical if by 'Evangelical' is meant one who believes the gospel revealedin the Bible. With all my heart and mind I believe that theeternal God has communicated with us - has 'acted' and'spoken', to use traditional language - supremely anduniquely in Jesus Christ. This was necessary because somuch ignorance and so much evil are parts of the humansituation, along with the human glories. I agree completelywith John Stott when he writes in Basic Christianity:

The history of the last hundred years or so has convinced many people that the problem of evil is located in man himself, notmerely his society . . . We need more than an example; weneed a Saviour. An example can stir our imagination, kindleour idealism and strengthen our resolve, but it cannot cleansethe defilement of our past sins, bring peace to our troubledconscience or reconcile us to God ... No religious observances or good deeds of ours could ever earn our forgiveness.(BC1, pp. 61,89,96)

The gospel which I believe is the good news that in Jesus humanity has a Saviour, who lived and died for us all,delivering us from ignorance and evil, enabling us to know,love and obey God as our Father, releasing the divine Spiritto be our comfort, our teacher and our guide. Yes, I question and I criticise - but I, too, believe in basic Christianity.I, too, have been converted and in my weakness I havereceived the Holy Spirit (although my youthful religiousawakening had no moment of crisis that I can recall apartfrom my confirmation by a bishop who undramaticallyadmitted me to receive Holy Communion). I confess mysins. I thank Christ for dying for me and all sinners. I accepthim as my Lord and Saviour and I ask him to rule in my life.

I have not undergone a recent conversion to being polite about conservative Evangelicals. Reviewing a book aboutThe Evangelicals by John Ring, I wrote in the Church Times in1969:

In an age of widespread nihilism, they have a burning and shining sense of mission. In an age of religious famine, theyknow God through Christ. In an age of the unhappy cult of fun(or, to be franker, lust), their lives are given a shape by theirprayers and the purity and joy of their homes are conspicuous.In an age of selfishness, they care. In an age of mass entertainment, they think. In an age of brash vulgarity, they are in touchwith the great tradition of the life of the Spirit, which is the trueglory of man. They actually read the Bible. In an age when somany softer options are available, many of them are Willing tospend and be spent throughout their adult lives in the work ofthe sacred ministry. If laymen, they do go to church. Theyappeal to the young in considerable numbers.

The Evangelical Success

Among the Evangelicals whom I know, John Stott has for many years been a hero to me. Of course I recognise that theexact nature of his success has been due to factors whichcan be analysed sociologically, psychologically and evengenetically. Bom into the English upper middle class, hestarted with an able mind which was developed by anexcellent education. He won first class honours in hisCambridge examinations in modem languages and theology, during years when the lives of many men of his agewere being laid waste by the war. After ordination he hasalways been encouraged to study, reflect and express himself copiously by the spoken and written word. He has beenprovided with eager young study assistants and skilled anddevoted secretarial help. He has a remote country cottage(in Pembrokeshire in South-West Wales) where he can getpeace. To these privileges has been added the incalculable asset of a calm and sunny temperament, and hisconfidence in his own mission has been combined withthe courtesy of a diplomat. Not for nothing was it hisfather's hope that he might enter the British diplomaticservice.

Instead he has become an ambassador for Christ. But he has not had to minister or teach in a strange and hostileenvironment, except perhaps among critical students during university missions. It is extraordinary that as child,curate, rector and rector emeritus he has always been basedon the same London parish. It is also notable that althoughsome of the parish consists of a multiracial, working-classoverspill from Soho, this is a largely 'professional' or'residential' neighbourhood, the nearest approach to industry being the great department stores. When he opened aparochial community centre in 1958, with a full range ofclubs for all ages but with the emphasis on young people,this church-sponsored clubhouse received a good and continuing response. When he began the annual TrainingSchool at All Souls in 1950, it was in order to recruit andequip 'commissioned workers' who, going out two by two,could be lay evangelists in house-to-house visitation andother activities in the parish. He was able to insist that theyshould attend twelve lectures (half on theology and half onevangelism) and pass a written examination in addition to apersonal interview at the end, returning for three or fourmeetings a year. An average of forty-three a year werecommissioned. Their purpose was defined 'almost exclusively in terms of witness', we are told, concentrating on thespoken word about Jesus Christ, although these visitorsalways tried to lend a helping hand in situations of socialneed and their responsibility in that field was 'clarified' inthe late 1960s (OP, p. 65).

Sometimes a city district like his parish still presents great problems to a clergyman. Most of those who work therecommute from homes which are far distant and most ofthose who live there are either temporary residents or elserich enough to afford to be 'out of town' during theweekend. And those have been problems for All Souls,Langham Place. But the church is strategically placed.Designed by John Nash as the focal point of Regent Street inthe 1820s, it is a landmark surrounded by other well-knownbuildings and by heavily used transport routes. Just as thenearby stores are the Mecca of shoppers in London, so thiselegant church could quite easily become a magnet tochurchgoers visiting London or coming into the centre fromall over the metropolis. It seems that while John Stott wasRector many of the commissioned workers and other activelaity at All Souls did not live in the geographical parish andthat most of the congregation on a Sunday would not havebeen there had they gone to their parish churches. Inparticular All Souls attracted overseas students (of whomthere were then large numbers in London) recommendedby Evangelicals. John Stott explained in 1968: 'Being aLondon church, we receive a steady stream of letters fromall over the world, from grannies and aunties, parents andcousins, clergy and friends, telling us that someone isarriving in London and asking us if we will make contactwith them.' But that is not true of the average Londonchurch! In my mind I compare John Stott's ministry at AllSouls with that of another Evangelical, Dick Lucas, in StHelen, Bishopsgate, in recent years; or with that of theliberal preacher and pastor, Dick Sheppard, at St Martin-in-the-Fields in Trafalgar Square in the 1920s (not forgettinghis successors); or with that of a radical activist, DonaldReeves, at St James, Piccadilly, in the 1980s; or with theAnglo-Catholic ministry of successive vicars at All Saints,Margaret Street; or with the preachers to great congregations of tourists in St Paul's Cathedral and Westminster

Abbey; or with the pulpit eminence of famous Methodists in Westminster Central Hall or of famous conservativeEvangelicals in the Free Church tradition in WestminsterChapel; or with the influence of the Roman Catholic priestsof Westminster Cathedral or the Brompton Oratory. Allthese men have been given great opportunities in strategically placed London churches - opportunities not given toclergymen in more normal situations. I am not saying thatno clergyman can be a 'success' outside London. The nameof David Watson, who was based on York, is one of thosethat immediately spring to the mind. But London isLondon.

We may ask why John Stott's brand of Anglican Evangelicalism has had the power to draw crowds and to win a great number of committed adherents, remembering that even inthe parish of All Souls, Langham Place, the clearest impression gained by the commissioned workers in theirhouse-to-house visitation was 'the size of the gulf in contemporary England which separates the masses from theChurch' (OP, p. 66). I believe that we have to rememberalso the date and character of his own conversion. Europewas about to be devastated by the Second World War, andalthough a schoolboy in February 1938 was presumably nota close student of international politics the young John Stottmust have sensed that there was a widespread sense ofinsecurity. Many people felt, however dimly, that theUtopian optimism which had launched the League ofNations had led only to economic recession, to the rise ofCommunism, Nazism and Fascism, and to the return of thehorrors of total war. There was no brave new world—only aworld where science was not a credible saviour; wherebourgeois respectability was not a strong enough moralcode; where liberalism was worm-eaten; where the wasteland seemed near. In such a world many turned to apolitical gospel for salvation. If neither the Left nor theRight offered enough to feed their souls, many found theanswer in a religious movement which offered a revealedcertainty and authoritative guidance. This was the time ofthe Catholicism of Pius ΧΠ and, among Protestants inContinental Europe, of the 'crisis theology' and 'neoorthodoxy' associated with Karl Barth. In England thesewere the years when C. S. Lewis had a large audience forhis defence of what he called 'mere' (in practice, a largelyconservative version of) Christianity. In 1943 theArchbishop of Canterbury, William Temple, was encouraged by the Church Assembly's recognition of 'the urgentnecessity for definite action' to appoint an impressive Commission which two years later produced a report, Towardsthe Conversion of England.

The young John Stott encountered conservative Evangelicalism in the small Christian Union in his school - and when he went on to Cambridge and back to London he metthe fellowship and loving friendship of many who alsogained spiritual strength from this source. In ChristopherCatherwood's Five Evangelical Leaders (1984) it is on recordthat the young man rebelled against the science-basedagnosticism of his father and for many years had a spiritualdirector (although that term is too Catholic to be fullyappropriate here) in the shape of the evangelist to whom,humanly speaking, he owed his conversion. This secondfather, Eric Nash, was known as 'Bash' to generations ofschoolboys. For about five years he wrote to John Stott withadvice every week. He specialised in that kind of ministryto boys in England's top public schools ('key boys in keyschools' was his unofficial motto). And he kept in touchwith them in the universities or elsewhere. Many of theprominent men in the Cambridge Inter-Collegiate Christian Union at that time were, like John Stott, 'Bashcampers'; they shared with Nash in the leadership of campswhere the Evangelical influence on these boys could bestrengthened. Christopher Catherwood speculates that itwas partly Nash's untrammelled dedication to Christianservice that encouraged John Stott to remain a bachelor, butthat he deviated from Nash's style by becoming a scholar.At any rate his background in Cambridge Evangelicalism,and his continuing contacts with other Christian Unions ofstudents, do something to explain his success in London.The monthly 'guest services' which he instituted in order toattract newcomers to All Souls (and to much more) weremodelled on the challenging evangelistic services of theCICCU and probably most of those attending would nothave felt ill at ease sitting among Cambridge Universitystudents. Many of the 'commissioned workers' who actedas counsellors when enquirers stayed behind in churchafter the main 'guest services' had been drawn to All Soulsby John Stott's fame in student Evangelical circles.

However, it is obviously not the case that the appeal of conservative Evangelicalism has been confined either to theworld of the 1940s or to elite English circles. On the contrary, Evangelical movements founded in the 1940s in theUSA have flourished in very different periods since thenand have fed a massively popular revival of this form ofChristianity, organised in the World Evangelical Fellowship since 1951. The numbers of Americans who assurepollsters that they have been 'bom again', and who havewelcomed the public piety of Presidents Carter andReagan, demonstrate conclusively that here is a phenomenon at the centre of American life. Much of thisphenomenon is continuous with the old fundamentalismbut many American Evangelicals occupy a position close to,or identical with, John Stott's - a position at home in thehistoric denominations and in touch both with biblicalscholarship and with the big moral and social issues of theday. That is why many Americans have been enthusiasticin their welcome to his visits and initiatives.

Partly because of the emotional and financial strength of these Americans, the Evangelical movement is now powerfully at work in all the continents. It flourishes in Australiaand elsewhere in the old Commonwealth. In Latin Americaand Africa it has swept through the historic Protestantdenominations and the newer Pentecostal churches alike,and has brought many who were previously nominalCatholics or non-Christians into a living faith. It is lessnumerous in Asia, but in centres of capitalism on the rim ofthat continent - in Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan andSouth Korea - it has achieved much and it is certainlypresent in India, Indonesia, China and Japan. The worldwide Evangelical movement should not be thought of asbeing entirely dependent on English-speaking leadership.No such leadership has been decisive for the Evangelicalswho have vigorously survived persecution within Communist China and the Soviet Union - or who have revitalised the old Protestant traditions of Scandinavia, Germanyand other European countries. The emerging Evangelicalleaders of Third World churches, anxious to affirm theirnational cultures, have felt more free than did their predecessors to be independent - and even critical - of the West.But the kind of Evangelicalism for which John Stott is aspokesman is clearly acceptable internationally.

The sociological explanation of this influence is, I suggest, that the impact of modernity on these societies (which are of course very different from each other) has producedsizeable numbers of people who are able to read the Christian Bible for themselves and who are potentially interestedin a teaching which constantly refers to the Bible. Ceremonies performed by priests cannot satisfy them - noteven when the priests are Christians. These people areoften also aware of the intellectual and social questions ofour age. Indeed, they are often deeply aware of the disintegration of their traditional cultures, leaving a spiritualvacuum. The second world war has receded into history,but the feeling of insecurity has not gone away. Economicprogress has in some places brought a 'postmodern' technology but has not diminished the modem problems - thebreakdown of family life, unemployment, urban stress, theaddictions to the various drugs, the fear of nuclear war.Elsewhere the end of the European empires has not endedoppression, poverty and the fear of famine. And the political creeds of the 1940s - Communism as well as Nazismand Fascism - are discredited. Ί sometimes wonder', JohnStott wrote in 1979, 'if good and thoughtful people haveever been more depressed about the human predicamentthan they are today' (GNS, p. 69). In many places aroundthis unhappy globe the kind of faith and fellowship thatappealed to John Stott in Rugby School and CambridgeUniversity in the 1940s have (if adapted locally) much tooffer. They attract not only simple 'Bible believers' but alsoliterate, educated and sensitive people, uneasily awarethat they live amid many revolutions and many anxietiesyet need to build the house of life on rock.

It is also, I believe, possible to explain sociologically why English-speaking leadership has been more acceptable ininternational Evangelicalism than in any other world-wideChristian movement. The contrast is great with the recenthistory of the World Council of Churches, for example.There it would be difficult, or even impossible, for anEnglishman, or even an American, to be the main spokesman. This is because the protests and hopes of the TwoThirds World dominate the agenda. In the churches of theSouthern hemisphere and Asia the official and intellectualleadership, although often still indebted to American orEuropean encouragement, is vocally determined to endanything that smacks of control by missionaries, of the oldEuropean imperialism or of the economic neocolonialismwhich has its centre in the USA. Those whose mothertongue is English are therefore heard with difficulty unlessthey loudly denounce the sins of their own peoples. Formuch the same reason it is highly unlikely that the RomanCatholic Church would choose a Pope with English as hismother tongue. And these pressures are felt in the worldwide Evangelical movement, as the proceedings of manyconferences show. In his contribution to The New Face ofEvangelicalism (1976) edited by C. Rene Padilla after theLausanne Congress of 1974, John Stott remarked:

Those of us who come from the West assume too readily that the best teachers in the Church are westerners. But the bubbleof our arrogant assumption is easily pricked when we areexposed to the openness and integrity of the brother from theEast African revival area, or the mystical mind of a Chineseexpositor, or the imagination and enthusiasm of a LatinAmerican Christian, (p. 46)

However, Evangelicalism depends on the Bible and it requires and reveres speakers who have become in one sense masters, and in another sense, servants of the Bible. Mostof the leading speakers in this category have so far comefrom the English-speaking world. That fact explains why atthe popular level Billy Graham and other evangelists fromthe USA have been given an international hearing. It alsodoes much to explain the more scholarly influence of JohnStott, reaching out from his base near the old headquartersof the BBC.

However, when all such explanations of the Evangelical success have been given they remain unable to account forall John Stott's effectiveness. I am sure that many elementsin his ministry would have made a deep impression onthose in contact with him, even under conditions lessfavourable to numerical success and international influence. For there are things about him which appeal in alltimes and places - and which appeal to many people whoare repelled by the kind of fundamentalism that owes itssuccess and influence to quite different characteristics.

A Man of God

He has been a man of God, able to draw others into God's presence. I need quote only two passages from his bookswhich are all the more suggestive for being modest sidelights. In his exposition Only One Way: The Message ofGalatians he mentioned that some difficult verses 'concernthe central issue of religion, which is how to come into aright relationship with God' (OOW, p. 77). And whendiscussing the Holy Spirit in Christian experience he wrotethatsometimes we experience a quickening of our spiritual pulse, aleaping of our heart, a kindling of our love of God and man, apervading sense of peace and well-being. Sometimes in the dignified reverence of public worship, or in the spontaneousfellowship of a home meeting, or at the Lord's Table, or inprivate prayer, invisible reality overwhelms us. Time standsstill. We step into a new dimension of eternity. We become stilland know that God is God. We fall down before him andworship. (BF, p. 69)

He has had a vision of the Church as it should be and deep down is. At the end of a book based on sermons on theletters of another John, to the seven churches of Asia, hesummed up the marks of the Church - 'love for Christ andwillingness to suffer for him, truth of doctrine and holinessof life, inward reality and an evangelistic outreach toothers, with an uncompromising wholeheartedness ineverything' (WCTC, p. 127). And he has been enabled byexperience to describe the 'fruit of the Spirit' in the lives ofChristians - 'love, joy, peace' because of our relationshipwith God; 'patience, kindness, goodness' in our relationship with others; 'trustworthiness, gentleness, self-control'in our relationship with ourselves (BF, pp. 76-85). Hedescribed the ground out of which that harvest grows in hisFocus on Christ, sermons delivered in All Souls church in1978. He presented the Christian life as life 'through, on, in,under, for, with, unto and like' Christ.

In accordance with the whole tradition of healthy Christianity, he gives the spiritual and the moral priority over the intellectual. But it has been one of his great strengths thathe has consistently taught a religion which claims to be trueand not merely enjoyable or useful; which asks people tothink, not merely to tremble or glow; which bases itself on abook which can be argued about, not on 'experience' whichconvinces only the individual who has had it. In a bookletpublished in 1972 he reminded his fellow-Evangelicals thatYour Mind Matters. He regretted that 'the spirit of anti-intellectualism is prevalent today' - and he diplomaticallysoftened any criticism of his audience by pointing out thedangers of the Catholic emphasis on ritual, the 'radical'Christian emphasis on social and political action and thePentecostal or charismatic tendency to make another kind of 'experience the major criterion of truth'. These, he said,are 'escape routes by which to avoid our God-given responsibility to use our minds Christianly' (YMM, pp. 7-10).

He has used his mind in the work that properly belongs to an ordained minister. In The New Face of Evangelicalism heurged fellow-Evangelicals tospare no pains to study Scripture in order to expound it accurately and meaningfully. This calls for a greater measure ofintegrity than we often display. If the Bible is God's Wordwritten, we must pray over it and pore over it until it yields itsmessage. We have no liberty to falsify the Word of God,twisting it to suit our prejudice or to conceal our laziness.(P 42)

He has been the New Testament editor of and a fertile contributor to the series The Bible Speaks Today published bythe Inter-Varsity Press - a series which shows what message Bible study has yielded to him. And in I Believe inPreaching he has given us glimpses of the trouble which hehas himself taken to be a faithful preacher of the Bible'smessage. He tells us that he reads four chapters of Scriptureevery day but has no time for a daily newspaper (althoughhe does attend to broadcast news and read the weeklyGuardian). He advises people beginning to preach to spendten to twelve hours on the preparation of every sermon.Even 'experienced preachers are not likely to reduce this toless than half' (IBP, p. 259). Still more impressive is the factthat he sounds convincing as he writes about the sincerityand earnestness, courage and humility, which must markthe preacher and pastor.

I am impressed in particular by his humility. Quite apart from some American TV evangelists who are sensationallyego-publicists, it is not unknown for preachers who aresincere, earnest and courageous to be also arrogant. Somehow there has been a failure to learn from the Bible to besensitive to other people's sincerities, earnest about theirimportance rather than the preacher's, and courageous inserving their interests - although I am not surprised, sincethese are problems for me. I am struck by the emphasis onhumility in John Stott's collection of New Testament wordstudies, The Preacher's Portrait:

I cannot help wondering why there are so few preachers whom God is using today. There are plenty of popular preachers, butnot many powerful ones, who preach in the power of theSpirit. Is it because the cost of such preaching is too great? Itseems that the only preaching God honours, through whichhis wisdom and power are expressed, is the preaching of a manwho is willing in himself to be both a weakling and a fool. (PP,p. 122)

In his chapter called Ά Father' he renounces a father's authority, rejecting the whole massive tradition - as muchProtestant or Pentecostal as Catholic - which makes acongregation too dependent on an authoritarian pastor.But he advocates for the pastor paternal affection, understanding, gentleness, simplicity, personal example andconscientious prayers. It must be a self-portrait. I find itvery attractive. It is all the more attractive because here wedo not meet the humility of a weak personality. Here is aman whom other men follow and even imitate. In DavidWatson: A Portrait by His Friends, which Edward Englandedited in 1985, David Machines refers to the custom ofhero-copying, strong among conservative Evangelicals:

It used to be said of All Souls, Langham Place, during the fifties, that on any Sunday you liked you could hear the famousrector, John Stott, conducting the service, John Stott readingthe lesson, John Stott leading the prayers, John Stottpreaching, while John Stott was actually conducting a missionin Canada, having left all in the hands of his curates!(pp. 18-19)

I am struck also by John Stott's humility which enables him to see new light 'break forth from God's Holy Word',just as Pastor John Robinson promised the Mayflower pilgrims. As I read or hear about the Cambridge Inter-Collegiate Christian Union in the 1940s, I am appalled by its insensitivity to most of the movements which were toshape the post-war world. For example, its historian OliverBarclay has recorded (p. 119) that its senior counsellor, BasilAtkinson, who was on the staff of the University Library,discouraged social work or a keen interest in politics. In1933 Atkinson had edited and reissued Old Paths in PerilousTimes, a booklet already twenty years old, justifying the separate existence of the CICCU. In the very year when thetimes had become more 'perilous' through Hitler's entryinto power in Germany, he had added these words:

While believing that it is always a part of Christian duty to ameliorate distress, the CICCU cannot be enthusiastic aboutschemes for bringing world peace by means of political bodiessuch as the League of Nations, or social uplift by methods ofreform. It holds that in the Gospel of Christ alone lies the onlyhope for the world by the regeneration of the individual. Allelse consists merely of dead works without permanent valuebefore God and may be written down as 'vanity7.

How large is the contrast with the mature John Stott!

In I Believe in Preaching he has painted another self-portrait. We can see it in his words about John the goldenmouthed (Chrysostomos), preacher to Antioch and Constantinople at the turn of the fourth and fifth centuries: 'He was biblical. . . His interpretation of the Scriptures was simpleand straightforward .. . His moral applications were downto earth ... He was fearless in his condemnations' (IBP, p.21). Ά man of the Word and a man of the world' is a tributeto John Chrysostom (IBP, p. 147) which applies equally wellto John Stott. He loves the image of the preacher as pontifex,'bridge-builder'. He has praised Max Warren's definition ofcommunication as a preacher: 'Thinking out what I have tosay, then thinking out how the other man will understandwhat I say, and then re-thinking what I have to say, so that,when I say it, he will think what I am thinking'(IBP, p. 64).

In particular he has been sensitive to the problems of communicating as a Bible-based preacher. He asks: 'Howcan I, who have been brought up in one culture, take aparticular biblical text which was given in a second culture,and expound it to people who belong to a third culture,without either falsifying the message or rendering it unintelligible?' (IBP, p. 185). And he has graciously indicatedregret that this was not always his attitude. 'Although Ihope that in recent years I have begun to mend my ways',he has written, 'yet previously both my theory and mypractice were to expound the biblical text and leave theapplication largely to the Holy Spirit' (IBP, p. 141). He hasbeen helped by watching contemporary films and plays,although previously he was one of those who 'receivedtheir spiritual nurture in a Christian subculture whichfrowns on the cinema and the theatre' (IBP, p. 193). He hascome to see that 'in comparison with the big moral andsocial issues of the day', questions of smoking, drinking,clothing, coiffure and cosmetics are 'minuscule'. Thesequestions are important but nowadays he thinks it pitifulthat 'there is an Evangelical subculture which is obsessed'by them (IBP, pp. 155-6). Those are the words of a Bible-rooted man with the courage to be humble and therefore togrow.

This courage has made him an enthusiast about the place of the laity in the Church and - what is even more remarkable in so successful a clergyman - a great advertiser of theachievements of his successors at All Souls in training andreleasing the laity. In 1968 he delivered lectures in DurhamUniversity on the 'theology of the laity'. Fourteen yearslater he updated them. The book was called People. Itinsisted that 'the true and proper relationship of clergy tolaity is a serving relationship', that 'it is not the clergymanwho is the really important person and the lay person arather inferior brand of churchman, but the other wayround' (OP, pp. 19,51). This was no new idea. (ArchbishopWilliam Temple said that 'the main duty of the clergy mustbe to train the lay members of the congregation in theirwork of witness'.) But John Stott found it necessary toconfess that 'there must be many of us in the Church, bothclergy and laity, who need to perform a complete mentalsomersault' - and he also found it possible to proclaim that'the real reason for expecting the laity to be responsible,active and constructive church members is biblical notpragmatic, grounded on theological principle not expediency' (OP, pp. 51,18). It was submission to the Biblethat inspired him to believe that the laity must not be askedto submit to a dictator in the pulpit. He has quoted Calvin:'If ministers wish to do any good, let them labour to formchrist, not to form themselves, in their hearers' (OOW, p.118). And at this John Stott has been rather more successfulthan was John Calvin.

With this firm belief in the laity he made experiments in All Souls which were very unusual at that time. Not onlydid he start the scheme for commissioned workers. He alsomade the church council a spiritual fellowship, where 'ourpolicy has been to go on talking and praying together untilwe reach agreement rather than to act precipitately andforce division' (OP, p. 38). In 1965 this council decided toreplace the weekly Hour of Prayer in the church withfortnightly Fellowship Groups in different homes and (inthe alternate weeks) Parish Evenings to which the groupswould be urged to come together. These groups studied theBible and offered intercessions in accordance with a parishplan. Once a year they celebrated Holy Communion in theroom where they normally met (the minister not beingrobed and using a simplified service), and once a year theywent away together to a spiritual conference.

Even more unusual is the graciousness with which John Stott paid tributes to his successors in the 1982 edition ofOne People. The numbers of laity involved in the life of AllSouls church have grown and he gladly gave the enlargedfigures. His successors have managed also to intensify theproceedings to which they invite busy laity. Thus thetraining for commissioned workers now lasts for thirtyevenings, although it no longer consists mainly of lectures

and there is homework instead of a written examination. And the fellowship groups meet for three hours an eveningand much more attention is given to the pastoral care oftheir leaders. Rejoicing in these advances after his ownachievements, John Stott has been able to show us why hissuccessors were able to raise nearly a million pounds for theimprovement of audibility and visibility in this historicchurch and for the construction and equipment of meetingrooms under it.

Such a man of God with a strong vision of the Church, an honest labourer in the pulpit but humble enough to grow inunderstanding of the laity's world and in the willingness toserve the laity, and generous enough to praise his successors, would eventually be loved and heard in anysituation. In those respects the unique life of John Stottprovides a model for all ministers - indeed, for all followers- of Christ. All of us are challenged by words near the end ofhis book on Our Guilty Silence:

Our motive must be concern for the glory of God, not the glory of the Church or our own glory. Our message must be thegospel of God, as given by Christ and his apostles, not thetraditions of men or our own opinions. Our manpower must bethe Church of God, and every member of it, not a privilegedfew who want to retain evangelism as their own prerogative.Our dynamic must be the Spirit of God, not the powerof human personality, organisation or eloquence. (OGS,pp. 117-18)

What is Essential?

It is, however, not my sole purpose to pay compliments! I want to offer a critical commentary on the key themes inJohn Stott's teaching. I am trying to write on behalf of thosewho, while rejoicing that the power of the gospel of Christhas been displayed in his ministry, have not been willing orable to identify themselves completely with those who haveheard him most gladly. For I want to argue that conservative Evangelicals do not monopolise the understanding ofthe Christian gospel. John Stott has himself criticised theexclusive claims of some Christians who are not conservative Evangelicals - and in the course of dialogue with themhas grown in understanding of their positions. I believethat this shows that dialogue, if conducted with honestyand humility, is spiritually creative.

He has often criticised the exclusive claims of the Roman Catholic Church and of the Anglo-Catholic movement inthe Church of England. He has attacked some of theirtraditional teachings as being false to the Church's onlyproper message, which is the message of the Bible. InConfess Your Sins, published for the Evangelical Fellowshipin the Anglican Communion in 1964, he criticised thepractice of 'auricular' confession of sins in private to apriest. He claimed that such a practice 'is neither recognisednor recommended in Scripture', which teaches that a sinagainst a person must be confessed to that person; 'if the sinhas been committed against God it should be confessed toGod secretly; if it has been committed against the Church itshould be confessed to the Church publicly'. And he demonstrated the danger of making a penitent unhealthilydependent on a priest. These points will seem valid tomany Christians - including the many Roman Catholicswho in the years immediately after the publication ofConfess Your Sins, the years of the Second Vatican Counciland its turbulent aftermath, widely abandoned this practice. But it is significant that in 1964 John Stott saw no needto enter into any real dialogue with Roman Catholics orwith Catholic-minded fellow-Anglicans. To him someonewho had not been personally offended was simply 'not in aposition to forgive the sin' and confessing sins against Godand the Church to a priest 'is not right' (CYS, p. 84). Hementioned but did not stress the provision for the relief of atroubled conscience by confession to a priest made by (forexample) the Book of Common Prayer of the Church ofEngland in its service for the visitation of the sick. While ofcourse accepting occasional consultation with a pastor, heshowed little understanding of the motives which have ledmany Christians seeking holiness to make regular use ofprivate confession and spiritual direction. As late as 1970 hewrote: Ί find it distressing to see Protestants and RomanCatholics united in some common acts of worship andwitness. Why? Because it gives outsiders the impressionthat their disagreements are virtually over'(CtC, p. 22). Hethen protested against the Credo of the People of God issued byPope Paul VI in 1968. This insisted on the perpetual virginity, immaculate conception and bodily assumption ofMary, the mother of Jesus and the mother of the Church; onthe infallibility of the Pope and other bishops whenteaching ex cathedra; and on the Mass which renders theSacrifice of Calvary 'sacramentally present7 and whichmakes the bread and wine cease to exist in 'reality'after theConsecration. He called for 'candid and serious dialogue'about such dogmas, but also described them as 'entirelyunbiblical'.

John Stott has, however, patiently taken part in a number of careful theological discussions with Catholic-mindedChristians of the Roman and Anglican communions duringthe 1970s and 1980s. In 1987 he was joint editor of the reportof The Evangelical-Roman Catholic Dialogue on Mission andone of the contributors to Stepping Stones (edited by Christina Baxter), a book of essays which resulted from thedialogues of a group of Anglican Catholics and Evangelicalswhich he had jointly convened; he wrote on 'MissionAgenda for the People of God'. He drafted the AnglicanEvangelical response which, while still criticising, warmlywelcomed the progress in mutual understanding embodied in the reports of the Anglican-Roman CatholicInternational Commission. This progress has beenachieved largely as a result of willingness to go together tothe Bible. Not all disagreements are over even now-but thechange since the 1960s, at least at this high theological level,has been dramatic. The reason why I do not dwell on it inthis book (I discussed it in my The Futures ofChristianity,1987) is that Dr Stott has not so far written extensivelyunder his own name in this field which many others arecurrently exploring.

With the charismatics - the advocates of a 'second blessing'bestowed by the 'baptism of the Spirit' - he has had a relationship which has to some extent been similar to hisdialogue with the Catholics. He has condemned their exclusive claims - but has not been afraid to grow in his appreciation of their virtues. His own church saw some of thebeginnings of the current charismatic revival in England.Michael Harper, who went on to become a charismaticleader, was a curate of All Souls asked to specialise in achaplaincy to the Oxford Street stores. He found himselfinvolved more and more deeply in the charismatic movement and he resigned his curacy to become Director of theFountain Trust. That was in 1964. But the charismatics'challenge to the conservative Evangelical tradition did notgo away when Michael Harper left John Stott's staff. Considerable numbers of Christians who had been attracted tothat tradition now became critical of it. In their shining eyesthe 'new wine' offered by the charismatics demanded newwineskins. In the new movement they found most or all ofthe Evangelical doctrines but in addition a quality of spiritual life to which John Stott paid tribute in the Preface to the1975 edition of his Baptism and Fullness. 'Many Christians',he wrote,

testify to having experienced a new liberty and love, an inward release from the bondage of inhibitions, an overflowing joyand peace in believing, a warmth of Christian fellowshipunknown before, and a fresh zeal for evangelism. The movement constitutes a healthy challenge to all mediocre Christianliving and all stuffy church life.

In the same Preface, however, he confessed 'my own immaturity both in having been too negative towards thecharismatic movement and in having been too reluctant tomeet its leaders and talk with them'. Such hesitations nodoubt deserved this very gracious apology, but they aroseout of what was perceived as the charismatics' own tendency to exclusiveness. 'Some Christians', he wrote, 'givethe impression that they hold a kind of "Jesus plus" doctrine, namely, "You have come to Jesus, which is fine; butnow you need something extra to complete your initiation"'(BF, p. 10). He replied: 'Growth in Christ, yes! Additionsto Christ, never!' (BF, p. 46). He insisted that according tothe New Testament 'the gift of the Holy Spirit is a universalChristian experience because it is an initial Christian experience. All Christians receive the Spirit at the very beginningof their Christian life' (BF, p. 96). So he firmly associated thegift of the Spirit with conversion to Christ, of which thesacrament or sign is baptism by water. With equal firmnesshe denied that the gifts of tongue-speaking, miraculoushealing and 'prophecy' which claimed to be directly inspired by God were essential to receiving the Spirit fully at,or after, water baptism. 'What worries me,' he wrote, 'is thewooden stereotype which a few zealous souls try to imposeon everybody, when they insist on a so-called "baptism ofthe Spirit" subsequent to conversion, which must take acertain shape and be accompanied, or followed, by certainsigns' (BF, p. 71). Pastoral experience had taught him that'both those who claim exciting spiritual experiences andthose who do not can fail in moral duties, in honesty, purityand unselfishness' (BF, p. 66). It had also shown him thatGod 'has made an almost endless variety of fascinatingcreatures, and among human beings there is an intricatepattern of racial and temperamental types' (BF, p. 89).Amid this variety, the often slow growth of the moral 'fruitof the Spirit' is far more important than any excitements.And such growth in its various forms can be expected, asbaptised Christians are increasingly filled with the Spirit,for their various responsibilities. 'The fact that every Christian has a gift and therefore a responsibility, and that noChristian is passed by and left without endowment, isfundamental to the New Testament doctrine of the Church'(BF, p. 105).

To me, the condemnation of exclusiveness and divisiveness is very welcome. I cannot, however, accept all John Stott's criticisms of the charismatic movement. I do not feelthat he quite answers the point which he makes himself: 'Ifall Christians have been baptised with the Spirit, the majority do not appear to have been! Some Christians claim tohave received a further and distinct experience of the HolySpirit, and their claim does appear to be true!' (BP, p. 63). Inthis movement, no less than in conservative Evangelicalism, I see the work of God, on a large scale, giving love amidlukewarmness, joy amid secular despair and peace amidthe endless discussion of problems and dangers. In particular I do not think that John Stott has quite done justiceto the experience of 'speaking in tongues' (in Greekglossolalia).

I have never had this experience of ecstatic utterance,babbling or singing uncensored by the conscious mind, andI do not want to have it, being far more interested in thestruggles to be rational and to communicate intelligibly. ButI gather that some good Christians have found this experience decisive in their entry to the new liberty and lovewhich John Stott has finely described. Both Paul's lettersand the Acts of the Apostles (10:46; 19:6) show that it was anexperience common in the early Church, so common that itdid not need to be explained. It seems certain that Paul gaveinstructions about the danger of disorder connected with it(1 Corinthians 14) and highly probable that this was theexperience which new converts in Samaria lacked beforePeter and John laid their hands on them (Acts 8:14-17) andthe experience at the heart of Luke's story of the day ofPentecost (Acts 2:1-13). James Dunn analysed these textspersuasively in his Jesus and the Spirit (1975). In contrast, DrStott insists that because Luke explains the glossolalia on theday of Pentecost as the miraculous speaking of foreignlanguages, this is likely to have been the case in Corinthalso (BF, p. 112). Nowhere in the New Testament, however, are we given a clear example of a Christian communicating in another person's language without learning thatlanguage, apart from this Acts story of Pentecost. The trueexplanation of the story may be that Luke composed itfreely in order to make the theological point that the HolySpirit has removed the curse of 'Babel' of divided languages(Genesis 11:1-9). Or he may have accepted as history atradition which had been begun in order to make this pointby a legend. Or the explanation may be that suggested byProfessor Cyril Williams in the symposium Strange Gifts?edited by David Martin and Peter Mullen (1984), whichincidentally contains a good bibliography of many years ofBritish discussion of the charismatic movement:

Some of the sounds may have evoked memories of words in known languages or dialects identified by some listeners aslanguages of their homeland. In the ecstatic atmosphere suchclaims multiplied and the miracle was enlarged. We must notforget, however, those who were not so impressed and heardonly the babblings of drunken persons, (p. 79)

I am aware that it has been claimed that miraculous speaking in unlearned foreign languages has been experienced in the twentieth century, but I am unconvinced. What I amsure of is that the ecstasy otglossolalia has been experienced.It has had parallels in non-Christian environments, whereexcitements of this sort have frequently occurred and havebeen prized highly. For Christians who have had thisexperience after baptism in infancy and after many yearswhen their religion was superficial or formal, joyless orloveless, glossolalia certainly has been a 'second blessing'.But I am equally clear that those charismatics who haveclaimed that only those who have 'received the Spirit' inthat particular way have received it 'fully' are open to JohnStott's criticism. They are being more exclusive than theNew Testament. Many charismatic teachers (Michael Harper among them) have not made this mistake but have hada truly biblical understanding of the diversity of the Spirit'sgifts.

On many occasions John Stott has also taken 'liberal' or 'radical' Christians to task. For example, in 1970 he wrote:

The Evangelical quarrel with the modem fashion of radical theology, which boasts of a 'new Reformation', a 'new' theology, a 'new morality', even a 'new Christianity', is preciselythat, alas, it is what it claims to be! It is 'new'. It is not alegitimate reinterpretation of old first-century Christianity, forfrom this it deviates at many vital points. (CtC, p. 41)

And I have to admit that a good many criticisms are justified. Too often the 'liberal· Christian's enthusiasm hasbeen for political or social movements which were naivelyidentified with the kingdom of God before they broughtdisillusionment. The religion of any 'new Reformation'which may have appeared in the twentieth century hasoften been shallow in comparison with the gospel of thegrace of God proclaimed by the great Reformers of thesixteenth. The 'new7 theology of our age has often taken upold positions which in their time proved to be intellectuallyvery questionable and religiously sterile, for example thebelief in a non-interventionist Creator or Supreme Being ofthe eighteenth-century Deists. And the 'new7 morality,when it has not been a cloak for the old immorality, has hadto come to terms with the necessity of 'law' if 'love' is to seekthe welfare of the other in any profound and permanentway. In comparison 'biblical· Christianity can be presentedas a deeply spiritual love for God and man, 'new' in thesense that it - or, rather, its Saviour - is perennially able tomake new men and women with a new love, joy and peace.At any rate it is clear that 'liberal' or 'radical' Christianscannot justify any claim to be the only real Christians.Indeed, it is to be hoped that very few have ever made anysuch claim, so alien is it to the liberal temperament.

But I base my hope of a fruitful dialogue in this field chiefly on John Stott's own generous commitment. In IBelieve in Preaching (1982) he has written that 'one of thegreatest tragedies of our time' is the contrast that 'conservatives are biblical but not contemporary while liberals andradicals are contemporary but not biblical·. 'Why', he asks,'must we polarise in this naive way?' He regrets thatthose of us who criticise and condemn liberal theologians for their abandonment of historic Christianity do not always honour their motivation or give them credit for what they aretrying to do. The heart of their concern is not destruction butreconstruction. They know that large numbers of their contemporaries are contemptuously dismissive of Christianity, because they find its beliefs untenable, its formulations archaicand its vocabulary meaningless. This fact causes the bestliberals profound pain, and it is this which lies behind theirtheologising. They are anxious to restate the Christian faith interms which are intelligible, meaningful and credible to theirsecular colleagues and friends. All honour to them in so far asthey are genuinely wrestling with the need to discover themodem gospel for the modem world. I wish we conservativesshared this incentive, and were ourselves neither so entrenched in antique elides, nor so offensively complacentabout our failure to communicate. (IBP, pp. 143-4)

The questions and criticisms which I shall submit as a contribution to this dialogue will boil down to the suggestion that there are some conservative Evangelical ideaswhich, whether or not they are valid, are not essential if oneis to believe the gospel revealed in the Bible. Obviouslythese ideas are much more important than the old Evangelical traditions which, for example, frowned on the cinemaand the theatre. They are religious convictions which haveoften been thought to be the 'God-breathed' truth and to beabsolutely essential, fundamental, 'non-negotiable' in anydialogue. When I explore them, I hope I shall be sensitiveenough to realise that I am treading on sacred ground.These convictions, I feel, are in John Stott's mind when hepassionately defends

the contemporary Evangelical emphasis on the Bible and the cross, and on the finality of both. It is not because we areultra-conservative, or obscurantist, or reactionary or otherhorrid things we are sometimes said to be. It is because we loveJesus Christ and are determined, God helping us, to bearwitness to his unique glory and absolute sufficiency. (FC, p. 32)

Nevertheless, I am compelled to ask whether the insistence on these ideas has not become a handicap in the communication of the gospel. Rightly or wrongly, these ideasare widely believed to belong not to the gospel itself, not toChrist's glory and sufficiency, but to a dead or dyingculture. I long to persuade conservative Evangelicals that ifonly they can regard these ideas as optional (not necessarilyas wrong) they will find that they can communicate thebiblical gospel in terms which are far more intelligible,meaningful and credible. They can build bridges betweenthe word and the world, so that their hearers, who atpresent are puzzled or repelled, will think what in theirhearts Evangelicals are thinking about God, Jesus and thehuman situation. Evangelicals have the spiritual strength todo this, with very great benefit to the Church and theworld. They have the holiness, the determination and theenergy which we liberals often lack; we are better atcriticising.

Yes, a great sacrifice will be required, for the ideas which I shall criticise are very dear to many conservatives. I shall beasking whether the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures areinfallible or inerrant; whether Christ died in order to propitiate the wrath of God by enduring as a substitute for usthe punishment we deserved; whether in order to believe inGod as a Christian it is necessary to believe in all themiracles reported in the Bible; whether the Bible authoritatively offers us detailed teaching about our behaviour orabout the future; and whether it is necessary to respond tothe Christian gospel before death in order to be saved byGod. That is asking a lot! But if this sacrifice of some ideas isseen to be for the sake of evangelism, I hope to appeal toEvangelicals. I echo Donald Bloesch: 'It is my position thatthe future belongs to that branch of Christendom that iswilling to make itself expendable for the sake of theevangelisation of the world to the greater glory of God' (TheFuture of Evangelical Christianity, 1983, p. 7).

JOHN STOTT'S RESPONSE TO CHAPTER 1

My dear David,

I hope you will not mind if my response to each of your chapters is couched in direct speech. It seems to me that itwill help to ensure that our hearts and minds engage withone another. It may also help our readers to be drawn intothe dialogue between us.

But first I want to thank you for having undertaken the task of wading through so many of my books in order to askyour important question, what is essential for Evangelicals?You will remember my embarrassed incredulity when youfirst approached me with your idea. For, although youdescribe yourself as my 'junior', I have never thought ofyou thus, except in years. On the contrary, I have alwaysadmired your scholarly brilliance as an author. I read yourReligion and Change when it was published in 1967, and fullyagreed with Bishop (now Lord) Michael Ramsey, whoreviewed it in Frontier, that it is an outstanding assessmentof modernity's challenge to all ancient religions. Your TheFutures of Christianity, published earlier this year, is anothertour de force, revealing your phenomenal range of readingand understanding, while your three-volume ChristianEngland has confirmed your reputation as an extremely ablechurch historian. Every week I read your latest book reviewin the Church Times and wonder how on earth you manageto keep it up. In all your writings, what impresses me mostis your combination of gifts - the breadth of your learning,your recall of earlier views and events which lesser mortalswould long since have forgotten, your tolerant and appreciative spirit (not least in relation to Evangelicals) and yoursharp, critical judgement. Often I find myself in agreementwith your comments. But now you turn your great intellectual powers on me! I tremble, even wince. The prospect ofhaving my published works scrutinised by your penetrating mind alarms me. It is not that I think you have combedthrough my books merely in order to find sticks to beat mewith. Yet I hope you have recognised that my writing hasspanned more than thirty years and that during this periodmy mind has not stood still. True, you begin with flattery(not intentionally, I'm sure, although that's how it soundsto me), but it is only the prelude to your wide-rangingcritique. First the butter; then the dagger! Still, I am grateful. For you open up a liberal-Evangehcal dialogue which,at the very least, will increase our mutual understandingand respect.

Methodology

There are two aspects of the way this book has been conceived and brought to birth, to which I feel the need todraw attention.

First, you ask: What is essential for Evangelicals?, but confine your text to a critical evaluation of my books. To besure, sometimes (especially in chapter 2 on Scripture andchapter 4 on miracles) you do not seem to be engaging withme so much as with what you perceive to be characteristicof Evangelicalism. On that account, I occasionally feel thatwhat you are attacking is not the real me, but a veryinflammable straw man of your own creation! Generallyspeaking, however, you stick to what I have written. Thatis, you treat me as a (even the) representative of thecontemporary Evangelical movement. I tried to persuadeyou (remember?) to choose somebody else as your target,and went on to make a suggestion or two. But you insisted,and I gave in. Yet no one person can represent the fullspectrum of Evangelical thought and life. I think it wasColin Craston who first remarked (at or after the 1977Nottingham Congress) that the Evangelical Anglican constituency was now 'more a coalition than a party'. He was right. It is even more evident today than yesterday, andoutside the Church of England than in it. I fear, therefore,that many Evangelical Anglicans will not be at all pleased tohave me appointed as their voice. Some on the right winghave already dismissed me as a quasi-liberal (though youmay be astonished to hear it!), while others to the left of meregard me as much too conservative for their liking. I oftenfind myself caught in the cross-fire between these groupings. As I respond to you I shall endeavour to remember thebreadth of contemporary Evangelicalism, not only in theChurch of England, but in the Free Churches too. In theend, however, I can speak only for myself.1

Secondly, I honour you for having striven to be scrupulously fair to me by reading and quoting what I have written. And you have succeeded remarkably well. Nevertheless, what our readers are given are your selections andsummaries, with my responses to these; most will not haveread the originals. Sometimes, and inevitably so because ofshortage of space, I feel that your presentation has not donefull justice to what I have written. This is specially apparentin your third chapter, in which you evaluate Cross ofChrist. In addition, this way of developing our dialoguecasts me in a defensive role, reacting to your criticisms. Itwill be easy for people to forget that I began with a positivewitness to different aspects of Evangelical faith and life, andthat it is to your reactions that I am now reacting. I do notlabour the point, and I am not complaining, but the methodology puts me at a disadvantage, which I hope ourreaders may remember. You may of course retort that it isyou who have the disadvantage because you have nochance to respond to my responses. Perhaps after all, then,we are quits, since, if I have the last word, you have thefirst!

'The Evangelical Success'

You were generous in the appreciation of Evangelicals which you expressed in your review of the symposiumJohn King edited, The Evangelicals (1969), and you havebeen much too generous to me. I have been particularlyinterested to read your analysis of the causes of what youcall 'the Evangelical success'. You are entirely right to drawattention to the privileges which I have personally enjoyedin terms of endowment and temperament, upbringing andeducation, friends and assistants, early training in Christian service (especially in evangelism) at both 'Bash camps'and Cambridge, and the strategic situation of All Soulschurch. I fully recognise these initial advantages and amvery grateful for them. At the same time, I think you paintrather too rosy a picture of my early life. Perhaps I may beallowed to mention (since you do not) that during the warmy father, who was a Major-General in the Army MedicalService, declined to speak to me for two years, because hecould not come to terms with my conviction that my call tothe pastorate overrode even my duty to fight; that duringthree years of reading theology at Cambridge I wrestledpainfully with the challenges of liberalism; that I struggledwith the rival claims of marriage and singleness, of anacademic life and a pastoral ministry; and that, after myordination in 1945, the Evangelicals to whom I belongedwere a small and despised minority.

I have no difficulty with your psychological and sociological explanations. For God surely works through -and not in spite of - social trends. Why, for example, haschurch growth among Kampucheans in Thailand far exceeded the slow advance of the gospel in Kampuchea itself?Is it not because these refugees, uprooted from their ancestral home and culture, are open as never before to findingnew roots in Christ? I agree, therefore, that the widespreaddisillusionment with the liberal optimism of the 1920s and1930s, the realisation that radical evils like war demand aradical remedy, the prevailing sense of insecurity, and theimpact of modernity with its consequent intellectual andspiritual vacuum, all contributed to a fertile soil ready toreceive the gospel.

What I miss in your reconstruction, however, is any reference to the attractiveness of Jesus Christ himself. Evenself-conscious human needs cannot account for conversions to Christ unless he is clearly and persuasively presented as the fulfilment of all human aspirations. BasicChristianity begins with the words 'hostile to the church,friendly to Jesus Christ'. I still believe that this describesmany people today. I have spoken over the years with largenumbers of university students. In these conversations Ihave encountered severe, even bitter, criticism of theChurch; but I have yet to hear any criticism of Christ. 'Forone thing, he was himself an anti-establishment figure, andsome of his words had revolutionary overtones. His idealsappear to have been incorruptible. He breathed love andpeace wherever he went. And, for another thing, he invariably practised what he preached' (BC1, p. 7). So let's agreethat, although personal privileges and social circumstanceswere on my side, yet these things only prepared the way.The decisive factor was the magnetism of Jesus Christ.

Three Anglican Traditions

Near the beginning of your first chapter you mention the three traditional streams of Anglicanism - liberal, Catholicand Evangelical - and claim to belong to all three simultaneously. I could advance the same claim. It all depends ondefinitions.

If 'liberal' means respect for the scientific enterprise, the development of a critical judgement, an emphasis on theimportance of reason and conscience, freedom to make upour minds in the light of Scripture, and belief in the mercyof God, whose light shines on all humankind, then emphatically I too could be called a liberal. Like yourself, I donot believe that the Bible provides 'a complete system oftheology' or 'a comprehensive guide' to ethics. Systematictheology is certainly a legitimate and even necessaryacademic discipline, but God did not choose to revealhimself in systematic form, and all systems are exposed tothe same temptation, namely to trim God's revelation to fitour system instead of adapting our system to accommodatehis revelation. 'Beware of the systematizers of religion!'wrote Charles Simeon of Cambridge, one of my heroes. Iagree with him. The same caution should apply to thesystematizers of ethics. The Bible contains ample ethicalinstruction (in principle, precept and pattern), but it couldnot be called 'a comprehensive guide', not least becausethere are numerous complex modem issues to which itdoes not directly address itself.

But is yours a complete account of 'liberalism'? The liberalism which I feel obliged to reject lies under thesurface of your definition. I too am grateful to criticalscholars who have helped me to understand the Bible, butnot to those who have encouraged me to reject its teaching.I too insist on our God-given freedom to make up our ownminds, but only 'in the light of the vision or principle taughtby the Bible', as you say. For freedom to disagree with theBible is an illusory freedom; in reality it is bondage tofalsehood. I too rejoice in God's mercy, and in his eternalLogos who is both the life and the light of human beings and'the true light', coming into the world and giving light toeverybody (John 1:4,9). But the John who expressed thesesublime truths was himself not a universalist; he later wroteboth that the light causes shadows as well as illumination,because sinners prefer darkness to light (3:19-21), and thatjudging and life-giving are alike characteristic activities ofthe Son of God (5:21-23).

If 'Catholic' merely describes those who value the Christian tradition as a precious heritage, who have a high view of the Church and its two gospel sacraments, and who findthat the externals of architecture and liturgy, as well as theexample of the saints, speak helpfully to them, then again Itake my place beside you as a Catholic. But would Catholics(whether Anglican or Roman) accept your definition asadequate? Confining myself now to the Anglican Church,the Catholicism which I cannot myself accept, and which isstill held by many, teaches (for example) that the historicepiscopate is indispensable to a true Church; that Scriptureis neither supreme in its authority nor sufficient for salvation, since it needs to be supplemented by tradition; that abaptism is a 'christening' since it makes people Christianirrespective of their repentance and faith; that the 'innerreality' of the bread and wine is changed into Christ's bodyand blood, and that therefore Christ is in some sensecontained and localised in the consecrated elements; andthat in the Eucharist we share in the sacrifice of Christ,meaning not that we share in its benefits and offerourselves to him in humble gratitude (our sacrifice being aresponse to his), but that we share in the actual offering of it(our sacrifice blending with his). Such things cannot beproved from Scripture; Evangelicals believe that Scripturerather excludes them.

So when the definitions of 'liberal' and 'Catholic' are made a little more precise, I cannot call myself either. Canyou, then, David, be called an Evangelical? Well, if anEvangelical is 'one who believes the gospel revealed inthe Bible', who believes that God has acted and spoken'supremely and uniquely in Jesus Christ', that because ofendemic evil human beings need a Saviour, that JesusChrist is that Saviour, who lived and died for us, and givesus his Spirit, and that we need to accept him as our Lordand Saviour - then you too are an Evangelical. I am verythankful that you can affirm what you do. I certainly agreethat no conscious, crisis conversion experience is necessary. As Jim Packer has put it, 'the only proof of past conversion is present convertedness' (Keep Step with theSpirit, 1984, p. 70).

But has your definition done justice to the historic understanding of Evangelical belief since the Reformation? I do not want to exclude you. Nor is it my intention deliberatelyto define 'Evangelical' in such a way as to do so. But wordsare slippery things and need to be firmly grasped. I want toanswer your question about Evangelical essentials withintegrity, according to both the history of the word and ourcontemporary Evangelical self-understanding. Although Ishall respond to you more fully chapter by chapter, as youpress your questions upon me, and although I shall want tobe as flexible as possible in terms of the formulation ofEvangelical doctrines, I think I must make a preliminarystatement now. Evangelicals regard it as essential to believenot just 'the gospel revealed in the Bible', but the fullrevelation of the Bible; not just that 'Christ died for us' butthat he died 'for our sins', in some sense 'bearing' themobjectively in our place, so that in holy love God can forgivepenitent believers; not just that we receive the Spirit, butthat he does a supernatural work in us, variously portrayedin the New Testament as 'regeneration', 'resurrection' and're-creation'.

Here are three aspects of the divine initiative - God revealing himself in Christ and in the total biblical witnessto Christ, God redeeming the world through Christ, whobecame sin and a curse for us, and God radically transforming sinners by the inward operation of his Spirit. Thusstated, the Evangelical faith is historic, mainline, trinitarianChristianity, not an eccentric deviation from it. For we donot see ourselves as offering a new Christianity, but asrecalling the Church to original Christianity. You ask at theend of your chapter what Evangelicals are prepared to giveup. Would it not be self-contradictory to sacrifice theevangel for the sake of evangelism? But are not such truthsas these, you ask, a handicap to contemporary communication? Not in our experience. On the contrary, they communicate powerfully to men and women who are consciousof their alienation. Besides, the truth of the finality of God'srevelation and redemption in Christ, and so of the Bible andthe cross, does not (we believe) belong to 'a dead or dyingculture' but to the everlasting gospel which, though westruggle to communicate it in modem idiom, we have noliberty to compromise. It may be possible to be saved withonly a limited grasp of the truth (who can claim more?). Inthis sense it can be argued that some truth is not 'essential'.To concede this, however, does not imply that it is 'optional'. Whatever is truth from God demands our assent.

I fear this will bring you an initial disappointment, but let's continue our dialogue.

Yours ever,

John


2 THE AUTHORITY OF THE SCRIPTURES

The Bible in the Modem World

What is the authority of the Bible for Christians living at the end of the twentieth century? The question fully deservesthe importance given to it in innumerable sermons, talks,articles and books, for some of the answers have greatlydamaged Christianity. There are some liberal' or 'modernist' Christians who appear to have decided that apartfrom some favourite passages the Bible has no authority forthem. In practice they may neglect humble Bible study,even if they are professional preachers or theologians. Theymay attempt to construct a version of Christianity, or apost-Christian philosophy, which has little or no connection with the Bible's message about a real, living, active,creative, loving and saving God. And there are some 'conservative' or 'fundamentalist' Christians who go to theopposite extreme. They appear to believe that God dictatedall the words, more than two million in number, in theoriginal manuscripts (now lost) of the sixty-six booksaccepted by Protestants as the Holy Bible. Like HaroldLindsell in his alarming book of 1976, they wage a Battle forthe Bible against those who in their judgement are not 'Biblebelievers'. Their attitude is in keeping with the belief ofPhilo of Alexandria in the first century ad, and of many ofthe 'fathers' of the ancient Church, that God used theauthors of the Scriptures as a musician uses his instrument,but it does not seem to be in touch with modern knowledgeabout how the Bible was actually written. However, eventhese two extreme positions - both of which would berejected by most Christians nowadays - can be helpful ifthey remind us that the most important question about theBible is whether it speaks the truth.

We can also learn from the courage with which the 'liberals' and 'conservatives' whom we may regard as extremists have refused to answer that question untruthfully,whatever unpopularity they may incur. Many modernistshave apparently given up wrestling with the Bible becausethey have despaired of ever being able to find truth in it. Somuch of it seems to belong to fairyland. Here, it seems, arelegends which contradict what can be known scientificallyand historically. Such fables are, it seems, accompanied byarguments appealing to authorities which are not trulyauthoritative. To leave the Bible behind is, they think, toleave behind tall stories and bad logic - and their consciences compel them to move forward into cleaner air.And many fundamentalists have apparently given upwrestling with modem knowledge because they have despaired of ever finding the true God in it. In the Bible theydo find him - but that truth is, it seems, destroyed once any'biblical criticism' is accepted. To leave modem knowledgebehind is, they think, to submit to God's own truth. They,too, have consciences - and they, too, are prepared tosacrifice much for the sake of the truth as they see it. We canprofitably learn from both these movements of 'extremists'how fundamental is the inquiry on which we haveembarked. The truth is at stake.

But what is 'truth'? I am one of those who want from the Bible nothing but the truth, but who mean by 'the truth' atleast two things. We mean something of what the 'liberals'have meant. We want to know, so far as we can, whatactually took place, who really said what, who wrote what,how the tradition developed - for that is the scientificmethod and the light of science is one of the weapons whichhumanity has against the darkness of ignorance and error.But we also mean by 'the truth' something of what the'Bible believers' have meant. We want to know what thesebooks mean for today, teaching truth on the topics whichbasically concern them and us - man, God, evil, salvation,justice, death, life. To study the books of the Bible 'like anyother book' - to study them critically as a varied collection ofancient literature - is essential to intellectual integritynowadays. But not to know that these ancient books aremore relevant than the newspaper is to miss their message.In 1970 an American scholar, James D. Smart, wrote a bookcalled The Strange Silence of the Bible in the Church. He drewattention to the fact that while in this century there hadbeen a spectacular expansion of literary and historical 'biblical science' in the universities and in the colleges trainingpastors and teachers, in the mainline Protestant churchesthere had been an equally spectacular decline of interest inthe Bible, in pew and pulpit alike. Since then the situationhas not altered enough, although the Roman CatholicChurch has liberated biblical scholars and rediscovered theBible with some excitement (Professor Smart's farewellsurvey of The Past, Present and Future of Biblical Theology saidas much in 1979). The explanation is that in many collegesliterary and historical studies have been thought to be allthat is intellectually respectable, while in many chinches ithas been thought that to be passionately concerned about'what the Bible says' is to be something dreadful - a'fundamentalist'. But now many of us want to know theBible's truth, which is historical and existential. We want toread the Bible both critically and humbly. For when we readthe books of the Bible 'like any other book', these booksread us.

What, then, is the Bible? Obviously it is not one book whose only author is God. The books (in Greek ta biblia)need to be interpreted by using the mind with all the aidsthat are accessible, including the aid of prayer for guidanceby God. And that takes time. The exponent of the Bible whodeserves attention is 'a workman who does not need to beashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth' (2Timothy 2:15). But the message of God does come through,and the attempt to hear and obey the Bible's message is oneof the things that has made Christianity Christian. For allChristians the Bible, in some sense, is or becomes or conveys 'the word of God'. Its history is, in some sense,'salvation history'. Its great images are signs pointing to oursalvation, from the Garden of Eden to the final City of God.That seems - to understate its value in our salvation -sufficient. The Bible can still be treasured as unique, supreme and more precious than any jewel if we agree withProfessor Barr in The Bible in the Modern World (1973, p. 119):'The status of the Bible is one of sufficiency rather than ofperfection'. And so I hope that the days are past, or arerapidly passing, when it was thought necessary to take anextremely and exclusively 'liberal' or an extremely andexclusively 'conservative' position about the Bible. TheBible as it actually exists is truer than either position.

The war between 'Genesis and Geology' is, I reckon, over - or it ought to be over. Christians who accept sciencesurely have no need to pretend that only science can give usreliable knowledge about our world. There is no need toclaim that the study (or the contemplation) of 'nature' (or ofevolution or of human history) can by itself teach us thatour world is made and controlled by the God who is love.What has been called 'natural religion' turns out to say verylittle when tested. We can and we should turn to the Biblefor a revelation, the self-revelation of God, after which themysteries surrounding our short and feeble lives amid anambiguous 'nature' become a little clearer. And there is noneed for Christians who accept the Bible to pretend that thefirst chapter of Genesis (for example) is an accurate accountof the origins of the universe, as if it covered the same fieldas science - only more authoritatively. That chapter is oneof the most magnificent and most instructive pictures everpainted of man's place in the created universe. It singsaloud that 'nature' is good because of God. Triumphantly ittakes Babylonian and other myths and it says about everything: 'In the beginning God created. . .' Thus the sun andmoon, which people have often worshipped, are seen asmere lights in the sky which conveniently 'separate the dayfrom the night' and 'mark seasons and days and years'. Butit is not necessary to sweat over the ingenious attempts ofthe fundamentalist 'creationists' to reconcile the six working 'days' of that chapter with the thousands of millions ofyears known to science. Nor does it need to be explainedtortuously how day and night could be created before sunand moon, plants and trees before sunshine and insects,birds before reptiles, and so forth.

Some readers may doubt whether I can take the Bible seriously enough since I do not take an extremely andexclusively liberal or conservative attitude to its truth. Itmay help if I say that I have studied the Bible for about fiftyyears and based sermons on it for about thirty. Although Ihave never been a professional biblical scholar I have hadmany friends in that profession; one of them, ProfessorC. F. D. Moule, has been so extraordinarily kind andpatient as to comment on my bits of this book in draft,although he must not be blamed for my amateurish opinions. While I was Editor of the SCM Press in London in the1960s I published many biblical studies by leading scholars.Later on I wrote my own shorter books, trying to share myenthusiasm - A Key to the Old Testament, Jesus for ModemMan and The Last Things Now.

I greatly admire John Stott's dedication and skill as an expositor of the Bible. Although he has been primarily apreacher and conference speaker, his teaching is now onrecord in many books. When I read his The Bible: Book forToday (B), I am in emphatic and grateful agreement withhim for most of the time. I accept his points that 'the majorfunction of Scripture is to bear witness to Christ' and that'we do not worship the Bible'. But I also applaud his stresson the necessity of revelation ('unless God takes the initiative to disclose what is in his mind, we shall never be able tofind out'). I agree with his insistence that God is revealedthrough words as well as deeds but that the word of God isspoken through the words of men ('divine inspiration wasnot a mechanical process reducing the human authors ofthe Bible to machines, whether dictating-machines or tape-recorders'). I share his recognition 'that not every word inthe Bible is literally true, and that not everything containedin the Bible is affirmed by the Bible'. 'The biblical authors',he rightly says, 'used many different literary genres, eachof which must be interpreted according to its own rules -history as history, poetry as poetry, parable as parable, etc.'

A typical example of his balance is to be found on pages 49-50 of The Bible: Book for Today. When interpreting theBible, we have, he says, to seek 'both the original senseaccording to the biblical author's intention and the naturalsense, which may be literal or figurative'. Yet 'we mustcome to the biblical text with a recognition of our culturalprejudices and with a willingness to have them challengedand changed'. If the Church comes to the Bible in thathumility, it will find that the Bible sustains it, directs it,reforms it, unites it and revives it. Ί do not hesitate to saythat the Bible is indispensable to every Christian's healthand growth' - although in fact he does charitably hesitateto say that about people unable to read the Bible forthemselves.

I welcome much in the Willowbank Report which Dr Stott drafted after an international conference on 'Gospel andCulture' in 1978. This recognises that 'the biblical writersmade critical use of whatever cultural material was available to them for the expression of their message'. Theyreferred several times to a creature of Babylonian mythology, a sea monster named Leviathan, for example. Whenthey used the imagery of a 'three-tiered' universe (heavenabove earth, earth above Sheol) 'they did not thereby affirma pre-Copernican cosmology'. 'Similarly, New Testamentlanguage and thought-forms are steeped in both Jewishand Hellenistic cultures.' But 'out of the context in whichhis word was originally given, we hear God speaking to usin our contemporary context, and it is a transformingexperience.' That seems to me a neat summary of pointsmade also in Tony Thiselton's persuasive essay on 'Understanding God's Word Today' in the first volume of ObeyingChrist in a Changing World, which Dr Stott edited in 1977.That essay, later expanded into a book on The Two Horizons(1980), did something to popularise the word 'hermeneutics' for the art of interpreting texts and to enrol Evangelicals as students of it. Hermeneutics can never be entirelyfree of problems and controversies, for it was well definedby one of its most eminent and controversial recent practitioners (Rudolf Bultmann) as 'the technique of understanding expressions of life set in written form'. But anyonewho seriously tries to interpret the Bible is doing hermeneutics.

I also welcome the 1979 lecture in which Dr Stott discussed The Authority and Relevance of the Bible in the Modem World. To say 'the Bible is the word of God is true', hedeclared, 'but it is only a half-truth, even a dangeroushalf-truth. For the Bible is also the word and witness of men. . . Normally he seems to have revealed his truth to themand through them in such a way that they were not conscious of divine inspiration, so fully were their own mindsinvolved in this process'. The correct principles of interpretation are given as these: 'the true meaning of Scriptureis the natural and obvious meaning'; 'a text means what itsauthor meant' (a definition by E. D. Hirsch which John Stottquotes in several of his books); 'we shall seek to interpretthe text in its context, and each Scripture in the light of all.God's message given in one culture must be allowed toimpinge on us who live in another culture', and the judicious way is 'to preserve the inner substance of what Godis teaching or commanding, while claiming the liberty toreclothe it in modem dress'. Yet 'if we come to Scripturewith our minds made up, expecting to hear from it only anecho of our own thoughts and never the thunderclap ofGod's, then indeed he will not speak to us and we shall onlybe confirmed in our own prejudices'. Thus although DrStott rightly concentrates on the translation of the Bible'smessage so that it challenges a hearer in another culture, hesays some important things about the Bible in its originalsetting. He urges us to attend to what the human author ofa biblical passage meant originally. He rejects the idea thatGod inspired not the original, natural meaning but the'fuller' or 'spiritual' meaning discerned by Christians.Without referring in detail to recent controversies betweenbiblical scholars, he tackles a task which is essential in theconstruction of any 'biblical' theology: he builds a bridgebetween the Testaments. And because he insists on theoriginal, natural meaning of the words in both Testaments,his bridge rests on foundations which are firmer than therubble beneath some other bridges.

This account of the authority of the Scriptures has I think, many merits. It rightly rebukes the 'liberal' extremists whohave virtually abandoned the Bible. But it also corrects theextreme conservatism which has still marked manyEvangelical scholars (not merely the uneducated) in ourown time. A convenient collection of illustrations of thisconservatism was made by James Barr in his Fundamentalism (1977, revised 1981). Although Professor Barr tended tosuggest - and to lament bitterly - that Evangelicals wouldalways remain fundamentalists at heart, in fact Dr Stott hashere laid down principles of hermeneutics, some of whichwould be passionately rejected by (for example) thoseAmerican fundamentalists who support institutions suchas Bob Jones University, the Moody Bible Institute andDallas Theological Seminary; who applaud evangelistssuch as Jerry Falwell and Harold Lindsell, and suspect BillyGraham as a liberal; and who ignore the magazine Christianity Today in the conviction that it has sold out to the liberals.Some of Dr Stott's teachings would also have dismayedmany previous Evangelical spokesmen. Some would havebeen rejected by those two great professors at Princeton inthe USA, Charles Hodge and Benjamin Warfield, who werefor long regarded as the defenders of the faith of modem (oranti-modem) Evangelicalism. Professor James Dunn isbeing more unkind than untrue when he describesWarfield's position as 'exegetically improbable, hermeneutically defective, theologically dangerous, and educationally disastrous' (The Living Word, 1987, p. 107) and DrStott's own much more cautious teaching healthily reflectsthe facts that Hodge died in 1878 and Warfield in 1921.

But I still ask whether other parts of Dr Stott's account of the authority of the Scriptures are as fully satisfactory as theteaching I have just quoted. I read this as his explanation ofwhat the phrase 'verbal inspiration' means: 'what the HolySpirit has spoken and still speaks through the humanauthors understood according to the plain, natural meaning of the words used, is true and without error'. The HolySpirit, he maintains, spoke through persons 'in such a waythat his words were theirs, and their words were his,simultaneously' (B, pp. 44, 55). 'The principle', he haswritten, 'should be clear: what Scripture affirms Godaffirms and what God affirms is true' (UB, p. 48). I ask: dosuch expressions take enough account of the human orcultural element in the Scriptures? And I ask this questionexpecting a sympathetic reply. For one of the things Iadmire about John Stott is his courage in criticising theEvangelical tradition from within. 'We have the highestdoctrine of Scripture of anybody in the Church', he wrotewhen introducing Obeying Christ in a Changing World. 'Wemust therefore acknowledge with deep shame that ourtreatment of Scripture seldom coincides with our view of it.We are much better at asserting its authority than at wrestling with its interpretation. We are sometimes slovenly,sometimes simplistic, sometimes highly selective andsometimes downright dishonest7 (OC, vol. 1, p. 21).

Dr Stott has himself explained that we need not take as the word of God passages in the Bible which are said withinthe Bible not to be spoken according to God's will. Hementions the speeches of Job's comforters but presumablywould include much of what Job himself says. He alsoteaches that we need not take as history what is plainlypoetry; for example, despite Revelation 7:14 we should notthink that robes washed in blood can come out white (UB,p. 170). But a careful reading of Dr Stott's teaching showsthat he still has a great deal of ground in common withthose who affirm without any such qualifications that theBible is 'infallible' or 'inerrant7, leaving the impression onunsophisticated minds that it is believed to be flawless.

The plain, natural meaning of 'infallible' is 'not liable to be deceived or mistaken' and the plain, natural meaning of'inerrant' is 'that does not err' (I quote the Oxford EnglishDictionary). Many Christians object to calling the Popeinfallible and deny that popes in their teaching ex cathedrahave been inerrant. Those who criticise the use of suchwords in connection with human beings nowadays includesome vigorous Roman Catholics, as Hans Kung showed inhis book Infallible? (in English, 1971). But these words haveremained in the doctrinal standards or official declarationsof many Evangelical societies. In his Preface to a collectionof papers sponsored by the Evangelical Theological Societyin the USA (Evangelicals and Inerrancy, 1984), Ronald Youngblood declared that the issue was: 'Given an inerrant and inspired Scripture, how shall we most accurately and faithfully interpret it in all its parts?' The translators of the NewInternational Version of the Bible, in their Preface revised in1983, were 'united in their commitment to the authority andinfallibility of the Bible as God's Word in written form'. TheLausanne Covenant of 1974 affirmed 'the divine inspiration, truthfulness and authority of both Old and NewTestament Scriptures in their entirety as the only writtenWord of God, without error in all that it affirms, and theonly infallible rule of faith and practice'. Commenting onthe Covenant, Dr Stott has written: 'It is important in all ourBible study to consider the intention of the author, andwhat is being asserted. It is this, whatever the subject of theassertion may be, which is true and inerrant'. Anothercommentary on the words from Lausanne came in TheWillowbank Report, after Dr Stott's chairmanship of an international consultation in 1978. The report draws back fromadmitting that anything in the Bible may be out of date orirrelevant:

The essential meaning of the biblical message must at all costs be retained. Though some of the original forms in which thismeaning was expressed may be changed for the sake of cross-cultural communication, we believe that they too have a certainnormative quality. For God himself chose them as whollyappropriate vehicles of his revelation. So each fresh formulation and explanation in every generation and culture must bechecked for faithfulness by referring back to the original.(WR, p. 9)

The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology edited by Walter A. Elwell (published in the USA in 1984 and in the UK in 1985),which I have often consulted, defines and defends 'inerrancy' as 'the view that when all the facts become known,they will demonstrate that the Bible in its original autographs and correctly interpreted is entirely true and neverfalse in all it affirms, whether that relates to doctrine orethics or to the social, physical, or life sciences' (p. 142).And Dr Stott has described as 'extremely judicious'(ARBMW, p. 6) the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancymade after a conference in 1978. This included (Article ΧΙΠ)the denial 'that generic categories which negate historicitymay rightly be imposed on biblical narratives which presentthemselves as factual'.

The statement was summarised in five propositions:

1. God, who is himself Truth and speaks truth only, hasinspired Holy Scripture in order thereby to revealhimself to lost mankind through Jesus Christ asCreator and Lord, Redeemer and Judge. Holy Scripture is God's witness to himself.

2. Holy Scripture, being God's own Word, written bymen prepared and superintended by his Spirit, is ofinfallible divine authority in all matters upon which itteaches: it is to be believed, as God's instruction, in allthat it affirms; it is to be obeyed as God's command inall that it requires; embraced, as God's pledge, in allthat it promises.

3. The Holy Spirit, Scripture's divine Author, both authenticates it to us by his inward witness and opens ourminds to understand its meaning.

4. Being wholly and verbally God-given, Scripture iswithout error or fault in all its teaching, no less in whatit states about God's acts in creation, about the events of world history, and about its own literary originsunder God, than in its witness to God's saving grace inindividual lives.

5. The authority of Scripture is inescapably impaired ifthis total divine inerrancy is in any way limited ordisregarded, or made relative to a view of truth contrary to the Bible's own; and such lapses bring seriousloss both to the individual and the Church.

I want to ask whether Dr Stott has remained too sympathetic with the spirit behind these propositions. For that spirit sometimes makes him feel qualified to damage goodexpositions of the Bible with claims which sound likefundamentalism.

I give only two examples. His exposition of the Sermon on the Mount (CCC) began by protesting against thetendency of most modem scholars. As W. D. Davies says,'the impact of recent criticism in all its forms' has been 'tocast doubt on the propriety of seeking to understand thissection ... as an interrelated totality derived from theactual teaching of Jesus'. Dr Stott's own view is that theSermon on the Mount does come totally from Jesusalthough it is a summary of teaching given over a period.He acknowledges that Luke 'condensed' this material differently from Matthew. Yet he writes: Ί find it hard toaccept any view of the Sermon which attributes its contentsrather to the early Church than to Jesus, or even regards itas an amalgam of sayings drawn from various occasions'(CCC, pp. 23-4). This approach seems to damage his exposition. It suggests that almost two thousand years beforethe invention of tape-recorders there must have been anabsolutely accurate record of the teaching of Jesus availableto Matthew and Luke; that the obvious differences betweenthe gospels (for example, the different wording of theBeatitudes) are no more than different condensations; andthat it matters vitally that the material 'condensed' byMatthew (5:1-7:29) and Luke (6:17-49) should not havebeen changed by them in any detail. I find all these claimsincredible. And I ask why, if Matthew or his source wasable to recall with total accuracy what Jesus said and did, heincorporated nine tenths of Mark's gospel in his own - butwith alterations often different from the alterations whichLuke made. I shall return to the Sermon on the Mount later,because even when literary criticism supplies the binoculars through which we view it this mountain remainssublime. The only point I am trying to make here is that DrStott is unrealistic in minimising the editorial element inMatthew's gospel.

For the sake of brevity I refer only to one other example of Dr Stott's lingering inclination towards fundamentalism -his summary of the Old Testament in his Understanding theBible, published for the Scripture Union and 'fully revised'in 1984. Although he accepts that 'scientific discoveryappears to contradict a six-day creation', and although hesuggests 'tentatively' that 'some kind of purposive evolutionary development may have been the mode which Godemployed in creating', he believes in 'the historicity ofAdam and Eve, as the original couple from whom thehuman race is descended' (UB, pp. 48-9) because Paul saidso (UB, p. 178). Although 'today I am not so sure that wewere ever meant to take literally the statement about thefinger of God writing the law' (UB, p. 179), he believes thatthe regulations for the tabernacle in the wilderness whichare generally regarded by scholars as belonging to the late,'priestly' strand in the composition of the Pentateuch goback to the time of Moses (UB, p. 55). He believes that Godcommanded the Israelites to exterminate the Canaanitesand that 'there is no need for us to be offended by thisdivine decree' (UB, p. 59). Although he quotes Isaiah 40-55in the context of the restoration from Babylonian captivity,he too cautiously says that 'there is a continuing debateamong biblical scholars whether these chapters were reallywritten 150 or 200 years previously by Isaiah' (UB, p. 77).Perhaps none of these statements matters vitally. But I ambound to say that they all show a lamentable hesitation inaccepting the fruits of scientific research into nature and into the Bible itself.

I do not think that a Christian has any duty to be so hesitant, for I cannot believe that all that the Bible's authorsasserted was without mistake either in principle ('infallible') or in practice ('inerranf). With due respect to theclaims made in the Evangelical Dictionary of Theology andmany similar places, I cannot discuss the alleged inerrancyof the original autographs of the Bible, now lost, in the lightof facts not yet known - because I am one of those who haveto base any discussion on the Bible which we now hold inour hands and on the facts to which we now have access.And on this basis 'infallibility' seems to be an obvious errorand 'to impute inerrancy to the Bible is simply to mistakethe sort of book it is', as James Barr wrote bluntly in Escaping from Fundamentalism (1984, p. 129). But we need not bemerely negative and destructive.

Dr Stott has allowed himself to lament 'the extreme gravity of liberal theology. By undermining public confidence in the reliability of the Bible, it makes Christiandiscipleship all but impossible' (B, pp. 75-6). Of course Irecognise - and regret - that some biblical scholarship in thehands of 'liberals' has helped to destroy Christian faith.There was no way, it seems, of avoiding such casualties ifarguments based on evidence were to be allowed to leadwhere reason and conscience thought they should go; andthere was no honest way of concealing the arguments ofscholars from the public. But much biblical scholarship, forwhich Christians are indebted to liberals as well as toconservatives, has helped modem people to do preciselythose things which Dr Stott goes on to say are desirable.Christians who accept all sound scholarship (in so far asthey are aware of it) can be helped to worship God, tobelieve and trust in him, and to obey him. And they can dothis because the heart of the Bible's message, given by theBible as it truly exists, seems compatible with the rest oftruth. At the end of a spirited defence of the spiritual andintellectual basis of modem biblical research, James Barrhas quoted a younger scholar. 'Theological truths,' SeanMcEvenue wrote,

are not reached by deduction or dialectic or any other form of reasoning restricted to the Canon or a deposit of faith. They aredetermined in judgements which have reflected on what scripture says and also on whatever other clearly relevant knowledge the theologian may process. There is no simple point ofdeparture and no single final norm. Theological truths arediscovered by open minds passionately hungry for contemporary, true understanding of God. (James Barr, Scripture:Canon, Authority, Criticism, 1983, p. 126)

Jesus and the Scriptures

The most important argument offered in favour of Dr Stott's position is the suggestion that it was the position ofJesus. 'We claim that he was inerrant/ he has written, 'thatall his teaching was true, including his endorsement of theauthority of Scripture' (UB, p. 153). And 'the major reasonwhy we desire to submit to the authority of the Bible is thatJesus Christ authenticated it as possessing the authority ofGod' (B, p. 27). Warming to this theme in his 1981 essay onFreedom, Authority and Scripture written at the request of theInternational Council on Biblical Inerrancy, Jim Packer hasdeclared:

the New Testament view of the Old is consistent and dear. Authority was seen ... as divine, the absolute, oracularauthority of God telling truth about his work and will, andabout the worship and obedience that we owe him. Not all thatwas said whether by the Old Testament or by the apostles wasequally important, but all was part of the rule of faith and lifesince it came from God. (p. 41)

The surviving evidence shows what we should expect -that Jesus knew and loved the Hebrew Scriptures. He is said to have quoted them as the 'word of God' spoken 'bythe Holy Spirit' (Mark 7:13; 12:36). It is reported that heaccepted the opinions commonly held in his time abouttheir authorship; thus his teaching in the gospels includesquotations from 'Moses', 'David' and 'Isaiah' which fewmodem scholars would attribute to those historical persons. He assumed that what appeared in the Scriptures ashistory was historical; thus his teaching includes referencesto the stories of Abel, Noah, Abraham and Lot and treatsthe books of Jonah and Daniel as history. Above all it seemsthat Jesus expressed his understanding of his own missionby combining passages in the Scriptures which togethertaught that in the 'day of the Lord', through the vindicatedsuffering of his servant, God would create a new people forhimself. None of that is in the least unlikely, for Jesus was adevout Jew and the knowledge of the Scriptures which hegained from his parents and through the synagogue ofNazareth was his only formal education. The gospels agreethat as an adult he kept up the custom of worship in asynagogue every Sabbath. The complaints made about hisbehaviour as being unconventional for a religious teacher -he and his disciples were willing to heal on the Sabbath, didnot fast, did not wash their hands before meals, and atemeals with 'sinners' - did not refer to acts which weretechnically illegal under the written 'law of Moses'. It issignificant that his brother James, who became a Christian,is said to have observed that law piously throughout hislife.

But Dr Stott goes too far, I reckon, in his description of the dependence of Jesus on the Hebrew Scriptures. If, as heclaims, there is no example in the gospels of Jesus disagreeing with the doctrinal or ethical teaching in the OldTestament (B, p. 29), it is indeed difficult to see why thereis so much evidence that Jesus was in dispute with theJewish religious authorities or why the movement which hefounded split from Judaism so thoroughly and so completely. Dr Stott claims that 'he adopted towards theScriptures of the Old Testament an attitude of reverentsubmission ... He accepted the statements of Scripturewithout question, believing them to be true . . . The wordgegraptai ("it stands written") was enough to settle anyissue for him' (CtC, pp. 93-4). But we have to account forthe frequent references in the gospels to both the followersand the enemies of Jesus as agreeing that his teaching andbehaviour were controversially new. In the fourth gospelJesus is presented as a conservative, as in his saying that"the Scripture cannot be broken' (John 10:35) - but thetradition that he was a radical reaches a climax in what canbe interpreted as a dismissal of the entire religious historyof Israel: 'All who ever came before me were thieves androbbers, but the sheep did not listen to them' (John 10:8).According to the whole of the New Testament the criticismof the novelty of the life of Jesus culminated in the partplayed by some of the Jewish leadership in bringing abouthis execution. As A. E. Harvey has observed in a summarywhich wisely does not exaggerate the contrast betweenJesus and Judaism,

it is hardly conceivable that the whole picture of an ongoing controversy between Jesus and the sages of his time is fictional.There must surely have been enough common ground between them for their differences to have come so sharply intofocus and to have left such a mark on the gospel tradition.(Jesus and the Constraints of History, 1982, pp. 51-2)

I have the impression that Dr Stott is, like myself, a man with a sizeable private library who often consults books forinformation and guidance and who takes a pride in quotingthem accurately. His knowledge of the Bible is vast andprecise. And many Christians study their own Bibles daily.But one preliminary point which we need to keep in mindthroughout this discussion is that Jesus did not live in asociety full of books. The bookish monks of Qumran andscholars such as Philo of Alexandria were exceptional inhaving ready access to libraries. No doubt the 'scribes' whowere legal experts had copies of the Scriptures or of considerable portions of them, but it seems highly unlikely thatJesus owned a complete copy of the Hebrew Scriptures, which was expensive and bulky. It is said that on the cross he quoted Psalm 22:1 in the Aramaic translation, not inHebrew. It is even improbable that Paul carried a Biblearound with him - and he was content to quote Scripture inGreek. Usually people quoted from memory or from singlebooks or from edited collections of proof texts. Their dependence on the exact meaning of the Scriptures wasinevitably less than would be expected of Jews or Christianswho are able to check biblical references and to comparebiblical translations. Another, connected, point has beenwell stated recently by Bruce Chilton (A Galilean Rabbi andHis Bible, 1984, pp. 187-8). The chosen role of Jesus was

as a popular teacher rather than a professional academic. He used Scripture as a starting point in his preaching, and therefore as a vehicle of his vision of God, but understandingScripture was not for him the goal of preaching. His task as heunderstood it was not essentially interpretative . . . From thebeginning, we must acknowledge that no account of the use ofthe Bible can be held to be consistent with the preaching ofJesus which stops with the mere question of what a text means.

We have to banish from our minds any picture of Jesus of Nazareth as a theologian in a book-lined study. And wehave to open our minds fully to the fact that the earlyChristians used the Hebrew Scriptures with freedom, asdid their Teacher and Lord.

It is instructive to examine the references to these Scriptures in Matthew's gospel. This is usually agreed to be the most Jewish of the four canonical gospels, repeatedly claiming that 'all this took place to fulfil what the Lord had saidthrough the prophet', although the Scriptures are quotedmainly from the main Greek translation, the Septuagint.This gospel begins with a 'record of the genealogy of JesusChrist' back to Abraham, largely based on the Scripturesbut quite often deviating from them as well as from thegenealogy given by Luke. It quotes the Septuagint versionof Isaiah 7:14, 'the virgin will be with child', not the Hebreworiginal, which says merely that a 'young woman' will givebirth; and it uses it as a prediction of the virginal conceptionof Jesus, although in the book of Isaiah it was a prophecythat better times were coming for Israel within that child'schildhood. It alters a quotation from Micah 5:2 so that itnow refers to the 'rulers' not the 'clans' of Judah, presumably in order to increase the significance of Bethlehem. (Ofthe twenty-two words in this passage in the Septuagint,only eight are reproduced by Matthew.) It says that 'out ofEgypt I called my son' (Hosea 11:1) predicts the return ofthe child Jesus from exile, whereas the original referred tothe exodus from Egypt in history. It turns the poetic statement by Jeremiah that the lamentation in the village ofRamah sounded like the weeping of the bereaved Rachelinto a prediction of a massacre in Bethlehem (2:18). Itignores Jeremiah's message that 'Rachel' was to stop weeping. It quotes 'He will be called Nazarios' as a propheticutterance although it does not appear in the Scriptures(2:23). The scholars have puzzled over what Matthewmeant. Possibly he linked the name of Nazareth, a village ofno significance for the Scriptures, with Naser or 'Branch' ofthe House of David (i.e. the Messiah) or Nazir or 'consecrated man'. A little later comes the quotation of a prophet'sunderstanding of God's call to his people (Isaiah 40:3), usedas a prediction of the coming of John the Baptist (3:3).

As Matthew recounts the baptism and subsequent temptations of Jesus, he shows that Jesus regarded words of Scripture as expressions of God's will for him. But in thestory of the temptations real decisions are made, so that it isstrange that Dr Stott claims that 'Jesus had no need todebate or argue with the devil' (CMMW, p. 78). The devilcan quote Psalm 91 as promising a miraculous deliverancefrom danger (4:6). Then three straightforward scripturalquotations are followed by an apparently decisive endorsement of the 248 positive commandments and 365 prohibitions in the 'Law of Moses'. 'Until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen,will by any means disappear from the Law until everythingis accomplished' (5:18). This Dr Stott interprets to mean that'the law is as enduring as the universe', since 'what Jesus iscontradicting is not the law itself but certain perversions ofthe law of which the scribes and Pharisees were guilty'. Hisopinion of the Pharisees is that 'they thought an externalconformity to the law would be righteousness enough', butthat so far from strictly adhering to the law they addedinterpretations which were in fact distortions; for example,they added 'and hate your enemy'to the command 'Loveyour neighbour7 (Leviticus 19:18). The idea that Jesus was'setting himself against Moses' is 'untenable' (CMMW, pp.73-7). This idea is, however, held tenaciously by manyscholars and there is much in the gospels that supportsthem.

The Sermon on the Mount's own plain, natural meaning is that what 'was said to the people long ago' (not only byrecent scribes and Pharisees) is sometimes being replacedby what Ί tell you'. The 'Law of Moses' is not being merelyreproduced without any addition or distortion when angeris said to be 'subject to judgement' no less than murder, andlustful looks no less than adultery; when divorce and thetaking of oaths are condemned despite the clear provisionsfor them in the Scriptures; and when the disciples are toldto reply to an evil person not by demanding 'eye for eye andtooth for tooth' according to the law but by offering theother cheek to strike and by an invitation to take the cloak aswell as the tunic. There seems no good reason to doubt thetradition that Jesus rejected the Pharisees' belief that manyregulations in addition to these found in the Scriptures (the'oral law') went back to Moses and so belonged to the 'Lawof Moses'. That was why he could be asked: 'Why do yourdisciples reject the tradition of the elders?' Instead ofaccepting this as criticism, he summoned his hearers toconsider the written 'word of God' and its deep meaning(15:1-9). But had he merely been a conservative strictlyadhering to the text of the Scriptures, he would have beenclose to the doctrinal position of the Sadducees, 'who saythere is no resurrection' (Matthew 22:23) 'and that there areneither angels nor spirits' (Acts 23:8) because, they claimed,such things were not written in the Scriptures. In fact thegospels represent Jesus as being in dispute with the Sad-ducees no less than with the Pharisees, even before hesigned his own death warrant by cleansing the Sadducees'headquarters, the temple. He was attacked both by thosewho accepted 'the tradition of the elders' and by those whoaccepted only the Scriptures. He was attacked, it seems,because he so often claimed direct access to God. Implicitlyor explicitly he spoke or acted as the Father's uniquerepresentative. And he challenged his hearers to respondwith a quite extraordinary urgency - in one case, not evendelaying in order to bury a human father decently (Luke9:57-60).

In Matthew 23 'the teachers of the law and the Pharisees' who 'sit in Moses' seat' are condemned for two basicreasons. They are hypocrites who do everything for showwhile really being full of 'greed and self-indulgence'. Andthey are bad pastors, for 'they tie up heavy loads and putthem on men's shoulders'. In contrast with these hypocritical prigs, Jesus was the honest friend of sinners and couldbe criticised as a glutton and a drunkard (11:19). Mostscholars agree that this is not a complete account either ofthe teachers of the Jewish religious law in the time of Jesusor of the attitude of Jesus to them. Other passages inthe gospels present Jesus as agreeing with scribes andPharisees that the essential teaching of the law is the love ofGod and of neighbour. Luke says that Jesus dined withPharisees (7:36-50; 14:1) and that some of them warned himof a plot to kill him (13:31). In the Acts of the Apostles 'aPharisee named Gamaliel' saves the apostles from death(5:33-40) and other Pharisees rescue Paul when he hascalled out: 'My brothers, I am a Pharisee, the son of aPharisee' (23:6-10). The first Christian council included'believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees'(15:5).

It is therefore believed by most scholars that these denunciations in Matthew 23 do not entirely reproduce the teaching of Jesus. They have been influenced by the finaland bitter breach between Jews and Christians in the periodimmediately before the writing of the gospel. But whateverexactly Jesus may have said in condemnation of the hypocrisy and harshness of some experts in the Jewish religiouslaw, his basic confrontation with that law cannot have beensolely a rejection of additions to it. Nor can it have beensolely a rejection of the idea that 'an external conformity toit would be righteousness enough' - an idea frequentlycondemned in the Hebrew Scriptures themselves as well asin the rabbinic literature. The tension between Jesus andthe legal experts must have gone deeper than Dr Stottallows. There have been many studies of that tension byJewish and Christian scholars, for example the books onJesus and Judaism (1985) and Paul and Palestinian Judaism(1977) by E. P. Sanders, and much of the scholarly debatehas had its storm centre in disagreements about The Interpretation of Matthew (well introduced by Graham Stanton'scollection of essays under that title in 1983). But the wisestsummary known to me was contributed by MichaelRamsey to Peake's Commentary on the Bible (1962 edn, p. 3):

As to the law, Jesus Christ came to fulfil it. This he did by teaching and practising a more radical obedience to the divinedemand which the law had set forth... It involves (a) the rightdispositions of the heart in matters where the law had enjoinedright actions, (b) positive actions of righteousness in matterswhere the law had condemned actions of unrighteousness.

That basic tension between Jesus and the legal experts comes out in Matthew 12:1-13. In the 'Law of Moses'complete rest on the Sabbath (Saturday) was one of the tencommandments and the infringement of this law waspunishable by death (Exodus 31:14). The commandmentwas understood in the Scriptures to prohibit activities suchas gathering wood (Numbers 15:32-36) or lighting a fire(Exodus 35:3). The official Jewish commentary (the Mishnah) deduced thirty-nine specific prohibitions from Scripture. Saving life was not prohibited, but acts of healingwhich involved activity for healer and patient and whichcould be postponed for a day without harm were held to becontrary to the spirit of Scripture. Matthew's gospel repeatsfrom Mark's the story that Jesus defended his disciples whopicked and ate some ears of com on the Sabbath and on thesame day himself healed a man with a shrivelled hand. Thisdefiance of the law of the Sabbath as it was commonlyunderstood evidently troubled Matthew, for he does notrepeat from Mark (2:27) the very radical saying that 'theSabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath'. ButMatthew does enable us to glimpse the reality that themessage of Jesus was no mere repetition of the teaching ofthe Hebrew Scriptures.

Later, Matthew repeatedly shows that biblical quotations spring naturally to the mind of a devout Jew but that theHebrew text as later accepted by Jews and Christians neednot be quoted accurately - and that the original meaningcan be altered. Thus in Matthew 13 passages which did nothave this meaning originally are cited in support of thestrange theory that Jesus taught in parables in order toconceal his message from his hearers. The claim that theCreator said something which was in fact a comment by thehuman author of Genesis (19:5) seems to be a slip. The claimthat two animals, 'the donkey and the colt', were used inthe entry into Jerusalem (21:7) seems to result from misunderstanding a Hebrew poetic convention, 'parallelism'or the repetition of an idea. Zechariah 9:9 refers to only oneanimal, 'a donkey, a colt the foal of a donkey'. A referenceto 'praise' coming from the mouths of children (21:16) ismade by quoting Psalm 8:2 in the Septuagint translationinto Greek, whereas the New English Bible's translation ofthe obscure Hebrew is 'thou hast rebuked the mighty'. Thereference to the king in Jerusalem as 'my lord' at thebeginning of Psalm 110 is used to show that King Davidcalled the future Messiah 'my lord', whereas it is far moreprobable that the reference shows that David, who wouldnot have called any man 'lord' (apart from Saul for aperiod), did not compose Psalm 110 (22:44). Dr Stottteaches that the denial of Davidic authorship is 'inadmissible', but does admit that 'such a direct address to the futureMessiah would indeed be unique in the Psalter' (CSP, p.131). The reference to the Zechariah who was reckoned asthe last martyr in the Scriptures as 'the son of Berakiah'(23:35) seems to be a confusion between the martyred son ofJehoiada (2 Chronicles 24:20-22) and the earlier Zechariahwhose father was indeed Berakiah. Another loose quotation from Zechariah (11:12-13) is wrongly ascribed toJeremiah and, taken completely out of its context, it is saidto be a prediction about Judas Iscariot (27:9).

Most scholars do not hesitate to say that these are examples of a 'free' use of the Hebrew Scriptures, like the little mistake ('Isaiah' for Malachi) which begins Mark's gospelor Mark's wrong reference to 'the days of Abiathar the highpriest' (2:26, the correct name being given in 1 Samuel21:1-6). In the time when Jesus lived and the New Testament was written everyone seems to have treated theScriptures in this 'free' way - as is documented in, forexample, John Barton's The Oracles of God (1986). AndChristians who highly value the treatment of the HebrewScriptures by Jesus and his followers have no need topretend that none of these references contained any error.Even if it could be shown that the historical Jesus made allthese mistakes himself, it would not matter crucially. Thetruth of his gospel did not depend on his inerrancy as abiblical scholar. 'He taught as one who had authority, andnot as their teachers of the law' (Matthew 7:29). Histeaching sowed the seeds of abundant and eternal life -although despite Matthew 13:32 the mustard seed is not 'thesmallest of all your seeds'. He was the Saviour, not abotanist.

I ought also to consider briefly the passage in Mark's gospel where Jesus abrogates the Old Testament's legislation by declaring all foods 'clean' (7:14-23). If this is anauthentic piece of his teaching, it constitutes his mostdramatic contradiction of the Hebrew Scriptures. But I amone of these students of the New Testament who prefer theextensive evidence of Paul's letters and of the Acts of theApostles that there were many controversies betweenthe early Christians about what food they might eat. Thesedisputes would have been settled far more quickly, had theapostles been able to remember and cite the clear teachingof the Lord on this very point. It therefore seems probablethat in this passage Mark is stating a tradition developedwithin the Church.

Dr Stott, having wrongly claimed that the New Testament always treats the Old Testament in its original Hebrew as the inerrant word of God with the authority ofGod, also claims that 'Jesus made provision for the writingof the New Testament' (CtC, p. 95; B, p. 29) with a similarcharacter. But if the reference is to the historical Jesus (Ihave no doubt that in the Spirit the authors of the NewTestament were inspired to write), that is not a claim whichcan be based on the instructions to the apostles given in thegospels. There Jesus is not said to have repeated the command to write which was given by, for example, Jeremiahin the Old Testament; and one probable explanation is thathe hoped that the time would be short before the kingdomof God came fully. Indeed, he is not said to have had anyinterest in any book outside the Hebrew Scriptures. Theonly instance of writing in the gospels comes when hewrites on the sand when discouraging the imposition of the'Law of Moses' on the woman taken in adultery at John 8:6,8— and we are not told what he wrote. Nor is the NewTestament a miraculously perfect record of what Jesus saidand did. On the contrary, the four gospels leave manyhistorical questions about Jesus unanswered and unanswerable. John's gospel, which is the one which tells usof promises that the Spirit would make the disciples remember what Jesus had said to them (14:26; 17:7), is also theone which pays no explicit attention to the gospels of Mark,Matthew and Luke.

On such problems I can do no more than to refer to the magisterial summary of critical scholarship in W. G.Kummel's trilogy, Introduction to the New Testament, The NewTestament: The History of the Investigation of its Problems and The Theology of the New Testament,available in English sincethe 1970s.

Although the writers of the letters in the New Testament make strong claims to authority, it is surely an oversimplification to say that (for example) 'what is Pauline isapostolic and therefore authoritative' (CoC, p. 183). C. H.Dodd may have put the matter indelicately when he wrote,to Dr Stott's indignation (OOW, p. 15), that 'sometimes Ithink Paul is wrong and I have ventured to say so'. But itseems right to remember that Paul did not hesitate tocontradict his fellow-apostles, 'those who seemed to beimportant . . . those reputed to be pillars'. 'When Petercame to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he wasclearly in the wrong7 (Galatians 2:6-11). And the Paul whoclaimed to speak 'not in words taught us by human wisdombut in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritualtruths in spiritual words', also wrote that 'my conscience isclear, but that does not make me innocent', and that'no-one can lay any foundation other than the one alreadylaid, which is Jesus Christ' (1 Corinthians 2:13; 4:4; 3:11). DrStott himself sometimes reckons with the human and cultural, and therefore changeable, element in Paul's teaching,as when he considers the instructions that no womanshould pray with her head unveiled or speak in the congregation. About these instructions Paul says: 'what I amwriting to you is the Lord's command' (1 Corinthians14:37). But Dr Stott says that the 'inner reality of theapostolic instruction' is that male and female are equal but'complementary rather than identical', so that 'veils andsilence seem to me cultural symbols which belong to thepast7 (ARBMW, p. 9; WR, p. 9). The position to which Iadhere is that the 'apostolic gospel' - the good news aboutChrist in which the apostles agreed - certainly has authority. But it should not be identified with all the teachingattributed to the apostles. What is permanently authoritative is, surely, the 'inner reality'.

The two texts in the New Testament to which many'conservative' theologians, including Dr Stott, appeal do not support any claim that the New Testament or the Old isinfallible or inerrant. A Christian is reminded (accordingto the New International Version) that 'from infancy youhave known the holy Scriptures, which are able to makeyou wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. AllScripture is God-breathed [in Greek theopneustos] and isuseful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughlyequipped for every good work' (2 Timothy 3:15-17). Sincethe Greek sentence has no main verb, some of the meaningis not clear. Thus the New English Bible's translationteaches us merely that 'every inspired scripture is useful.. .' But plainly this text declares that the HebrewScriptures as known to Timothy were inspired by God inorder to be used in the making the 'man of God' a wiseteacher. It is a statement with which no devout Jew orChristian would disagree. Elsewhere Christians are told(according to the New International Version) that 'youmust understand that no prophecy of Scripture came aboutby the prophet's own interpretation. For prophecy neverhad its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God asthey were carried along by the Holy Spirit' (2 Peter 1:20-21).The meaning here, too, is to some extent uncertain. TheNew English Bible's translation of the Greek teaches a farmore modest lesson: 'no one can interpret any prophecy ofScripture by himself'. But it may well be that what is saidhere is that the true prophets of Israel were inspired by theHoly Spirit, although 'there were also false prophets amongthe people' (2:1). That claim also is non-controversialamong devout Jews and Christians. And neither passage,however translated, claims that 'the original Hebrew orGreek text as it came from the authors' hands' (UB, p. 142)was infallible or inerrant. If Evangelicals claim that, they aregoing far beyond what these texts affirm.

On the contrary, the New Testament provides abundant evidence, outside the gospels as well as in them, that theChristians often gave new meanings to the Hebrew text ofthe Scriptures or quoted versions of the text which differedfrom the text preferred in later versions of the Bible. In thisthey were like many devoutly orthodox Jewish students ofthe Scriptures. What was of absorbing interest was not theoriginal, natural meaning of Scripture but the meaning of apassage as 'typology' or 'allegory' - referring mysteriouslyto some person, event or idea belonging to the reader's owntime. Thus the promise of Moses that God would 'raise upfor you a prophet like me from among your own brothers'was taken to refer not to Joshua (as it did originally) but tosomeone alive or expected in the commentator's own time.The 'Teacher of Righteousness' who according to the DeadSea scrolls was the hero of the Qumran monastery, or someother contemporary, might be 'the Prophet who is to comeinto the world' (John 6:14). Philo of Alexandria, who heldsuch a high view of the inspiration of the Scriptures that hecan sometimes sound like an extreme fundamentalist, didnot hesitate to find in the sacred books 'allegories' whosemost important meaning was philosophical and could bestated in terms familiar to the educated Jews who hadsettled in Egypt under much Greek influence. For Philo asfor the Qumran monks, the tune played by God's biblicalorchestra was a time which they could sing as their ownsong.

The Christians thus had many predecessors when they interpreted the Hebrew Scriptures freely. They combinedmany texts to form a portrait of 'the Messiah', a royal figurebringing salvation and a new age. Some of these passagesreferred originally to the future success of a prince of thehouse of David. Others looked forward in other ways togood times coming. Surviving Jewish literature shows thatsome of the Christians' contemporaries were making asimilar synthesis of 'messianic' hopes in the Scriptures inorder to draw a single portrait of the Messiah. (But twoMessiahs, one priestly and the other lay, were expected bythe Qumran community.) So the Christians' generalmethod of using the Scriptures was not, it seems, disputedalthough their identification of a crucified carpenter ofNazareth as the Messiah was rejected. Paul, pursuing this familiar method of interpretation, told the Galatians that'the Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentilesthrough faith and announced the gospel in advance toAbraham'. He argued that in God's promise to Abraham'your seed' must mean 'one person, who is Christ' (3:8,16).He interpreted another story about Abraham 'figuratively',so that 'Hagar stands for Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds with the present city of Jerusalem' (4:24-25). Hisfirst letter to the Corinthians claimed that a law about notmuzzling an ox was meant to command the payment of theapostles (9:7-12) and that a rock which was believed to haveaccompanied the people of Israel through the wilderness'was Christ' (10:4). And he twice quoted 'the righteous willlive by his faith' (Habakkuk 2:4) as the supremely illuminating text in the Scriptures (to the Galatians at 3:11 and to theRomans at 1:17) - although this was originally an unexplained aside, translated in the New English Bible as 'therighteous will live by being faithful'.

In the Acts of the Apostles Psalm 16, which is a prayer about a recovery from illness, is quoted as a prediction ofthe Messiah's resurrection from death (2:25-28). Amos9:12, which in the Hebrew is a promise of territorial expansion by Israel ('that they may possess the remnant ofEdom'), is quoted in its Septuagint translation ('that theremnant of men may seek the Lord') as a prediction of theadmission of the Gentiles into the Church (Acts 15:17).Near the beginning of the letter to Hebrews one text(Deuteronomy 32:43) is quoted from the Septuagint ('andlet all God's angels worship him') to show the superiority ofJesus over the angels and a psalmist's prayer to the eternalGod is said to have been addressed to Jesus as the Son. InHebrews 7 the comparison of Christ with Melchizedekdepends on a forced reading of the few references to thatancient king in Genesis. It was certainly not the meaning ofthe original author that the obscure Melchizedek was kingof righteousness and peace, 'without father or mother,without genealogy, without beginning of days or end oflife, like the Son of God he remains a priest for ever' (7:3). Inthe letter to the Ephesians (4:8) Psalm 68:18, which in theHebrew is a prayer to God,

When you ascended on high,

you led captives in your train;

you received gifts from men,

even from the rebellious . . .,



is used to introduce a list of the various ministries given to the Church by the ascended Christ. This is done by quotingthe psalm to read 'gave gifts to men'. The conclusion seemsirresistible that the early Christians either quoted theversion of Scripture which most suited their purpose, oraltered it in text or meaning, in a way that often does notsuggest that they believed the original and natural meaningof the Hebrew text later received as authoritative to be theinfallible and inerrant word of God. Their consistent styleof hermeneutics might be called non-Evangelical.

Partly because they combined great reverence for 'the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms' (Luke 24:44)with considerable freedom in quoting and using them,these early Christians seem to have found it natural to treatthe teaching of Jesus in the same way. The letters of Johnname Jesus and Cain but otherwise do not contain a singlereference to Scripture. Paul's letters repeatedly show howhe combined a passionate devotion to Jesus with a disinclination to quote the exact words of his teaching. Hedirectly quotes only three sayings of Jesus (1 Thessalonians4:15; 1 Corinthians 7:10; 9:14) in addition to the Last Suppermaterial. His letter to the Galatians shows that after hisconversion as a Christian he did not regard it as a duty tofind out precisely what Jesus had said. As Dr Stott comments, 'Paul's first visit to Jerusalem was only after threeyears, it lasted only two weeks, and he saw only twoapostles. It was, therefore, ludicrous to suggest that heobtained his gospel from the Jerusalem apostles' (OOW, p.35). If a record of the teaching of Jesus was preserved in theoriginal Aramaic, it was later lost. It seems almost certainthat at least one collection of sayings was compiled in Greekand certainly gospels were written in that language, thefirst (or the first to survive) being Mark's. But whenMatthew and Luke used Mark they edited his gospel extensively and they treated any collection of sayings in thesame way. It is uncertain whether John used any previousgospel; if he did, he used it very freely.

In this freedom the writers of the New Testament resembled many of the authors of the Old. When the law code which came to be called Deuteronomy was made public in622-621 bc, the Jews started to become what Muslims callthem - a 'people of the book'. The process was intensifiedduring their exile and as a result of Ezra's mission (probablyat the end of the fourth century bc). In the book calledEcclesiasticus, a teacher of 'wisdom', Jesus the son of Sirach,meditates on the Hebrew Bible approximately as we have it,about 180 bc. But the earlier material which came to becollected and edited in 'the Scriptures' does not leave theimpression that its authors took much trouble to harmoniseone law with another, one narrative with another, oneprophecy with another, or one psalm or proverb withanother. They based their own writing not on what wasalready written but on their own experience or on thetradition of their group. The fact that the authors of Ecclesiastes and the book of Job look at life with their own eyes,and do not rely on Scripture, is not entirely out of keepingwith the general character of the Hebrew Bible. They felt'carried along by the Holy Spirit', as is said in 2 Peter 1:21.They would share Paul's own impatience with what ismerely written: 'the letter kills, but the spirit gives life'(2 Corinthians 3:6). In his The Interpretation of Scripture(1961, p. 188), James D. Smart summed up the truth of thematter: 'Paul's relation to the letter of Jesus' teachingis similar to Jesus' relation to the Old Testament andthe relation of the Old Testament prophets to eachother.'

It was a consequence of this widespread attitude that there was for long no great anxiety to know exactly what'the Scriptures' were. The exact text of the Hebrew Scriptures was often uncertain, particularly until the vowelswere added to the consonants in the period ad 600-900.That is one reason why the Greek translation often used bythe early Christians differed in places from the Hebrewtexts known to us - although it may have agreed withHebrew texts now lost. The 'canon' or list of books constituting the Hebrew Scriptures was not finally agreed by therabbis in Palestine before the middle of the first century ad.Probably that canon was not treated as authoritative whenTimothy was a child being taught 'the Scriptures' for theletter of Jude in the New Testament shows the continuinguncertainty by quoting (in verse 14) a book attributed toEnoch which was excluded from the rabbinic canon. Weknow that in the Western Church a larger canon, includingsome books which came to be called the Apocrypha, wasgenerally accepted despite some protests. The acceptanceof these extra books was made formal at the Council ofFlorence in 1441, and confirmed by the Council of Trentmore than a century later, although it was rejected by theProtestant Reformers including Luther in favour of therabbinic canon. The longer canon may have originatedamong the Jews of Alexandria although that is far fromcertain.

2 Peter 3:16 refers to the letters of Paul among 'otherScriptures' and 'Scripture says' in 1 Timothy 5:18 may refernot only to Deuteronomy 25:4 but also to a quotation fromLuke's gospel. Evidently towards the end of the first century ad the Church's formation of its own canon of Scripture (the New Testament) was beginning. But that processwas not complete until the fourth century. The list oftwenty-seven books was never settled by a formal counciland the first official publication of it to have survived wasthe Easter Letter of Athanasius in 367. Until about that date,it was not certain exactly what the New Testament was.

The reference to Paul's letters as 'Scripture' in 2 Peter is among the factors which persuade most scholars that thisdocument dates from a late period, perhaps a hundredyears after the deaths of Peter and Paul. (2 Peter incorporates most of the letter of Jude and is not quoted in any othersurviving document earlier than the third century. Disagreement about its authenticity helped to delay thefinalisation of the canon of the New Testament.) The sensethat 2 Timothy is also written to a situation where theChurch already has a long tradition is one of the reasonswhy most scholars think that the whole of it is not authentically Pauline. But whether or not these teachings are genuinely apostolic, they do not support the idea that a carefullyagreed list of books constituting the Old Testament wasregarded as infallible or inerrant in detail and was beingmatched by a New Testament of the same character.

I do not think that I need spend much of my precious space on explaining why most modem scholars think thatthe Bible includes errors. Innumerable passages areasserted by their authors, either implicitly or explicitly, tobe law, history, etc., and are therefore according to Dr Stottto be accepted as 'inerrant' as law, history, etc. - yet arecontradicted either by other passages in the Christian Bibleor by the proofs or probabilities of modem historical knowledge. It seems to me a wholly inadequate response to thislaboriously accumulated body of knowledge, one of themost splendid achievements of the human mind inspiredby the Spirit of truth, to say, as Dr Stott says, that if 'theseeming discrepancy remains, whether between scienceand the Bible, or between two parts of the Bible, or betweenour theological understanding of the Bible and our historical critical methods of studying it', the wise Christian 'suspends judgement and goes on looking for harmony ratherthan giving up in despair' (ARBMW, p. 8).

Here I confine myself to repeating briefly some standard critical comments on John's gospel, choosing that document because it is of central importance. As Dr Stott notes,'every reader of John's gospel is immediately struck by thedifferences between it and the synoptic gospels in subjectmatter, theological emphasis, literary style and vocabulary'(UB, p. 89). It is no accident that I do not quote it asproviding the actual words of Jesus, although Dr Stottfrequently does. I do not doubt that the fourth gospelcontains some historical material; for example, it suppliesthe most probable date for the crucifixion (7 April 30). ButI am equally sure (having learned it from many betterscholars) that this gospel is in the main a meditation on themeaning of Jesus by a Christian saint with a group and atradition behind him. It often seems impossible to separatethe history from the meditation, the Jesus of history fromthe Christ of faith. Some of the most striking sayings of'Jesus' come in the narrative when he is alone with Pilate,out of the hearing of any disciple. In the course of a longprayer by 'Jesus' - the great 'high priestly' prayer at the LastSupper - we read the words: 'Now this is eternal life: thatthey may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ,whom you have sent7 (17:3). The best comparison seems tobe with Plato's reconstruction of the teaching of his master,Socrates. Plato's Dialogues give not the words but the spirit.

It is spiritually important to see that John's gospel is only partly historical. Many readers of John Stott's Basic Christianity must have been puzzled by the contrast between theclaims that 'Jesus was sinless because he was selfless' (BC1,p. 45) and that 'the most striking feature of the teaching ofJesus is that he was constantly talking about himself' (BC1,p. 23). But the second claim is based upon John's gospelalone. Dr Stott immediately quotes some of the seven greatΊ am' sayings in that gospel - very striking sayings which,however, are not included in any other gospels. In John'sgospel Jesus uses T in self-reference 118 times and refers toGod as 'the Father' or 'my Father' 173 times. The kingdomof God is mentioned only five times. It is the message of thewhole gospel that Jesus is the Son of the Father. Thatcertainly agrees with the message of Mark that he is the Sonof God. But in Mark's gospel Jesus talks mainly not abouthimself (there are only nine T references) or about hisFather (the word is used only four times), but about thekingdom of God (the phrase is used eighteen times). InMatthew's gospel there are seventeen T references andforty-seven references to the 'kingdom of heaven'; inLuke's, ten T references and thirty-seven references to the'kingdom of God'. The teaching about who Ί am' in John'sgospel is, it seems clear, the expression of Christian devotion to Christ as the Son of the Father. The historical Jesusproclaimed the kingdom of God, not himself - except asGod's agent in the arrival of that kingdom. According toMark, when Peter had privately greeted him as Messiah'Jesus warned them not to tell anyone about him' (8:30).Unless Mark 9:41 really was spoken by Jesus, it was onlywhen on trial that Jesus accepted the title of Messiah(14:62). Although the evidence is fragmentary and does notenable us to understand at all fully the self-consciousness ofJesus, it seems clear not only that he did not encourage useof this title (which was dangerously political) but also thathe did not welcome all other compliments. Mark (10:17-18)has a story, toned down by Matthew and Luke, that herebuked a young man who called him 'good teacher' withthe words: 'Why do you call me good? No-one is good -except God alone.' But in John's gospel Andrew tells hisbrother Peter that Jesus is the Messiah before Peter has methim (1:41) and Jesus himself tells the Samaritan woman(4:25-26). And that is only the beginning of the claims ofJesus, which are coupled with warnings that 'if you do notbelieve that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die inyour sins' (8:24). A few days before his death, according tothree of the gospels, Jesus exercised a messianic (or almostmessianic) authority by cleansing the temple, driving outthe moneychangers - an intensely dramatic challenge to theJewish authorities which sealed his fate. Because John putsthe cleansing near the beginning (2:13-25), Dr Stott feelscompelled to claim that Jesus cleansed the temple amidgeneral consternation twice (UB, p. 100)! This seems to be anexample of the difficulties which beset any attempt toharmonise all the gospels.

Many readers who are assured that Jesus utterly disregarded self in order to serve 'the will of God and the welfare of mankind' (BC1, p. 44) must have been puzzled to noticethat in John's gospel and letters the 'love' which is commanded seems to be the love which the disciples are to havefor each other ('the brethren') while mankind as a whole(the world) lies in darkness. In particular readers consciousof the terrible history of antisemitism must have beenpuzzled to read what Jesus says to a group called 'the Jews'- for example, 'you belong to your father, the devil' (8:44).In John's gospel there is outright hostility between 'theJews' who are thus condemned and Jesus and his disciples.Already by 9:22 'the Jews had decided that anyone whoacknowledged that Jesus was the Christ would be put out ofthe synagogue'. But it seems clear from the other gospelsthat the historical Jesus, who was a Jew, preached andpractised love for all including other Jews, even if sometimes it had to be a stem love. And it seems clear fromPaul's letters and the Acts of the Apostles (as well as fromother evidence) that the total separation of Church andsynagogue was a slow process. In Acts, the apostles andother Christians regularly worship in the temple inJerusalem.

Very gladly and very gratefully I count myself among the many millions who have been given light by John'sgospel. But its whole character counts against the theorythat the Scriptures contain no contradictions because theycontain no errors. 'The Scripture cannot be broken' (10:35)is often quoted from this gospel by conservative writers.But it is significant that the context of this text is a citation ofPsalm 82 (curiously described as 'your law'): Ί have saidyou are gods'. In John's gospel it is used to show thatmen can rightly be called gods. But that was probably notthe original meaning of the psalm, which seems to be ironicin this verse. The New International Version, for example,translates the Hebrew to mean that rulers who 'defend theunjust' may be called 'gods' but 'will die like mere men; youwill fall like every other ruler' (verses 2,6-7). It seems clearthat John did not think it necessary to base his gospel on aScripture which was inerrant in its original meaning.For him as for countless Christians after him, it was theChristian meaning of the Scriptures that could not be broken.

After Fundamentalism

That, I have learned, is the character of the Bible. It is not truly expounded when fundamentalists feel obliged toclaim that it contains no contradictions. In a presentationof The Scripture Principle (1985) which is on the wholescholarly, Professor Clark Pinnock declares that 'if contradiction exists our doctrine of Scripture is overthrown' (p.147). He considers that this is the necessary consequence ofa belief in the Bible's inerrancy, for 'inerrancy simply meansthat the Bible can be trusted in what it teaches and affirms'.Another result is that it is necessary to hold that even apiece of fiction is somehow inerrant, for 'the inerrant truthof a parable is of course parabolic and the inerrant truth of afable is fabulous' (p. 78). But on the same page he commends a much more carefully qualified statement byMillard Erickson: The Bible, when correctly interpreted inthe light of the level to which culture and the means of communication had developed at the time it was written, and inview of the purposes for which it was given, is fully truthful in all that it affirms'. And Jim Packer, in his UnderGod's Word (1982, p. 53), ends up with a similar set ofqualifications. He says that the two words 'infallibility' and'inerrancy' express

no advance commitment of any kind in the field of biblical interpretation, save that whatever Scripture, interpreted withlinguistic correctness, in terms of each book's discernible literary character, against its own historical and cultural background, and in the light of its topical relation to other books,proves to be saying should be reverently received, as fromGod.

Qualifications such as these, which take account of the Bible's true character, empty words such as 'infallibility'

and 'inerrancy' of their plain meaning. Yet these or similar qualifications are increasingly seen by conservativescholars to be necessary, despite many dire warnings by theultraconservatives. Thus Clark Pinnock has modified theposition which he adopted in an earlier book, A Defense ofBiblical Infallibility (1967). The leading Calvinist theologianin the Netherlands, G. C. Berkouwer, is even more cautiousthan Erickson, Packer and Pinnock. Bernard Ramm, whoseearlier work on the Bible and science was pilloried byProfessor Barr, has since written a book aptly called AfterFundamentalism (1983). And what might come after it,theologically, has been outlined in, for example, two bravebooks by William J. Abraham on The Divine Inspiration ofHoly Scripture (1981) and Divine Revelation and the Limits ofHistorical Criticism (1982). He is an American Evangelicalwho shows a perceptive sensitivity to recent British theology, which he might have been expected to find repulsive. Professor I. Howard Marshall in his Biblical Inspiration(1983) says that 'it is arguable that the Bible does containwhat may be regarded as errors and contradictions bymodem standards but which are not in fact contrary to itsown standards and purpose' (p. 71). He quotes the ChicagoStatement:

When total precision of a particular kind was not expected nor aimed at, it is no error not to have achieved it. Scripture isinerrant, not in the sense of being absolutely precise by modern standards, but in the sense of making good its claims andachieving that measure of focused truth at which its authorsaimed, (p. 60)

His conclusion is: "'Infallible" means that the Bible is entirely trustworthy for the purposes for which God hasinspired it' (p. 53).

Here these theologians come close to the words of the Second Vatican Council's Dogmatic Constitution on theDivine Revelation (III.ll) that

since everything asserted by the inspired authors or sacred writers must be held to be asserted by the Holy Spirit, it followsthat the books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teachingfirmly, faithfully and without error that truth which Godwanted put into the sacred writings for the sake of oursalvation.

In previous sentences the council had come closer to fundamentalism, teaching that both Testaments 'in their entirety, with all their parts, are sacred and canonical because, having been written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. . . they have God as their author', their human authorshaving 'consigned to writing everything, and only thosethings, which God wanted'. But the bishops rejected thefirst draft schema which proposed that 'since divine inspiration extends to all things in the Bible, it follows directly andnecessarily that the entire Sacred Scripture is absolutelyimmune from error'.

Do such admissions of the possibility of what is by modem standards error in the Bible destroy the Bible'sauthority? Many Evangelicals are fairly confident that evenafter such admissions the Bible can still be said to beauthoritative, even 'infallible'. S. T. Davis documented thisin The Debate about the Bible: Inerrancy versus Infallibility (1977)and P. J. Achtemeier in The Inspiration of Scripture (1980). Butthere has been much alarm. Commenting on the SecondVatican Council, a very conservative Evangelical scholarhas written: 'Everyone from a Fundamentalist to a "Christian atheist" could assent to this formulation' (D. A. Carsonin Hermeneutics, Authority and Canon, which he edited withJ. D. Woodbridge in 1986, p. 9). I recognise that it may sayvery little to say that one believes in 'that truth which Godwanted put into the sacred writings for the sake of oursalvation'. So I shall end this chapter by stating briefly whatI understand to be the saving truth which is affirmed by theBible. And I shall also mention a few things which are in theBible but not, I think, God-breathed.

God's purpose in inspiring the composition of the Bible which Christians hold in their hands today was 'severelypractical'. (So Dr Stott wisely teaches, UB, p. 23.) It was totell us that we and the rest of the universe are wonderfullyhis creation - not to propose that science is corrected byeither Genesis 1 or Genesis 2 (the myths in these twochapters, which come from different sources and dates,contradict each other in some details). It was to tell us thatwe are sinners - not to instruct us how the serpent who wasalready wicked could speak to Eve or how the murderousCain, so primitive that he was Adam's firstborn son, founda woman to be a farmer's wife, or how a flood covered theearth (including the mountains) without leaving any worldwide traces. It was to assure us that, although we aresinners, we are loved and delivered by God - not to informus that the children of Israel included no fewer than 603,550adult males plus families during the journey to Canaan(Numbers 1:46). It was to command us to live as God'schildren - not to persuade us that he dictated the law ofMoses 430 years after his promise to Abraham (Galatians3:17) although the time spent by the people of Israel inEgypt before the exodus had also been 430 years (Exodus12:40). It was to tell us how he used a unique people, Israel,'people who live apart and do not consider themselves oneof the nations' - not to inform us that Balaam prophesiedthis having held conversations with a donkey and an angel(Numbers 22:21-35). It was to teach us, through his selfrevelation to the Israelites, that we must worship God alone- not to complain that the genocide of the Canaanites wasincomplete. It was to show that the holy God demandsholiness - not to tell us that the number of wicked Israeliteskilled off by the plague in Shittim was twenty-fourthousand (Numbers 25:9) or twenty-three thousand (1Corinthians 10:8). It was to reveal his holy love throughIsrael's great prophets - not to provide fully accurate predictions of coming events. It was to proclaim his demandfor justice - not to give us a completely coherent account ofthe origins of the Israelite monarchy. It was to revealhimself in the whole bitter-sweet history of Israel - not torecount that history with complete accuracy (somehowreconciling the books of Samuel and the Kings with the laterChronicles). It was to show how when swallowed up intovictorious empires amid the storms of history, when exiledand deprived of all political identity, the Jews reached abetter understanding of God's holiness and mercy - not totell us how a whale could swallow and regurgitate Dove (inHebrew Jonah). It was to give us spiritual strength, whetherthe Philistine giant Goliath was killed by the boy David (1Samuel 17) or by Elhanan (2 Samuel 21:19), who is elsewhere said to have killed Goliath's brother (1 Chronicles20:5). It was to give us spiritual light - not to affirm that thesun once halted its journey across the sky for 'about a fullday' (Joshua 10:13) or went backwards (Isaiah 38:8).

God's purpose was to proclaim that Jesus is 'a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your peopleIsrael' - not to tell us whether Joseph's father was calledJacob (Matthew 1:16) or Eli (Luke 3:23). It was to say that thelove of God was embodied in the carpenter of Nazareth -not to argue with the historians about the dates whenQuirinius took a census in Judea (Luke 2:2) and when Judasand Theudas led their rebellions (Acts 5:36-37). It was togive us the message of Jesus which was like new wine - notto assert that it never contradicted the Hebrew Scriptures. Itwas to preserve enough of that message to make us feel itsforce - not to persuade us that different versions of thesayings of Jesus must have been spoken on different occasions, for example, one set of Beatitudes on a hill (Matthew5:1), another on level ground (Luke 6:17). It was to tell usthat Jesus heals - not to inform us whether the daughter ofJairus was dead (Matthew 9:18) or only dying (Mark 5:23)when Jesus was summoned, or whether blind Bartimeuswas cured before (Luke 18:35) or after (Mark 10:46) enteringJericho, or whether the centurion who begged for thehealing of his servant addressed Jesus personally (Matthew8:5) or not (Luke 7:3). It was to tell us that Jesus died for us(whether he died on the day of the Passover feast, as inthree of the gospels, or on the day before as related by John)and was raised from the dead (whatever may have been thedetails of his resurrection, which the gospels report differently). It was to send us out into the world with that goodnews - whether Jesus allowed his apostles to take a staffand wear sandals on their first missionary journey (Mark6:8-9) or not (Matthew 10:10). It was to promise us the HolySpirit - whatever may have been the nature of the charismatic event on the Day of Pentecost. It was to inspire themission of Paul to the Gentiles - although the author of theActs of the Apostles does not seem to have had available tohim either the chronology, or the theology, which we canread in Paul's surviving letters. It was to proclaim that 'thelife I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, wholoved me and gave himself for me' (Galatians 2:20) -whether the apostles insisted that Gentile converts must'abstain . . . from the meat of strangled animals and fromblood' (Acts 15:20) or 'added nothing' to Paul's message(Galatians 2:6). It was to speak with converting and sustaining power about ourselves and our salvation. 'For the wordof God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edgedsword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, jointsand marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of theheart' (Hebrews 4:12).

JOHN STOTT'S RESPONSE TO CHAPTER 2

My dear David,

You have certainly done a magnificent demolition job! This little Evangelical peanut lies bruised, battered and brokenbeneath the Mighty Liberal Steamroller! But (to wrench atext out of its context in a way of which neither you nor Iwould approve) I am 'hard pressed . . . but not crushed;perplexed, but not in despair; . . . struck down, but notdestroyed' (2 Corinthians 4:8-9). So I pick myself up fromthe ground, shake off the dust, adjust my dishevelled hairand clothing, take a few deep breaths, lift my heart toheaven, and rally to the defence of the Evangelical cause.

First, I am very glad that you can so firmly endorse what I have written about divine revelation and its indispensability. The old Deist attempt to replace revelation by reasonwas wrong-headed from the beginning. Reason has a vitalrole in the understanding and application of revelation, butit can never be a substitute for it. Without revelation reasongropes in the dark and flounders in the deep.

Can we not go a step further than this together and agree that what we need is more than a revelation in general; it isa reliable revelation? Indeed, we have strong Christianreasons for expecting God to have given us one. We bothbelieve that God said and did something through JesusChrist which was unique in itself and decisive for thesalvation of the world. Is it not inconceivable, therefore,that God should first have spoken and acted in Christ andthen have allowed his saving word and deed to be lost inthe mists of antiquity? If God's good news was meant foreverybody, which it was and is, then he must have madeprovision for its reliable preservation, so that all people inall places at all times could have beneficial access to it. Thisis an a priori deduction from our basic Christian beliefsabout God, Christ and salvation.

But can this saving revelation be equated with the Bible? And is it legitimate to regard the Bible as a reliable, let alone'inerrant', guide? It is entirely proper that you should haveput these questions to me, although you buttress your casewith such a mass of detail that I cannot hope within thecompass of this response to attend to it all. So where shall Ibegin?

I could begin by reminding you that the doctrine of biblical inspiration and authority held by Evangelicals wasfor centuries the universal Church's doctrine, and still is theofficial position of the Roman Catholic Church and of someProtestant churches. If, then, we were to consult the totalChristian Church, triumphant as well as militant, thisdoctrine would be seen to be the majority view. That is whyHarry Blamires in his book Where Do We Stand? (1980) bidsus beware of innovators. He quotes G. K. Chesterton'sdefinition of tradition as 'an extension of the franchise',namely 'giving votes to that most obscure of all classes,our ancestors'. Mr Blamires continues: 'If you accept the“one man, one vote" principle for the Christian church,the pollsters will have to do most of their opinion samplingin heaven ... If you extend the franchise fully . . . youcan never put the traditionalists in a minority. Theyhave a built-in majority from the past* (pp. 79-80).But that argument will not weigh with you, David,since it ignores the last two centuries of biblicalcriticism.

Alternatively, I could underline the elaborate internal cross-attestation of Scripture and take you to task foraccepting the neb interpretation of 2 Timothy 3:16, that theword theopneustos ('God-breathed') applies only to someScriptures. It is true, of course, that the Greek sentence hasno main verb, but (according to the best reading) it includesthe word kai ('and'), indicating that two assertions are beingmade, not one, namely that 'all Scripture is God-breathedand useful. . .'

Instead of pursuing these approaches, however, I will go straight to what you call my 'most important argument'.

The Example of Jesus Christ

Since you tell me that you are yourself not convinced by this reasoning, and since our readers will probably not haveread my attempted expositions of it, I need to develop it alittle. Submission to Scripture is for us Evangelicals a sign ofour submission to Christ, a test of our loyalty to him. Wefind it extremely impressive that our incarnate Lord, whoseown authority amazed his contemporaries, should havesubordinated himself to the authority of the Old TestamentScriptures as he did, regarding them as his Father's writtenword. You urge us to banish from our mind pictures ofJesus either as 'a theologian in a book-lined study' or evenas possessing his own complete copy of the Hebrew Bible.Quite so. But we may not conclude from this that he couldnot have known it intimately. For his local synagogue,where he both studied and worshipped, will almostcertainly have had an accessible copy.

When I have pointed out that in Jesus' temptations in the Judean desert each issue was settled by an apt quotationfrom Deuteronomy 6 or Deuteronomy 8, and that he had'no need to debate or argue with the devil', I was notintending to imply that he did not have to make 'realdecisions'. He did. The temptations were insidious enoughto call in question both his identity ('if you are the Son ofGod') and his vocation (whether to achieve his ends bycompromise or by the cross). My point was to draw attention to the way in which his decisions were made, namelyby reference to Scripture: gegrasptai gar ('for it standswritten') was for him the conclusive argument.

The same loyalty to Scripture was apparent as his public ministry unfolded. We do not know (for we are not told) bywhat process he came to understand who he was and what he had been sent into the world to do. But it seems probablethat the revelation was given him through Scripture, sinceit was according to Scripture that he came to define hismission. In particular, by applying to himself both thedesignation 'son of man' (Daniel 7) and the propheciesrelating to the suffering servant (Isaiah 53), he fusedtwo Old Testament images which in Judaism representedrespectively 'the highest conceivable declaration ofexaltation' and 'the expression of deepest humiliation'.These are Oscar Cullmann's expressions, taken from hisThe Christology of the New Testament (1959). He continues:'This is the unheard-of new act of Jesus, that he unitedthese two apparently contradictory tasks in his self-consciousness, and that he expressed that union in his lifeand teaching' (p. 161). He would enter into his glory onlythrough suffering and death. Hence his sense of compulsion, so often repeated, that he 'must' go to Jerusalem andbe rejected and suffer and die. Why must he? Because ofwhat stood written in Scripture. This was the reason hewould not call for angels to rescue him from arrest in thegarden: 'how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that sayit must happen in this way?' (Matthew 26:54).

Then there were his public controversies with the religious authorities. You allude to their opposition to himas if it were evidence that he disagreed with the OldTestament. But it was with their traditions that he disagreed, I must insist, not with the Scriptures, for in nearlyevery debate with them he appealed to Scripture to supporthis position against theirs. Indeed, it was the true interpretation of the Old Testament Scriptures which was at stake inhis quarrel with both the Pharisees and the Sadducees,who, incidentally, were not the simple Bible believers thatyou suggest. He criticised the former for adding toScripture (their traditions) and the latter for subtractingfrom it (the supernatural).

Thus Jesus' determination to resist the devil, to fulfil his costly messianic role and to oppose the authorities allstemmed from his prior determination to obey his Father'swill as he discerned it in Scripture. The evidence has beenthoroughly set out by Richard T. France in his Jesus and theOld Testament (1971) and by John W. Wenham in his Christand the Bible (1973). Certainly Jesus went beyond the OldTestament, but he did not go against it. Even in the debateover divorce, which we will consider at greater length inchapter 5, what Jesus criticised was not Moses but thehardness of human hearts, and the direction in which heled his hearers was not away from the Pentateuch but backto the creation narrative. Again, in 'declaring all foodsclean' (Mk 7:19), he was not saying that the law's dietaryregulations had never been God's will, but that they were atemporary divine arrangement, which was now 'fulfilled inthe purity of heart demanded in the Kingdom of God.

In criticising this Evangelical position, you make two points which do not appear to be compatible with eachother, since one assumes that Jesus did hold this high viewof Scripture, while the other argues that he did not. First,you write that it was 'natural' and not in the least 'unlikely'that Jesus believed in the authority of Scripture, since hewas 'a devout Jew7 who accepted the views commonly heldin his day. The implication seems to be that you think hewas mistaken, which I find intolerably derogatory to him.Your other argument is that he did not hold this doctrine ofScripture, but dissented from it, for his views were 'controversially new7, so that he was not a conservative but aradical. These are not alternatives, however, for surely hewas both - conservative in his attitude to Scripture, andradical in his interpretations of it which challenged theaccepted wisdom of his day. I am convinced that hisradicalism was not directed towards the Old Testamentitself. Do you seriously believe that his words 'all who evercame before me were thieves and robbers' (John 10:8) werea rejection of 'the entire religious history of Israel'? WilliamTemple was clear that he was referring to 'false Messiahs'.As for the six antitheses of the Sermon on the Mount ('youhave heard that it was said. . . but I say to you . . .'), it iscertain that Matthew did not understand them as contradictions of the Old Testament, since they are immediatelypreceded by the strong statement that Jesus had not cometo abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfil them. Inthis way Jesus stated the principle first (Matthew 5:17-20)and then gave a series of examples to illustrate it (5:21-56),which is exactly how the rabbis taught, as David Daube hasshown in his The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (1956).

What Jesus was rejecting, then, was not the law itself but interpretations of it which were either too literal, or toosuperficial, or thoroughly perverted. In place of such distortions he substituted his own radical interpretation,which belonged to the ethic of the kingdom. It was the samein the controversies over Sabbath observance and hisfraternisation with the outcasts of Jewish society. Jesus wasnot rejecting Old Testament teaching, but giving his ownauthoritative application of it, which was in conflict withthe scribes and Pharisees. And his use of Hosea 6:6 (Ί desiremercy, not sacrifice') in relation to both these controversies(Matthew 9:13; 12:7), is a good example of his creativeapplication of a biblical principle.

It is, I believe, to a similar radical conservatism that the disciples of Jesus are called today. The disciple is not abovehis master. If submission to Scripture was right for him, as itwas, it must be right for us also. Not a wooden conformity toits letter, however, but a profound penetration into itsdemanding implications for the life of the kingdom. For thesupremacy of Scripture carries with it a radical calling intoquestion of all human traditions and conventions, howeverancient and sacred. That's why I personally do not like thelabel 'conservative Evangelical'. It conjures up the wrongimage, an image of stubborn resistance to challenge andchange. 'Evangelical' should be enough on its own; but ifyou insist on the addition of a qualification, then pleasemake it a 'radical conservative Evangelical'. Thanks!

I have concentrated on Jesus' attitude to the Old Testament, and have room only for the briefest allusion to the New Testament. You are right to take me up on my assertion that Jesus 'made provision for the writing of the NewTestament'. Understood as a statement of his deliberateintention, this claimed too much, for indeed there is noevidence that he envisaged New Testament documents orthat he commissioned his apostles to write them. But he didcommission them to teach in his name; he did call them tobe with him so that they might bear witness to what theyheard and saw; and he did promise them the illumination ofthe Spirit of truth, both to remind them of his teaching andto lead them into all the truth which they had not yet beenable to receive. And these privileges uniquely equippedthem to teach, whether by the spoken or by the writtenword. Moreover, his use of the vocabulary of 'sending' - hedesignated them 'apostles', 'sent them out to preach',(Mark 3:14) and told them Ί am sending you out like sheepamong wolves' (Matthew 10:16) - must have been a deliberate parallel to the 'sending' of the prophets. The prophetsand the apostles were 'sent' to exercise the same basic ministry: to see, record and interpret the mighty acts of God.

Evangelicalism and Fundamentalism

For thirty-five years now I have felt it right to repudiate the label 'fundamentalist', and in my second book Fundamentalism and Evangelism (1956) I attempted to make some distinctions between Evangelicals and fundamentalists. In anexchange of letters with Professor James Barr in 1978, afterthe publication of his book Fundamentalism, I complainedthat he seemed to lump us all together. He denied this, butadded that 'the overlap was very great'. Now you write,David, that I make claims which 'sound like fundamentalism', that I have a 'lingering inclination towards fundamentalism', and that you hope to wean me away frommy 'near-fundamentalism'.

In desiring to dissociate myself from fundamentalists, I shall try neither to caricature them (for I do not know thatthey have ever delineated themselves over against Evangelicals), nor to repudiate them (for they are true — even ifsometimes embarrassing - brothers and sisters in Christ).At first the word 'fundamentalist' (coined in 1920) had anentirely honourable connotation.2Although its antecedents may be traced back to the nineteenth century, itreally owed its origin to the publication in the United Statesof a series of twelve paperback books entitled TheFundamentals, beginning in 1910. Their sixty-five topics included,in addition to aspects of biblical authority, such basic doctrines as the deity, virgin birth, atoning death, and bodilyresurrection of Jesus. And their authors included suchwell-known scholars as Dyson Hague, James Orr, W. H.Griffith Thomas, B. B. Warfield, and Bishops HandleyMoule and J. C. Ryle. At that time 'fundamentalism' wasseen as a defence of the fundamentals of the faith, inopposition to 'modernism', which was seen as a denial ofthem. But gradually all words change their meaning, andtoday 'fundamentalism' is associated in many minds withcertain extremes and extravagances which Evangelicalsreject. Refraining from naming any names of people orinstitutions (they are in any case more numerous in America than in Europe), I list eight tendencies of the mind-setstyled 'fundamentalism', although of course not all 'fundamentalists' exhibit all of them:

(1) A general suspicion of scholarship and science, whichsometimes degenerates into a thoroughgoing anti-intellectualism;

(2) a mechanical view or 'dictation theory' of biblical inspiration, with a consequent denial of the human, culturalelement in Scripture and therefore of the need for 'biblicalcriticism' and careful hermeneutics;

(3) a naive, almost superstitious, reverence for the Authorised (King James') Version of the Bible, warts and all, as if itwere quasi-inspired, which leads to a neglect of textualcriticism;

(4) a literalistic interpretation of all Scripture ('the interpretation of every word of the Bible as literal truth' - CollinsEnglish Dictionary), leading to an insufficient recognition ofthe place of poetry, metaphor and symbol;

(5) a separatist ecclesiology, together with a blanket repudiation of the Ecumenical Movement and the WorldCouncil of Churches;

(6) a cultural imprisonment, whose evil consequenceshave included racial prejudice and prosperity teaching;

(7) a denial of the social implications of the gospel, exceptfor philanthropy and some extreme right-wing politicalconcerns; and

(8) an insistence on premillennial eschatology, with arather dogmatic contemporary interpretation of prophecy,including an uncritical espousal of Zionism.

Of these tendencies, the second is the most germane to our discussion. You rightly reject as an extreme position thenotion that God 'dictated all the words' of Scripture andtreated the biblical writers 'as a musician uses his instrument'. Moslems believe that Allah dictated the Koran inArabic to Muhammad, and Christian fundamentalists tendto believe that the Bible had a somewhat comparable origin,although its diversity of authorship makes the comparisoninexact. Evangelicals, however, affirm the double authorship of the Bible, since the Bible's own account of itselfis both that 'God spoke' to and through men, and that 'menspoke from God' (Hebrews 1:1; 2 Peter 1:21). I enlarged onthe human element of Scripture in my 1979 Olivier Beguinlecture in Australia (ARBMW), pointing out that the process of divine inspiration was not incompatible with theresearches of the biblical historians, the reflections of thewise men (e.g. Proverbs 24:30-34), the crafted poetry of thepsalmists, or (in the New Testament letters) the pastoralconcerns of the apostles. Nor did inspiration iron out thebiblical writers' different literary styles or theological emphases. How, then, were the divine and human elementsrelated to each other? Both Roman Catholic and Protestanttheologians, ancient and modem, have suggested an analogy (however imperfect) between the two authorships ofScripture and the two natures of Christ. Just as we mustemphasise neither the deity of Jesus at the expense of hishumanity, nor his humanity at the expense of his deity, sowe must equally affirm the human and divine origins ofScripture. On the one hand God spoke, deciding himselfwhat he intended to say, yet not in such a way as to distortthe personality of the human authors. On the other handmen spoke, using their faculties freely, yet not in such away as to distort the message of the divine author. We haveno basis for saying that because the origin of Scripture washuman as well as divine, it must therefore contain error,any more than we have for saying that because Jesus washuman as well as divine he must therefore have sinned.Further, we have no right to say that the conjunction of thedivine and the human in the production of Scripture isimpossible. As Dr J. I. Packer has said in his Fundamentalismand the Word of God (1958), such a denial

assumes that God and man stand in such a relation to each other that they cannot both be free agents in the same action. Ifman acts freely (i.e. voluntarily and spontaneously), God doesnot, and vice versa. The two freedoms are mutually exclusive.But the affinities of this idea are with Deism, not ChristianTheism, (p. 81)

Again, 'the cure for such fallacious reasoning is to grasp the biblical idea of God's concursive operation in, with andthrough the free working of man's own mind' (p. 82).3

The double authorship of Scripture has practical as well as theological implications. For the two authorships demand two distinct and appropriate approaches. Becausethe Bible is the word of God, we should read it like no otherbook, on our knees in great humility before him. Butbecause the Bible is also the words of men, we should readit like every other book, applying our minds diligently to itsstudy. As you rightly say, we should read it 'both criticallyand humbly', though I would prefer to reverse the adverbs!This, then, is the justification of biblical criticism, indeedthe necessity of it. 'Criticism' in this context, as we know,means 'investigation' or 'analysis', and does not necessarilyimply a destructive judgement. Textual criticism (establishing the original text), historical criticism (enquiring intothe circumstances of the composition), source criticism(determining the literary sources), form criticism (studyingthe structures in which the tradition was preserved andwhy) and redaction criticism (understanding the theological concerns behind the editor's use of his sources) are allindispensable tools for comprehending and applying theScriptures.

There are several reasons, however, why Evangelicals have been suspicious of biblical criticism as it has developed.

(1) Many of its exponents have been so preoccupied withthe mechanics of a book's composition that they haveoverlooked, and even shown no interest in, its message.


(2) The earliest critics were products of the Enlightenment,imbued with secular or unbelieving presuppositions. Beingrationalistic in their approach, they were consistently destructive in their conclusions. Reimarus of Hamburg in themiddle of the eighteenth century, for instance, who couldalmost be called the 'father' of biblical criticism, was athoroughgoing Deist, outspoken in his rejection of revelation and miracle, and of the deity, atonement and resurrection of Jesus. Contemporary liberal scholars are, of course,much more moderate than he. Yet many seem to us to becontrolled by their sceptical presuppositions. Having decided against miracles, for example, they naturally conclude that all material containing miracle is secondary, i.e.legendary. Again, on the widely held (but unproved)assumption that evolution applies as much to the development of ideas as of forms, they reject the biblical picture of an original, revealed monotheism, from which Israel declined, and reconstruct the history of religion as a slow andpainful rise from animism through polytheism to mono-latry and finally monotheism. They then declare every expression of monotheistic faith before the eighth- andseventh-century prophets an anachronism and therefore alater interpolation. A third example is the rejection of thepossibility of predictive prophecy, so that whatever claimsto be a forecast of the future is immediately dismissed as avaticinium ex eventu, a description of what has happened inthe guise of a prophecy of what will. But the a priori denial ofmiracle, revelation and prediction betrays a secular not aChristian mind. It is a safer and sounder principle - even ifan oversimplification - that biblical criticism requires biblical presuppositions.

(3) Many of the early claims to 'assured results', whichwere made by some of the more negative biblical critics,have proved to be premature. Still today, the opinions ofliberal commentators, especially when based on subjectivecriteria, are often in conflict with each other, and evencancel each other out.

(4) The fairly recent development of redaction criticism(the term was coined by Willi Marxsen only in 1954) has onthe whole been welcomed by Evangelicals because it creditsthe biblical authors (especially of the gospels and the Acts ofthe Apostles) with being theologians in their own right.That is, instead of passing on the tradition they havereceived (from their sources) uncritically and unimaginatively, they reflected on its significance in relation to theirreaders, and selected, shaped and arranged their materialin order to suit their theological purpose. It is a strangeassumption, however, adopted by some leading redactioncritics that, because an author has theological interests, histendenz must inevitably have overridden his tradition, andhis teaching must be unhistorical. But there is no a priorireason why a theologian should not also be a historianand vice versa. On the contrary, since biblical history issalvation history, history and theology are inseparable.

This is not to denigrate the practice of biblical criticism, which I have already declared to be essential. It is rather toexplain why the scepticism of some critics arouses thescepticism of many Evangelicals who read them. Even you,David, seem to me to repeat rather uncritically the critics'conventional conclusions, as if they were established fact.A more critical examination of their (and our) presuppositions would be a healthy exercise for us both.

The Inerrancy Debate

I confess that I have never myself been greatly enamoured of the word 'inerrancy', mainly because I prefer a singlepositive ('true' or 'trustworthy') to a double negative ('in-errant', or for that matter 'infallible', which is its historicBritish equivalent). These words could even obscure whatyou rightly call 'the most important question about theBible', which is 'whether it speaks the truth'.

Nevertheless, negatives are sometimes necessary in order to strengthen and clarify the corresponding positive.Thus, the apostle Peter's way of emphasising the eternalnature of our heavenly inheritance is to say that it 'cannever perish, spoil or fade' ( aphth, andtos, 1 Peter 1:4). Similarly, the fifth-century Chalcedoniandefinition safeguarded its affirmation that Jesus Christ wasone person in two perfect natures by adding the fouradverbs 'unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly andinseparably'.

In your judgement, however, the presence of (alleged) errors in the Bible makes the assertion of inerrancy untenable. Evangelicals are, of course, as familiar with theseproblems as anyone else. They have been discussed at leastsince Jerome and Augustine. We don't read the Bible withour eyes shut or our minds inert! Broadly speaking, they fallinto two categories of apparent discrepancy - on the onehand between Scripture and science, and on the other between different biblical books (e.g. Kings and Chronicles,the four gospels, the Acts and the epistles).

I take Scripture and science first. You and I are agreed that God has revealed himself both through the createduniverse and through Scripture; that nature and Scripture,or science (the study of nature) and theology (the study ofScripture), cannot ultimately be in conflict with oneanother, since all truth is God's truth; and that, althoughscience and theology belong to some extent to differentspheres, and ask different questions, we can confidentlyexpect them to prove complementary and not contradictoryto one another. We also agree that the Bible is prescientificin time and non-scientific in purpose. Many biblical references to the natural order - the heavens as 'the work of yourfingers' (Psalm 8:3), the sun as 'like a bridegroom comingforth from his pavilion' (Psalm 19:5), God 'wrapping himself in light as with a garment' (Psalm 104:2) and 'openinghis hand' to feed the animals (Psalm 104:28) etc. - arepoetry not science. As for Genesis 1,1 could echo all youreloquent allusions to its teaching. Although I affirm theright of six-day creationists to continue their investigationinto origins and dates, so long as they see their task asmarshalling scientific arguments to corroborate their belief, Ireject their exegetical insistence that faithfulness to the biblical text absolutely requires belief in a young earth. Theyhave misunderstood the genre of Genesis 1, which isevidently a highly stylised literary and theological, notscientific, statement.

Moving on to Genesis 2 and 3, I have long held and taught that they contain figurative or symbolic elements, sothat we should not dogmatise about the snake and thetrees. But I cannot agree with you that the Adam and Evestory is a myth, whose truth is purely symbolical, nothistorical. The important theological statement in thesecond half of Romans 5, by the parallels it draws betweenthe first and second Adams, depends for its truth on an actof disobedience by Adam as historical as Jesus' act ofobedience, and all who deny the historicity of the fall findthemselves in grave theological difficulty regarding thegood creation and the origins of evil. The fall really cannotbe reconstructed in evolutionary terms. Moreover, theanatomical, physiological, genetic and psychological unityof the human race as one species points straight to ourcommon origins. Writing as a physical anthropologist, DrAshley Montagu stated: 'All varieties of man belong to thesame species and have the same remote ancestry. This is aconclusion to which all the relevant evidence of comparative anatomy, palaeontology, serology and genetics points'(Man's Most Dangerous Myth: The Fallacy of Race, 1974, p.74). I understand that among scientists there is no disagreement about this.

Of course there are still problems, not least about the dating of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel. The Genesis storyseems to put them in the Neolithic Age, the cultural periodmarked by crop-cultivation, stock-rearing, and settled communities (cf. the 'dty' of Genesis 4:17). The forging of toolsof bronze and iron, and the making of musical instruments,are clearly placed several generations later (Genesis 4:21-22). In this case, the hominids which date from severalhundreds of thousands of years earlier, though some arenamed homo habilis and homo erectus, were not fully humanin the biblical sense, but pre-Adamic creatures. It all depends on how we define 'human'; all Christians agree thatto be human is to bear the image of God, and that thisconsists at least of a moral, social and spiritual awareness.This kind of reconstruction is not incompatible with evolution, although, theologically speaking, it has to be statedin terms of creation. Adam's body may well have evolvedfrom hominids. But alongside this continuity with theanimal creation, he enjoyed a radical discontinuity, owingto his having been created in God's image.

This raises another problem. If the first true man Adam (according to Scripture 'made in the image of God') livedabout 10,000 bc, and if the most developed pre-Adamichominids (according to science homo sapiens) preceded himby hundreds of thousands of years, were culturally advanced, had populated much of the earth and were nowAdam's contemporaries, what was the relationship between him and them? Some Christians argue (though withinsufficient evidence) that they remained sub-human andlater became extinct, either unaccountably like australopithe-cus a million or two years previously or through a universalflood. Others suggest that they came to share in Adam'screatedness and fallenness not by heredity but by solidarity. Derek Kidner puts it in this way in his Tyndale Commentary on Genesis (1967). After the special creation had'established the first human pair' and had

clinched the fact that there is no natural bridge from animal to man, God may have now conferred his image on Adam'scollaterals, to bring them into the same realm of being. Adam's'federal' headship of humanity extended, if that was the case,outwards to his contemporaries as well as onwards to hisoffspring, and his disobedience disinherited both alike, (p. 29)

If, as you chide me, I have been guilty of 'a lamentable hesitation' in accepting the fruits of scientific research, it isdue in the main to a necessary caution (in view of themistakes of the past, not to mention the over-confidentliberalism of the present!). Incidentally, the best popularyet scholarly Evangelical book I know, which handles theexegetical questions posed by Genesis 1-3, is HenriBlocher's exposition of these chapters entitled In The Beginning (1984); it judiciously combines faithfulness to Scripture with openness to science.

Turning to the synoptic gospels, I begin by saying that most Evangelicals probably still accept the documentaryhypothesis that Matthew and Luke used two main sources,namely Mark and Q, although some hold the priority ofMatthew. The material which is unique to Matthew andLuke is generally attributed either to two further literarysources (M and L) or simply to independent information towhich each had access. Evangelicals also welcome theemphasis of redaction criticism that the evangelists selectedand shaped (though did not invent) their material to suittheir theological purpose, perhaps making more editorialchanges than we have sometimes thought. The resultingdiscrepancies certainly pose problems, as do apparent'slips' or 'mistakes' (like one of those you mention, namelythe identity of 'Zechariah the son of Berakiah'). But whatyou seem reluctant to acknowledge is that possible - inmany cases plausible - explanations have been proposed inthe commentaries and other studies which competentEvangelical scholars have now written. Among these areDick France's Matthew and Alan Cole's Mark in the TyndaleNew Testament Commentary Series, D. A. Carson's commentary on Matthew in volume 8 of the Expositor's BibleCommentary, Ralph Martin's Mark: Evangelist and Theologian, Howard Marshall's Luke: Historian and Theologian andThe Gospel of Luke, and Stephen Smalley's John: Evangelistand Interpreter, all published by Paternoster and Eerdmans,together with William Lane's The Gospel of Mark and LeonMorris's John in the New International Commentary on theNew Testament series. Many problems of composition andinterpretation are also debated in New Testament Interpretation (1977), edited by Howard Marshall. In addition, the'Gospels Research Project' team, sponsored by TyndaleHouse, Cambridge, has now published six volumes of Gospel Perspectives (1980-1986), whose findings have beenadmirably summarised by Dr Craig Blomberg in The Historical Reliability of the Gospels (1987). In supplying this list ofEvangelical works, I do not wish to give a false impression. Iam not claiming that between them they provide adequateor even agreed answers to all the problems you raise,but rather that they are responsible explorations into theareas of debate, in the course of which many traditionalproblems have either fallen into place or received freshlight.

Among many points which Evangelicals would want to make, in regard to alleged discrepancies in the gospels, arethe following, which all relate to the intention of the authorand the unfairness of criticising him for not doing what henever set out to do. Thus, it is possible to condensespeeches, paraphrase them, and translate them into adifferent cultural idiom, without thereby falsifying theirmeaning; to change the sequence of events, deliberatelysubordinating chronology to theology, without by thispractice committing an error; to give round figures andmake free quotations, according to the literary conventionsof the pre-computer age, without being accused of makingmistakes (imprecision is not a synonym for inaccuracy); andto quote the Old Testament in such a way as to drawattention to a principle, parallel or pattern, rather than tothe detailed fulfilment of a specific prophecy, without beingguilty of misquotation.

As for the differences between the synoptic gospels and the fourth gospel, these have of course been noticed anddiscussed from the beginning, and the fact that we cannoteasily tell in the discourses when Jesus stops and John startsshows that John had deeply assimilated the teaching of hisLord. But it is possible to exaggerate the contrast betweenthe claims of Jesus in John and their alleged absence in thesynoptic gospels. For if the Ί am' statements may not havebeen such unambiguous assertions of deity as I suggest inBasic Christianity (e.g. Ί am the light of the world' and Ί amthe bread of life' could have been understood in differentways), yet Jesus' claims recorded by the synoptists (to haveinaugurated the kingdom, to have authority to forgive sins,to be accorded his disciples' first love and loyalty, and to bethe central figure on the judgement day) are comparable insignificance to the most direct claims to deity recorded byJohn.

Supposing, however, as is indeed the case, that some discrepancies remain which cannot with integrity be reconciled or harmonised, how should we handle this situation?That is what our domestic Evangelical debate over inerrancy is about. Two main possibilities have been proposed.

Some Evangelicals conclude that they must recognise in the Bible a few, largely trivial, factual mistakes. But theyadd that these belong to the spheres of history, literatureand science, so that in the spheres of religion and ethics,and especially in teaching about God, Christ and salvation,the Bible remains inerrant, 'the only infallible rule of faithand practice' (Westminster Confession). This position issometimes called limited inerrancy'. Now to concede a fewfactual errors will emphatically not cause the wholeEvangelical edifice to collapse like a pack of cards. No, thefirm foundations on which the Evangelical view of Scripture is built remain in place. In consequence, we have noliberty to deny the epithet 'Evangelical' to such people or tomake total inerrancy an indispensable criterion of Evangelical orthodoxy. I agree with both Dr Carl Henry and DrKenneth Kantzer that, although limited inerrantists couldbe called 'inconsistent', they should not be called 'false'Evangelicals.4

Other Evangelicals do not feel the necessity to make this concession, however, but continue to affirm the Bible'sinerrancy in every area in which it speaks. At the same timewe are concerned to add two riders (more clarifications thanqualifications), namely that Scripture is without error (1) asoriginally given, and (2) as correctly interpreted. Theseadditions are not evasions, but commonsense explanationsof what we mean by inerrancy. Our critics may retort that,since we don't possess the autographs and are not sure ofthe correct interpretation, our concept of an inerrant Bible isuseless, even meaningless, because it does not exist. Butthe value of our clarifications is that they lay upon us theurgent importance both of textual criticism (to establish themost reliable text) and of the hermeneutical task (to establish its correct meaning). For Evangelicals emphatically donot claim inerrancy either for a faulty text or for everyweird and wonderful interpretation which Bible studentsproduce.

By the way, those who speak and write for the International Council on Biblical Inerrancy are scholars, not fools! They now have several significant books to theircredit, beginning with two wide-ranging symposia: TheFoundation of Biblical Authority (1978), edited by James M.Boice, and Inerrancy (1980), edited by Norman L. Geisler.More recently, two more valuable symposia haveappeared, both edited by D. A. Carson and John D. Wood-bridge. Although these essays are not sponsored by ICBI,their authors 'hold that what the Scriptures teach is infallibly true and that this belief is not only patient of reasoneddefence but is extremely important for the well-being of thechurch'. Their titles are Scripture and Truth (1983) andHermeneutics, Authority and Canon (1986).

It will by now be apparent that I belong to the second category of Evangelicals, for I still see no reason to abandonthe concept of inerrancy, if it is properly understood, eventhough I like the positive word 'truth' even better. So let metell you why I prefer inerrancy to limited inerrancy, andwhy I defend the suspended judgement on the unresolvedproblems which you describe as 'wholly inadequate', butwhich I maintain is thoroughly Christian! 8

(1) Our theologicala priorithat the Bible is God's wordthrough human words carries with it the conviction that theGod who has spoken has not in the process contradictedhimself. That is why patient attempts at harmonisationseem to me more Christian than either a prematuredeclaration of error or a resort to artificial manipulation.



(2) A number of old problems, which decades agowere confidently pronounced ΊήΒΙΰΏΐ errors', have subsequently proved not to have been. They have yielded topatient study and further light. I will give only one example. In Acts 17:6 and 8 Luke calls the city rulers or magistrates in Thessalonica 'politarchs', a word which occursnowhere else in the New Testament and has not beenfound in any other Greek literature. So earlier critical scholars accused Luke of either ignorance or carelessness. Butsince then a number of inscriptions have been found,dating from the second and third centuries ad, several inThessalonica itself, which have vindicated Luke's use of thetitle. It is now known that the city council in Macedoniantowns consisted of a group of politarchs, and that therewere five or six of them in Thessalonica. This seems to me toillustrate the wisdom of referring to 'unresolved problems'rather than 'proven errors'.

(3) The distinction between spheres of inerrancy (theology and ethics versus history and science), though understandable, is nevertheless arbitrary. Neither Jesus nor hisapostles made it. They seem to have regarded Scripture as'without error in all that it affirms' (Lausanne Covenantpara. 2), to whatever sphere each affirmation belongs. Itwould seem more consistent for us to do the same.

(4) This is how Christians learn to handle all their othertheological problems. No single Christian doctrine isproblem-free, and if we were to delay faith until we hadsolved all the problems, we would never believe anything.Take as an example the love of God, which Christians of allshades believe. Enormous problems stand in our way, likethe origin and power of evil, the prevalence of injustice, thesufferings of the innocent and the occurrence of catastrophes. Faced with such problems, however, we do nothold our conviction of God's love in abeyance until we havesolved them. Instead, we wrestle with them, and as we doso, some light is thrown on them. But in the end we persistin our belief that God is love, spite of the unresolvedproblems, because Jesus himself taught and exemplified it.It should be the same with our confidence in God'sword.

(5) The acceptance of inerrancy is more conducive to anattitude of reverent humility before God's word, than abelief in limited inerrancy, let alone errancy. True, as I havealready mentioned, to admit that Scripture contains a few,minor mistakes of a factual kind does not logically undermine the Evangelical doctrine of the authority, supremacyand sufficiency of Scripture. Nevertheless, as experiencehas shown, it puts people's feet on a slippery slope, andfosters more a critical than a humble spirit.

This leads me to my last comment.

Evangelical or Liberal?

As I reflect on the correct answer to your question, What is essential for Evangelicals?, I find myself asking, Whatis essential for Liberals? In other words, what is thefundamental difference between us?

I think I would characterise Evangelicals as those who, because they identify Scripture as God's word, are deeplyconcerned to submit to its authority in their lives (whatevertheir precise formulation of the doctrine of Scripture maybe). In other words, the hallmark of Evangelicals is not somuch an impeccable set of words as a submissive spirit,namely their a priori resolve to believe and obey whateverScripture may be shown to teach. They are committed toScripture in advance, whatever it may later be found to say.They claim no liberty to lay down their own terms for beliefand behaviour. They see this humble and obedient stanceas an essential implication of Christ's lordship over them.

Such an open, unconditional commitment to Scripture would not be acceptable to liberals, would it, David? True,you write that 'these books read us', but are you willing forthem to teach us too? Sometimes you seem anxious todemonstrate that your position is more biblical than mine. Iwonder why? I mean, if you could prove this to me, I wouldwant to change my mind and position at once. But if I couldshow you that my position is more biblical than yours,would you be willing to change? I guess your reply wouldbe conditional, i.e. 'Yes, provided that my mind and heartwould approve of the change.' What worries me is yourbiblical selectivity. In later chapters you reject traditionalChristian teaching about the atonement, miracles,homosexual partnerships, and the awful reality of hell, noton the ground that you consider it unbiblical, but becauseon other grounds you find it unacceptable. Does this notmean that in the end you accord supremacy to your reasonrather than to Scripture? We are back in the conflict between the Reformation and the Renaissance. As Luthersaid to Erasmus, The difference between you and me,Erasmus, is that you sit above Scripture and judge it, while Isit under Scripture and let it judge me!'

I also wonder why you seem so anxious to persuade me that inerrancy is untenable? Is it entirely your concern forintellectual integrity? But I am committed to this also. Yourassault has reminded me a little of Dr B. T. D. Smith, whotaught the synoptic gospels at Cambridge in the 1940swhen I was a theological student. It was said that as a youngman he had been an ardent Anglo-Catholic, but that nowhe had entirely lost his Christian faith. He seemed to takewhat Oscar Cullmann called (in The Christology of the NewTestament, 1959) 'an almost sadistic pleasure' in finding discrepancies! I shall always remember the beginning of hislecture on Luke 3:1 ff. Rubbing his hands and licking his lipswith evident glee, he said with his famous lisp: 'Thithpathage thimply brithleth with difficultieth!' Now, please,I'm not likening you to him! But I still ask, 'Why?' I wonderwhether it has anything to do with a fear of what C. S.Lewis in Surprised by Joy (1955) styled 'the tyrannous noonof revelation' (p. 63)? Could it be that you think submissionto biblical authority is incompatible with intellectualfreedom?

Let me finish my response to your second chapter (a response which, though long, is foundational to the rest ofour dialogue) by developing a little parable. It uses flight asa picture of freedom (memories of Jonathan LivingstoneSeagulll) and seeks to characterise (not, I hope, caricature)the essential difference between the fundamentalist, theliberal and the Evangelical.

The fundamentalist seems to me to resemble a caged bird, which possesses the capacity for flight, but lacks thefreedom to use it. For the fundamentalist mind is confinedor caged by an overliteral interpretation of Scripture, and bythe strict traditions and conventions into which this has ledhim. He is not at liberty to question these, or to explorealternative, equally faithful ways of applying Scripture tothe modem world, for he cannot escape from his cage.

The liberal seems to me to resemble (no offence meant!) a gas-filled balloon, which takes off and rises into the air,buoyant, free, directed only by its own built-in navigationalresponses to wind and pressure, but entirely unrestrainedfrom earth. For the liberal mind has no anchorage; it isaccountable only to itself.

The Evangelical seems to me to resemble a kite, which can also take off, fly great distances and soar to greatheights, while all the time being tethered to earth. For theEvangelical mind is held by revelation. Without doubt itoften needs a longer string, for we are not renowned forcreative thinking. Nevertheless, at least in the ideal, I seeEvangelicals as finding true freedom under the authorityof revealed truth, and combining a radical mind-set andlifestyle with a conservative commitment to Scripture.

I hope my little parable has not offended you!

Yours as ever,

John


3 THE CROSS OF CHRIST

Explaining Calvary

What does the cross mean? Probably every real Christian since the beginning of Christianity has sooner or later beenstirred to the depths by Jesus when he is at his most human- when he is dying. 'May I never boast', exclaimed Paul onbehalf of us all, 'except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ,through which the world has been crucified to me, and I tothe world' (Galatians 6:14). And there have been as manypersonal responses as there have been Christians. A response at that depth cannot be the mere endorsement of an'atonement theory' which means nothing for one's personal existence. Paul's response can be understood readilyas arising out of his life 'in Christ' but even images ortheories which seem very strange to others sprang out ofsomeone's experience. Someone's life was crossed.

Few people today have much respect for the theory that the devil was tricked into accepting the death of Jesus as theransom due to him for the liberation of sinners, while allalong Jesus was stronger than death, being divine. Dr Stottthinks it 'intolerable, monstrous and profane' (CoC, pp.113-14). But this theory, eloquently expounded by manyteachers of the Church including Gregory of Nyssa in thefourth century and Pope Gregory the Great in the sixth, andoutlined earlier by Irenaeus and Origen, had some substance in it. It could appeal to Scripture. Jesus, we are told,'saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven' (Luke 10:18). Theletter to the Colossians refers to 'the powers and authorities', apparently meaning supernatural beings (as inEphesians 6:12), and says that having disarmed them Christ 'made a public spectacle of them, triumphing overthem by the cross' (2:15). The letter to the Hebrews declaresthat by his death Jesus destroyed 'him who holds the powerof death-that is, the devil' (2:14). And the first letter of Johnaffirms that 'the reason the Son of God appeared was todestroy the devil's work' (3:8). And the theory could appealto experience. Christians then saw life as a vast, cosmicstruggle of good against evil and knew that Christ had wona victory which meant that evil could not really hurt them.They had this experience in the setting of a society whereevil was thought of as the work of the devil, where God wasthought to be so just that he must deal justly with the devilhimself, and where shrewd bargains were struck in business and shopping so that the idea of a bargain with thedevil did not seem strange. In his Christus Victor (translatedinto English in 1931) Gustav Aulen re-created that wholeworld of thought. Europeans could understand it to someextent after their own experiences of 'demonic' evil in thetwo great wars. In Africa and elsewhere twentieth-centuryChristians have often experienced their faith primarily asliberation from the power of evil spirits. And if we revisethis atonement theory to say that the devil was conquered,not tricked or paid, on Calvary - as Augustine, for example,did - surely we are saying something which is not obviously ridiculous. We are saying that the darkness of thisworld, with its rulers, whoever they may be, has beenovercome so that we can live in the light.

Another theory was proposed some seven hundred years after Gregory of Nyssa by a great theologian andarchbishop, Anselm of Canterbury. He developed the ideaof a second-century lawyer turned theologian, Tertullian,that Christ's death provided a satisfactio (a Roman legalterm). He was sure that God owed nothing to the devilexcept punishment. But he was also sure that sin meant'not to render God his due' - and he lived in a feudal worldwhere kings insisted on very harsh justice if what was dueto them was not paid to them. In the Church of his time theappropriate act of penance and restitution was required ifthe law of God had been broken by sin. So he taught thatthe death of God the Son was the satisfaction or compensation due to God the Father whose honour had been insultedby the whole of human sin. This theory can be greatlyimproved by insisting that it was God's justice, not merelyhis honour conceived in feudal terms, that was satisfied(Thomas Aquinas taught that). And it is good to be reminded by the experts that none of the ancient or medievaltheologians who were for a time greatly honoured by theChurch taught one theory to the complete exclusion of allothers. Quoting an odd-sounding sentence or two fromtheir works can give an unfair impression of the richnessand profundity of their thought. We may - indeed, I amsure that we should - reject some of their phrases. Weshould not dismiss these Christians entirely. They werepioneers in the theological task which must be ours.

What are we to put in the place of their discarded theories? Few sensitive Christians would nowadays think itadequate to say merely that Christ is our teacher andexample. That was the main theory of the apologists whopioneered a more philosophical type of Christian theologyin the second century, and it was revived eloquently as analternative to Anselm's theory by Peter Abelard, who diedin 1142. Abelard, whose love for Heloise is an immortalstory, taught that 'our redemption is that greatest lovekindled in us by Christ's passion', for 'kindled by so great abenefit of divine grace, love should not be afraid to endureanything for his sake'. And this 'exemplarist' theoryappealed to many Christian teachers who were determinedto make their message thoroughly rational and ethical inmodem times, the classic statement in English being TheIdea of Atonement in Christian Theology by Hastings Rashdall(1919). But Christian reflection has usually seen that this isunsatisfactory, particularly under the many shocks oftwentieth-century tragedies. Human sin is so great that anyat-one-ment between the Holy God and us sinners must besomething achieved by God much more than by sinners. Itmust be (in the traditional word) 'objective', not merelysubjective. That is likely to be our modern (or post-modern)conviction if we are Christians, arising out of many disil-lusionments, and it has opened many eyes to the unsentimental teaching of the New Testament. Thus a modem,liberal theologian such as Professor John Knox went so faras to permit himself to say that the conceptions of the crossas a victory won and a sacrifice offered 'belong to the verywarp and woof of the New Testament' while 'there is noevidence whatever that the early Church entertained theview that the purpose of Christ's death was to disclose thelove of God' ( The Death of Christ, 1959, pp. 147-8). Yet it issurely wrong to reject the 'exemplarist' insight entirely. Forit is a simple and glorious fact that many sinners, moved bythe teaching and example of the Jesus who laid down hislife because of his great love, have learned to love, and evento imitate, him. They also have begun to love and obey Godthe Father because that death is 'how God showed his loveamong us' (1 John 4:9). 'God', wrote Paul, 'demonstrateshis own love for us in this. While we were still sinners,Christ died for us' (Romans 5:8). And 'Christ's love compelsus, because we are convinced that one died for all, andtherefore all died. . . that those who live should no longerlive for themselves but for him. . . Therefore, if anyone isin Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the newhas come!' (2 Corinthians 5:14-17). So Abelard's exemplarist theory has been generated by real Christian experience - which is stronger than sentimentality. As John Knox wenton to say, it is the Christian experience that 'in Christ - thatis, in the entire event - the love of Christ was not simplymade known, as a fact is made known, to our understanding; it was actually "poured into our hearts" (Romans 5:5)'.

Obviously many Christians, and very many people finding their way into Christianity, have felt it to be aproblem that Jesus should have been put to death in a wayso painful, horrifying, disreputable and isolated. Cicerocalled crucifixion 'a most cruel and disgusting punishment'. Martin Hengel's study of The Cross and the Son of God(in English, 1986) shows in detail how this form of execution was viewed in the ancient world as totally degrading.Its victims were automatically regarded as the worst ofcriminals. The gospels are full of the disciples' bewilderment about the startling expectation of Jesus that the crosswas his destiny and Paul did not have to explain in his firstletter to Corinth why the cross of Jesus, who was claimed tobe Messiah and Lord, was 'a stumbling-block to Jews andfoolishness to Gentiles' (1:23). But neither did he have toexplain why the cross was needed in order to deal with sin.He simply reminded Christians that Christ died 'for oursins according to the Scriptures' (1 Corinthians 15:3) or 'wasdelivered over to death for our sins' (Romans 4:25). It waspart of the tradition he had received at his conversion,which seems to have been within five years of that death.And many people who have never gone so far as to bebaptised have gone to Calvary in admiring love. A famousexample is Gandhi, one of the many millions whose heartfelt devotion has been sung out in the hymn 'When I surveythe wondrous cross'.

Some readers may doubt whether a 'liberal' like me can take the cross seriously enough. It may help if I briefly statethat I can still remember vividly how moved I was as a boywhen I went to church on Good Friday. While I wasstudying theology I was full of doubts about many doctrines but I always tried to keep my feet on the rock ofindisputable history and experience which I had found onCalvary - many years before I saw the actual rock in thechurch of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem (almost certainly the authentic site of the crucifixion). When I had beenordained I thought I understood enough about the subjectto write a book called God's Cross in Our World, published aquarter of a century ago. Today I realise how little experience of sin or suffering or sorrow, other people's or myown, I had then; but I can record with utter honesty that thecross of Christ has continued to be the one unconquerablelight which has enabled me - as it has enabled so manyothers - to walk through this dark world.

When I read John Stott's The Cross of Christ soon after its publication in 1986, 1 found that most of it expressed theconvictions that had already arisen in my own heart andmind out of my own experience and out of the experience ofthe Christian centuries (so far as I now know them). But DrStott wrote with all the eloquence of a first class preacherwhose life is in total harmony with his message - somethingI can only admire. In particular I admired in his book anemphatic chapter on 'the centrality of the cross'; the greatemphasis on the gravity of sin making the cross necessary;the insistence that amid the sin it is God's love that we seeplacarded on the cross; the equal insistence that confrontedby sin this is holy, not sentimental, love; the wonder at thebitter cost involved for Christ and at the suffering of theFather; and the description of the Christian fellowship asthe community of celebration at the foot of Christ's cross. Inall these pages and in many others I found reflected thetruths which I have been taught by life and by the gospel.Dr Stott sums it all up in three truths: 'our sin must beextremely horrible, God's love must be wonderful beyondcomprehension, Christ's salvation must be a free gift' (CoC,p. 83).

I am sure that this strange wisdom of the cross is wiser than a great deal of philosophy and of theology has been inancient or modem times. The cross is so central in Christianexperience and understanding because it is only on Calvarythat we see fully how terrible is the power of the evil in theheart of man and how great is the holy love of the God whoforgives, defeats and removes that evil. Too many philosophers, and even Christian theologians, have taken tooshallow a view of such realities. Luther in 1518 rightlyattacked the 'theology of glory' of the medieval Church byinsisting on the 'theology of the cross'. Even in our owncentury, the century of Auschwitz and Hiroshima, of pollution and starvation, some have remained optimistic that apolitical or technical solution could be achieved whichwould one day mean that humanity had got these publicproblems licked by brain-power and willpower. And evenin our cruel age of so many millions of abortions anddivorces - an age which has aborted so many hopes ofprivate happiness and has divorced so many from familyjoys and fulfilling work - the anxiety, loneliness, envy,greed, lust and their evil consequences have been thoughtconquerable by better education, social arrangements andpsychological or physical medicine. The wisdom of thecross, however, is that although the skills of politicians,scientists, social reformers, teachers, doctors and otherbenefactors of suffering humanity can reduce the problems, basically what is wrong in all history is the heart'sinclination to evil. We can so easily be disastrously selfishand short-sighted as individuals and even more aggressiveand destructive when herded together in societies. We areoften glad to see people who are our moral superiors pulleddown. And we love violence or at least are fascinated by itsportrayal. We often twist religion itself so that it may justifyour self-interest or our depraved passions. And the onlyanswer that has any hope of being completely and permanently successful must come from God. Only if Godforgives, only if he exercises his creative and sovereignpower, only if he communicates his power so that peopledoomed by their own crimes and follies can break out of thetrap, can there be a human prospect of ultimate victory.Precisely that is found when Jesus, abandoned by hisfollowers, stripped of all his clothes and of all normaldignity, broken down publicly, cursed, is tortured to deathby men who act on the orders of the local political andreligious leadership. Calvary sees the supreme drama ofevil's power - and of God's. When Jesus forgives, we seeGod forgiving the worst intensity of evil. When Jesusfinishes his work, we see how God triumphs. So Jesus doesfor us sinners something which we cannot do for ourselves.And it is something more significant than anything else -however bad or good - in all history. All this is said by JohnStott more effectively than I can say it and I need notexpound it further.

Clearly the death of Jesus was a sacrifice in some sense.

Obviously he sacrificed his life in a way tragically familiar to us in the twentieth century, a period which has seen morelives laid down in the cause of patriotism, and also moreChristian martyrdoms, than any previous century. Andobviously Jesus and the first Christians would compare thisself-sacrifice not only with the deaths of human martyrs butalso with the sacrifices of the animals in the temple whichdominated Jerusalem. The animals were killed in vastnumbers because their owners wanted to prove the sincerity of their devotion to God. Deliberately these werecostly sacrifices. In the early years after the death of Jesushis followers who like him were Jews, and who now lived inJerusalem, continued to take part in the sacrificial worshipin the temple. But within about forty years of his death thesituation had changed radically. Not only was the templedestroyed by the Romans after a revolt which the Christianshad refused to support, so that its sacrifices came to apermanent end. Both Jews and Christians ceased to sacrifice - Jews, because their religious law (Deuteronomy)forbade sacrifices outside the temple, and Christians, because the conviction grew that Jesus had already made theperfect and all-sufficient sacrifice (a conviction authoritatively expressed within the New Testament in the letter tothe Hebrews). So Christian thinkers had to ask themselves:With which of the old sacrifices should the death of Jesus becompared? In 'pagan' or 'primitive' religion - which ofcourse survived the events of the first Christian century andhas been much studied by modem anthropologists andother scholars - sacrifices have been offered for a number ofpurposes, in order to bribe, feed, placate, thank, eat orsimply have joyful communion with the god. Hebrew orJewish sacrifices were no doubt offered for the same varietyof purposes to begin with, and although great efforts weremade to purge them of any ideas unworthy of the worshipof Yahweh the God of Israel they remained actions withmore than one motive. So what was the purpose of thesacrifice on Calvary?

I am particularly grateful that Dr Stott rejects theorieswhich have been endorsed by many eminent teachers and preachers but which seem incompatible with the faith thatGod is love. Not only does he criticise all the theories I havealready mentioned. He also attacks a theory which is stillvery much alive and which is still often thought to be theEvangelical doctrine. I need call only two witnesses to thecontent and the vigour of this theory. In her excellent shortbook on Sacrifice and the Death of Christ (1975, p. 11), a Britishtheologian, Frances Young, pointed out that a commoninterpretation of the death of Christ runs something likethis: 'God was angry with sinners. The Jews had tried toplacate his anger by symbolically offering the lives of animals to him in place of their guilty selves. But this wasinadequate and so Jesus offered a perfect sacrifice. He diedas our substitute to appease God's anger.' Dr Young commented: 'With certain degrees of sophistication, this is thegeneral picture one gets from listening to sermons or reading the majority of easily available books.' And in the 1984Evangelical Dictionary of Theology the American contributorof the article on 'Evangelicalism', R. V. Pierard, wrote(p. 379):

God himself provided the way out of the human dilemma by allowing his only Son, Jesus Christ, to assume the penalty andexperience death on man's behalf. . . Christ's substitutionaryor vicarious atonement was a ransom for mankind's sins, adefeat of the powers of darkness, and a satisfaction for sinbecause it met the demand of God's justice.

In considerable contrast, Dr Stott teaches plainly that if Christ is pictured as 'intervening in order to pacify an angryGod and wrest from him a grudging salvation', or if God isthought of as punishing 'the innocent Jesus in place of usthe guilty sinners who had deserved the punishment', suchpresentations 'denigrate' the Father, who is seen as a'pitiless ogre' (CoC, p. 150). 'We must not speak of Godpunishing Jesus,' he says (CoC, p. 151). 'Any notion ofpenal substitution in which three independent actors play arole - the guilty party, the punitive judge and the innocentvictim - is to be repudiated with the utmost vehemence'(CoC, p. 158). He protests against any idea that God is'subordinate to something outside and above himselfwhich controls his actions, to which he is accountable, andfrom which he cannot free himself' (CoC, p. 123). He insiststhat there is in God 'no change of mind or heart secured byChrist. On the contrary, the saving initiative originated inhim' (CoC, p. 151). 'It cannot be emphasised too stronglythat God's love is the source, not the consequence, of theatonement' (CoC, p. 174). And he says vigorously thatGod's love is suffering love. God is

the cosmic sadist who delights in making us squirm. It is this terrible caricature of God that the cross smashes to smithereens. We are not to envisage him on a deck-chair, but on across. The God who allows us to suffer, once suffered himselfin Christ, and continues to suffer with us and for us today.(CoC, p. 329)

In so emphatically dissociating himself from some of the teachings of fathers of the Church such as John Chrysostom, of many medieval theologians, of the great ProtestantReformers (most notably Calvin), and of many Evangelicalwriters and preachers since the eighteenth century, Dr Stottis not alone among contemporary Evangelical leaders. I amaware that many Evangelicals simply repeat that 'by becoming our substitute, taking our place and dying ourdeath, Jesus perfectly satisfied both the justice and the loveof God' without adding the safeguards on which Dr Stottinsists. (I have quoted from his own Presidential Address tothe British Isles Conference of the Universities and CollegesChristian Fellowship in 1982, published as Make the TruthKnown.) But Dr Stott would not be trusted so widely byEvangelicals if many did not completely agree with him. InThe Empty Cross of Jesus (1984) Michael Green, for example,says that 'God is not anywhere in the New Testament saidto be reconciled to us by the death of Christ' (p. 82).'Though the New Testament does speak of the cross aspropitiation, it never says that Christ propitiated God theFather. Though the New Testament does speak of Christ'sbearing our sins, it does not call this, as Calvin does, "thepenalty which we had incurred" or "the price of satisfactionto the just judgement of God". Indeed, the New Testamentdoes not use the word punishment, kolasis, of the death ofChrist. Though the New Testament is strong on the wrathof God, it does not apply the verb orgizomai, "be wrathful",to God, and certainly does not go so far as Calvin did insaying "God in his character as Judge is hostile to us". Nordoes the New Testament talk of the "merits" of Christ beingput to our account (p. 65). Ά great deal of harm has beendone by teaching that God is a wrathful Judge, determinedto punish somebody, who takes it out of Jesus rather thanus' (p. 78).

These are all highly significant corrections to much traditional teaching. They deserve very close and widespread study.

But John Stott also rejects ('respectful') the explanation of the cross given by (for example) the British StudentChristian Movement in its 'Aim and Basis' in 1919. 'It is onlywhen we see on Calvary the price of suffering paid day byday by God himself for all human sin', the SCM thendeclared, 'that we can enter into the experience of truepenitence and forgiveness, which sets us free to embark ona wholly new way of life.' Seventy years or so ago, it wasclaimed excessively that 'this is the meaning of the atonement'. Dr Stott rightly denies that this can be the one andonly meaning - and he lays his finger on its defect. Themeaning of the atonement is not to be found in our penitence evoked by the sight of Calvary, he says, 'but rather inwhat God did' (CoC, p. 9). So what did God do?

Providing his own summary of The Cross of Christ in his Preface, Dr Stott states that 'Evangelical Christians believethat in and through Christ crucified God substituted himself for us and bore our sins, dying in our place the deathwe deserved to die, in order that we might be restored tohis favour and adopted into his family' (CoC, p. 7). Andanother Evangelical leader, Jim Packer, is quoted as having 'rightly written that this belief “is a distinguishing markof the world-wide evangelical fraternity"' since 'it takesus to the very heart of the Christian gospel' (CoC, p. 7).Dr Packer's teaching is set out in chapter 18 of hisbook, Knowing God. The chapter is called 'The Heart of theGospel'.

The Heart of the Gospel?

This restatement of Evangelical belief seems to me a great improvement both on the theory that 'God punished Jesus'and on the theory that what matters is our response. Howright Dr Stott is to say that this is God's action, God's crossin our world, the cross on which the Father loves andsuffers in the love and the suffering of the Son! But myquestion is whether even this improvement is 'the' meaning of the atonement, to the exclusion of all other attemptsto explain the self-sacrifice of Christ.

One reason why I ask is that, like Dr Stott himself, I am sure that 'a full-scale atonement doctrine' is missing from'the apostolic preaching' (CoC, p. 34). Dr Stott wisely saysthat 'beyond the images of the atonement lies the mysteryof the atonement, the deep wonders of which, I guess, weshall be exploring throughout eternity' (CoC, p. 168). Whattakes place on Calvary is nothing less than the suprememeeting between God in his holiness and man in his sin. Nopossible formula in human words could be an adequateaccount.

Teachers of the Church all seeking to be loyal expositors of the New Testament have reached no complete agreement, for the situation in the New Testament is accuratelydescribed by Frances Young: 'We find no rationale orexplanation of how Christ's blood could purify sin, nor wasan explanation sought after' {Sacrifice and the Death of Christ,p. 73). At the end of the most sublime and most sustainedpiece of theology that he ever wrote, the greatest of allChristian theologians exclaimed to the Romans (11:33-34):

Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!

How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!

Who has known the mind of the Lord?

Or who has been his counsellor?

No council of the undivided Church stated 'the' Catholic, orthodox doctrine of the atonement. None of the fathers ofthe early Church wrote a book on the subject that we knowabout; we have no ancient equivalent of Dr Stott's The Crossof Christ. The nearest equivalent was written by Athanasiusin about 315, but it contains no full theory of the atonementand is traditionally referred to as a book on The Incarnation ofthe Word. Athanasius taught that the law of God was that allmen, having sinned in and since Adam, must die. Thepower of this law was 'fully spent in the Lord's bod/, buthe did not explain this in any detail. He freely referred tothe fragments of other explanations outlined in the NewTestament, as when he declared that

the Word of the Father was both able to re-create everything and worthy to suffer on behalf of all and to be ambassador forall with the Father... He offered his sacrifice on behalf of all,yielding his temple to death in the place of all, in order firstly tomake men quit and free of their own trespass and further toshow himself more powerful even than death, displaying hisown body incorruptible as first fruits of the resurrection of all.

Yet in spite of the richness of this collection of theories, he reached no clear conclusion: 'it is better not to aim atspeaking of the whole where one cannot do justice even to apart' (7,20,54).

About the truth that the atonement achieved by Christ's self-sacrifice is a mystery which should not be reduced to aformula, all thoughtful Christians are at one. But it is ofcourse tempting for convinced Christians to express theirconvictions in a manner which may suggest that they havetemporarily forgotten that all theories including their ownmust be inadequate. Conscious of my own temptations, Iask whether Dr Stott has always resisted his.

Another reason why I question the adequacy of his teaching is that the theory which he expounds is not onewhich is the plain teaching of the Bible as the Bible can beread by the plain man. I regret that in TheCross of Christ DrStott, who has been found by many to be a warmly sympathetic pastor, shows little sympathy with attempts to communicate at least something of what the Bible does sayto the many people who would find his own theory difficultand even unintelligible. There are passages in this bookwhich I find hard to reconcile with his approach at, forexample, the National Evangelical Anglican Congress atNottingham in 1977. In his Evangelicals Tomorrow (1977, p.40), John Capon recorded that Dr Stott caused some alarmamong conservatives. 'Although in himself Christ does notand could not change, we change and the world changes;and therefore the Christ whom we perceive and whom theworld needs is bound to change also.' Questioned aboutthis statement which he admitted was phrased 'slightlyloosely7, he explained: 'In my own ministry I tend topresent Christ as Liberator or as one in whom authenticlove and humanness are found. Both these understandingsof Christ are a response to the current age.' There speaks, aswe should expect, the voice of a Christian who wants tocommunicate.

In The Cross of Christ, however, the tone sometimes seems harsher. He says that to honour Jesus as teacher instead ofas Lord is to honour him 'for the wrong reason' (CoC, p.51); that Jesus 'did not die as a martyr' (CoC, p. 60); that 'it isnot only anomalous, but actually impossible, to associateour sacrifices with his, or even to think of asking him todraw ours up into his' (CoC, p. 271); that the message thatthe Holy Spirit can bring 'into focus in Jesus Christ a shapealready glimpsed in human experience' - the shape of painand joy, suffering and security, betrayal and love, winterand spring - 'is not the gospel of the New Testament' (CoC,p. 325). And I have to say that when he writes in thisdismissive manner he is being more 'biblical' than the Bible- an extraordinary charge for a liberal like me to make, as Iadmit.

'Teacher' is an inadequate title for Jesus but Dr Stott has himself observed that it expresses a 'fundamental reality'(CtC, p. 209). 'Martyr' is also not enough, but 'greater lovehas no-one than this, that he lay down his life for hisfriends' (John 15:13). A scholarly introduction to PaulineChristianity, by John Ziesler (1983), notes that while Paul'never says that the cross was necessary to turn away God'sanger' it is increasingly being suggested that what he didsay 'owed a good deal ... to the idea of the righteousmartyr whose death was believed to have a cleansing effect.'And 'Paul's major contribution to the theology of the crossand resurrection is that believers participate in them' (pp.88-90). Paul wrote to the Philippians about 'the fellowshipof sharing in his sufferings' (3:10) and the letter to theColossians even includes the bold idea that something waslacking in the sufferings of Christ which Christians can 'fillup' (1:24). The first letter of Peter tells Christians to 'rejoicethat you participate in the sufferings of Christ' (4:13). Andsome 'fellowship' with him, however limited, can surely beexperienced by non-Christians. John, the most exclusive ofall the early Christian theologians, was sure that 'the truelight. . . gives light to every man' (1:9), while Acts presentsPaul as building on pagan knowledge or half-knowledge ofthat light, in his speech in Athens (17:16-31). Indeed,unless the Holy Spirit can bring into focus 'a shape alreadyglimpsed' outside the Bible and the Church, no appeal tocommon ground is possible and therefore no evangelismcan be persuasive.

I find it sad that in The Cross of Christ so little attention is given to those who want, as a preliminary to a convincingaccount of the work of Christ, some serious reckoning withscientific and historical knowledge of the human situation.It seems to be a vital part of Dr Stott's theory that 'JesusChrist, who being sinless had no need to die, died ourdeath, the death our sins had deserved' (CoC, p. 65). Thisidea, we are told, follows from the view taken in 'the Bibleeverywhere' that death is not a natural but a penal event, notpart of God's 'original intention for humankind . . . Godseems to have intended for his human image-bearers amore noble end, akin perhaps to the "translation" whichEnoch and Elijah experienced, and to the "transformation"which will take place in those who are alive when Jesuscomes' (CoC, p. 65). The doctrine that 'the wages of sin isdeath' because of Adam's fall was certainly held and taughtby Paul (Romans 5:12-14; 6:23) and by many of his Jewishcontemporaries. And there were many roughly similardoctrines in this field. Although no mention is made ofAdam, the book called The Wisdom of Solomon (probablywritten by an Alexandrian Jew in the first century bc)declares that 'God created man for immortality, and madehim the image of his own eternal self; it was the devil's spitethat brought death into the world, and the experience of it isreserved for those who take his side' (Wisdom 2:23-24neb). But the implication there seems to be that the devilcaused those on his side to die eternally, while the righteous only seem to die when they die physically. We are toldthat 'the souls of the just are in God's hand' although 'in theeyes of foolish men they seemed to be dead' (3:1-2). Thispassage illustrates the variety of meanings which could begiven by Jews of Paul's time to the idea that the devilintroduces death. The less precise cluster of thoughts thateveryone is a sinner, that everyone dies, and that everyonedeserves to die in God's sight, was widespread. But thedirect link between Adam's fall and all humanity's physicalor spiritual deaths is rare. It is not included in the recordedteaching of Jesus and it occurs only once in the Old Testament, in the story of God's curse in the Garden of Eden(Genesis 3:19).

In Genesis (chapter 5) it is said that Adam lived 930 years and that even Enoch, whom God 'took away', was 365years old - which scarcely suggests a consistent traditionthat the patriarchs' lives were cut short. Indeed, the reduction of the human lifespan to a mere 120 years is said inGenesis to have been punishment for intercourse between bad angels and the beautiful daughters of men (6:1-4). Andeven within the story of Adam and Eve there are traces of avariety of traditions. The tree of the knowledge of goodand evil' (2:17) is, as the commentaries show, a tree inwhose branches many theorists have built their nests.Probably it is a symbol of the end of innocence with theknowledge of the difference between good and evil. If so, itseems to be implied that the previous obedience to God'scommand not to touch it was automatic rather than saintly,because 'good' and 'evil' were alike unknown. One consequence of eating this forbidden fruit is the knowledge ofgood and evil in sexuality-which maybe regarded as moralprogress rather than as 'the fall'. (If Adam and Eve had hadchildren through shameless sex, would it have been God'swill for the sex lives of their children to be shameless?Would incest, for example, have been approved?) And thepunishment decreed for the trespass is not only deathunderstood as a return to 'dust'but also a variety ofphenomena - the facts that snakes crawl on their bellies andare sometimes poisonous, their appearance of eating dust,pain in childbirth, female heterosexuality, male dominance, the painful toil of tilling the fields in order to eat.But I understand that not many 'Bible believers' haverecently blamed all these phenomena on Adam andEve.

Most people who are able to put such stories in the context of other ancient literature think it obvious that thesagas of Adam and Enoch are mythological and should notbe relied on as accurate history. Why, then, should we notbe at liberty to regard the whole notion of death as apunishment either for Adam's fall, or for sin in general, asone tradition in the developing Jewish culture which Paulinherited and used but which is not compulsory for us? DrStott can write that 'God himself' spoke to the serpent in thegarden of Eden (CoC, p. 231) and forbade Noah to eat meatwith the blood still in it (CoC, p. 138), but he may not intendthese references to mean more than that he is quoting theseHebrew myths. Certainly many Christians are amongthose who do not want any account of the human situation todepend on taking ancient myths as straightforward history.The fossil record indicates that predation and death existedin the animal kingdom before the creation of man/ as DrStott notes (CoC, p. 65), and we have no sound reason tobelieve that death has been anything other than naturalsince man's emergence in evolution. All biology says thatlife is impossible without it. This is 'the way of aU the earth'(1 Kings 2:2). It must therefore seem unlikely that Jesus waspunished on the cross by being deprived of his exemptionfrom the human lot of death.

However, we can readily understand why the fact that to be human is to be mortal is so often regarded as a tragedy;why Paul's first letter to Corinth proclaims the vision that'the last enemy to be destroyed is death' (15:26). Death'signoble reality is obviously alien to man's hopes, speciallywhen it comes painfully or by violence or accident, or by adisease which strikes an innocent person who is not old.None of us needs to be told that. This profound anduniversal emotion rebelling against the dominion of deathhas been the theme of poetry without end. It was expressedin the great Genesis myth associating mortality with alienation from the Creator and from paradise. Indeed, becausedeath is so commonly dreaded and hated, as somethingalways inescapable but often evil, in the Bible as in all otherrecords which reflect human experience, it is startling toread in The Cross of Christ, without discussion, that throughout Egypt before the exodus of Israel the first-born son ineach house was spared by God 'only if a lamb was slain inits place' (CoC, p. 72).

I can see why Dr Stott takes that story (Exodus 12:29-31) literally. Not only does he wish, in principle, to treathistorical statements in the Old Testament as factual. He isalso, of course, acutely aware of the 'Lamb of God' passagesin the New Testament. John's gospel gives us the famousexclamation by the Baptist about Jesus: 'Look, the Lamb ofGod, who takes away the sin of the world!' (1:29). There aretwenty-six references to Jesus as 'the Lamb' in the Revelation of John. Jesus was crucified at Passover time; the LastSupper was in some sense a Passover meal; the exodus ofIsrael from Egypt was recalled very solemnly at Passoverwhen a lamb was eaten; and the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus have often been compared with the exodus.Paul's first letter to Corinth, for example, announced that'Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed' (5:7). In hisown recorded teaching, however, Jesus never spoke ofhimself as the Lamb and no mention of eating a lamb isincluded in any narrative of the Last Supper althoughalmost certainly one was the centrepiece of the meal. If weare to go by the recorded self-understanding of Jesus, wehave no need to insist that he was slain like a lamb in orderto avert God's wrath. And if we are to accept the picture ofGod given in the teaching of Jesus, we have no right toassert that God really killed all the first-born sons throughout Egypt except where he saw that a lamb had been killed.The God who is proclaimed by the Bible taken as a whole isnot a God who is a butcher like Pharaoh (who orders allHebrew boys to be thrown into the Nile immediately afterbirth at Exodus 1:22), or like Herod, who arouses horrorbecause he massacres the male infants of just one village(Matthew 2:16-18). He is the God of mercy, the Godwho can be heard to bless 'Egypt my people' (Isaiah19:25).

In The Cross of Christ John Stott insists that as he was dying Jesus was 'absolutely alone, being now also Godforsaken', for

... an actual and dreadful separation took place between the Father and the Son; it was voluntarily accepted by both theFather and the Son; it was due to our sins and their just reward;and Jesus expressed this horror of great darkness, this Godforsakenness, by quoting the only verse of Scripture whichaccurately described it, and which he had perfectly fulfilled,namely, 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?'.(CoC, p. 81)

Basic Christianity tells us that 'God turned away his face. . . Our sins sent Christ to hell. He tasted the torment of a soulestranged from God' (BC1, p. 93). Accordingly Dr Stottrejects explanations of that quotation of Psalm 22:1 which tohim are not 'simple and straightforward'. We are told that itcannot have been a cry of anger, unbelief or despair by onewho imagined that he was forsaken when actually he wasnot. To suggest that is 'denying the moral perfection of thecharacter of Jesus'. It cannot have been a cry of loneliness,for 'the words of Psalm 22:1 express an expression of being,and not justfeeling,God-forsaken'. And it is 'far-fetched' tointerpret it as a cry of victory. Admittedly Psalm 22 does end with 'great confidence, and even triumph' - but 'whyshould Jesus have quoted from the Psalm's beginning if inreality he was alluding to its end?' So Dr Stott asks, beingconvinced that the Father abandoned the Son.

I am one of the innumerable Bible students and preachers who have found it difficult to expound - or to understand -the meaning of these terrible words. But I want to plead thatJohn Stott's explanation is not the only one that is possible. Ido not think that Jesus was 'in hell' in the sense indicatedwhen it is said that God had turned away his face from him,for I do not believe that the God revealed by Jesus wouldkeep anyone 'in hell' who cried to him not with a curse butwith a prayer: 'My God, my God . . .' And I do not thinkthat devout Christians need reject the idea that Jesus feltemotions which were somewhat like the fears which manypeople have when approaching death, particularly death inagony and defeat. Dr Stott, commenting on the anguish ofJesus in the garden of Gethsemane, is convinced that thecup from which he shrank was 'the spiritual agony ofenduring the divine judgement which the sins of the worlddeserved'. He finds it 'ludicrous to suppose that he wasnow afraid of pain, insult and death' (CoC, pp. 74-6). Herefers to Socrates, who died 'without fear, sorrow or protest', and to the Christian martyrs for whom pain andrejection were 'a joy and a privilege, not an ordeal to beshrunk from in dismay'. He asks: 'So was Socrates braverthan Jesus?' Here is loyalty to Jesus, but if I may say so itseems to be misplaced. Dr Stott himself quotes SamuelJohnson: 'No rational man can die without uneasyapprehension' (CoC, p. 243). There is much evidence thatmany Christians have felt anger, unbelief, despair, utterloneliness and panic when suffering acutely and whenabout to die. It seems possible that the historical Socratesdid; the account of his death to which Dr Stott refers is apiece of fine literature by Plato, a disciple more interested inphilosophy than in history. So far as we know, however,most martyrs and other Christians under great stress haveconquered their fears (as Dr Johnson finally did), relying onGod's grace received through prayer. The author of Psalm22 did - and Jesus, although he quoted only the first verse ofthat psalm, prayed to 'my God, my God'. He felt forsakenby the Father - but whether he really was forsaken, he didnot know at that moment. Deliberately identifying himselfwith a psalmist, he entered fully the human darkness.

The cry of dereliction is nowhere explained in the New Testament. The earliest of the gospels gives it as the onlycry from the cross, the last words from the central figure inthe gospel about 'Jesus Christ, the Son of God' (Mark 1:1) -and the reader is not offered an explanation why thecenturion who 'heard his cry and saw how he died' said:'Surely this man was the Son of God!' (15:39). It may be thatmany of the early Christians refused even to attempt toexplain the mystery of the death of Christ, 'because theywere afraid' (Mark 16:8). But presumably the writer to theHebrews had Gethsemane in mind, if not this cry from thecross, when he taught that 'during the days of Jesus' life onearth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud criesand tears to the one who could save him from death, and hewas heard because of his reverent submission. Although hewas a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered'(5:7-8). And since on the cross Jesus was supremely obedient, the simple and straightforward conclusion from whatthe New Testament as a whole says about God is that Jesuswhen dying in agony because he did the Father's will wasnot forsaken by the Father. In the seventeenth century Blaise Pascal absorbed part of the truth of Calvary when inhis distress he heard the silent voice of God: 'Be comforted.You would not seek me if you had not already found me.'Hans Kiing seems to me to sum up the thinking - and, farmore important, the experience - of countless Christianswhen he writes: 'Suffering too is encompassed by God;suffering too, even though it seems like being forsaken byGod, can become the point of encounter with God. Thebeliever knows no way to avoid suffering, but he knows away through it'(On Being aChristian, in English 1978,p. 434).

Of course I believe that it is not enough to say that Jesus was a man who in his agony felt God-forsaken. I am one ofthose who believe that the divine 'Word became flesh andmade his dwelling among us' (John 1:14). That is why Ibelieve that the cross of Jesus shows the suffering love ofthe Father. But I am also one of those who are extremelyhesitant when offered speculations about the relationshipsof Father, Son, and Spirit, a subject beyond human understanding, and I console myself with the fact that the NewTestament itself is very reticent. As Dr Stott observes, forthe practical purposes of the average Christian who is not aspeculative theologian

it would be wiser... to say what the New Testament authors said, faithfully echoed by the Apostles' Creed, namely that hewho 'was conceived by the Holy Spirit, bom of the VirginMary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead andwas buried' was not 'God', still less the Father, but 'JesusChrist, his only Son, our Lord'. (CoC, p. 156)

So I ask whether it is 'the' necessary meaning of the atonement that 'in and through Christ crucified God substituted himself for us and bore our sins' and 'took his ownloving initiative to appease his own righteous anger bybearing it his own self in his own Son when he took ourplace and died for us' (CoC, p. 175). What do the Scripturessay? I cannot find Dr Stott's theory taught plainly anywherein them. If it is 'the heart of gospel', is it not extremelystrange that it is not mentioned in any of the gospels?

Mark (10:45) gives a saying of Jesus: 'For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give hislife as a ransom [in Greek lutron] for many.' Scholars aregenerally agreed that 'for many7 (in Greek antipollonwas aJewish way of saying 'for all'. In the New Testament the death of Christ is elsewhere referred to as being 'on behalfof' (in Greek huper) and not 'instead of (in Greek anti)sinners, so that this teaching which means that Jesus mustdie 'instead of all' is specially significant. 'Ransom' is notalways used in the Bible to refer to the payment of a price.The Lord did not pay Pharaoh a price when he 'ransomed'Israel from Egypt (Exodus 6:6) and no price is expectedwhen a new exodus is predicted (Isaiah 35:9; 41:14; 43:1,14). When Luke's gospel speaks about the ransoming ofIsrael by Jesus (1:68; 2:38; 24:21), probably 'liberation' isintended in a general sense. But I accept the conclusion ofmost scholars that at Mark 10:45 (as at 1 Timothy 2:6; Titus2:14; 1 Peter 1:18) the price of a death is implied, as asubstitute for the continuing imprisonment or enslavementof 'many'. That is not a difficult idea, provided that we donot ask to whom the payment was due. In the world ofJesus and his early followers the freedom of slaves orcaptives was often purchased either by themselves or bywell-wishers. Jewish literature then of recent date referredto the Maccabean martyrs' lives being 'ransoms' for others.Greek and Roman literature said much the same about themartyrdoms of other heroes who died 'for' their cities orfamilies. But the ransom idea is not developed by Mark or inany other gospel. In this passage it is given as the explanation of a practical command: 'Whoever wants to becomegreat among you must be your servant7 (10:43). No doubtMark regarded the value of the ransom paid by Jesus in hisdeath as utterly unique, but in the same passage he reported Jesus as saying to James and John: 'You will drinkthe cup I drink' (10:39). The implication seems to be clear.

This is the cup of human suffering, known to indude a martyr's death in the case of James. The suffering which thefollowers of Jesus must undergo is not wholly unlike thecross of their Lord. As Paul reminded the Corinthians in hissecond letter, 'the sufferings of Christ flow over into ourlives' (1:5).

So Jesus drank his cup of suffering and death in order that 'man/ or all might go free. It was literally true at once,for the execution of Jesus was reckoned to be enough byPontius Pilate and none of the disciples was killed or, weare told, even arrested. The spiritual meaning is also obvious and no Christian who feels liberated by Jesus can besurprised that words which include the idea of a ransom(for example, Paul's word a 'redemption') areused nine times in the New Testament. But the idea is oflimited relevance to the cross of Christ and Dr Stott seemsto acknowledge this limitation when he makes the validand very important point that 'the New Testament neverpresses the imagery to the point of indicating to whom theransom is paid' (CoC, p. 179). Christian theologians oughtnever to have taught that the ransom was paid either to thedevil or to God. That cannot be the meaning of Christ'sself-sacrifice.

Mark also tells us that at his last supper with his disciples Jesus took the cup and said: 'This is my blood of thecovenant, which is poured out for man/ (14:24). Thebackground in the Hebrew Scriptures is further hinted atwhen Jesus is said to have declared that 'the Son of Man willgo just as it is written about him' (Mark 14:21). Paul's firstletter to Corinth, which is earlier, gives fewer words: 'Thiscup is the new covenant in my blood' (11:25). But Matthew's gospel slightly expands Mark's: 'This is my blood ofthe covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins' (26:28). Matthew is here attributing to Jesus theonly saying in the gospels which directly connects thedeath of Jesus with the forgiveness of sins. Many scholars,noticing these differences, believe that some (at least) ofthese words do not exactly record what Jesus said butreflect the Church's thought about what he did. I share this belief but see no good reason why the historical Jesusshould not have regarded his life, culminating in his deathand vindication, as the inauguration of a new covenant oragreement between God and his people, making them 'atone' again, as prophesied by Jeremiah (31:31-34). Norwould there be anything strange in the belief that Jesuscould not accomplish his reconciling work without sacrificing his life. That self-sacrifice could be compared with thesacrifice of young bulls killed by the young men on behalf ofMoses at the inauguration of an earlier covenant (Exodus24). But these passages do not explain why the sacrifice wasnecessary and why the blood had to be shed. Here is no theory of the atonement.

Those who regard the cross as the payment of a penalty due to God or the acceptance of a punishment by God -either in the senses which Dr Stott rejects, or in the waywhich he expounds - are right to ask the rest of us toconsider seriously the Song of the Suffering Servant in thebook of Isaiah (52:13-53:12).

This passage is often quoted in the New Testament outside the gospels, although not every reference to God's'servant'need refer to this particular passage, and it isalmost certain that it was the main Scripture in the minds ofthose who formulated the gospel which Paul repeated inhis first letter to Corinth. 'What I received I passed on to youas of first importance: that Christ died for our sins accordingto the Scriptures . . .' (15:3). The Song of the SufferingServant says that this 'man of sorrows' who was (it does notlie in the future) despised, rejected, pierced and killed'poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with thetransgressors. For he bore the sins of many, and madeintercession for the transgressors' (Isaiah 53:12). Almostcertainly this passage was in the minds of Mark andMatthew as they reported the tradition that Jesus said at hislast supper that his life was to be 'poured out for many'. Isee no good reason why it should not have been in the mindof Jesus. But it does not seem to follow that the passage inits entirety was central to his self-understanding. On thecontrary, 'we can say with confidence that it appears onlyon the margin of the synoptic tradition' - or so C. K. Barrettdeclared (Jesus and the Gospel Tradition, 1967, p. 41).

Jesus seems to have referred to himself as the Son of Man, not as the Servant of the Lord (which seems to have been anearly Christian title for him, as in Acts 3:13; 4:30). Hisrecorded teaching includes only one direct quotation fromthe Song of the Servant. 'He was numbered with thetransgressors' is quoted in Luke's gospel (22:37) in comment on the carrying of swords by the disciples, but Lukedoes not quote 'poured out for man' in his account of theLast Supper. Luke also does not say 'a ransom for many' inhis equivalent of Mark 10:45; and in his account of the studyof the Song of the Suffering Servant by the Ethiopianeunuch in Acts 8:32-33 he does not quote any of the versesabout an atoning sacrifice. If Jesus was reserved in his use ofthe Song, the explanation is not difficult. An intenselymoving poem, inspired by deep emotion about deep suffering, it is the clearest vision in the Hebrew Scriptures of theway of the cross, through suffering to glory. It begins fromthe fact of a martyrdom. Because innocent martyrs sacrificed their lives they were often regarded in the ancientworld, Jewish or Gentile, as 'making atonement' for thesins of others, turning away the wrath of God or the gods.The Song says that the servant of the Lord 'was led like alamb to the slaughter' (Isaiah 53:7); that 'the Lord has laidon him the inquity of us all' (verse 6); that 'it was the Lord'swill to crush him and cause him to suffer' (verse 10); that'the Lord makes his life a guilt offering' (verse 10). It is notclear, however, whether this suffering servant is an anonymous individual or is the embodiment of the sufferings ofthe Jewish people. Nor is it clear what will reward thissacrifice. 'He will sprinkle many nations' (52:15) is a translation now generally abandoned by scholars. 'He will see hisoffspring and prolong his days' (53:10) is hard to interpretsince the servant was killed. That he will be given 'a portionamong the great' (53:12) is modest. The people who singthis Song are converted as they see the servant's rewardafter his suffering, but no systematic theology is workedout there or in any Jewish comment on the poetry. And it ishard to see how all the ideas in the Song could be pursuedsystematically without damaging the highest ideas aboutGod taught in the Hebrew Scriptures. The Hebrew consonantal text of verse 10 reads: 'Yahweh was pleased tocrush him the sickness.' Already when the Greek translation (the Septuagint) was made, devout Jews felt morallycompelled to translate this as: 'The Lord was pleased tocleanse him from sickness.' Nor is this the only difficulty inmaking calm, rational and moral 'sense' of the turbulentpoetry. That the Song of the Suffering Servant has oftenseemed mysterious is attested by the number of placeswhere the text is a problem, suggesting that copyists madewell-intentioned corrections. There is a large literaturecommenting on the many obscurities and M. D. Hooker'sJesus and the Servant (1959) pointed out the New Testamentproblems.

In the rest of the New Testament we find definite or possible references to the Song but these do not necessarilymean that every word in that passage is taken literally andapplied to Jesus. In his gospel, when Matthew has reportedthat Jesus healed all the sick he quotes from the Song, 'hetook up our infirmities and carried our diseases' (8:17). Buthe does not mean that Jesus was infirm or diseased; he isspeaking poetically about a general identification with thesick. Daring new thoughts are mentioned, rather thandeveloped systematically, as Christians meditated on thehorror of the death which their Lord had accepted for theirsakes. Thus Paul told the Galatians (3:13) that Christ became a 'curse' on our behalf, quoting Deuteronomy 21:23('anyone who is hung on a tree is under God's curse'). Hissecond letter to Corinth (5:21) said that 'God made him whohad no sin to be sin for us'. However, he did not pause toexplain what he meant by such startling expressions. Themost likely explanation seems to be that he marvelled thatChrist so identified himself with sinful humanity that heconsented to be executed as if he had been an accursedsinner. But as D. E. H. Whiteley judiciously observed in histext book on The Theology of St Paul (1974, p. 136), 'it is tooeasy to read this verse in the light of whatever theory wemay hold'.

A Greek noun for which the traditional English translation was 'propitiation' ( hilasterion) was used about Christ's sacrifice in Paul's letter to the Romans (3:25). The corresponding verb (1hilaskesthai) comes in the letter to Hebrews(2:17). A closely similar noun (hilasmos) was used twice inthe first letter of John (2:2; 4:10). Such nouns may mean nomore than 'place' or 'means' of atonement, since in the onlyother use of hilasterion in the New Testament the wordclearly refers not to any particular sacrifice but to the 'mercyseat', the cover of the Ark of the Covenant, on whichsacrifices were offered in the Jerusalem temple (Hebrews9:5). The verb may mean 'to expiate' - that is to deal withsin, to wipe out its guilt and to remove its pollution, notnecessarily 'to propitiate', which means 'to appease God'.But these words probably would have reminded thosebeing addressed of the propitiatory sacrifices which, it washoped, removed the divine wrath, for such sacrifices werefamiliar to pagans and (to a much lesser extent) to Jews. Iacknowledge the truth of this point made by Dr LeonMorris among others. However, 'propitiation' is related toChrist only once by Paul and only by very brief references intwo other documents. That seems significant because theword is dangerous. It can suggest that the anger of God canbe ended, or his justice influenced, by the gift of an animalor a human being whether or not there is a repentance forsin. As Dr Stott stresses, in the Old Testament the sacrificeswere not thought of as magically compelling God to forgive. They 'did not make God gracious; they were providedby a gracious God in order that he might act graciouslytowards a sinful people. And this truth is yet more plainlyrecognised in the New Testament (CoC, p. 174). It is inorder to guard against the danger of a less than biblical viewof God that Dr Stott so emphatically teaches that thesacrifice of Calvary was not only provided but actuallymade by the Father. If this sacrifice is thought to propitiatethe wrath of the Father who is often referred to simply as'God', Christians have to guard against some highlymisleading ideas.

The letter to Hebrews - the New Testament document which is fullest on the idea of sacrifice - never says that thesacrifice of Calvary is made by God in order to propitiate hisown wrath. Its teaching is that the Son of God, although'the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation ofhis being' (1:3), was a man, 'not ashamed to call [men]brothers' (2:11). Summoned by God, he became 'a mercifuland faithful high priest in service to God', in order that 'hemight make atonement for the sins of the people' (2:17). 'Hesacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself'(7:27) and his blood will 'cleanse our consciences from actsthat lead to death, so that we may serve the living God'(9:14). He 'died as a ransom to set them free from sinscommitted under the first covenant (9:15). He is thought ofas saying to God: 'a body you prepared for me . . . Here Iam ... I have come to do your will' (10:5,7 - which is aquotation from the Greek version of Psalm 40). Theteaching is that men's consciences and actions needed to becleansed and changed - exactly how is not said. Here theauthor is deficient in comparison with Paul. He is so unclearabout the nature of God's forgiveness that in chapter 6 headvances a theory, which the Church rejected, that sinsafter baptism cannot be forgiven. He dwells on the Day ofAtonement because then the Jewish high priest purified theinner sanctuary, the Holy of Holies, in the temple bysprinkling the blood of the sacrificed goat, but he does notmention the other goat in this ritual, the scapegoat. Thiswas driven away into the wilderness, being thought to'bear' the sins of the people committed during the pastyear, and it was compared with Christ in the second-century letter of Barnabas and in much subsequent theology and devotion. The important point for us at themoment is that in the letter to Hebrews there is no fullatonement theory. It is never mentioned that God's wrathneeded to be satisfied or that God himself made thepropitiatory sacrifice. What is affirmed is that God's willneeded to be done. It was done by the Son of God who as aman had 'learned' perfect obedience. He, the perfect highpriest, provided the perfect sacrifice. And in this letter, theidea of 'sacrifice' seems to remain as richly varied inmeaning as it is in the Old Testament itself.

Is Dr Stott's theory necessarily implied in the first letter of Peter when in a possible translation (in the New International Version, for example) it is said that Christ 'bore oursins in his body on the tree' (2:24)? In the Old Testament, asDr Stott points out, 'to "bear sin" means specifically toendure its penal consequences, to undergo its penalty'(CoC, p. 143). He is also right to note in this passage areference to the Song of the Suffering Servant ('by hiswounds you have been healed'). But the passage may alsobe translated 'he carried our sins to the gibbet' (as in theNew English Bible) - and as Dr Stott observes, 'the references to the cross in Peter's first epistle are asides' sincehere again the concern is 'more ethical than doctrinal' (BC1,p. 87). The emphasis is, indeed, that Christ suffered, 'leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps. . .so that we might die to sins and live to righteousness'(2:21,24). Certainly there is a comparison between Christ'sdeath and the sacrifices in the temple. Sinners were 'redeemed from the empty way of life . . . with the preciousblood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect' (1:18-19).But these asides may well mean no more than that Christwas killed as if he had been a sinner. Certainly when thisletter says that 'Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God' (3:18), it doesnot add that in consequence 'we enjoy the righteous statuswhich God has conferred on us' - which is for Dr Stott'the true meaning of justification (CoC, p. 185). It says that'God's elect'are 'shielded by God's power until the comingof the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time'(1:1,5). It says, 'you call on a Father who judges each man'swork impartially'(1:17). It urges, 'above all, love each otherdeeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins' (4:8). Itwarns, 'it is time for judgment to begin with the family ofGod' (4:17). So this letter does not teach the theory thatChristians can be forgiven because Christ, or God himself,has already endured the just penalty of sin.

The idea of the wrath of God - or 'the wrath', not explicitly stating its divine origin - is biblical. We are toldthat it can be found in the Old Testament more than 580times. It is also found in the teaching of Jesus, although theidea is not expounded systematically; it is expressed bypictures of human anger in the parables and by very solemnwarnings to repent. An unforgettable example is: 'Fear himwho, after killing the body, has power to throw you intohell. Yes, I tell you, fear him' (Luke 12:5). But in his teachingJesus does not clearly promise that God's wrath will beappeased by his death. His parables leave the warningwithout detailed explanation. An example is the parableabout the unmerciful servant: 'In anger his master turnedhim over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should payback all he owed. This is how my heavenly Father will treateach of you unless you forgive your brother from yourheart' (Matthew 18:34-5). Here no explanation is offeredabout how the servant can be expected to accumulate afortune in order to repay his debt while being tortured inprison. The torture is a touch in the story-teller's art.

In the third century the great theologian Origen devoted a great deal of attention to the purification of this idea in thelight of Christ and since then many similar efforts haveseemed necessary. For generation after generation ofthoughtful Christians it has been vital to 'consider . . . thekindness and sternness of God' (Romans 11:22) - and toremember that the sternness arises out of the kindness, as itusually does in a human parent. As Dr Stott repeatedlystresses, God's love, not his anger, must be the controllingidea. It is characteristic of the New Testament that the firstletter of John mentions 'propitiation' in the context of agreat emphasis on God's love (4:10). And it deserves noticethat in John's gospel the Greek words translated as 'forgiveness' and 'forgive' do not occur except in the promise to theapostles that 'if you forgive anyone his sins, they areforgiven' (20:23) - so little is John preoccupied by the needto find forgiveness in order to escape wrath.

Some theologians (C. H. Dodd was among them) have sought to reduce the dangers in the idea of the wrath ofGod. They have explained that the 'wrath' is not God'spersonal anger but a more mechanical process, the inevitable and inescapable working out of the consequences ofsin. Up to a point, this seems a helpful explanation - for thetragic consequences of human choices of evil must often betaken very seriously indeed, while the picture of an angryGod can be ridiculed. The process by which evil steadilyleads to disaster surely is impersonal. But Dr Stott is, Ibelieve, right to teach that the 'wrath of the Lamb' (Revelation 6:16) is also personal. For God deals with sin personally. Countless sinners have felt that God's forgiveness ofthat sin is personal. They would say, too, that his condemnation of it is personal. For they have felt that sin is apersonal affront to God, as in Psalm 51:4 -

Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight,so that you are proved right when you speakand justified when you judge.

There is an element of truth in the dangerous idea of personally appeasing the personal 'wrath of God'. This canbe learned by the bitter experience of a disrupted humanrelationship. A lover, husband, wife, parent, child or friendmay grieve that a very precious relationship has beenbroken by someone else and may be unable to restore therelationship unless that person removes the barrier byadmitting what was wrong - for a relationship is a two-waytraffic. No doubt every human being is up to a point in thewrong, so that one sinner should never condemn another;but there remains a difference between right and wrong.

One person may be more in the wrong than another; that person may guiltily know it deep down; that person mayhold up the traffic of the relationship until the fault isacknowledged; and if the acknowledgement is ever made,that guilty person may rightly think of it as pleasing or even'appeasing' or 'satisfying' the one who has been wronged.If this can be true of a human relationship between twosinners, how much more may a repentant sinner feel that itis true of a relationship with the God who is 'holy, holy,holy'! A deeply penitent sinner knows what the NewTestament is talking about, as when the letter to the Colossians says: 'Once you were alienated from God and wereenemies in your minds because of your evil behaviour. Butnow he has reconciled you by Christ's physical bodythrough death to present you holy in his sight'(1:21-2).Our hostility to God was such that we thought he was ourenemy and we could not see that he was our friend, untilthe dying Christ reconciled us to his Father. This profoundexperience is at the heart of Evangelicalism as of many otherforms of Christianity. Out of it Dr Stott wrote The Cross ofChrist. I want to make it completely clear that I am notdisputing his right to express his experience in his ownway. What I am respectfully questioning is his right to claimthat he has expressed the 'heart of the gospel' which all hisfellow-Christians ought to believe.

But I am aware that I have not yet reached the heart of The Cross of Christ, for as I understand it the heart is Dr Stott'sconviction that the doctrine which he expounds is theteaching of Paul, which authoritatively expounds the significance of Jesus. And I also acknowledge that in hisdoctrine there are elements of Pauline thought. Thescholars who have argued this are neither incompetentnor dishonest. But the plea which I shall submit is that thedoctrine is not taught with anything like the clarity andcentrality which would be necessary in order to make itcompulsory for Christians.

Paul, unlike Jesus, was a professional theologian. Yet even he never explained exactly how God's wrath wasended: for him as for his Lord, the important question wasspiritual and ethical, not theological. His use of hilasterioncomes without discussion in a passage which has rightlybeen called 'one of the most obscure and difficult in thewhole epistle' (Ernst Kasemann, Commentary on Romans, inEnglish, 1980, p. 92), but the main thrust of his letter to theRomans (1:18-5:19) is clearer:

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth bytheir wickedness . . . Therefore God gave them over in thesinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity. . . Because ofyour stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God's wrath . . .No-one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing thelaw . . . But God demonstrates his own love for us in this:While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Since we havenow been justified by his blood, how much more shall webe saved from God's wrath through him!. . . Through theobedience of the one man the many will be made righteous.

It is not said that God has satisfied his own wrath. What is said is that we 'will be saved' in the future and have alreadybeen declared righteous ('justified') by the fact that Christdied for us 'while we were yet sinners', thus demonstratingGod's love for us. What interested Paul was not how tounderstand, but how to escape, the wrath of God.

He tells the Romans that God presented Jesus as a hilasterion in order 'to demonstrate his justice, because inhis forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehandunpunished' (3:25). In its context this is a celebration of themercy in God's justice, which already before the life anddeath of Jesus has left all the sins of the human race'unpunished' although there has been 'no-one righteous,not even one' (3:10). Another celebration bursts out whenPaul says that God sent his Son to deal with sin when theLaw of Moses had failed. 'To be a sin offering' is a possibletranslation of Romans 8:3, as in the New InternationalVersion, but the New English Bible's vaguer 'as a sacrificefor sin' more accurately reflects the Greek. And when Paulmoves to the climax of his argument, he still dwells on themercy of God, which we must trust. Quoting Genesis 15:6,he says that the faith of Abraham 'was credited to him asrighteousness' (4:3). He seems to mean that Abraham'strust in God's mercy enabled God both to treat him as ifhe had been righteous and to make him righteous. SoAbraham became 'the father of all who believe but have notbeen circumcised' (4:11). Such Christians believe, Paulsays, in Jesus whowas delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.

Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus . . . While wewere still sinners, Christ died for us.

Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God's wrath through him! (4:25;5:1,8-9)

What Paul does not clearly say here should be noted. He does not clearly say what Evangelicals have often said. AsLeon Morris has observed in his fine study of The ApostolicPreaching of the Cross (1965, p. 282), Paul 'never says in somany words that the righteousness of Christ is imputed tobelievers, and it may fairly be doubted whether he had thisin mind in his treatment of justification'. Dr Morris addsthat 'it may be held to be a corollary from his doctrine of theidentification of the believer with Christ', but if the beliefthat Christ's righteousness is imputed to believing Christians only, resulting in their (and only in their) salvation,had been as central in Paul's gospel as has often beenclaimed, surely it would have been taught explicitly. Instead of offering a clear explanation, Paul hurries back to histheme of God's mercy. The Jews became disobedient inorder that they might 'all' receive God's forgiving mercytogether with the 'full number of the Gentiles'. This is anadvance on earlier teaching as recorded in the first letter tothe Thessalonians, where the Jews 'who killed the LordJesus and prophets and also drove us out'are said to 'displease God' and to be 'hostile to all men', so that theirsins are heaped up to the limit and 'the wrath of God hascome upon them at last' (2:15-16). The mature Paul is notcontent with the idea that only a minority, the Christians towhom Christ's righteousness is imputed, can be saved.

In his final celebration of God's inexhaustibly faithful mercy as he 'justifies the ungodly', Paul echoes his Lord'sproclamation of the Father's forgiveness. I regret that LeonMorris, who changed his mind on a number of points inresponse to criticisms, defended to the end the belief thatChrist 'truly suffered to reconcile his Father to us' (the beliefset out in the sixteenth century in the Augsburg Confessionof Lutheranism and in Article II of the Church of England'sArticles of Religion). Leon Morris claimed:

It is certainly using language which goes beyond that of the New Testament. But it is not giving expression to teaching thatis foreign to that of the New Testament. We cannot get aglimmering of an understanding of what the New Testamentunderstands by Christ's atoning work unless we see that Godis hostile to every evil thing and every evil person. (TheAtonement, 1983, p. 138)

Here he seems to contradict Jesus. So does Dr Stott himself when he writes that 'the reason why wrath, revenge andretribution are forbidden us is not because they are themselves wrong reactions to evil, but because they are God'sprerogative, notours' (IFCT, p. 87). Of course Dr Stott refersto Paul's exhortation to 'leave room for God's wrath' sinceGod will avenge (Romans 12:19). But that*cannot be theend of the matter for a Christian. Whether or not Paul fullypossesses the 'mind of Christ' in his own teaching at thispoint, the teaching of Jesus must take precedence overPaul.

According to the gospels Jesus repeatedly says that God the Father offers his forgiveness to all. Jesus shows this byhis fellowship with tax-collectors, prostitutes and other'sinners' at table as much as by any words. In none of themiracle stories is a demand for the confession of sins andpenitence made before the healing act. We read, for example, that Jesus declared that a paralytic's sins were forgivenbefore that man had uttered a word (Mark 2:1-12). Here, asmany scholars have commented, is a major differencebetween the teaching of Jesus and what was normallytaught in the Judaism of that period. Of course the rabbisbelieved in the mercy of God: that was a central theme ofthe Hebrew Scriptures. But usually it was thought of ascompassion and forgiveness for the penitent. According toMark the climax of the confrontation of Jesus with his criticscomes when he declares that all the sins and blasphemies ofmen will be forgiven them except continuation of the'blasphemy against the Holy Spirit' which causes spiritualblindness and therefore the incapacity either to receive or tounderstand God's forgiveness. This blindness is shownwhen people call the healings performed by Jesus the workof an evil spirit (3:20-30). In saying that about Jesus, theyare not merely criticising him. They are implying that hemust be killed, for the Jewish religious law decreed that theman who says 'Let us follow other gods' after performing amiracle 'must be put to death' (Deuteronomy 13:1-5). Thewarning is about spiritual blindness that is utterly hostile togood and completely scornful of its appeal. Where peopleare not blind to that extent, the message of Jesus is themessage that God forgives.

In Matthew's gospel we read that the Father is perfect and shows this by causing his sun to rise on the evil as wellas good (5:43-48). Human parents know how to give goodgifts to their children - 'How much more will your Father inheaven give good gifts to those who ask him!' (7:9-11). TheFather is like a master who cancels his servant's debt simplybecause he is asked to do so (18:21-35), or who pays a livingwage simply because every worker needs it (20:1-15), orwho invites to a banquet everyone in the streets (22:1-10). Itis the Father's will that all the 'righteous' in all the nationswill be admitted to eternal life, although they never recognised the presence of the Son of Man among them (25:31-46). Those who enter the kingdom of heaven will be thosewho do the will of the Father, 'not everyone who says tome, Lord, Lord' (7:21). In Luke's gospel Jesus, solemnlybeginning his public work, quotes the prophet's words thathe had been sent to preach good news to the poor, etc(4:14-19), but not the prophet's words (Isaiah 61:2) about'the day of vengeance of our God'. His teaching is: 'Bemerciful, just as your Father is merciful. . . Forgive, andyou will be forgiven,' for all who love their enemies 'will besons of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungratefuland wicked' (6:32-37). Those who give a banquet to thepoor will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous(14:14). Even those whose claim is that they have used theirwealth wisely will be 'welcomed into eternal dwellings'(16:9). The one who shows mercy, for example a goodSamaritan (10:25-37), is the one who obeys God's law, forGod himself is like the man who seeks the lost sheep or thewoman who seeks the lost coin or the father who runstowards his lost son 'while he was still a long way off'(15:1-32). Anyone who simply prays 'God, have mercy onme, a sinner' is 'justified' (18:9-14) - which is the only use ofthe term in the gospels. In Greek the prayer means 'God, bepropitiated for me,' but the means of propitiation is notmentioned. The Lord's own prayer, taught to his disciples,adds only one qualification to the petition 'Forgive us oursins'. It is: 'for we also forgive everyone who sins against us'(11:4). As he is nailed to the cross, Jesus prays for hisexecutioners, 'Father, forgive them' - not because he isabout to appease the Father's righteous anger by dying astheir substitute but 'for they do not know what they aredoing' (23:34).

In the light of this teaching it is strange to be told by Dr Stott that 'God forgives us only when we repent' (CMMW,p. 51) and that 'we are not permitted to cheapen forgivenessby offering it prematurely when there has been no repentance' (CoC, p. 296). The sentence in Luke's gospel (17:3)quoted by Dr Stott ('rebuke him, and if he repents, forgivehim') is immediately followed by the teaching that 'yourbrother' is to be forgiven if 'he sins against you seven timesin a day' and 'comes back to you and says, "I repent"' -which scarcely suggests that the repentance has beengenuine every time. Matthew's gospel (18:22) drives thereal point home by saying that there must be forgiveness'not seven times, but seventy-seven' times. The teaching ofJesus, taken as a whole, does not make the offer of forgiveness depend on prior repentance. Indeed, the opposite istaught clearly. What seems to have misled Dr Stott is thefact that since forgiveness is the removal of all barriers tofellowship it cannot be effective until the barriers have beendismantled on the other side too. So the Father cannoteffectively forgive those who by being unforgiving themselves show that they are not willing to pull down thebarriers (Mark 11:25; 18:35, etc.). But the Father has aforgiving spirit before his child repents, before the lostsheep is found - and Jesus teaches we must be like theFather, ourselves always willing to forgive whatever theinjury, even before the person who has wronged us admitsthe wrong and seeks reconciliation. That can be crucifying-but that is Christianity.

It seems necessary to add only one point to this piece of critical Bible study which has had to be shorter than theseriousness of the subject requires. Dr Stott (CoC, pp. 154,181) quotes Acts 20:28: 'Be shepherds of the church of God,which he bought with his own blood.' But as the NewInternational Version notes, many manuscripts read 'thechurch of the Lord'·, and this is the reading preferred by theNew English Bible. Another possible translation is 'withthe blood of his own'. It seems unlikely that the Bible's onereference to God shedding his own blood - a startling idea -should be introduced unobtrusively in the course of anexhortation to the elders of the church in Ephesus. Thepassage refers to the ransom-like self-sacrifice of Jesus, thesupreme martyr.

In the New Testament there is, I conclude, no dear statement that providing the appeasement or satisfaction ofthe just wrath of God was the mission of Jesus. The gospelstell us that some time before he 'resolutely set out forJerusalem' for the last time (Luke 9:51) Jesus was alreadychallenging anyone who would 'come after me' to 'take uphis cross and follow me' (Mark 8:34) and was ponderingscriptures which warned him that he 'must suffer muchand be rejected' (Mark 9:12). There is nothing at all unlikelyin such expectations. Jesus lived under Roman occupationand could expect to suffer under Roman 'justice' since hewas a disturber of the peace who announced the arrival ofthe kingdom of God. He could also expect to be rejected byfellow-Jews who owed their positions to their collaborationwith the Romans. And there is nothing at all unlikely in theidea that Jesus believed that it was within the purposes ofhis Father that he should accept such a death as an integralpart of his mission - indeed, as its climax. Presumably hecould have avoided execution, or greatly lessened the riskof it, by abandoning his public mission, by being muchmore guarded in his teaching or at least by not confrontinghis enemies by going to Jerusalem at Passover time. But, asDr Stott rightly insists, he chose to die. It is consistent withthe whole known character of Jesus to believe that he drankthis cup of suffering because he came to be convinced that itwas his Father's will. It is also in keeping with everythingknown about Jesus to believe that he trusted the Father tovindicate him by making his ransom-like self-sacrifice theprelude to a new covenant with humanity, the crucial eventbefore the coming of the kingdom. We can reasonablybelieve that all this was in the mind of Jesus even if the'predictions of the passion' ascribed to him in the gospelsand quoted in The Cross of Christ have been edited by theChurch. (Resurrection 'after three days' is predicted, butthe story of the crucifixion contains no hint that either Jesusor his followers then held such a confident hope.) However, Jesus is not said in the gospels to have explained whyhis death was necessary to the Father's purposes. Later,Christians did begin to explain. They had become sure that'Jesus of Nazareth', 'a man accredited by God' had been'handed over ... by God's set purpose and foreknowledge' (Acts 2:22-3). But their explanations were fragmentary and, as I hope I have shown, did not clearly include theexplanation said by Dr Stott to be 'the heart of the gospel'. Irepeat his own wise teaching that 'a full-scale atonementdoctrine is missing from the apostolic preaching' (CoC,p. 34).

Dr Stott is undeniably motivated by the desire to be faithful to Scripture. 'My first anxiety', he writes in hisPreface to The Cross of Christ, 'has been to be true to theWord of God, allowing it to say what it has to say and notasking it to say what I might want it to say' (CoC, pp.11-12). This is in keeping with his conviction that 'it wouldobviously be very misleading to read back into Scripture thenotions of a later age', for 'a text cannot with any possiblelegitimacy mean to me something substantially differentfrom what it meant to its original author and readers' (UB,pp. 171,175). In his 1982 address, Make the Truth Known, heagain declared: 'The Evangelical faith is original, biblical,apostolic Christianity. At least that is what we believe it tobe, and I for one would not hold it if I were not convincedabout this.' But repeatedly the references in Scripture to themeaning of the death of Christ can be interpreted in morethan one way. Dr Stott has decided to interpret them in thelight of his intense conviction that the wrath of God needsto be propitiated. He believes that God once literally struckUzzah dead for touching the Ark of the Covenant (CoC, p.107). In his eyes the sins of the world cannot be taken awayexcept by a propitiation so great that God himself mustprovide it. But merely to 'provide' this sacrifice in the shapeof the innocent Jesus would make God a 'pitiless ogre' - asuggestion which Dr Stott repudiates 'with the utmostvehemence'. So he teaches that God actually makes thepropitiation himself, although there he says somethingwhich is not said in the Bible. What has happened, Isuggest, is that his interpretation of particular biblical passages has been influenced by how the Bible taken as a wholespeaks to his reason and his conscience. So now I want tosubmit some reasons for a conscientious conviction that hisown theory cannot be 'the heart of the gospel' in ourtime.

Moral Objections

One problem is that we no longer assume that everyone crucified or otherwise executed is under God's curse. In hisgreat Institutes of the Christian Religion (11.6-13) Calvin startshis central discussion of Christ's death: 'The cross wasaccursed, not only in human opinion but by decree of God'slaw. Hence, when Christ is hanged upon the cross, hemakes himself subject to the curse.' From this beginningCalvin concludes that Christ had 'to undergo the severity ofGod's vengeance, to appease his wrath and to satisfy hisjust judgement'. But crucifixion was a Roman punishment.It is deeply offensive to reason and conscience to claim thatevery one of those condemned to death by the rulers of theRoman empire was also condemned by their Maker andFather, and it is doubly offensive to claim this about Jesus,who was condemned by Pontius Pilate although he hadnever committed or advocated any crime. It also seemsmonstrous to argue that God himself cursed all thosecondemned under Jewish law, first stoned to death andthen displayed dead on a tree or stake - which is thenarrower meaning of the text about the hanged beingaccursed (Deuteronomy 21:23). That text comes immediately after a law which encourages parents whose son 'willnot listen to them when they discipline him' to demand that'all the men of his town shall stone him to death'. The ideathat God always endorses such human 'justice' is particularly abhorrent in a century which has seen miscarriages ofjustice on a colossal scale. All the blood shed by the crueltyrants of our time cries out in contradiction. Our solidaritywith all the innocent victims of 'justice' compels many of usto apply to the theory that the cross was accursed the greatdeclaration by Paul that 'no-one who is speaking by theSpirit of God says, ''Jesus be cursed"' (1 Corinthians 12:3).

Nor is it morally acceptable to say that if an innocent person suffers unjustly it is a sign that God is punishinghim in place of the guilty. Every principle of true justice isoutraged by the idea that there must be some punishmentno matter who is punished. And what is essential incriminal or civil law is also essential when considering thesuffering of a whole people. The Jewish people, for example, have suffered very terribly because they were made thescapegoats by evil societies. There is a sense in which theiragonies contributed to a happier outcome both for theirown people (in that the Holocaust stimulated the establishment and recognition of the state of Israel) and for Europe(in that all sensitive Europeans became ashamed of antisemitism and of any persecution of a racial minority). But noone attempting to comment on these tragedies in the spiritof Jesus, or in the spirit of common morality, would eversay that God punished the Jewish people by bringing aboutthe Holocaust because the penalty for the sins of Europehad to be paid by someone, whether guilty or innocent. Allthe eloquence of the Song of the Suffering Servant, and ofsome Christian theories of the atonement, cannot obscurethe simple and elementary fact that it is immoral to punishanyone who is not guilty.

Only a minority of people nowadays thinks about the relationship between God and man in terms which includepropitiating the wrath of God by any kind of sacrifice. Noteven a minority any longer believes in human sacrifices -which are, of course, repeatedly denounced in the HebrewScriptures as abhorrent to God. But even a theory whichcompares the death of Jesus with animal sacrifices is, as DrStott often notes, 'unpopular'. The reason needs to be setout. Otherwise people who hold this theory may notappreciate why, as Dr Stott also notes, a distinguishedscientist who was 'friendly to all kinds of religiousexperience' (Sir Alister Hardy) could write that 'thehypothesis that God, in the shape of his son, tortured himself for our redemption' was among the least attractiveof religious ideas 'in the whole of anthropology'andbelonged to 'quite a different philosophy - different psychology - from that of the religion that Jesus taught'(CoC, p. 111).

In the religion of ancient Israel as purified by the prophets and later by the Scriptures, and in the Judaismwhich Jesus and his first followers knew, it was alwaystaught that propitiatory sacrifices were of no avail withoutsincere repentance, and when the Jerusalem temple wasdestroyed within half a century of the death of Jesus thesesacrifices were abandoned (with one small exception, inEthiopia) - never to be restored. Similar sacrifices do occuramong some animists (believers in many 'spirits' in nature)and among some adherents of other religions, but it issignificant that they are never condemned when a religionis being advertised in a style which seeks to be educatedand reasonable. The contrast is great with the history of theancient Middle Eastern and European world, and of mostother pre-modern societies, where religious sacrifices wereuniversal. So fully has humanity moved out of that worldwhere animal sacrifices seemed normal that in our time noteven expert scholars or anthropologists can be sure of theoriginal meaning of all the details in a sacrificial system suchas the Hebrews'. The very term 'propitiation' is 'to most ofus just plain incomprehensible', as Leon Morris noted in hisbook on The Atonement: Its Meaning and Significance (p. 151).Its usage is particularly problematic in the interpretation ofthe New Testament, where the meaning 'propitiating God'(or gods), normal in other ancient literature, is alwaysavoided. In the New International Version of the Bible it hasto be translated as 'sacrifice of atonement' or 'atoningsacrifice' and in the New English Bible 'the means ofexpiating sin by his sacrificial death' or as 'the remedy forthe defilement of our sins'. People can understand what a'covenant' or specially solemn and binding agreement is.But the practice in ancient Israel of sacrificing an animal onthe occasion of a covenant, cutting it in two and walkingbetween the parts (as illustrated by the story of Abraham'ssacrifice in Genesis 15:10-17), requires some understandingand it is significant that scholars are not agreed about howthe Hebrews did understand it.

Dr Stott is, of course, aware of all this. Discussing blood sacrifices, he has said:

today these categories make sense only among Hindus and animists who sacrifice animals, and among the Falasha Jews ofEthiopia who still perform sacrifices. Secular audiences in theWest, however, not only lack the background to understandsuch phraseology, but in addition often feel squeamish at themention of blood. What I am urging is this. The truth thatthrough Christ's death for us and instead of us we may beforgiven and receive new life is indispensable to the Gospel.But we can proclaim this good news with entire faithfulnesswithout ever mentioning the shedding or the sprinkling ofChrist's blood. Only later shall we need to teach converts themeaning of these expressions . . . (ARBMW, p. 12)

But the problem arises not only from unfamiliarity with animal sacrifices but also from a moral revulsion and fromthe clear conviction that God does not want them. MostChristians and others now feel with a prophet of ancientIsrael, Micah. It was not only that Micah 'wondered if heshould bring burnt offerings, animals, rivers of oil or even"my firstborn"', showing that he 'understood the substitutionary principle well', as Dr Stott says (CoC, p. 137); forMicah was sure that God required not sacrifices of any sortbut 'to act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly withyour God' (Micah 6:8). Isaiah declared that the word of theLord was: 'Stop bringing meaningless offerings!' (1:13).Hosea, too, saw that God desires 'mercy, not sacrifice' (6:6)- which is quoted twice in Matthew's gospel (9:13; 12:7).Whether such attacks were aimed at the sacrificial system asa whole or only at sacrifices without sincere piety andmorality is debatable. What is not in question is that thesacrificial system was being criticised on religious andmoral grounds long before it disappeared. Are modempeople who are similarly impatient with all talk of propitiatory sacrifices, who want 'rational worship' (Romans 12:1),to be excluded from any understanding of the heart of thegospel because, as is alleged, they fail to see the permanentsignificance of Christ's work? If so, the barrier seems somewhat like the barrier which some Christians tried to erect inPaul's day in order to keep out converts who did notunderstand, and were not willing to accept, the Jewish riteof circumcision.

Even greater is the problem which all but a few Christians and others have with the particular form of the doctrine ofthe Holy Trinity which is necessary to the argument of TheCross of Christ. Dr Stott accepts the orthodoxy of the councilsof Nicea, Constantinople and Chalcedon, so that he believes that Jesus Christ was God the Son, 'of one substancewith the Father'. Indeed, in The Authentic Jesus (1985) heendorsed the words of B. B. Warfield that 'the Chalcedo-nian Christology is only a very perfect synthesis of thebiblical data' (AJ, p. 31). Yet he has to maintain that theFather not only punished but also forsook the Son, quotingthe Victorian theologian R. W. Dale to the effect that 'themysterious unity of the Father and the Son rendered itpossible for God at once to endure and to inflict penalsuffering' (CoC, p. 159). But as Dr Stott has written, 'precisely how God can have been in Christ while he madeChrist to be sin for us, I cannot explain' (BC1, p. 94). And Ihave to say that in common with many other Christians Ifind the idea of God sacrificing himself to himself not onlyinexplicable but also incomprehensible. That could be because we are confronted by something that is real but toobig for our minds to absorb, like the incarnation itself. Butwhereas we can begin to see the truth that God was inChrist loving, teaching, healing and dying for our sakesbecause there is nothing offensive to reason or consciencein the idea of God expressing his love in the morallysublime life of a loving, teaching, healing martyr, Dr Stott'sdoctrine of the atonement seems far more questionable. Igladly acknowledge that it is far less offensive than thetheory that 'God punished Jesus' instead of us, because itsays that God, who is love, has loved us so much that hehimself has suffered a cruel death for our sakes. But manyof us find it impossible to understand the idea of Godpunishing himself.

Dr Stott's theory suggests that God has done something which would be crazy or wrong for a good man or womanto do. A judge would not be respected if having convicted acriminal and sentenced him to death or imprisonment forlife he underwent execution or served the sentence himself.He would be thought to be perverting the course of justice.A father or mother who declared that the children could notbe forgiven until he or she had appeased and satisfied his orher wrath by committing suicide might be reported to asociety for the prevention of cruelty to children and admitted to a psychiatric hospital. Self-punishment of this sort bya mentally healthy person is inconceivable. Of course God'ssense of justice must be both stronger and more justifiedthan any human judge's or parent's. But precisely becauseGod's justice is the justice of holy love, it seems all the moredifficult to think that he could do something which wouldbe condemned if done by a good judge or a good parent.Certainly this type of teaching is unlike the style of Jesus,who repeatedly taught the people about the Father byspeaking in parables based on everyday experience and byemphasising that the Father is good, is like a good humanparent - only more so. The teaching of Jesus did notfall below the level of the psalm which says that God ismerciful like a human father pitying his young children(103:13).

In The Cross of Christ Dr Stott considers the teaching given to the Colossians that through the Son 'God was pleased... to reconcile to himself all things, whether things onearth or things in heaven, by making peace through hisblood, shed on the cross' (1:19-20). Rejecting any suggestion that 'all' created things or human beings or 'evil cosmicintelligences' have already been reconciled to God - for inhis view 'it is not a universal reconciliation that Christachieved or that Paul proclaimed' (GNS, p. 98) - he comments: 'We cannot be sure to what Paul was alluding' (CoC,pp. 195-6). And many will sympathise with his puzzlement. This was one of the key texts inspiring the firstchapter of F. W. Dillistone's powerful study of The ChristianUnderstanding of Atonement (1968), where the cosmic significance of Christ's work was explored with the aid ofmodem literature. Many of us, however, have moved rightaway from the world of ideas familiar to the author andreaders of that letter to the Colossians. And we cannot besure to what Dr Stott's own theory of the atonement is'alluding'. That, too, belongs to a world which we do notknow; it belongs to the world where sacrifices propitiatedthe wrath of gods. The world which we have entered eitherthrough education or through daily experience ('culture')insistently teaches us that such ideas are either ridiculous orelse actually blasphemous. Do we constitute a public whichhas to be reckoned with in evangelism - where, as Dr Stottsays finely and truly, 'an incarnation means entering otherpeople's worlds, their thought-worlds, and the worlds oftheir alienation, loneliness and pain' (CoC, p. 291)? Or canthe gospel not be understood by us?

The reply may be that sooner or later we simply have to learn to understand these allusions to God's wrath and itspropitiation, appeasement or satisfaction by the sacrifice ofthe cross. So, very briefly, I want to outline an alternativetheory. It is not merely my own theory. It has often beenexpounded by far more authoritative teachers - to give onlyone example, by Vincent Taylor after his long reflection onthe New Testament's evidence (perhaps his clearest summary being in Forgiveness and Reconciliation, 1941, pp. 193-4). Although I trust that I have learned from Leon Morrisand other critics of Taylor's detailed exegesis, I deliberatelyrefer to a theologian who was convinced that 'the persistence of theories of substitution and satisfaction reveals theimmense strength of a felt religious need' (p. 205). It is myhope and prayer that such a need can be met without thesetheories.

Atonement

Professor C. F. D. Moule allows me to quote from a very wise letter in which he summarises his conclusions(worked out in, for example, his Essays in New TestamentInterpretation, 1982):

It seems to me that dust is thrown in our eyes whenever we forget that sacrifice, ransom, acquittal, cleansing, paying ofdebts, etc., are all only analogies, each with a limited function.If we forget that, we may try to make them do more than theyare meant to do, we may treat them as sacrosanct and be timidabout replacing them by other analogies more telling for ourday, and we may even elevate the biblical analogies into anauthoritative story, turning them into a system independent ofthe great reality they are meant to illuminate. Once it is realisedthat forgiveness and reconciliation anywhere and at any time(before Christ and outside the Church, as well as since theincarnation and within the Church) involve an output offorgiving 'energy'met by an output of repentance, such thatforgiver and forgiven are bonded together in a work of newcreation, then it may be realised that, in Christ, these creativeprocesses are totally implemented (so far as is possible in timeand space); and all this ought to deliver us from the tyranny ofovergrown analogies, and make the idea of penal substitutionunthinkable.

But a few more words can be said about this fathomless mystery.

'God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them' (2 Corinthians 5:19). TheGood News Bible splendidly conveys what Paul means:Our message is that God was making all mankind hisfriends through Christ. God did not keep an account oftheir sins. . .' The eternal God inspired, guided, dwelt inand worked in his Son or Word. Jesus, having embodiedthe divine love and the divine patience in his life andteaching, embodied them supremely as he died. And it costhim not less than everything. 'When they hurled theirinsults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, hemade no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him whojudges justly' (1 Peter 2:23). Because the Father is also thejust Judge, he was not punishing the innocent. The victimof a miscarriage of human justice, Jesus suffered underPontius Pilate, not under the Father. But the dying Jesussoaked up the evil as a sponge soaks up water. He prayedfor the forgiveness of his deluded executioners. He enteredthe depths of the physical and psychological suffering which evil causes. He became the brother of all thedoubters, all the defeated, all the tormented and all theguilty. But he died as he had lived, in obedient dependenceon 'my God, my God'. He trusted in 'Abba, Father' (Luke23:46). In victory he finished the work which had beengiven to him by the Father (John 19:30).

That work won the spiritual freedom of all who will accept the Father's constantly offered forgiveness and love.It won it by an apparently powerless patience whichperfectly expressed the divine patience of the Creator, apatience revealed in the whole of modem scientific knowledge of the space and time required by evolution. It won itby a self-sacrifice somewhat like the sacrifices with whichthe twentieth century is entirely familiar when they aremade by martyrs, soldiers, rescue and health workers,parents and so forth. This self-sacrifice was also somewhatlike the payment of a ransom to free hostages or victims ofkidnapping. It did not change God at all. But because itchanged the spiritual situation of humanity, because itdecisively dealt with human sin ('expiation'), it changed theFather's relationship with the whole of the human race. Forthe Father can now make his always forgiving love knownin the minds and hearts of sinners. Drawn by the Jesus whois 'lifted up' on his cross, and spiritually united with him,people accept that love, are released from the burden ofguilt, are declared righteous ('justified'), and are maderighteous ('sanctified'). Such people are Christians - whoshould hope and pray that in the end all of humanity willrespond, Christians being only the first fruits of the comingharvest or the spring flowers of humanity's summer. Thatcertainly is the will of God, the Creator of all and themerciful Father and Lover of all.

The cross has been well called 'the meeting place of God and man'. In Christ crucified as in no one else, all can findthe glory of man as well as the glory of God. 'Here is theman!' (John 19:5). The life and death of Jesus pray perfectlyto the Father for, and on behalf of, all humanity. In penitenthumility all can join their own lives and deaths to his. Theycan know what Paul means when he tells the Galatians: Ίhave been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, butChrist lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith inthe Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me'(2:20). So 'Christ crucified' is the supreme representative ofhumanity - supreme, because in his total outpouring ofloving obedience he is nearest to the Father. And whenwhat holds folk back is the thought that the Creator iscomplacently aloof from the suffering of the world, that heis exempt from the sacrifices which all his creatures mustmake for each other, age after age, if life is to be continuedand fed, that he is not involved in the mess or the pain of itand takes no responsibility for it, then here, too, the cross isthe answer. For Jesus, who represents man to God, alsorepresents God to man. The living Jesus interprets thesilence of eternity by love. And the dyingjesus shows whatit means in such a world of sacrifice to say that God, too,suffers, for God is love. There are clues to the mystery in thewords of Donne and Blake:

God cloth'd himself in vile man's flesh,

that so He might be weak enough to suffer woe.

Think not thou canst sigh a sigh,

And thy Maker is not by;

Think not thou canst weep a tear,

And thy Maker is not near.

O! He gives to us his joy That our grief he may destroy;

Till our grief is fled and gone He doth sit by us and moan.

JOHN STOTT'S RESPONSE TO CHAPTER 3

My dear David,

I was touched by reading your personal testimony to the importance of the cross in your own life, beginning onGood Fridays when you were a boy, keeping your feet onthe rock when you were a theological student, and continuing today as 'the one unconquerable light' which hasenabled you 'to walk through this dark world'. I could saythe same. Although I am afraid our understandings of thedeath of Jesus diverge widely, we can at least agree that thecentral reality of the cross is greater than all our humanformulations.

I am also grateful for a number of statements you make in your chapter: that, when you first read The Cross of Christ,you found that 'most of it' expressed your own convictions(although, in view of the severe strictures you express later,that surprises me); that you liked ('admired' is yourgracious word) the 'emphatic chapter' on the centrality ofthe cross, the insistence on the revelation of God's love, andthe equal insistence that his love is 'holy love'; and that in'any at-one-ment between the Holy God and us sinners' theinitiative and achievement must be his. Thank you too forfaithfully reflecting, indeed quoting, my sentence that 'anynotion of penal substitution in which three independentactors play a role - the guilty party, the punitive judge andthe innocent victim - is to be repudiated with the utmostvehemence'.

I agree with you that contemporary Christians should honour the pioneers of Christian thinking about the atonement, even if we do not find their constructions entirelysatisfactory. I am sorry, therefore, that you find me 'dismissive' of other viewpoints and even pastorally 'harsh'towards those who hold them. I did not mean to be. Youalso seem to suggest that I have been unfair in my representation of some of their positions (which I struggled not tobe) and have not recognised the element of truth whichmay be found in each of them. But this last criticism is not, Ithink, fair to me! I am at pains in The Cross of Christ not tooblige people to choose between Anselm, Abelard andAulen. I write:

In fact all three of the major explanations of the death of Christ contain biblical truth and can to some extent be harmonized,especially if we observe that the chief difference between themis that in each God's work in Christ is directed towards adifferent person. In the 'objective' view God satisfies himself,in the 'subjective' he inspires us, and in the 'classic' he overcomes the devil. Thus Jesus Christ is successively the Saviour,the Teacher and the Victor, because we ourselves are guilty,apathetic and in bondage. (CoC, p. 230)

P. T. Forsyth drew attention to this as 'the threefold cord'. Indeed, you may recall that in the book's third sectionentitled 'The achievement of the cross' there are threechapters called 'the salvation of sinners', 'the revelation ofGod' and 'the conquest of evil' in which these three themesof the cross are developed.

This leads me to say that it is in this your third chapter that I have felt most acutely the limitations of the methodology we are following. If you felt that I was being unfair toearlier expositors, I have felt that you were being unfair tome! I do not mean that you have deliberately misrepresented me, for you are scrupulous in your endeavour notto, but that a degree of misrepresentation is inevitablebecause it is inherent in our format. For I am required torespond to your criticisms of me, whereas I wish ourreaders would read me first (in The Cross of Christ) and thenyou (in this book), instead of reading your critique first andthen my response, while the original remains unread! Tobegin with, you are selective (again, inevitably because ofspace limitations; I'm blaming the way the dialogue is setup, not you). Thus you make virtually no reference to thelong chapter in which I seek to expound carefully themeaning of the four images or models of salvation, andtheir implications for our understanding of the cross,namely 'propitiation', 'redemption', 'justification' and'reconciliation'. You hardly allude to the concept of God'satisfying himself', or to the biblical foundations of it,although it is integral to my thesis. And you mention onlyas an aside the fact that there are whole chapters on therelation of the cross to the problems of violence ('Loving ourenemies') and suffering ('Suffering and glory'). Now I fullyunderstand that you had to concentrate on particularaspects of The Cross of Christ, but the resulting impressiondoes not do justice to the breadth of horizon which Iattempted to portray in the book.

Then, although you write about 'propitiation' in several contexts, you nowhere mention the 'three crucial points' Imake, in order to distinguish 'a truly biblical doctrine ofpropitiation' from crude, pagan notions. Let me summarisethem. First, the reason why a propitiation is necessary isnot that God is irascible, spiteful, capricious or arbitrary,but that evil always provokes his 'wrath', which is 'hissteady, unrelenting, unremitting, uncompromising antagonism to evil'. Secondly, it is neither we who make thepropitiation (as in a pagan context), nor even Christ (as if byhis death he prevailed on God to pardon us); it is Godhimself who took the initiative in his sheer grace andmercy. Thirdly, the propitiatory sacrifice was not a thing(whether animal, vegetable or mineral) but a person. 'Andthe person God offered was not somebody else . . . somebody distinct from or external to himself... In giving hisSon, he was giving himself.' Thus God himself is at theheart of the divine propitiation. 'It is God himself who inholy wrath needs to be propitiated, God himself who inholy love undertook to do the propitiating, and God himself who in the person of his Son died for the propitiation ofour sins/1 conclude: 'There is no crudity here to evoke ourridicule, only the profundity of holy love to evoke ourworship' (CoC, pp. 173-5).

Your two major criticisms of The Cross of Christ are that my doctrine is (1) unbiblical and (2) uncommunicable. That is, itis neither true to Scripture nor relevant to modem men andwomen. It is a pretty damning accusation, especially to onewhose whole ministry (especially in recent years) has beendedicated to the task of bridge-building, i.e. of relating theword to the world in such a way as to be faithful to the oneand sensitive to the other. Nevertheless, I will try torespond to your criticisms.

Sin, Satisfaction and Substitution

I begin with these three unpopular words, which in combination are calculated to give many liberal theologians apoplexy. Yet they are all indispensable to my own (biblical, as I believe) understanding of the cross. Faced byhuman sin, God who is holy love, and who must 'satisfyhimself', i.e. be true to himself and not contradict himself,identified himself through Christ with our sins and endured their penalty, in order that we might be righteouslyforgiven. This kind of formulation, you tell me, goes farbeyond what Scripture teaches. Do I not myself concede (asyou twice remind me) that 'a full-scale atonement doctrineis missing from the apostolic preaching'? Yes, but I wasreferring only to the earliest kerygmatic sermons recordedin the Acts of the Apostles. Those 'primitive' statementscontained only seeds (e.g. 'for our sins', 'according to theScriptures', 'hanged on a tree' and 'handed over ... byGod's set purpose') which came into flower in the laterapostolic letters. Do I not also declare, however, that'beyond the images of the atonement lies the mystery of theatonement', and imply that a mystery cannot be reduced toa formula? Yes, and I meant it. I am sure that the realitywhich lies behind the statements that 'God was in Christreconciling the world' and 'God made Christ to be sin forus' is beyond the powers of resolution of our finite minds,and that we shall spend eternity not only worshipping 'Godand the Lamb', but exploring the mystery which inspiresour worship. Nevertheless, part of the mystery has beenrevealed, and we must not shrink from attempting to graspand formulate this.

Still, however, you chide me that the 'theory' I expound is 'not one which is the plain teaching of the Bible as theBible can be read by the plain man'. And several times youwrite that 'Jesus did not teach this' or 'Paul did not clearlyteach that'. In fact, you conclude one part of your argumentby saying that the New Testament contains 'no clear statement that providing the appeasement or satisfaction of thejust wrath of God was the mission of Jesus'. (I would not inany case have used this expression, but I let that pass.)Perhaps you are referring to the gospels? For I would claimthat the great references to propitiation in the epistles(Paul's in Romans 3:23-26 and John's in 1 John 2:1-2 and4:10) are quite plain. At the same time, my case does not reston proof texts, but on a synthesis of the total teaching ofScripture. After all, there is no plain statement for plainpeople that 'Jesus was God', but taken as a whole theScriptures indubitably affirm his deity.

I do not think you have allowed our readers to feel the strength of the sustained and cumulative biblical argumentthat I have tried to develop in the three chapters of Part Two('The heart of the cross'), which I have entitled respectively'the problem of forgiveness', 'satisfaction for sin' and 'theself-substitution of God'. The problem of forgiveness ('toman the plainest of duties, to God . . . the profoundest ofproblems' - Carnegie Simpson) is constituted by 'the inevitable collision between divine perfection and human rebellion, between God as he is and us as we are'. For God's loveis holy love, 'love which yearns over sinners while at thesame time refusing to condone their sin' (CoC, p. 88). So Ienlarge on the gravity of sin, human moral responsibility,true and false guilt (drawing on modern psychologicalinsights as well as biblical revelation), and on God's holiness, which cannot coexist with evil. And I end this chapterby asserting that

All inadequate doctrines of the atonement are due to inadequate doctrines of God and man . . . The essential background to the cross ... is a balanced understanding of the gravity of sin and the majesty of God. If we diminish either, wethereby diminish the cross. . . Before the holy God can forgiveus, some kind of 'satisfaction' is necessary. (CoC, pp. 109-10)

It is not a satisfaction of the devil (who has indeed been dethroned by Christ, though not by a bargain as if he hadsome hold on God, still less by trickery -1 don't think youquite grasped my argument here). Nor, I suggested, was itGod's law, honour or justice or 'the moral order' whichneeded to be satisfied - or not at least if these

represent God as being subordinate to something outside and above himself which controls his actions, to which he isaccountable, and from which he cannot free himself. 'Satisfaction' is an appropriate word, providing we realize that it is hehimself in his inner being who needs to be satisfied, and notsomething external to himself. (CoC, p. 123)

'The law to which he must conform, which he must satisfy, is the law of his own being' (CoC, p. 124). Negatively, he'cannot disown himself' (2 Timothy 2:13), i.e. contradicthimself; positively, he must be himself and act in perfectconformity to his divine nature. And what is his divinenature? It is holy love. Moreover, there are some scriptureswhich express, and some theologians who concede, thelegitimacy of talking (though anthropomorphically) of 'aconflict of emotions, a strife of attributes' within God,between his 'compassion' and his 'fierce anger7 (e.g. Hosea11:8-9). As Emil Brunner put it, 'The cross is the only placewhere the loving, forgiving merciful God is revealed insuch a way that we perceive that his holiness and his loveare equally infinite . . . [The] objective aspect of theatonement . . . consists in the combination of inflexiblerighteousness, with its penalties, and transcendent love'(CoC, p. 131).

'How then can God express his holiness without consuming us, and his love without condoning our sins? . . . How can he save us and satisfy himself simultaneously?'(CoC, p. 132). It is in answer to these inescapable questionsthat the notion of substitution is revealed, namely that 'inorder to satisfy himself, [God] sacrificed - indeed substituted - himself for us'. You say that this is 'not plainlytaught anywhere', to which I reply that it is plainly (directlyor indirectly) taught everywhere. Marshalling the evidence, I write about sacrifice in the Old Testament, and thesignificance of the shedding and sprinkling of blood; aboutthe transparently clear substitutionary teaching of the Pass-over (in which the lamb died in place of the first-born), sothat we know what 'Christ our Passover has been sacrificedfor us' means; about the Old Testament vocabulary of'sinbearing', meaning the bearing of sin's penalty, which isapplied to Christ crucified in the New; about the two goatsof the Day of Atonement, the sacrificed goat and thescapegoat, which together constituted a single 'sin offering', 'the one exhibiting the means, and the other theresults, of the atonement' (T. J. Crawford); about the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah, eight verses of which are quoted inthe New Testament as fulfilled in Jesus, together with theransom saying (Mark 10:45) and Jesus' declaration duringthe Last Supper that his blood would be 'poured out forman/ (Mark 14:24), both of which are echoes of Isaiah53:12; and about the plain, natural meaning of the 'madehim ... to be sin' and 'becoming a curse for us' verses(2 Corinthians 5:21; Galatians 3:13).

You, I know, criticise my interpretation of some of these passages and texts, as indeed I find some of your interpretation of Scripture arbitrary, so that further progress inmutual understanding will be impossible without somecareful exegetical work. But it is the steady build-upthroughout Scripture of the substitutionary theme to which

I appeal. In my view it simply cannot be set aside in the way you attempt. I note Dr C. E. B. Cranfield's carefully phrasedsummary, in his great two-volume ICC commentary onRomans: 'God, because in his mercy he willed to forgivesinful men, and, being truly merciful, willed to forgivethem righteously, that is, without in any way condoningtheir sin, purposed to direct against his own very self in theperson of his Son the full weight of that righteous wrathwhich they deserved' (CoC, p. 134).

The Heart of the Gospel

I am not saying that the doctrine of substitutionary atonement is 'compulsory for Christians', if by that you mean that people cannot be Christians without believing it. Nordo I forget Charlie Moule's stricture about 'overgrownanalogies'. I have clearly stated that propitiation, redemption, justification and reconciliation are all biblicalmetaphors or images of salvation, each of which teachesparticular truths, although I have added that the substitutionary principle is the reality at the heart of all four models(CoC, pp. 202-3). I am not saying that substitution is theone and only meaning of the cross, for the cross speaks alsoof victory over evil, the revelation of love and glory throughsuffering. But if you are talking of atonement, the means bywhich we sinners can be reconciled to the God of holy love,why then, yes, I don't think you or I can escape the truth ofthe divine substitution.

You respond that this 'theory' (as you - incorrectly, as I think- call the traditional understanding of Scripture) is notonly unbiblical, but even 'unintelligible' and consequentlyuncommunicable. That charge stings, because you knowthat I am an evangelist at heart and therefore long tocommunicate the Christian good news meaningfully to myown contemporaries. So I must let you express your criticism in its full outspokenness: Ί find the idea of Godsacrificing himself to himself not only inexplicable butincomprehensible', you write. It suggests that 'God hasdone something which would be crazy or wrong for a goodman or woman to do'. 'Self-punishment... is inconceivable.' 'Unintelligible', 'inexplicable', 'incomprehensible','inconceivable'. Those are strongly dismissive adjectives,David. What can I say in reply?

First, you have not reported me accurately. I have never written tout court of 'God punishing himself', or of 'Godsacrificing himself to himself'. The phraseology I have usedis of 'God satisfying himself by substituting himself for us'.I have summed up my position as 'divine self-satisfactionthrough divine self-substitution'.

Secondly, this notion does not seem to me to deserve your negative epithets, which declare that it cannot beexplained, understood or even conceived. For I am onlyone of many millions of Christians who believe that Scripture requires us to explain Christ's atoning sacrifice in thisway, who find it perfectly intelligible and comprehensible,and who rejoice in it as the greatest possible good news,bringing forgiveness, freedom, joy, peace and hope, andcalling forth grateful, wondering worship.

Thirdly, the concept is not meaningless to people unfamiliar with the Bible. The essence of it is the inner necessity for God to be God, to respond to our waywardness and rebellion in a way that is perfectly consistent withhis own character of holy love, sacrificing neither his love tohis holiness nor his holiness to his love. We see this kind ofinner moral conflict in every person (like Sir Thomas More,the 'man for all seasons') who has sacrificed himself ratherthan compromise his principles. We see it even more clearlyin parents who are tom apart with conflicting emotionswhen their children go astray. They long to forgive, but notin such a way as to condone and so encourage wrongdoing.Sometimes there is the necessity of punishment or discipline which is extremely painful to administer. True parental forgiveness is costly. Incidentally, you do not mentionDr Kenneth Bailey's exposition of this theme in the parableof the prodigal son, which he retells 'through the eyes ofMiddle Eastern peasants'. He shows how 'the father bears the suffering instead of inflicting it'(CoC, p. 223). There isnothing incomprehensible here.

At this point I need to say something about penitence as the condition of pardon, with which you disagree. Youwrite not only of God's unconditional love, which I gladlyendorse, but also of his unconditional forgiveness, which Ido not believe Jesus taught. Perhaps it is only a misunderstanding between us. Of course the Father has 'a forgivingspirit before his child repents', and of course we mustourselves always be 'willing to forgive' everybody. I havewritten the same myself. But there is surely a differencebetween the forgiving spirit or readiness to forgive on theone hand, and on the other the act of forgiveness whichrestores the forgiven person to fellowship. You say thatunlike Judaism, which taught God's merciful forgivenessfor penitents, Jesus taught forgiveness for everybody (except those who are blaspheming against the Spirit and intheir spiritual blindness cannot receive forgiveness). I wonder if that is accurate. Bishop Stephen Neill wrote, following the Jewish scholar C. G. Montefiore, that, whereas therabbis promised forgiveness to those who return home inpenitence, what was completely new and original in Jesuswas his emphasis that the shepherd took the initiative to goout into the desert to seek and find the lost ( ChristianFaithToday, 1955, p. 165).

Your own reconstruction of the gospel of the cross I have read and re-read many times. And I heartily agree withmost of what you so eloquently express. The cross wasindeed the supreme example of non-retaliation, the acceptance of injustice, the soalang up of human evil, an identification with all the oppressed and defeated, and a revelation of the suffering God. These truths move me as much asthey move you, and I think you will agree that I have myselfexpressed them too.

It is not what you write, but what you omit that troubles me and provokes questions. Does your 'theory' do justiceto the biblical doctrines of God's holiness and wrath, and toconstantly repeated phrases like 'he died for our sins'? Justhow did the cross as you portray it 'deal decisively withhuman sin'? How does it 'release us from the burden ofguilt' and 'win spiritual freedom' for us? And how was thecross a revelation simultaneously of God's justice and love,as Paul clearly wrote in Romans 3 and 5? Further, in whatsense could your reconstruction of the cross be a stumblingblock to sinners, as Paul said it is? I do not find that yourstory of Christ crucified offers me a radical enough remedyfor my needs. I need more than an example, a revelation, amartyr. You yourself admit the inadequacy of the exemplary interpretation; yet I am not clear what more you areoffering.

In the end what worries me about your chapter on the cross, as about your chapter on the Bible, is what I havecalled your 'biblical selectivity', together with the principlewhich controls your selection. My own genuine claim,whether it can be substantiated or not, is to have given 'anexplanation of the death of Jesus which takes into properscientific account all the available [biblical] data, withoutavoiding any'(CoC, p. 83). By contrast, your guide seemsto be 'the world which we have entered through educationand through daily experience ("culture")', which teachesus that certain ideas are 'either ridiculous or else actuallyblasphemous'. Perhaps the crucial question between us,then, is whether culture is to judge Scripture, or Scriptureculture.

I think I shall need to return to this question later.

Yours as ever,

John


4 THE MIRACULOUS CHRIST

Miracles and Science

Do miracles occur? In Christ the Controversialist (1970) John Stott concisely put the questions of the 'modernists':

Hasn't science demonstrated that the universe is a dosed, mechanistic system, and therefore dispensed with any necessity for God?. . . And even if we can still in some sense believein God as the creator and controller of the natural order, wemust surely now give up the old-fashioned notion that thisGod has ever intervened supernatu in human history, letalone that he still does? (CtC, pp. 50-1)

The answers to these questions have, I gather, seemed so obvious to Dr Stott that he has never felt it necessary topublish any extended treatment of the problem of miracles.His understanding of the inspiration of the Bible is thoroughly miraculous, for he believes that the Bible's humanauthors were inspired to give an accurate account of eventswhich had occurred and speeches which had been delivered many years previously. It follows naturally from thisthat the sacred text tells the simple truth about miracleswhich took place in history. His impatience with doubtscame out at the end of The Authentic Jesus (1985), for example: 'It seems logically absurd to accept the greater miracle(the incarnation) and jib at lesser ones like the virgin birthand the bodily resurrection' (AJ, p. 88). He was chairman ofthe committee which drafted the 1982 report on Evangelismand Social Responsibility, and in it we read that in the ministryof Jesus the signs of the kingdom of God which gave 'publicevidence that the kingdom he was talking about had come'included exorcism and the healing and 'nature' miracles.

For him, the answers are in the Bible. He has felt the full power of the Bible's message that God has intervened inhistory, supremely in the birth, life, death and resurrectionof Jesus followed by the gift of the Holy Spirit but also in theexodus from Egypt and in later events in the preparatorydrama of Israel. In the Bible God is the Saviour in history. Sohe has gladly accepted the Bible's assurance that God is theSovereign in nature. Faith, he acknowledges, is needed tobelieve this teaching, for 'by faith we understand that theuniverse was formed at God's command, so that what isseen was not made out of what was visible' (Hebrews 11:3).Yet faith is, he claims, fully in accord with human knowledge and experience, and is even demanded by them, foras Paul wrote 'since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities - his eternal power and divine nature - havebeen clearly seen, being understood from what has beenmade', so that 'men who suppress the truth by theirwickedness' are 'without excuse' (Romans 1:18-20). In hisbooks Dr Stott records his conviction that a reluctance toobey God's will - a kind of wickedness - rather than anyintellectual difficulty often lies at the bottom of unbelief.

This biblical proclamation of God as Saviour and Sovereign is contrasted in Dr Stott's mind with inferiortheologies which in his view have merely encouragedatheism in the long rim. Thus he has no wish to defend thebelief that every word in the Bible is literally true. Somestatements which at first sight appear to contradict sciencemay well have been intended as poetry. Although as wehave seen his willingness to deviate from fundamentalismhas in practice been limited, this principle means that he hasno need to defend the historical accuracy of, for example,the various myths about the creation found in the HebrewScriptures (in the Psalms and Job as well as in Genesis).

He also has no wish to defend attempts which have been made to find a place for God merely in the gaps of scientificknowledge. He rejects the picture (associated with Newtonas well as with many lesser names) which presents God as a'hypothesis' necessary to explain things that science cannotyet explain and which suggests that God is active only increating a machine-like nature and in occasional interventions to put the machine right. He is fully aware of thedanger that a God so pictured disappears as the gaps inscience are closed. But 'no biblical Christian', he insists,

can accept the distinction between natural law and divine action which lies at the root of all this misunderstanding. Fornatural law is not an alternative to divine action, but a usefulway of referring to it. . .

The Bible itself should have protected us from regarding God either as a stop-gap or as a machine-minder, for the God of theBible dwells not in gaps but in every place. (CtC, p. 59)

I, too, believe that the salvation which committed Christians (at least) have experienced is continuous with the history of salvation related in the Scriptures. My faith inGod as the Creator of all that exists flows out of this historyof salvation more than out of any observation of nature,which is so often silent or ambiguous when asked ourreligious questions. With this faith I, too, can understandthe signs of God's sovereignty which the eyes of faith cansee throughout his creation. I, too, believe that the Bibleoften expresses this faith poetically, but does magnificentlycelebrate God's glorious presence and power in the wholeof nature, from the stars to the flowers, from the hippopotamus to the ant; and with the authors of the Bible I, too,worship the Saviour and Sovereign.

I also agree with Dr Stott on the point with which we are immediately concerned. C. F. D. Moule put it well whenintroducing a collection of studies of Miracles from Cambridge University (1965). 'If we have reason to believe thatthe character of God is best seen in Jesus, and that theconsistency of sheer moral perfection is the ultimate consistency, then we may have to revise our ideas of what isand is not "possible".' If God is Saviour and Sovereign asthe Bible affirms, there is nothing essentially incredible inthe idea that for our salvation he will create 'miracles'understood as events which arouse a religious sense ofwonder because they seem to be in keeping with God'scharacter but contrary to what is known of nature. Normally the Creator works according to the regularities whichcan be called 'laws of nature', but this does not mean thathis work as Saviour must always be regular. Rudolf Bult-mann was not entitled to make his famous claim that no onewho uses modem devices developed scientifically, such aselectric light, can take miracles seriously. For while thankfully using electricity, I believe that God can switch on alight in a darkened life.

In finding myself in emphatic agreement with Dr Stott about all that, I recall the controversy about belief in anon-interventionist and therefore non-miraculous God('Deism') in England during the years 1690-1790. That wasan age when to many civilised and educated people itseemed imperative to abandon miracles. It was the 'Age ofEnlightenment' when modern science was beginning tooffer a solid, dependable and fruitful body of knowledge incontrast with the guesswork, credulity, and incompetenceof ages which all seemed more or less 'dark'. Even wherescience was not yet able to provide complete explanationsof natural phenomena, it was intellectually and morallyessential not to believe reports of miracles. Only if religionand reason could be reconciled would religion cease to beridiculous. This was the attitude which inspired the historian Edward Gibbon's contempt for the early Christians.David Hume expressed it in a famous essay eventuallypublished in 1748. Reports of miracles, he was sure, camefrom 'ignorant and barbarous' people. Ά miracle', he declared, 'is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm andunalterable experience has established these laws, theproof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, isas entire as any argument from experience can possibly beimagined.' And there were theologians who attempted todevelop a religion which would be thoroughly at home inthat climate of opinion, a Christianity Not Mysterious (JohnToland's book in 1696). But they were answered - and not only by stupid conservatives whose wrath Hume hadfeared (making him delay the public appearance of hisessay and hesitate to be too clear about its logical conclusion). Bishop Joseph Butler replied far more wisely andformidably, with the argument that 'natural' religion -without miracles or any special self-revelation by God - haddifficulties at least as great as those of biblical, orthodoxChristianity. Butler showed that what could be provedrationally from the dispassionate observation of nature fellfar short of any demonstration of the existence of a benevolent and mighty Creator. The world, as Butler saw it, was sofull of mystery and of evil that if its Creator was in any senseloving he must reveal himself and act in ways such as thosereported in the Bible. The core of this argument has alwaysconvinced me and has always made me dissatisfied withDeism and with all the movements that have followed it inthe history of Christian thought, denying that God isSaviour and Sovereign.

To some extent the climate of educated opinion is now more favourable to the idea of miracle. In 1947 C. S. Lewiswas able to attack 'naturalism' or 'materialism' in his bookon Miracles, knowing both that science was dominant in theculture of the English-speaking world and that the misuseof science, causing the miseries of harsh industrialism andof two horrific world wars, had made many people look forother sources of wisdom. Since then science has not recovered its full prestige as a general guide to life. On thecontrary, Theodore Roszak's verdict in Where the WastelandEnds, quoted by Dr Stott, is a judgement which would beshared by many: 'What science can measure is only aportion of what man can know. Our knowing reaches out toembrace the sacred' (IFCT, p. 36). And the continuingadvances in science have made many of the more distinguished scientists justifiably proud, confident and determined within their scientific discipline but also humblysensitive to the limits of science. Not only do they acknowledge that science cannot completely displace religion, art,music, the intuitive emotions and other parts of man'spre-scientific equipment for living. They also acknowledgethe limits of the human capacity to understand naturalphenomena scientifically - limits which seem likely to bepermanent. In quantum physics the dance of theelementary particles seems to be unpredictable and alsoimpossible to measure completely (for example, both position and momentum cannot be measured with absoluteaccuracy at the same time). The way the world is seems todepend on things which might have gone very differently-in the seconds after the initial 'big bang' or during the longages of evolution. And no amount of scientific knowledgecan answer the question what this immeasurably vast andinfinitely complex universe 'means' - whether life aroseaccidentally or was a programme somehow built into acomputer-like universe, whether progress in evolution results entirely from the interplay of 'chance' (for example,random genetic mutations) with 'necessity (the needs tosurvive, to feed and to reproduce) or is somehow part of thedrive of evolution itself, ever seeking fresh and more complex fulfilment. In this climate of scientific humility, quite alarge minority of professional practitioners and teachers ofscience declares that it is respectably scientific to keep anopen mind about the possibility of miracles if God is revealed in history as Saviour and Sovereign. Miracles, somescientists say, are among the phenomena which cannot beaccurately predicted or fully understood. If they arethought to be real (on religious grounds, which science canneither strengthen nor demolish beyond the possibility ofdebate), then the scientist has a duty to accept them, with asense of wonder to which he is already accustomed in hiswork.

However, to say that the possibility of miracles should be taken seriously is not to say that all stories about themshould be taken uncritically. For the extent to which theclimate of educated opinion now favours the idea of miracle(defined by C. S. Lewis as an 'interference with nature bysupernatural power') should not be exaggerated. Probablymost scientists in the world, and most of those who fullyaccept science without being professional experts, have anattitude of scepticism rather like David Hume's. Whileacknowledging that the 'laws of nature' are in fact statisticalregularities, they do the kind of science that concerns them(not advanced physics) by assuming that the regularitiesare stable and consistent. And many religious believers arecautious; 'miracle' is no longer 'faith's favourite child'(Goethe). The conservative Calvinist Benjamin Warfield,who (as I have already noted) more or less defined the creedof the American movement known as fundamentalism,published a massive examination of Counterfeit Miracles in1918, denying that any had taken place since the apostles'day; and since then many Christians have been eitheroutspokenly sceptical or discreetly evasive about some orall of the biblical miracles, which of course Warfield entirelyaccepted. The 1982 report whose affirmation of the biblicalmiracles I have quoted recorded a disagreement betweenEvangelicals: 'Some of us think we should expect miraclesas commonly as in the ministry of Jesus and his apostles,while others draw attention to the texts which describethese miracles as authenticating their unique ministry'(ESR, p. 32). For no advance in quantum physics has contradicted the elementary truths of science such as the lawof gravity. What we know about nature, after all the investigations, is that it has many statistical patterns, regularities or 'laws' which enable us to understand somethingof the way it works. That confirms common sense. 'Miracles' are what stands in contrast with understandableregularity and it is inevitable that reports about them areoften treated cautiously by educated people.

The Bible includes many sayings such as 'all things are possible with God' and 'everything is possible for him whobelieves' (Mark 10:27; 9:23). But as the Bible also says, itdoes not necessarily follow that God performs all the miracles that we should like. The servants of God are not beingwise (or biblical) if they rely on the power of their faith tomove mountains literally. Nor does it necessarily followfrom belief in God as Saviour and Sovereign that he hasactually done all the miracles that people have reported. Itseems that some accounts of miracles have to be treated aslegends if the elementary truths of science are to beaccepted, although these accounts may be in the Bible andmay read like straightforward history. Thus when considering the authority of the Scriptures I felt it important toseparate the Bible's spiritual message from the story thatduring a war between Israel and the Amorites, in responseto the prayer of Joshua, 'the sun stopped in the middle ofthe sky and delayed going down about a full day' (Joshua10:13), and from the story that as a sign that King Heze-kiah's prayer for healing would be granted the shadow castby the sun on a stairway 'went back the ten steps it hadgone down' (Isaiah 38:8). These quaint and apparentlytrivial miracle stories matter in the history of Christianthought. The mistaken belief that they must be takenliterally compelled many bishops, theologians andpreachers to resist the scientific demonstration, basic to anymodem understanding of the universe, that our planetcircles around a comparatively immobile sun. The RomanCatholic Church's persecution of Galileo has not ceased tobe notorious but was matched by a Protestant stupidityequally discrediting to Christianity.

It was, I suggest, a defect in his Miracles (sub-titled A Preliminary Discussion) that C. S. Lewis never got down to aclose examination of the miracle stories in the Bible. It hasalso been a defect of a good deal of the work of NewTestament scholars that they have concentrated on thelinks between parts of the Bible - for example, on the echoesof the psalms to be found in the New Testament's miraclestories - to the exclusion of serious thought about links withscience. That is to eliminate any possibility of conflict withwhat may be called 'the scientific world-view' or 'commonsense' by eliminating any possibility of contact. I am guidedby the advice of Η. H. Rowley that 'the miracle stories canneither be uncritically accepted as historical, nor uncritically rejected as fantasy. Each example must be examinedfor itself, in the light of the character of the narrative inwhich it stands and the purpose for which it appears tohave been written' (The Faith of Israel, 1965, p. 58). My ownapproach as an amateur will be to study the miracle storiesin some detail, asking not only what they mean in thecontext of the Bible but also how they relate to what wethink we know about the way this world is. At some points Ishall accept answers to the second question which seem soprobable as to be reliable for most practical purposes. Atother points I shall be more hesitant. It can be disappointingwhen the answer to a question ends up in a probability, nota certainty. But I again recall the wisdom of Bishop JosephButler, who pointed out how many of our opinions have tobe judgements about probability. Probability, he said, is theguide of life.

Biblical Miracles

As Dr Stott has observed (CtC, p. 60), the miracle stories are not spread equally throughout the Bible. If we excludeGenesis we can say that they cluster around Moses; aroundElijah and Elisha; and around Jesus and his apostles.

When the stories about Moses are considered seriously nowadays, it is often explained that the 'burning bush'where he had his all-decisive vision of God burned withnatural electricity, many similar sights having beenobserved by travellers in those parts. The spiritual miraclethat the leader of the Hebrews saw God as Ί am who I am'(or Ί will be what I will be'), and obeyed the will of that Godin liberating his people from slavery, does not depend onthe bush being a physical miracle (Exodus 3). Nor does thewonder of that liberation, constituting Israel as a federationof tribes, depend on the literal accuracy of the stories ofthe ten plagues which afflicted their Egyptian oppressors(Exodus 4-11).

The careful study of those stories has disclosed that they come from two sources, called J and P. Only one comesfrom J alone and only one from P alone. The two sourceshave not been harmonised in all details, but they are notutterly unrelated to reality as known to scientists. Theintroductory tall stories - that the magic wand of Mosesbecame a snake, and that his hand became leprous 'likesnow' when put into his cloak - are fortunately not typical.The other stories to some extent reflect the facts that theNile periodically becomes muddy, looks somewhat likeblood, overflows its banks and helps frogs, gnats and fliesto breed. Cattle do die of plague; Egyptians are troubled byboils; plagues of locusts are highly destructive; hailstormsand cloud formations producing 'darkness at noon' dooccur. Such facts were known, even if only by hearsay, tothe story-tellers who, however, added many touches ofmagic while admitting that the Egyptian magicians couldperform some similar feats. Thus the Nile is turned intoblood by a magic wand, Aaron creates the frogs, the dustbecomes gnats.

It is surely not essential to take such magic seriously even when it is attributed to Moses. Nor is it essential to believethat when the Israelites crossed the sea 'the surging watersstood firm like a wall' and 'congealed' (Exodus 15:8). That isa piece of poetry in the Song of Moses. But another strand inthe tradition says that 'all that night the Lord drove the seaback with a strong east wind and turned it into dry land'(Exodus 14:21). Elsewhere we are told that it was the Sea ofReeds (Exodus 13:18) and if this was in reality a shallowpapyrus marsh on the borders of Egypt the bogging downof the chariots sent in pursuit of the Hebrews is not too hardto explain naturally. Similar natural explanations have beenadvanced to account for other miracle stories in the Hebrewtraditions. The pillar of cloud and the fire at night are said tobe volcanic phenomena in the Sinai peninsula; there areother reports of water being made drinkable if a piece ofwood is added; manna was almost certainly the secretions ofa tamarisk tree caused by the sting of a tree-louse; quail aremigratory birds and can be caught easily when exhausted;some springs of water in the desert are thinly concealed byrocks which can be broken. I do not reckon that we are being 'unbelievers' if we prefer such explanations to magic.For the true wonder of the exodus is that a group of fugitiveslaves found the Egyptian army not strong enough to catchthem, and nature friendly enough to support them, as theygrew together to form a people which became a uniqueinstrument in the working out of the loving purpose ofGod.

In the stories about Elijah and Elisha (1 Kings 17-2 Kings 13:20) we meet two of the heroes of Israel's deliverancefrom Canaanite paganism. But the story-telling has becomefanciful. These stories are what a learned commentator f(John Gray) has called 'traditions orally preserved' by'dervish guilds', mostly of limited and even trivial interest'and without 'moral tone'. It is possible that 'fire fromheaven' or lightning struck both the offerings on an altar tothe God of Israel and, later and fatally, Elijah himself; butwe have no way of knowing. Obviously there could be ashortage of food, suddenly coming and suddenly going;but the facts behind these tales of miracles during faminescannot be recovered. Obviously children thought to bedead could be resuscitated by artificial respiration, bearscould kill other children, poisonous gourds in a stew couldbe remedied, a skin disease could be cured by the influenceof faith on mind and body, an axehead could be recoveredafter being dropped into a river, and so forth; but the storiesare so colourful that we cannot tell exactly what took placein the time of Elijah and Elisha. What is clear is that theselegends have little or no connection with the true greatnessof the prophets or with the gospel - extremely little whenthe magic is accompanied by praises of massacres. Luke(9:51-56) reports that when James and John asked Jesus,'Lord, do you want us to call down fire from heaven todestroy them?' (many manuscripts reading 'even as Elijahdid'), Jesus rebuked their lack of mercy on a Samaritanvillage. And Mark (15:34-37) records that although 'someof those standing near' thought that the crucified Jesus wascalling on Elijah for a miracle, in fact the Christians' Lordsuffered and died along with the millions who have knownno miracle.

Should scepticism be entirely banished when we read the stories told about Jesus himself or about his apostles? Weare told that before his own 'exodus' (Luke 9:31, the nivuses 'departure') from life to death and glory, Jesus wasstrengthened by a mystical experience during which thefigures of Moses and Elijah were seen in 'splendour'. Marktells us that he was popularly thought to be a reincarnationof Elijah (6:15). According to Luke his sermon in theNazareth synagogue referred to the miracles of Elijah andElisha (4:24-27) and the healing of the widow's son at Nain(7:11-17) was closely similar to the miracle performed byElijah in nearby Shunem. All Christians agree that Jesusshared the spiritual splendour of Moses and Elijah ascourageous and vastly influential witnesses to the powerand holiness of the one true God. But in modem times therehas been no such agreement about the real connection ofJesus with the images of Moses and Elijah as miracle-workers. One of the most elaborate of the recent studies ofThe Miracle Stories of the Early Christian Tradition by GerdTheissen (in English, 1983), begins its analysis with a verysimple statement: 'Today we can no longer regard miraclestories as evidence of divine intervention in the normalcourse of things' (p. 34). Rudolf Bultmann is quoted:'Diseases and their cures have their natural causes, and donot depend on the action of evil spirits or on their castingout. This puts an end to the New Testament miracles asmiracles.'

One reason why the matter is, I think, somewhat more complicated than Bultmann and Theissen suppose is that itis generally agreed that Jesus was a faith healer and exorcist. As a Jewish scholar, Geza Vermes, showed us afresh inhis Jesus the Jew (1973), there were a number of charismatichealers and exorcists at work in Galilee in that century. Ahostile echo of the tradition that Jesus 'practised sorcery'has survived in the later Tractate Sanhedrin in the Talmud,but more important is the evidence provided abundantlyfrom many sources including the New Testament that theability of charismatics to cure diseases and drive out devilswas then taken for granted both in Jewish circles and in thepagan world. It was commonly believed that even a Romanemperor could perform miracles of this kind. If the traditions about Jesus had declared that he had lacked thisability, or had not exercised it, that would have been moreremarkable than the claims which were made. Jesus and hisfirst followers lived in an age whose character we glimpsewhen we read what Paul wrote. He criticised the cult ofmiracle ('Jews demand miraculous signs. . .but we preachChrist crucified'), but saw no need to justify his claim tohave performed miracles while preaching 'from Jerusalemall the way around to Dlyiicum' (1 Corinthians 1:22-23;Romans 15:19). His first letter to the Corinthians remindedthem that some of them had this power (12:28) beforeputting the emphasis on love. Similar power was present inthe churches of Galatia (3:5), but Paul's second letter to theThessalonians included another reminder - that Satan, too,could perform 'miracles, signs and wonders' (2:9). The Actsof the Apostles provides many more glimpses of the acceptance of these 'miracles'. There it is claimed that the sickcould be cured even by handkerchiefs and aprons that hadtouched Paul (19:12) or by Peter's passing shadow (5:15). InJerusalem, we are told, 'many wonders and miraculoussigns were done by the apostles' (2:43) in response to theirprayers (4:30). In Lystra another healing miracle made thepeople shout: 'The gods have come down to us in humanform!' (14:11). But such power was not thought to beconfined to Christians. Among the Samaritans, Simon thesorcerer was already famous as 'the Great Power' before hetried to buy extra power from Peter and John (8:9-24).Against that background, it is not surprising to hear the cryof Jesus in Luke's gospel: Ί will drive out demons and healpeople today and tomorrow, and on the third day I willreach my goal' (13:32).

About a third of the earliest surviving gospel tells of the miracles of Jesus and the character of the gospels ofMatthew, Luke and John is not very different. Matthew, for example, groups ten miracles together in chapters 8 and 9.Most are healing miracles similar to those in Acts. As withthe Acts stories, it is impossible to be sure of the authenticmedical situation. Obviously these stories may have grownin the telling during their long journey - between thirty andsixty years long - from a Palestinian village to the pen of theevangelist. This may be true of reports of healing a Gentilefrom a distance (Mark 7:24-30; Matthew 8:5-13, paralleledin Luke). Sometimes we seem able to watch a story atdifferent stages. Thus Mark (14:47) tells us that a man in theservice of the high priest had his right ear cut off during thearrest of Jesus; Luke (22:50-51) that the man was promptlyhealed by Jesus; and John (18:10) that his name was Mal-chus. It is also obvious that there was nothing like a modernmedical diagnosis. Not all 'the sick' are said to be possessedby 'demons' but demon possession was so commonlythought of as the cause of sickness that the anonymousauthor of the third gospel - traditionally identified withLuke, 'our dear friend . . . the doctor' (Colossians 4:14) -could explain the cure of Peter's mother-in-law (Mark 1:31):'Jesus bent over her and rebuked the fever, and it left her'(Luke 4:38-39). The detail with which the symptoms aregiven in the story of the boy healed after the transfiguration, suggesting epilepsy, is not usual (Mark 9:14-32). Ithas often been explained that people said to be 'blind' maynot have lost all power of vision; that people called 'lepers'may have been suffering from any one of a number of skindiseases; that people thought to be 'dead' may have been ina coma. All such explanations reduce the apparent contradictions between these miracle stories and what is knownscientifically of the natural healing processes. The contradiction is further reduced if it is recognised that it is sometimes possible to heal by the power of suggestion. Thereseems no good reason to doubt that Jesus communicated aspiritual power which, if believed in, had physical effects,including the effect of calming and healing persons convinced that they were possessed by demons. The womansubject to bleeding for twelve years touched the cloak ofJesus and was healed, to be told: 'Daughter, your faith hashealed you' (Mark 5:34). Luke's special material includes asimilar saying (17:19). Nor is it surprising that the acutelysensitive Jesus 'realised that power had gone out from him'(Mark 5:30), particularly when he healed by laying onhands or by a command to the demon. It is not incrediblethat the influence of an atmosphere of trust in this miracle-worker, not necessarily a clear personal faith, could effectthe cure (as in Mark 2:3-5; 7:24-30). Nor is it incredible thatwhat some patients needed was to be assured that their sinswere forgiven, since sickness was believed to be a punishment for sins (Mark 2:5). But when Jesus was amazed tofind little faith during a return to his home town, 'he couldnot do any miracles there, except lay his hands on a few sickpeople and heal them' (Mark 6:5). All this can be understood in the context of a large body of evidence about thesuccessful practices of 'faith' or 'psychosomatic'healers inmany ages and cultures. It is widely agreed that a calmed,cleansed, strengthened, confident mind can affect the body- that 'faith7 can sometimes 'heal'. Probably every generalpractitioner of scientific medicine would agree with that.

These stories about Jesus are far removed from the magical atmosphere of the tales about Moses and Elijah. Jesus wields no wand. So far from uttering an incantation such asthe conjurer's Abracadabra, he is reported to have been verysimple in his words; thus Mark quotes in the originalAramaic not a magical formula but 'Little girl, I say to you,get up!'(5:41) and 'Be opened!7 (7:34). When instead ofmerely touching 'blind'eyes Jesus uses spittle (8:23) as thecommonly accepted means of dealing with eye diseases,the atmosphere is somewhat more magical - but not decisively so, since the spittle can be regarded as a sign of faithin the healing power of God. And according to the gospelsJesus does not make his work as a healer his suprememission. He does not cure as many people as he can; hiscures seem to be compassionate responses to emergencieswhich come his way. It is noticeable that the number ofhealings decreases as the gospels move to their climax.Jesus is said to have declared that no miraculous 'sign fromheaven' would be given by him (Mark 8:11-12) and to havelamented that 'a wicked and adulterous generation asks fora miraculous sign! But none will be given it except the signof the prophet Jonah' (Matthew 12:39). About the nature ofthis 'sign of Jonah' the gospels differ. Since Jonah wasraised from death in order to preach, Luke (11:29-32)confines the 'sign' to preaching which produces repentance, although Matthew (12:40) interprets it as the sign ofthe resurrection of Jesus. Luke (16:31) reports a parablewhich says that people 'will not be convinced even ifsomeone rises from the dead'. Certainly the impression isgiven by the gospels apart from John's that the healingmiracles of Jesus prove very little. Korazin, Bethsaida andCapernaum are unimpressed (Matthew 11:20-24). Veryfew of those cured are said to 'follow' Jesus. Herod hopes tosee a miracle done by Jesus without listening to a word hesays (Luke 23:8). Those who do 'follow' are warned that atthe last judgement it will not be enough to say, 'Lord, Lord,did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name driveout demons and perform many miracles?' (Matthew 7:22).Indeed, it is expected that 'false Christs and false prophetswill appear and perform signs and miracles' (Mark 13:22).Already the critics of Jesus can themselves drive outdemons (Matthew 12:27).

The healing miracles are, however, 'signs' (John's great word in his gospel) that the messianic age, or the age of theSpirit, or the kingdom of God, has dawned. Jesus casts outdemons by God's 'finger' (Luke 11:20) or 'Spirit' (Matthew12:28). In Matthew's gospel (11:1-6), paralleled in Luke's, itis reported that when John the Baptist sends messengersfrom prison to ask whether Jesus really is the Messiah, thereply points to the signs of the messianic age in the poetryof the books of Isaiah (29:18-19; 35:5-6; 61:1). 'The blindreceive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy arecured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the goodnews is preached to the poor' (Matthew 11:5). Yet thedeepest insight into the central purpose of Jesus is providedby his silence. He does not promise John that he will bedelivered miraculously from prison. And he does not relyon a miracle to save him from his own death. This silencearises from the decision, made in the depths of his personality and after a great struggle, that it is not the will of hisFather that he should compel faith by performing miracles(Matthew 4:5-7, paralleled in Luke). And Paul, when heprays for a healing miracle for himself, receives a silentanswer - silent apart from the message: 'My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness'(2 Corinthians 12:9).

This reserve about the importance of healing miracles prepares us for the problem of those miracle stories whichpresent Jesus not as healing people but as interfering withthe course of nature. Such stories are particularly prone togrow in the telling. Thus it must arouse suspicion whenLuke (5:1-11), and he alone, adds to the story of the callingof the first disciples a story of a miraculous catch of fish.This may well be a story told in order to draw out themeaning of the promise: 'from now on you will catch men'.A similar story is told by John in the epilogue to his gospel(21:1-14) before the risen Jesus turns Peter from the fisherman into the pastor. Matthew (17:24-27) alone tells thestory that Jesus paid the temple tax by contributing a coinfound miraculously in the mouth of a fish. This may well bea legend originating in the simple thought that fishermencould pay the tax out of their profits. The story of the fig treewhich is withered by the curse of Jesus is found morewidely, but it is suspicious that Mark (11:20) says that thetree was found withered next morning while Matthew(21:19) claims that the miracle occurred 'immediately'. Thismay well be a misunderstanding of a parable comparing theopponents of Jesus with a fruitless fig tree (Luke 13:6-9). Atleast that explanation seems more in keeping with thecharacter of Jesus than Matthew's, which suggests thatJesus was angry because 'hungry' although it was not theseason for fig trees to bear fruit.

Other problems are presented by the stories of the feeding of the thousands and of control over storms on the Lake of Galilee. These stories occur in all the gospels. Indeed,Mark and Matthew occupy much of their space by telling oftwo feedings, of five thousand and four thousand, with anumber of repeated details. It has often been suggested thatthe Church understood the first story as a drama of thespiritual feeding of Jews, while the second is a drama of thespiritual food of the Gentiles, for it takes place in the regionof the Decapolis where many Gentiles lived (Mark 7:31).But this is far from certain since Mark does not say that anyGentiles were fed and Luke, who is specially interested inthe Gentile mission, includes only the first feeding (9:10—17). It has also often been suggested that the feeding was nomore than a speeding up of the natural processes whichproduce grain and fish. But the stories emphasise themiracle by implying that the bread was baked and by notsaying that the fish was raw. We are asked to imagine thatcomplete new loaves - so many that 'seven basketfuls ofbroken pieces' were left over when 'about four thousand'had been 'satisfied' - were multiplied from the seven loavesplaced in the hands of Jesus (Mark 8:1-10). And this is veryhard to imagine as a piece of accurate history. It is far morelikely to have been a story which developed out of atradition about a large meeting full of excitement andincluding a common meal in anticipation of the banquetstraditionally believed to belong to the messianic age. As thestory was passed on, it may well have been compared withthe stories of manna in the wilderness and of the miraculouscreations of food by Elijah and Elisha - and it may well haveacquired colour from those sources. The uncertainty aboutthe numbers involved may well have resulted in tworeports being available to Mark and being copied byMatthew.

The story of the walking on the water after the feeding of the four thousand is not included in Luke's gospel. Thismay have been because he thought it unfit for his readership, which was more educated than Mark's. (He did notrecount the story of the cursing of the fig tree.) It is obviousthat if Jesus really did multiply the loaves and fish miraculously, he was capable of crossing the lake on foot. It is,however, equally obvious that the disciples have not beenthe only people to be 'completely amazed' (Mark 6:51). Themiracle too closely resembles the story of Elisha's stickwhich made an iron axe-head float in the river (2 Kings6:1-7). Another storytells that Jesus 'rebuked the wind andsaid to the waves, "Quiet! Be still!"' so that the sea was'completely calm' after a 'furious squall' (Mark 4:35-41).But just as the story of the feeding of the thousands wouldhave appealed particularly to preachers at ChristianEucharists, so these stories must often have been preachedas illustrations of the power of the Lord to control thestorms of the Christian's life. The probability appears to bethat miracle stories developed when, as was almost inevitable in that world, the spiritual message was taken literally. The addition by Matthew (14:28-31) of the story thatPeter as well as Jesus walked on the water suggests that thetradition did develop.

What are we to make of these stories? In hisInterpreting the Miracles (1963, pp. 122-3), R. H. Fuller concluded a careful examination with a plea for agreement about thereligious significance of a story such as the miraculous catchof fish.

Whether we take its historicity for granted (as the evangelist did) or not, the real point lies, as it did for the evangelist,elsewhere. It is over that real point that the fundamentalist andthe modem critical believer can agree. For the evangelist, thereal miracle was not the draught of the fishes, but the call ofPeter to the apostleship and his apostolic ministry. This interpretation is not a modem subterfuge, a solution d'embarrassmentfor a sceptic whose faith has been corroded by the acids ofmodernity. It represents the true intention of the evangelist.

My own plea, for what it is worth, is the same as Professor Fuller's. I do not doubt that the writers of thegospels were far less sceptical about the historicity of thesemiracle stories than are people who are inclined to scepticism because of their whole education and culture. But theintention of the evangelists was not to satisfy modemsceptics with proof that Jesus did perform precisely thesemiracles. If that had been their aim, they would have had toprovide many more medical details of the patients beforeand after the cure and much more evidence about themiracles of control over nature (although even to suggestthis necessity is to move out of their pre-scientific world).Still less was it their aim to prove the 'divinity of Jesus'(which is not a biblical phrase) by his miracles. Many of thecontemporaries of Jesus who were emphatically not divinewere reported to perform miracles. The real intention wasto strengthen the faith of those who read or heard thesestories, in order that these Christians might be deliveredfrom the evils ('demons') which they faced in situations farfrom Palestine. The power of Jesus to conquer fear andanxiety could have healing effects: that they knew and thatthey preached. And even when it did not cure the ills of thebody, even when the Christian had to undergo sufferingslike the Lord's own, the Lord's power could calm thestorms of life. John's gospel provides a profound meditation on the spiritual significance of seven miraculous'signs' - the new wine means a new age (2:1-11), thehealing of a boy means a new life (4:43-54), the healing of alame man means a new freedom from sin (5:1-15), thefeeding of the thousands means that Jesus is the bread oflife (6:1-15,25-59), the walking on the water means thatJesus banishes fear (6:16-21), the healing of a blind manmeans that Jesus is the light of the world (9:1-41), theraising of Lazarus means that Jesus already is 'the resurrection' or 'eternal life' (11:1-44).

That was the gospel. Is it not the gospel now? And if it is the gospel to be proclaimed within a scientific culture, is notbelief in it compatible with scepticism (or an open mind)about the historicity of parts of the miracle stories? May notfaith in God through Christ be held together with an inclination to give the stories of healing miracles explanationswhich are acceptable to those medical scientists who areprepared to make room for the evidence about 'faith' or'psychosomatic' healing?

The Birth of Jesus

I ask these questions hoping that Evangelicals such as Dr Stott will agree to make some distinction between theessential gospel and the miracle stories of the Bible. But I amfully aware that many conservatives are highly suspiciousof - or hostile to - the 'liberal' attitude to the two mostimportant miracles in the Christian Scriptures, the virginalconception and physical resurrection of the Saviour. In 1986I wrote a booklet (Bishops and Beliefs) about the controversywhich erupted in the Church of England after publicitygiven to sceptical remarks by the new Bishop of Durham,David Jenkins. There I showed that this controversy hadmany precedents in theological conflicts in England andmany other countries throughout the twentieth century. Inresponse to these arguments, belief in the 'virgin birth' andbodily 'resurrection' is stated to be essential for Evangelicals in many definitions of belief by groups and individualteachers around the Evangelical world. Dr Stott has claimedthat the doctrine of the virginal conception, for example, isplainly taught in the gospels of Matthew and Luke and 'hasbeen the virtually unanimous belief of the universal Churchever since. This teaching and tradition cannot lightly be setaside. Besides, it is entirely congruous that a supernaturalperson (who was simultaneously God and man) shouldenter as well as leave the world in a supernatural way'(AJ, p. 56).

It might seem that a very careful book of some six hundred pages by a Roman Catholic scholar, RaymondBrown, The Birth of the Messiah (1977), left nothing more tobe said about the virginal conception of Jesus. The bookcertainly was an almost completely exhaustive study of thefirst two chapters of Matthew's gospel and of Luke's. Buttheologically it left everything to be said, for it did notanswer the question whether Jesus truly was conceived bythe power of the Holy Spirit without the intervention of ahuman father. Professor Brown rightly said that bothMatthew and Luke assumed that the basic historical question had been answered by the traditions which they received. He added, rightly, that those who compiled thesummaries of belief commonly called the Apostles' andNicene Creeds took it for granted that the gospels ofMatthew and Luke were true history, a point very seldomdisputed in the ancient or medieval Church. But he alsoshowed that it is very difficult indeed for minds accustomedto weigh evidence in the modem manner to accept everything in these gospels as historically accurate - despite theteaching of Dr Stott that Matthew and Luke were writing'prose not poetry, history not myth' (AJ, p. 58). This problem is relevant to the historical question, since in the wholeof the New Testament there is no other reference to thevirginal conception.

Paul's surviving letters do not refer to it. They do not even name the mother of Jesus. Instead they accept thatJesus, 'born of a woman' (Galatians 4:4), 'as to his humannature was a descendant of David', presumably throughhis father (Romans 1:3). Mark's gospel, beginning with theBaptist and the baptism of Jesus, also does not mention thismiracle. It does not even record the name of the legal fatherof Jesus. John's gospel is also silent about a miraculousconception, except that all Christians are Tiom' not throughsex but 'of God' (1:13). Far from incorporating the storythat Jesus was literally bom of a virgin in Bethlehem, itreflects the tradition that Jesus and his followers hadfaced the difficulty of origins in Nazareth, a village nevermentioned in the Hebrew Scriptures. No historical answeris given within this gospel to Nathanael's question,'Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?' (1:46).Nor are 'others of the people' answered historically whenthey ask: 'How can the Christ come from Galilee? Does notthe Scripture say that the Christ will come from David'sfamily and from Bethlehem, the town where David lived?'(7:41-42).

Even more damaging to the historicity of these early chapters of Matthew and Luke is the fact that none of thegospels shows any signs of a tradition that the sensationalevents surrounding the birth of Jesus were recalled by hisfamily or other contemporaries. On the contrary, Mark tellsus that his family attempted 'to take charge of him, for theysaid, "He is out of his mind,"' and that when the motherand brothers of Jesus were outside the house looking forhim he replied that his true family was the circle seatedattentively around him (3:21,31-35). Later Jesus lamentedthat he was a prophet without honour 'in His home town,among his relatives and in his own house' (6:4). Matthew'sown gospel reports the saying of Jesus which appears toexclude his mother from the circle of 'whoever does the willof my Father in heaven' (12:46-50), while Luke reports thatthe adult John the Baptist doubted whether Jesus was theMessiah (7:19) although we are told that his own motherhad fully shared Mary's experiences before the miraculousbirth. Matthew adds that the Herod whose father had metthe Magi was utterly puzzled by reports about Jesus: wasthis John the Baptist risen from the dead? (14:1-2). And inboth gospels the story of the Messiah's birth - of themiraculous star or the appearance of the angels to theshepherds-is said to have been known widely in Jerusalemor in Bethlehem (only five miles away). Yet the story isapparently not known by anyone who meets the adultJesus.

But the final damage to the historicity of these stories is done by a close examination of their details, many of whichare impossible or improbable. There are, for example,contradictions. The family trees of Jesus given by Matthewand Luke do not agree with each other or with the OldTestament. Matthew says nothing of any association withNazareth until the family is back from Egypt (2:19-23); onthe contrary, the Magi are received in a 'house' in Bethlehem (2:1-12), apparently some two years after the birth.

Luke, in contrast, locates the parents of Jesus in Nazareth until a census of the entire Roman world decrees thateveryone must go to his own town to register (2:1-7) - adecree which is not mentioned in any other survivingdocument. Joseph and Mary return to Nazareth after presenting the child in the temple in Jerusalem according to'the Law of the Lord' (2:21-24) - a law or custom for which,again, there is no other evidence. Matthew says that Josephis so dismayed by Mary's pregnancy that he intends todivorce her (1:18-19), but Luke claims that her pregnancyhas already been explained to Mary by the angel Gabriel(1:26-38). If we believe that both stories are historicallyaccurate, we must suppose either that Mary never toldJoseph or that, although a 'just man', he thought that shehad invented the story of the angel.

Matthew's stories of Joseph's dreams (1:20-24; 2:13-15) are suspiciously like the stories told in Genesis of thedreams of another Joseph (37:2-11). He claims that a 'star inthe east' announced the birth of the Messiah to Gentileastrologers (2:1-2) but does not explain how any star coulddo such a thing, let alone how it could guide them first toJerusalem and then, moving ahead of them, to the particular house in Bethlehem where Joseph and Mary were living.He also says that King Herod, although presumably wellaware of the popular expectation of a greater king, the Sonof David, had to ask 'all the people's chief priests andteachers of the law' where the Messiah was to be bom (2:4).Then he made no effort to investigate the family to whichthe Magi went. The later massacre of 'all the boys inBethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old andunder' (2:16) is not out of keeping with Herod's knowncharacter but is not mentioned in the indignantly careful listof Herod's atrocities given by the Jewish historian,Josephus. It is suspiciously like the story of Pharaoh'smassacre of Hebrew boys in Exodus (1:22). In Luke's narrative the characters, saying and experiences of John theBaptist's parents (1:5-25; 57-80) are suspiciously likethose of Abraham and Sarah in Genesis and Mary's Song(1:46-55, the Magnificat) resembles the song of Hannah (1Samuel 2:1-10). For all its beauty, it celebrates not the birthof the Messiah but the deliverance of the humble and poorin Israel, only one sentence being a personal reference.Zechariah's Song (1:68-79, the Benedictus) is similar. Manyscholars believe that these are Jewish or Christian hymnswhich Luke has incorporated. And they do not believe thatDr Stott is right to claim that 'ultimately the facts musthave come from Mary and Joseph themselves, whether inwritten or spoken form' (AJ, p. 61). Joseph seems to havedied when Jesus was young. This seems to be the simplestexplanation of his absence from the gospels and of the reference to Jesus as 'Mary's son' (Mark 6:3, an expressionavoided by Matthew and Luke). If Mary told these storiesas facts, she described many events at which she was notpresent and which are not compatible with each other.According to Jewish custom at that time, she would havebeen between twelve and thirteen years old when pledgedby her family to marry Joseph. Dr Stott thinks that Lukeprobably 'received her story from her own lips' when hewas in Palestine during Paul's imprisonment in Caesarea(AJ, p. 61). But the probable chronology suggests that Marywould then be aged almost eighty and it was very rare forpeople to live so long.

It seems highly probable that both Matthew and Luke knew of a tradition that an angel had announced that thebirth of Jesus would be miraculous, but that to this traditionthey added other current stories and their own pious fictionwith such success that the imaginations of countlesspeople, including great saints, artists, poets and musicians,have been captured and spiritualised. Apparently the twoevangelists did not know of each other's work. HadMatthew known the story of the boy Jesus in the temple inJerusalem, listening to the teachers of the Law of Moses andasking them questions, it would have fitted in very wellwith his picture of Jesus as the teacher of the Sermon on theMount. Had Luke known the story of the Magi, we mayguess that he would have delighted to use it as the firstgreat sign that this child was to be 'a light for revelation tothe Gentiles' (2:32). But there are enough similarities between their independent narratives to suggest that theyinherited a common basic tradition. This tradition may alsobe reflected in Jewish and pagan charges (of which evidence survives) that Jesus was illegitimate. But it seemsmore probable that such charges were replies to the storiesof Matthew and Luke.

Our answers to the historical question about the virginal conception must therefore depend on our estimates of theprobability that this common tradition of an angelic annunciation of a virginal conception is factual rather than fictional. My own answer is that it is probably fictional. As theangel says to Mary in the story, 'nothing is impossible withGod' (Luke 1:37). But we have to consider what is probable.Many legends of miracles surrounding the births of heroesexist in the world's literature. We should not link thespiritually beautiful and elevated stories of Matthew andLuke with the pagan myths of girls being impregnated bygods, often against their wills or without their knowledge,but it is striking that within the Christian Church (clearlyfrom the fourth century onwards) the legend developedthat Mary was a perpetual virgin. This was thought fittingalthough Mark's gospel speaks plainly of four brothers ofJesus (James, Joseph, Judas and Simon) and of unnumbered sisters (6:3) and Matthew says that Joseph had nosexual intercourse with Mary until after the birth of Jesus(1:25). It seems clear, although tragic, that births avoidinghuman sex were thought of as being purer and morewonderful than the mystery of the sexual creation of a newhuman being.

It is also certain that the ancient world knew nothing of the modem science of genetics, which has done somethingto unravel the mystery. The mother was commonly butmistakenly thought to contribute nothing to the physicalbasis of the new personality. She appeared to be a meretube in which the father's seed became a child. A remarkable illustration of this attitude is the insistence of bothMatthew and Luke on tracing the ancestry of Jesus through Joseph although Jesus was only 'the son, so it was thought'of his human father (Luke 3:23). The claim that Jesus wasdescended from King David could not be supported byclaiming that his mother was. But we now know that hismother must have contributed to the genetic equipmentwhich made Jesus a man. Therefore some at least of thetheological assertion, familiar in the Church in ancient andmedieval times, that his human nature was a new creation,the miraculous work of the Holy Spirit and therefore sinless, resulted from their ignorance of genetics. We live in adifferent world - a world with which Dr Stott attempts tocommunicate when he writes that the humanity of Jesuswas derived from Mary, while his sinlessness and deitywere derived from the Holy Spirit (AJ, p. 65). Withinthis world we have to think out the gospel which Lukeexpressed poetically by saying that the Holy Spirit would'overshadow' Mary (1:35).

There has been a long modem controversy about the suitability of the virginal conception - about its compatibility with the rest of what we know of God's character andmethods. It has been generally agreed that the doctrine thatJesus was the Son of God or God the Son incarnate, bom asa man through God's loving initiative for our salvation,does not depend logically on the belief that he was conceived by the Holy Spirit, although it is no doubt for manypeople easier to believe that Jesus was spiritually the Son ofGod if it is also believed that he was not physically the sonof Joseph. This agreement is surely correct. It is well knownthat like Paul, Mark and John in the New Testament, manyChristians in modem times have fervently believed in agospel about the Son of God which does not include thevirginal conception, while some eminent non-Christians(the Prophet of Islam among them as the Koran attests)have believed that Jesus was bom of a virgin withoutbelieving that he was in any sense divine or even thesupreme prophet. Luke himself does not deduce a fulltrinitarianism from the virginal conception. He presents aJesus who is indeed now exalted as the Messiah, the Son of God, the Lord and the Saviour, but who was 'a manaccredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs'(Acts 2:22). For Matthew, too, the divinity of Jesus is notproved by his miraculous birth. And all that I am nowasking Evangelicals and other conservatives to agree is thatin order to believe that the glory of God shone 'in the face ofChrist' (2 Corinthians 4:6), that the ultimate truth about thebirth of Jesus is not that Joseph so loved Mary but that Godso loved the world, it is not necessary to believe that Josephhad nothing to do with the conception of Jesus.

The Resurrection of Jesus

To be a Christian, is it necessary to believe in the supreme miracle reported in the Christian Bible, the physical resurrection of Jesus? The question is so important that I may beforgiven for offering an answer in my own simple and bluntwords, although I try to be aware of the sophisticateddiscussion summarised in, for example, The Structure ofResurrection Belief by Peter Camley, Archbishop of Perth(1987). My own answer to this question is that this beliefthat the tomb was empty because the corpse was transformed is not necessary although I hold it (or, rather, itholds me despite much puzzlement and doubt). What Ibelieve is essential if one is to be a Christian is that oneshould share the faith expressed in the popular chorus:

He lives! He lives!

Christ Jesus lives today.

He walks with me,

He talks with me,

Along life's narrow way.

He lives! He lives!

Salvation to impart.

You ask me how I know he lives?

He lives within my heart.

Dr Stott does not like this chorus. He thinks that 'some very orthodox Evangelicals are to blame' when they sing it,because 'to affirm the living presence of Jesus by his Spiritin our hearts is not the same as to affirm his resurrection'(AJ, p. 37). Certainly it is not the same as to affirm hisphysical resurrection as a fact in history. But to affirm thatone who was crucified almost two thousand years ago,feeling God-forsaken, is the living Saviour in my life is toaffirm that he has been 'raised from the dead' in some sense- in the sense that matters most to me in my life. Here is thereality which often makes Paul say (in language which isconfusing in detail) that Christ is now present and active asSpirit. And I believe that what makes a Christian is a bit,however small, of the experience that 'he lives'. Certainly Iknow that what keeps me a Christian is the conviction that'he walks with me' through all the changing scenes of life.

Dr Stott insists on belief in the physical miracle. 'Christianity', he tells us, 'is in its very essence a resurrection religion. The concept of resurrection lies at its heart. If youremove it, Christianity is destroyed' (CtC, p. 61). He is clearthat about thirty-six hours after Christ's death his soul andbody were reunited and he was 'raised'. 'In this resurrection body Christ burst from the tomb, passed throughclosed doors, appeared to His disciples and disappeared,and finally, in defiance of the law of gravity, ascended outof sight' (CtC, p. 61). And he is clear that this resurrection

supplies both the proof and the pattern of the resurrection of our body at the last day. As He rose, so shall we - in fact and inmanner. The apostle Paul is quite clear about it: 'Just as wehave borne the image of the man of dust [i.e. Adam], we shallalso bear the image of the man of heaven [i.e. Christ]' (1Corinthians 15:49). And, when Christ returns He 'will changeour lowly body to be like his glorious body' (Philippians 3:21).On that great day of Christ's return and our resurrection weshall be given bodies like His. (CtC, p. 62)

Dr Stott devoted the fourth chapter of Basic Christianity to assembling the historical evidence for the resurrection ofChrist. 'We may not feel able to go so far as Thomas Arnold, who called the resurrection "the best attested fact in history" ',he says, 'but certainly many impartial students havejudged the evidence to be extremely good.' Indeed, there'can be no doubt' that the tomb was empty. It is veryunlikely that the women went to the wrong tomb, thatJesus revived naturally after swooning on the cross, thatthieves stole the body leaving the grave clothes, that thedisciples removed it (and then were prepared to go toprison, flogging and death for a resurrection gospel whichwas a deliberate lie), or that the Roman or Jewish authorities took it into their own custody but were unable toproduce it in response to the apostles' story. 'The authorities' silence is as eloquent a proof of the resurrection asthe apostles' witness.' The appearance stories are not deliberate inventions: 'that is as plain as could be'. Thesenarratives are 'sober and unadorned' although 'enlivenedby the detailed touches which sound like the work of aneye-witness'. Anyone inventing them would have beencareful to avoid both the 'complicated jigsaw puzzle ofevents which the four gospels together produce' andmention of the apostles' doubts and fears. Also, MaryMagdalene would not have been chosen as the first witness. And itis 'impossible' to dismiss 'ten' appearances, withtheir 'variety in the circumstances of person, place andmood', as 'the hallucinations of deranged minds' inspiredby wishful thinking. Above all, the disciples were transformed into 'men who would hazard their lives for thename of the Lord Christ and turn the world upside down'.'There is', Dr Stott concludes, 'no adequate explanation ofthese phenomena other than the great Christian affirmation that "the Lord is risen indeed" . . . The cumulativeweight of this evidence is all but conclusive.'

I have quoted this teaching at length because it is an eloquent and very influential exposition of the resurrectionof Jesus in terms which are familiar in most Christian - notonly conservative Evangelical - evangelism. It presents thephysical miracle as the 'pattern and proof' of our owndestiny and argues for its truth on historical grounds. Hereis an attempt to argue that we can reach a decision about ourdestiny, and therefore about the reality of the loving andsovereign God, not by the 'leap of faith' which (as Kierkegaard said) feels, even when one has plunged into faith, likeswimming in an alarming ocean, and not by any reasoningof a philosophical kind, but by weighing historical evidence.Our attitude to the great questions of religion is to be settledby what we decide most probably took place one Sundaymorning almost two thousand years ago. And my ownpresentations of the Easter faith in preaching and writinghave for many years made some of the same points. Yet onsome points I am compelled to disagree profoundly. For Ibelieve that the tone of Dr Stott's talk about 'proof' does notdo justice either to the difficulty of the problems involvedor to the character of the message given in the NewTestament. I am convinced that what is essential in thatmessage cannot be communicated to real sceptics unlessthe problems are faced with total honesty.

Many people find it extremely difficult or impossible to believe that one day they wifi be given bodies whichalthough physically identical or continuous with theircorpses will be able to burst from the tomb, etc. This beliefinvolves the idea that one day God will cancel all the laws,regularities or patterns which have made up the frameworkof this universe, so far over about twenty thousand millionyears. The implications are that bodies will be reassembledfrom whatever fragments may remain long after burial orcremation, and will then be reanimated and released towalk around a planet which like these bodies will never besubject to any further decay, making everything unimaginably like our present bodies and the earth on which wewalk. And unless this stupendous, all-transforming miracle is to include only a tiny fraction of the human race thereseems to be the prospect of inglorious overcrowding. Issuch scepticism about the physical side of the New Testament's pictures of our 'resurrection' compatible with thefull acceptance of the message that our personalities can beraised from death by the power of God? I believe that it isand that unless it is seen to be, the message itself - thegospel - will be believed by fewer and fewer people.

A physical picture of heaven does not seem a reasonable expectation to hold within the framework of normal reasoning - the framework to which Dr Stott appeals in hishistorical arguments for the resurrection of Jesus. Andmany people also find difficulty in these arguments about'the first Easter'. It is not only fools incapable of understanding historical evidence who wonder whether the resurrection of Jesus was physical. In order to show this I amcompelled to examine Dr Stott's arguments from a strictlyhistorical point of view.

There certainly can be doubt that the tomb of Jesus was miraculously empty. The improbability of a body coming tolife after brain-death is very great and very obvious. Andthere are other problems. W. G. Kummel stated some ofthem in his Theology of the New Testament (in English, 1974,p. 100):

In view of the Palestinian climate, it is not conceivable that the women intend to anoint a corpse on the third day after death.Nor is it comprehensible that the women go to the tomb withthe intention of anointing the body although they do not knowwho will roll away the heavy boulder in front of the tomb.Besides, among the Jews it was not the custom to use spices incaring for the dead. In view of these improbabilities, it is hardlypossible to regard this account as historically reliable.

These are problems although it is (whatever Kummel says) possible that the women who loved and followed Jesuswere willing to be very unconventional in order to honourhim. Although Dr Stott does not mention it, the most likelyalternative to such a miracle is that the corpse of Jesus wasthrown into the same grave as the corpses of other crucifiedcriminals (presumably in the nearby valley of Hinnom,Jerusalem's rubbish dump) and was beyond recovery andrecognition by the time that the story of the resurrectionreached the ears of the authorities - a time which may havebeen many months or years after the death. Almost allChristians will find this alternative distressing to contemplate; I do. But from a strictly historical point of view,excluding all religious faith or emotion, it, too, is possible.Logically it is not necessary to insist on the accuracy ornear-accuracy of the evidence given in the New Testamentthat Jesus was buried in a special tomb known to hisfollowers and that the tomb was known to be empty soonafter his burial. There is an alternative.

From this strictly historical point of view, it is not plain that the stories of the appearances of the risen Jesus are sounadorned in their sober accuracy that no non-miraculousexplanation of the phenomena can be adequate. Althoughthe task is uncongenial, in all honesty I must point out thedifficulties which are familiar to many.

The earliest list of the appearances to have survived is found in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11, probably written abouttwenty-five years after the death of Jesus. Paul recalls thatabout five years earlier he had preached in Corinth what hehad 'received', presumably soon after his conversion within a few years of Christ's death. This was the gospel thatChrist died, was buried and 'raised on the third day according to the Scriptures'. The reference to the Scripturesappears to point to Hosea 6:2 -

After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will restore us,that we may live in his presence.



Acts 2:26-27 shows that the early Christians also quoted Psalm 16:9-10 in this connection:

My heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; my body also will live in hope,because you will not abandon me to the grave,nor will you let your Holy One see corruption.



But the original meaning of the Hosea passage was an exhortation to Israel to hope for God's forgiveness afterchastening - and the original meaning of the psalm was aprayer of hope for the recovery of 'your faithful servant'(the probable meaning of the Hebrew, as in the NewEnglish Bible translation) from sickness. The relevance ofthese passages to a resurrection believed to have occurredabout thirty-six hours after a death depends on a method ofinterpreting Scripture which, as we have seen, is ancientrather than modem. The permanent significance of thereference to 'the Scriptures' seems to be that the OldTestament finally encouraged belief in a resurrection at theend of 'this age' - 'Multitudes who sleep in the dust ofthe earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others toshame and everlasting contempt' (Daniel 12:2). It was theChristian conviction that the age to come, the age of theresurrection, the End, had dawned some days after thedeath of Christ.

Six appearances are then listed by Paul - to Peter; to the Twelve; to 'more than five hundred of the brothers at thesame time, most of whom are still living'; to James; to allthe apostles; and 'to me also, as to one abnormally bom'.The appearances to women, so important in the gospels,either are not known or are ignored. Three other problemsare whether the suggestion that Judas Iscariot had beenreplaced among the Twelve was deliberate or a slip;whether the Twelve were deliberately distinguished from'all the apostles'; and whether the accounts of the appearance to Paul given in Acts (9:1-9; 22:4-11; 26:12-18) suggestthat it was abnormal in that no physical body appeared orwhether it was in this respect like the earlier appearances.The list given to the Corinthians does not explain theconnection between 'was buried' and 'appeared' and thelong dispute of the scholars shows that it is uncertainwhether or not Paul believed in the physical resurrection ofJesus. My own belief is that he did, but that he insisted thathis own 'vision from heaven' (as it is called in Acts 26:19)fully entitled him to equality with the other apostles, so thathe could write to the Galatians that'God. . . was pleased toreveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among theGentiles' (1:15-16). What mattered decisively for Paul wasthe internal, spiritual experience although that experiencewas connected with the historical Jesus who was buriedand who was raised in a 'spiritual' or 'glorious' body. Theminor differences between the accounts of Paul's Damascus Road experience in Acts shows that details abouthistory did not matter decisively to the early Christians.

Of course the claim that Jesus appeared physically after his death does not refer to a mere detail. But the narrativesin the gospels, said by Dr Stott to be 'a complicated jigsawpuzzle', produce many problems. Mark recounts that earlyin the morning Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of Jamesand Salome saw 'a young man dressed in a white robe', inthe empty tomb and were told: 'He has risen! He is not here.See the place where they laid him. But go, tell his disciplesand Peter, "He is going ahead of you into Galilee. Thereyou will see him, just as he told you.'" The women 'fledfrom the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because theywere afraid' (16:1-8). Matthew says that during the eveningand during an earthquake 'Mary Magdalene and the otherMary' met an angel whose 'appearance was like lightning'and whose 'clothes were white as snow'. He had alreadyterrified and concussed the guards by rolling back the stoneat the entrance to the tomb and sitting on it. The womenwere 'afraid yet filled with joy7. The exit of Jesus from histomb is not described (28:1-10). The only claim to provide adescription occurs in the Gospel of Peter which dates fromabout ad 150. (There not only Jesus, who is now taller thanthe heavens, but also his cross, come out of the tomb andnot only the soldiers, but also the Jewish elders, marvel atthe spectacle.) In Matthew's gospel as the women 'hurriedaway. . . suddenly Jesus met them. "Greetings," he said.They came to him, clasped his feet and worshipped him,' tobe told: 'Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go toGalilee; there they will see me.' And the 'eleven disciples'did see him on a mountain there, although 'some doubted'.They received from him the great promises about his authority and continuing presence and the great commission to'make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name ofthe Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit'. SoMatthew and Mark do not agree about the number of thewomen witnesses. It has never been explained why Markmentions a young man, who is not explicitly angelic. Mark,like Paul, does not tell us of any appearance to a woman.His authentic gospel stops at verse 8 and by then thewomen have left the vicinity of the tomb, saying 'nothing toanyone'. Matthew narrates an appearance to the apostles towhich Paul also refers - but disturbingly he adds a baptismal formula which (according to Paul's letters and Acts)was not used during the first years of the Church.

Luke (24:1-53) does not name or number 'the women'. In the empty tomb they meet not one 'man' or one 'angel' but'two men' in gleaming clothes. They report the resurrection'to the Eleven and to all the others'. Peter alone checks thatthe tomb is indeed empty apart from the grave clothes.Then Cleopas and another disciple converse with Jesus asthey walk to Emmaus. Although their conversation withhim is about himself and their destination is seven milesfrom Jerusalem, they do not recognise him during the longwalk. They tell him that 'some of our companions' saw thatthe tomb was indeed empty, just as the women had saidafter their 'vision of angels'. When Jesus is recognised as hebegins supper with a grace, he disappears. By the time thatthese two reach the Eleven Jesus has appeared to Peter. Hethen appears to 'the Eleven and those with them', invitesthem to touch him and eats a piece of broiled fish in theirpresence. He tells them to 'stay in the city until you havebeen clothed with power from on high' and leads them outto the neighbourhood of Bethany, where after blessingthem he is taken up to heaven. The disciples then 'stayedcontinually at the temple'. No mention is made of anyappearance in Galilee; on the contrary, had the disciplesgone to Galilee it would have been against their risen Lord'sexplicit command. No explanation is given about the timingof the final appearance in the gospel (called 'the Ascension'in the New International Version) in relation to the beginning of Acts, which is clearly a sequel to Luke's gospel.

Since it is 'nearly evening' at Luke 24:29 and the disciples have to walk seven miles back to the city before the nextmeeting with Jesus, the gospel reads as if Jesus took hisfarewell by night, some twenty-four hours after his resurrection. But Acts 1:3 says that 'he appeared to them over aperiod of forty days'.

The appearances related in John's gospel (20:1-21:24) combine Jerusalem with Galilee. Here only one woman,Mary Magdalene, goes to the tomb. She does not at firstmeet any man or angel but when she finds the tomb emptyshe tells Peter and 'the disciple whom Jesus loved', whoboth investigate. When they have gone back to theirhomes, she talks with two angels and then meets the risenJesus, at first mistaking him for the gardener. In the evening Jesus appears to the disciples, having come throughlocked doors. A week later he appears to a circle which nowincludes Thomas and he invites him to feel his body. Laterhe appears to Peter and six other disciples in Galilee, createsa miraculous catch of fish, cooks breakfast and talks withPeter.

John's stories, like Luke's story of the road to Emmaus, possess undying spiritual beauty, fascination and force, butthe need to believe that the disciples returned to theirfishing trade in Galilee only briefly before going back toJerusalem is not the only problem in fitting together thepieces of what Dr Stott calls a 'jigsaw puzzle'. Indeed, it hasproved impossible to construct a fully harmonised versionof the resurrection stories, despite many attempts to do so.It is curious that the gospels in the New Testament containno stories of the appearances listed by Paul as being toPeter, to more than five hundred and to James (who presumably is James the brother of Jesus). Nor is there anystory of an appearance to Mary the mother of Jesus,although in Acts (1:14) she appears with James and herother sons among the disciples. But the stories as givenconstitute not a jigsaw puzzle but an insoluble mystery.

The incompatibilities in numbering the women and the angels, or in locating and timing the appearances, are lesssignificant than the problems about the physicality of therisen Jesus. A body so normal that it can be clasped, can bethought to be a stranger's, and can cook and eat, is also saidto be unrecognisable by disciples, to pass through walls orlocked doors, and to disappear at will. Another problem,less noticed by commentators, is that it is said to haveacquired clothes which seem to have looked normal (unlikethe robes of the angels). It seems difficult to classify thereported phenomenon as either physical or psychic. Andwhat was physical in the glorious Easter body is reported tohave ceased when the appearances ceased. It is for everbeyond our understanding.

This difficulty would matter greatly if belief in the physicality of our own future resurrection bodies, said to be promised by the physicality of Christ's risen body, is to beregarded as essential to Christian faith. But we read thatJesus taught that 'at the resurrection they will neither marrynor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels inheaven'. The possibility of a glorious resurrection dependsentirely on 'the power of God' - and on the love of God.God's will is that he should continue to be the God ofAbraham, Isaac and Jacob, who are dead. So he is the Godof all who, although dead, are 'the living' because Godraises them above death (Mark 12:24-27). And Paul expected that the 'spiritual bod/ - imperishable, glorious andpowerful - would not be the same body, for 'flesh andblood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does theperishable inherit the imperishable' (1 Corinthians 15:50).The 1982 report on Evangelism and Social Responsibility tellsus that this international gathering of Evangelical leadersfound itself united in the belief that God is going to re-create'our bodies', and not create another body ex nihilo, 'for theprinciple of continuity is evident in the resurrection ofJesus. Although, as Paul expresses it, our new body will beas different from the old as a flower differs from the seed,nevertheless there will be a continuity between the two.'This report dtes another sentence in Paul's first letter toCorinth: 'God raised the Lord and will also raise us up byhis power' (ESR, p. 41). But it is important to remember thatin the ancient world it was believed that a seed dies in theground (1 Corinthians 15:36; John 12:24). The continuitybetween 'our bodies' and heaven as pictured by Paul is acontinuity through death, which is why Paul also dwells onthe contrast. He compares it with the difference betweenhuman flesh and the flesh of fish, or between the sun andthe moon.

An examination of Paul's teachings about the resurrection of Christians shows that here, as in the teaching about the closely linked subject of the end of this present age, heused pictures which cannot be fitted into each other exactlyand which should not be treated as literal descriptions ofthe future. The Philippians are encouraged to await eagerlya Saviour from heaven 'who, by the power that enables himto bring everything under his control, will transform ourlowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body7(3:20-21). It is a picture of the End. So is the picture in thefirst letter to the Thessalonians of the meeting with the Lordin the clouds after 'the trumpet call of God' (4:16-17). Asimilar vision is shared with the Romans: 'he who raisedChrist from the dead will also give life to your mortalbodies' (8:11). Indeed, the whole universe is being 'liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God' (8:21). Until the gloryof that End, the dead 'fall asleep' (1 Thessalonians 4:13,15).Yet 'if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have abuilding from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built byhuman hands' and in it we shall be 'at home with the Lord'(2 Corinthians 5:1,8). It seems purposeless to ask whetherthe glorious bodies of the saints who survive to see the Endare to be made on the earth or in the clouds, or whetherthose who die before the End are merely to sleep in theirspiritual tents which will later be replaced by spiritualbodies. 'Someone may ask, "How are the dead raised? Withwhat kind of body will they come?"' If so, Paul comments:'How foolish!' (1 Corinthians 15:35-36). For it is foolish toask about the age or the life to come questions which arerelevant only to this life. Perhaps not all of the speculationsof Paul himself were entirely wise.

To some extent the historical question about the resurrection of Jesus is similar to the historical question about his virginal conception. In common with more expert scholars Ihave suggested that the birth stories of Matthew and Lukecan be shown to contain at least elements of fiction and thatthe tradition which they both reflect, of an angelic annunciation of a virginal conception, is probably also legendary.Reflection on the resurrection stories leads me to a partlysceptical conclusion about the historical accuracy of thesestories as we have them. The narratives are indeed, as DrStott says, 'sober and unadorned' in comparison with somelegends, but some or all of the detailed touches in them maywell be the work of a story-teller. We know from theparables in his gospel as well as from the Acts of theApostles that Luke, for example, was a story-teller ofconsummate skill, able to combine restraint and brevitywith vividness. Many Christians, perhaps most, can tracethe hand of a story-teller in the reports that at the hour ofthe death of Jesus 'the curtain of the temple was tom in twofrom top to bottom' (Mark 15:38), that there was an earthquake during which 'many holy people' came out of theirtombs and later 'appeared to many people' in Jerusalem,and that the guards at the tomb of Jesus were so afraid of aresplendent angel who appeared during another earthquake that they became 'like dead men' (Matthew 27:52-53; 28:2-3). But we have to ask whether these are theonly legends in the Easter traditions. The difference ofdetails in these resurrection stories is best accounted for, inmy view, by holding either that the stories were handed onin different communities or that the evangelists had different imaginations. But although the opinion which I reachabout literary and historical probability cannot endorse theChristmas or Easter stories as all literally true, in my honestview the probability seems to be that the central claimbehind the Easter stories is reliable. I believe that contraryto what is known of nature Jesus appeared alive andtriumphant after his death, his tomb being empty andhis glorious body having some recognisably physicalcharacteristics. It was a miracle.

I say this because I believe that miracles, however rare, are possible in principle and because the evidence for thisone seems strong enough to appeal to a person who alreadybelieves in this possibility. Like the report that Jesus was awonderful healer, the report that he appeared alive andtriumphant after being buried comes to us from a number ofsources. It was taught to Paul within a few years of thecrucifixion and he could tell the Corinthians that most of theeye witnesses were alive when he wrote to them. It iscommon ground amid the differences between Matthew,Luke and John. Mark's gospel may be the one exception tothis consensus. The puzzle of its enigmatic end is sometimes solved by saying that Mark did not know of anyresurrection appearances and believed that they would bepostponed until the time when 'men will see the Son ofMan coming in clouds with great power and glory', aspredicted at 13:26 and 14:62. But this solution seems improbable, since the reference in his Easter story is to a futureappearance in Galilee, not in the clouds. It seems morelikely that Mark believed that such an appearance hadtaken place but that his gospel does not include it, either fora reason unknown to us or because its end was soon lostafter 16:8. If so, Mark's gospel is not really the exceptionand all the gospels testify, as does Paul, to the appearancesof the risen Lord.

With our modern inclination to minimise the divine or supernatural interference in the processes of nature knownto be normal, we may prefer to classify these appearancesalong with the psychic phenomena commonly called 'ghoststories'. Not all 'ghost stories' deserve a complete scepticism although many do. The evidence about mortemexperiences is always debatable, but it is quite widelybelieved by serious investigators that the very large body ofevidence in this field does not rest entirely on fraud orself-deception. However, I am convinced that if thetraditionabouttheappearancesofjesusistobeplaced amongpost mortem psychic phenomena, its place must be unique.For these appearances transformed the disciples. Luke,who appreciated the power of the resurrection in the history of the progress of the gospel from Nazareth to Rome,was emphatic that the disciples did not see a mere ghost (24:37-39). He deduced that the risen Jesus must have had'flesh and bones'. What can be said with more confidence isthat the post mortem appearances had the power to evoke inthe Christian community poetic celebrations with the thrillof triumph. 'The trumpet will sound, the dead will be raisedimperishable, and we will be changed' (1 Corinthians15:52). 'He placed his right hand on me and said: "Do not beafraid. I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I wasdead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I holdthe keys of death and Hades'" (Revelation 1:17-18). It canalso be said confidently that the Christian celebration of thistriumph took place on the first day of the Jewish week, theday associated with the event of the resurrection of Jesus.This 'Sunday'gradually replaced the seventh day ('Saturday) as the holy day of the Christians, the climax of theircelebration being a memorial of the death of Jesus. Thosewho belong to the community of Christian faith know howterrible would have been the memory of the totally humiliating death without the memory of the appearances of therisen Lord. So I conclude that these appearances were realand really powerful. Far from being hallucinations, theywere uniquely real. I note that this was the conclusion of arecent book by an orthodox Jew, Pinchas Lapide, on TheResurrection of Jesus (in English, 1983). It was also the upshotof the scholarly discussion in the book by Archbishop PeterCamley to which I have referred.

For many a modem mind it would be simpler to leave it at that, for so far I have said no more than that the appearances were like psychic phenomena, although far moretriumphant than other events behind authentic 'ghoststories', far more powerful in transforming people from astate of defeat, normal collapse and despair. But the evidence does not permit me to consider only the tradition that'he appeared'. The message which Paul and the gospel-writers conveyed was that Jesus appeared after being buried.The deduction that his tomb was empty is less probablethan the deduction that his appearances were real, for it isfurther removed from the world known to science. We arereminded of that by the uncertainty about whether Paulhimself accepted or knew this tradition. Many thoughtfulmodem people therefore confine their own Easter faith tothe convictions that 'he lives' and 'he appeared', excludingthe empty tomb. For example, Pinchas Lapide wrote: Tcannot believe in the empty tomb nor in the angels withwhite garments ... All that belongs to the pious fraud oflater generations which themselves no longer felt the directimpact' (p. 12). But the empty tomb is a tradition in all thegospels and, as it seems to me, can reasonably be acceptedon such evidence as exists by people who thoroughlyappreciate what it means to say that physical miracles arepossible for God who is the Saviour and the Sovereign- andwhat it means to say that Jesus was and is the utterly uniqueLord, the Son or Word of this sovereign God.

The empty tomb, if accepted within this faith, was an astounding demonstration of the power of the Creator tocancel the processes of death and decay. It was a miracleutterly unique and therefore beyond our understanding -for we can understand only what we can classify. It involved the dematerialisation of a corpse, for nothing lessthan that could assure the disciples that the death of Jesuswas followed by triumph rather than survival and that theymust now share the joy of the triumph. That miracle didnot, I think, provide information about the precise future ofthe universe, of the earth or of any member of the humanrace other than Jesus. It did not even mean that Jesushimself was always to keep a body that was physical. He'ascended'. I am aware that Dr Stott is among those who takeat least some of the New Testament's pictures of the ultimate destiny literally. One day, he writes, 'Jesus Christ willappear in full magnificence. He will raise the dead, judgethe world, regenerate the universe and bring God's Kingdom to perfection. From it all pain, decay, sin, sorrow anddeath will be banished, and in it God will be glorified forever' (IFCT, p. 35). But I am among those who believe thatthese are only imaginative pictures, not blueprints of thefuture of this planet. Although the 'spiritual' or 'glorious'body in which Jesus appeared is a sign pointing to God'swill for all humanity - for it leads to the hope that our j oyfulend will be 'spiritual' and 'glorious' - it seems highlyimprobable that all the tombs of humanity will ever beemptied. The emptiness of the tomb of Jesus, and of Jesusalone, was (it seems) a sign given by God because of theuniqueness of his embodiment of God, because of theuniqueness of his work, because of the uniqueness ofthe evil which judicially murdered him, and because ofthe uniqueness of the danger that his cause would be lost ashis disciples crept back to Galilee in despair. So I believe.However, if further reflection by myself within my ownlimited capacity, or by others, were to sway the argumentthe other way (against the empty tomb), I should not feelthat the heart of the Christian faith had been destroyed. Icannot regard it as the absolutely decisive question,whether the physicality of the life of Jesus was ended on thefirst Good Friday or a few days, or forty days, later. Theessential belief, it seems to me, is that God the Saviour andSovereign has shown the power of his love by raising Jesusfrom the dead, so that Jesus appeared to his disciples afterbeing buried. He met them as the Living One. That is whatmakes Christianity a resurrection religion.

I do not claim that the conclusion that the tomb was empty ought to be accepted merely because no other explanation is adequate and the cumulative weight of theevidence in this direction is all but conclusive. Here is aconclusion which is likely to seem reasonable and probableonly to people who are prepared to take the step of faithinto the post-resurrection community-a community whichis formed by the trembling acknowledgement (not understanding) of a mysterious act by the God who is the ultimatereality but also the ultimate mystery. Amid the welter ofdiscussion about the 'Easter faith' and history, I have foundno words wiser than these:

This is an affirmation about God which historical evidence as such cannot demonstrate (or, for that matter, disprove). Yet itis not unrelated to history, for the affirmation began to be madeat a particular point of time, which can be dated by historicalmeans, and it was motivated by occurrences which can bedescribed in historical terms. . . It is evident that these appearances, vitally important as they were in the origins of primitiveChristianity, cannot prove more than that, after the crucifixion,certain persons believed that they had seen Jesus again; theycannot prove the Christian doctrine of the resurrection, sincethis involves a statement about the action of God incapablealike of observation and demonstration. (C. K. Barrett, The FirstEpistle to the Corinthians, 1971, p. 341)

The first messengers of the empty tomb in the gospels are women. Their evidence would not have been admitted inany court of law in that male-dominated society and they'were afraid'. But they believed, we are told, because oftheir direct experience. The gospels do not claim that Pilate,Caiaphas, the other enemies of Jesus or the mob repentedbecause they found the weight of the evidence for theempty tomb overwhelming: the direct experience wasessential before there could be faith. Frequently Paul insistson the absolute necessity of a trusting faith and of thespiritual rebirth. I have found in my own experience, and inall that I know of other people's, that the empty tombalmost always seems incredible unless one has this felt,active, all-transforming faith in the utter uniqueness of theone Lord - the Lord whom one must follow in his sufferingbefore one glimpses his victory. One has to belong to thecompany of those whose hearts, in so far as they areattached to the world known to the passions or to science,history and normal everyday experience, have beenbroken. One has to know something of what Paul meantwhen he said that 'if only for this life we have hope in

Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men' (1 Corinthians 15:19). And after that knowledge of death and defeatthrough our knowledge of the death and defeat of Jesus, wehave to be ready to say - again out of our own experience -that 'surely this man was the Son of God', that 'our heartswere burning within us while he talked with us on theroad', that he knows us by name and is our Teacher, that heis our peace, that he is our divine Lord, that he forgives ourbetrayals because he knows that we love him, that hecommands us to feed his sheep, that he goes before us aswe follow him into the unknown, that he 'will be with usalways', that he is the miraculous Christ.

JOHN STOTT'S RESPONSE TO CHAPTER 4

My dear David,

I am glad you have included in your book this chapter on miracles, because clearly Evangelicals (indeed, conservatives of all sorts) and liberals react differently to miraculousclaims, and Christian attitudes to them have ranged fromuncritical endorsement through doubt and embarrassmentto outright rejection. I wonder if you will have seen what iscertainly the most thorough scholarly treatment of miraclesyet written by an Evangelical, namely Colin Brown's Miracles and the Critical Mind (1984)? It is a well-documentedhistorical survey and evaluation, and Dr Brown followed itin 1985 with a more popular book covering very similarground, entitled That You May Believe. In both books hequotes this rather telling statement of Reinhold Seeberg:'Miracle was once the foundation of all apologetics, thenit became an apologetic crutch, and today it is not infrequently regarded as a cross for apologetics to bear.'

There are two reasons why this chapter (both your essay and my response) differs from the previous three. The first isthat, as you rightly comment, I have never attempted a fulldiscourse on this topic. In consequence I am in a better position to respond to you, than you are to me! The second difference is that in this area I find myself caught in the crossfire between credulity and scepticism, that is, between thosewho not only accept the biblical miracles but believe theyare continuing today and every day, and those who denynot only contemporary miracles but the biblical ones aswell. I feel I need to address myself to both positions if I amto clarify the traditional stance of Evangelicals on this topic.

Signs and Wonders Today?

During the last few years a 'signs and wonders' movement has developed, as you will know, within charismatic circles. Its origin is associated with John Wimber and hisVineyard Fellowship in California, but it has now spread toseveral other countries, including ours. John Wimber (withKevin Springer) has summarised his position in two bookscalled Power Evangelism (1985) and Power Healing (1986).Although I cannot attempt to do justice to them here, heargues in Power Evangelism as follows:

(1) Since the kingdom of God has come, life is an unremitting battle with Satan, in which we conquer territory forJesus Christ, evidenced by signs and wonders.

(2) Signs and wonders were 'everyday occurrences in NewTestament times' and 'a part of daily life' ( Evangelism,p. 117).

(3) They should therefore be part of 'the normal Christianlife' for us too (pp. 11, 101), since God 'has given us theauthority to work the works of Jesus' and 'his power isavailable to us to do the same works' (pp. 102,105).

(4) Church growth in the Acts of the Apostles was duelargely to signs and wonders, and still is today. 'Powerevangelism is a spontaneous, Spirit-inspired, empoweredpresentation of the gospel' (p. 46).

(5) Resistance to this emphasis is due to a 'western world-view' dependent on logic and rationalism (pp. 74-85).

I think I was particularly struck by the repeated phrase 'the normal Christian life', partly because it reminded me ofan earlier book with that title by the Chinese author Watchman Nee, and partly because I am convinced that miraclescannot be described as 'normal'. Indeed, any definition ofmiracles must include the fact that they are abnormal, andare deviations from God's normal mode of working. This,then, is a good place for me to begin my response to you.You and I are fully agreed, I am sure, that the overridingbiblical revelation of God is of the living Creator who, having made the universe, holds it in his power and sustains the life of all its (i.e. his) creatures. He causes hissun to rise, and sends rain upon the earth. The sea is his,and so is the dry land. He makes the rivers flow and thegrass to grow. His trees are well watered. He feeds the birdsand clothes the flowers. And 'he himself gives all men lifeand breath and everything else' (Acts 17:25; cf. Matthew5:45; 6:25-30; Psalm 95; 104). Moreover, included in life ishealth. All healing is divine healing. God has put in thehuman body remarkable therapeutic and recuperativepowers, so that, for example, antibodies are formed to fightinfection, and energy is restored in sleep. God is ceaselesslyactive not only in nature, but also in history, working outhis purposes in all the nations of the earth. In both spheres(nature and history) we echo the triumphant cry of thepsalmist: 'Yahweh reigns!' It is very important for all of usto recover this biblical perspective, for some charismaticChristians are inclined to discern God only in miraculoushappenings, which is to turn him into a magician and missthe principal spheres of his operation. This is the biblicalwitness to those observed normalities or regularities whichare usually called 'natural laws'. It was the Christian insistence on the uniformity of nature which provided the essential basis for the scientific enterprise. As Professor R.Hooykaas argued, 'Metaphorically speaking, whereas thebodily ingredients of science may have been Greek, itsvitamins and hormones were biblical' (Religion andthe Rise ofModem Science, 1972, p. 162).

As a corollary to this, we have to say that the Bible is not primarily a book of miracles, since the God of the Bible isnot primarily a God of miracles. Of course the Bible contains miracle stories, as we know, but they do not occurevenly throughout the books of the Bible, and whole tractsof biblical history are devoid of them. It is because theyappear in significant clusters that it is possible to propose abiblical doctrine of miracles. For the clusters relate to thefour major epochs of God's redemptive revelation, and areassociated with the major figures of those epochs - firstMoses, the exodus and the giving of the law; secondly, Elijah and Elisha, pioneers of the outburst of prophecyduring the monarchy, and champions of the contest between Yahweh and the Canaanite deities, not to mentionsome of the later prophets; thirdly our Lord Jesus and hisinauguration of the kingdom of God; and fourthly theapostles, whom he appointed and authorised to found andteach his Church. That is why we refer to the Acts correctlyas 'the Acts of the Apostles', and why Paul called hismiracles 'the things that mark an apostle' (2 Corinthians12:12; see also Acts 1:2; 2:42-43; 5:12; 14:3-4, etc.; Hebrews2:1-4). This authentication by miracles of the great figuresof salvation history and the great organs of revelation hasbeen recognised throughout Christian history, beginningin particular with Augustine. Calvin, in his preface to thefirst edition of his Institutes (1536), replied in these words tothe Roman Catholic criticism that the Reformers' doctrinewas a novelty unsupported by miracles: 'In demandingmiracles of us, they act dishonestly. For we are not forgingsome new gospel, but are retaining that very gospel whosetruth all the miracles that Jesus Christ and his disciples everwrought serve to confirm', (p.5). for the 'legitimate endand use of miracles', according to Scripture, was to confirm,seal and magnify both the law and the gospel.

Does this mean that miracles died out with the apostles? No, not necessarily. This is the mistake which B. B.Warfield made in his otherwise important book MiraclesYesterday and Today, which was first published in 1918 asCounterfeit Miracles. He was right in his affirmation thatmiracles were 'part of the credentials of the Apostles as theauthoritative agents of God in founding the church', butwrong in his deduction that miracles were 'confined... tothe Apostolic Church and .. . necessarily passed awaywith it' (p. 6). Those of us who believe (as I do) that themajor function of miracles no longer exists, because we arenot living in a fresh epoch of revelation or redemption, andthat therefore we have no liberty to expect miracles to occurwith the frequency with which they occurred in suchepochs, should nevertheless be entirely open to them. Webelieve that God the Creator is free, sovereign and powerful. We must not attempt to domesticate God, or dictate tohim what he is allowed to do. Especially on the frontiers ofmission, where a power-encounter may be needed todemonstrate the lordship of Christ, miracles have been andare being reported. So if our expectation is limited, we mustensure that this is due to the biblical doctrine of miracles,and not to our unbelief or to a Western rationalisticmind-set.

As a church historian, David, I expect you have come across Baron George Lyttelton's little book Observations onthe Conversion and Apostleship of St Paul (new edition 1769)?Lyttleton refers in it to certain recent and 'famous miraclessupposed to be done at Abbe Paris's tomb' in France whichwere enthusiastically claimed by the Jansenists. Theauthorities were determined to suppress them, however.So first they walled up that part of the church where thetomb was situated, and then they fixed on the wall thisperemptory order: De par le roy defense a Dieu defaire miracleen ce lieu, which Lyttelton translated: 'By command of theking, God is forbidden to work any more miracles here'!

The Argument against Miracles

Three main arguments seem to have been developed against miracles in general and against the biblical miraclesin particular. Perhaps it would be appropriate for me toattempt a response to them, even though you do notelaborate them all.

The first is that miracles cannot and therefore did not happen, and that in the modem world it is impossible tobelieve in them any longer. You quote Bultmann's famousstatement to this effect. But the roots of such scepticism goback at least to Spinoza in the seventeenth century, whoplainly declared that nothing in nature can 'contravenenature's universal laws'. This conviction about the mechanistic uniformity of nature was given a further push byNewton's brilliant exposition of the laws of physics (died 1727), and found in David Hume in the same century itsbest-known champion. You quote Hume's definition of amiracle as 'a violation of nature' and his consequent rejection of them. In the nineteenth century Strauss and Renanpublished their Lives of Jesus from which everything miraculous had been expunged. Coming to our own century, I willquote only from a lecture in 1937 by Max Planck, thedistinguished German physicist: 'the faith in miracles mustyield ground, step by step, before the steady and firmadvance of the forces of science, and its total defeat isindubitably a mere matter of time' (A Scientific Autobiography, 1950, p. 155). I imagine that all this is what you mean by'the climate of educated opinion'.

But there still remains a large (even growing?) number of educated people who do not share the contemporary climate of scepticism. They do more even than 'keep an openmind about the possibility of miracles' (your phrase); theyactually believe in them! I think, for example, of thosefourteen scientists, most of whom were university professors in different disciplines, and whose spokesman was thegeneticist Professor R. J. Berry, President of the LinnaeanSociety, who wrote to The Times on 13 July 1984 as follows:'It is not logically valid to use science as an argumentagainst miracles . . . We gladly accept the virgin birth, theGospel miracles and the resurrection of Christ as historicalevents.' I doubt if these scientists would be comfortablewith Hume's definition of a miracle as 'a violation of thelaws of nature', for it implies a violent contradiction. C. S.Lewis' 'interference' is better. But better still, instead of aviolation of (or interference with) the natural, would be adeviation from the normal. Professor Donald MacKayemphasised this in his The Clockwork Image (1974): 'Biblicaltheism insists that any breaks with scientific precedent thathave occurred were but a further expression of the samefaithfulness (of God) to a coherent overall purpose which isnormally expressed in the day-to-day reliability of natureon which we depend as scientists.' He then instanced theresurrection of Jesus as something not incredible but inevitable, 'because it was not possible for death to keep its holdon him' (Acts 2:24). 'In other words, it would not have madesense for the Creator, when he came into his own drama,to have been destroyed in any ultimate sense by charactersin that drama' (pp. 65-6). In all this I am not suggestingthat miracles are an adequate basis for theism. But, once wehave come on other grounds to believe in God, indeed in'a real, living, active, creative, loving, serving God' (asyou beautifully describe him), it becomes logical to affirm,and illogical to deny, the possibility of the miraculous. For'natural laws' describe God's activity; they do not control it.

The second argument against the biblical miracles follows; it declares that such stories are legends. You yourself mention the parallels which some scholars have discernedeither in Greek tales of healers, exorcists and 'divine men',or in the 'charismatic' Jewish teachers and miracle-workers(of whom Geza Vermes has written), or in the fancifulprodigies of the apocryphal gospels, which ArchbishopTrench called 'a barren and dreary waste of wonders without object or aim'. (Dr Craig Blomberg has a useful sectionon these supposed 'parallels' in his The Historical Reliabilityof the Gospels, 1987, pp. 81-92.) But in contrast to these, themiracles of Jesus in the canonical gospels are sober, restrained, unsensational and spiritually significant, as wewill see later. Moreover, they are evenly distributedthrough the four gospels and their sources, so that they arewidely attested; the time elapsing between the publicministry of Jesus and the publication of the gospels was notlong enough for the development of legends; and manyeyewitnesses would have been still alive to refute (if thestories were not true), for example, the restoration toMalchus of his right ear and to Bartimaeus of his eyesight.

Thirdly, a standard objection to miracles has been the argument that the evidence for them is inadequate. This isnot just Hume's general point that the witnesses of miraclesare either incompetent or gullible or prone to exaggerationor lovers of gossip, or 'ignorant and barbarous', or impelledby ulterior motives. It is rather his emphasis on the principle of analogy. That is, all testimony has to be evaluated inthe light of our regular experience. Since we did notourselves experience a past event, we have to ask if it is inany way analogous to events which we have experienced.Ernst Troeltsch, the early twentieth-century Germantheologian and philosopher, developed this argumentfurther. He wrote: 'Agreement with normal, ordinary,repeatedly attested modes of occurrence and conditions, aswe know them, is the mark of probability for the occurrences which criticism can acknowledge as having reallyhappened or leave aside' (quoted by Colin Brown inMiracles and the Critical Mind, p. 129).

It is not valid, however, to make the principle of analogy determinative of truth and to reject as unhistorical anyevent of which we have had no analogous experience. JohnLocke told the story of the King of Siam, repeated by Humeand others of 'an Indian prince', who, when the Dutchambassador told him of water in northern countries whichbecomes so hard that elephants could walk on it, refused tobelieve in ice: 'Hitherto I have believed the strange thingsyou have told me, because I look upon you as a sober, fairman; but now I am sure you lie' (quoted by Colin Brown inThat You May Believe, p. 33, and in Miracles and the CriticalMind, p. 84). But the fact that ice was beyond the king's ownexperience was not a reasonable ground on which to refuseto believe in it. Similarly, as those fourteen scientists said intheir letter to The Times, 'Miracles are unprecedented events. . .It is important to affirm that science (based as it is uponthe observation of precedents) can have nothing to say onthe subject.' The incarnation and the resurrection, for example, were both sui generis, without precedent or parallel.If anybody could claim an analogy in his own experience, itwould be a reason for disbelief, not faith.

I realise that these general points are not a complete answer to the commonest philosophical, scientific andhistorical objections to miracles, but perhaps they show inwhat direction answers may be sought and found.

A Fresh Look at the Gospel Miracles

I do not have space to comment on the Old Testament miracles which you mention, although, as you say, theportrayal of some is certainly poetic rather than literal (e.g.'By the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up/ Exodus15:8); others may be explained by natural phenomena (e.g.the quails and the manna), in which case the miraculouselement was only the timing; and a number are importantbecause they belong to the context of God's judgement andsalvation (e.g. the exodus) and to the public contest between Yahweh and Baal (e.g. the fire consuming Elijah'ssacrifice on Carmel).

Instead, I will concentrate on the miracles of Jesus recorded in the gospels. A good place to begin is with the three commonest words which are used to describe them.'Powers' (dunameis) seems to refer to their origin andnature: they were expressions of supernatural power,though in other people the power could be satanic, notdivine. 'Works' (erga is similar.) The second word 'wonders' (terata) refers to their effect; they evoked amazementin the people who witnessed them. More important than either of these, however, is 'signs' (semeia), which indicatesthat they signified something. They were more than power-packed, wonder-working events (which is all they are in the apocryphal gospels); they had a message. They were sermons, parables, even sacraments, which pointed beyondthemselves to another and greater reality. So their purposewas to arouse in the beholders not just astonishment butunderstanding, and indeed an understanding faith. John isof course the evangelist who emphasises that Jesus' miracles were 'signs' (seventeen times in his gospel), and manycommentators have suggested that the first half of hisgospel, because it deliberately focuses on seven majorsigns, could be called 'the Book of Signs', while the secondpart is 'the Book of Suffering'. To John Jesus' signs belonged to the category of testimony, whose purpose was tolead to faith and so to life: 'Jesus did many other miraculoussigns in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you maybelieve that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that bybelieving you may have life in his name' (20:30-31). Theorder is clear: testimony (through words and signs)—faith—life. John is not the only evangelist, however, who callsmiracles 'signs'; so do the three synoptists (especially in thephrase 'seeking a sign'), and so did Peter in his Pentecostsermon, namely that Jesus of Nazareth was 'a man accredited by God ... by miracles, wonders and signs [heused the three words together], which God did among youthrough him' (Acts 2:22). Indeed, it is the sign-character orsignificance of the miracles, and the teaching which theyembody, which is their distinguishing characteristic. Forfalse prophets can also do miracles which exhibit powerand excite wonder (Deuteronomy 13:1-3; Mark 13:22), butthey perform them according to 'the energy of Satan' (2Thessalonians 2:9; cf. Matthew 12:24-28). Such miraclescould even be called 'signs', as in Deuteronomy 13 andMark 13, but what they signify is different. The signs mustbe judged by the teaching, not the teaching by the signs.

This biblical emphasis on miracles as meaningful 'signs' seems to offer the most fruitful way forward in our dialogue. It explains Jesus' refusal to perform miracles ondemand or for show, merely to satisfy curiosity or create asensation (e.g. Matthew 12:39; 16:1-4; Luke 23:8). It is truethat in these verses what people were requesting wasprecisely 'a sign', yet all they meant by this was an authenticating display of power (cf. 1 Corinthians 1:22). Jesus haddecisively rejected that way of securing a following beforehis public ministry began (Matthew 4:1-11). In this Johnand the synoptists are agreed, and Alan Richardson wassurely right to draw attention to it:

We would draw no . . . dear distinction between the Synoptists and St John. In all the Gospels Jesus is unwilling to work miracles as mere displays... In the Synoptists no less than inSt John the miracles are evidence (. . . to those who have eyesto see) as to Who Jesus is. This, we shall maintain, is their raison d'etre in all four Gospels. (The Miracle-Stories of the Gospels by Alan Richardson, 1941, p. 31)

If it is right, then, always to bracket the teaching and healing of Jesus, his words and works, his sayings andsigns, what did his miracles signify? John's statement, inthe context of his first sign, was that 'he thus revealed hisglory' (John 2:11). But, since his 'glory' is the visible manifestation of his being and character, this leads us to ask asupplementary question, namely: 'Which aspects of hisperson, or what kind of "glory”, did his signs display?' Somewill immediately reply 'his compassion', and indeed theevangelists several times say that his motive (e.g. in healingthe sick and feeding the hungry) was compassion for theneedy. 'He saw, he was moved with compassion, he tookaction' is a regular sequence in the miracle-stories. But suchcompassion lay behind all his works of mercy; it was notuniquely displayed in his miracles.

Essentially the mighty works of Jesus were signs of the inauguration of the kingdom. We are agreed about this,although I would want to add that their miraculous naturewas inherent in this claim. Preaching and healing wenttogether because the former was the proclamation, and thelatter the demonstration, of the kingdom's arrival. Whywas this so? Partly because, as Jesus implied in his messageto the imprisoned Baptist, the prophetic vision of thecoming kingdom included the blind seeing, the lame walking, leprosy sufferers being cured, the deaf hearing, thedead receiving life and the poor hearing good news (Matthew 11:2-5, echoing Isaiah 35:5-6). Partly because thecoming kingdom would coincide with a liberal effusion ofthe Spirit (e.g. Ezekiel 36:26-27; Joel 2:28-29), and the Spiritwas evidently upon Jesus in both his words and works (e.g.Luke 4:18-19; Matthew 12:28). And partly because (here iswhere we part company, I think) the shalom of the kingdomwould include the subservience of all nature to God's rule.That is why Jesus walked on the turbulent waters andstilled the storm on the lake (for wind and waves werewidely seen as symbolising the primeval chaos and thehostility of demonic forces); turned water into wine (thewater standing for Judaism and the wine for the gospel);multiplied loaves and fishes (setting forth the messianicbanquet). That also is why Jesus is said to have 'rebuked'both the fever of Peter's mother-in-law (Luke 4:39) and thetempest on the lake (Mark 4:39), just as he 'rebuked' thedemons. His nature-miracles were signs of the overthrowof Satan's kingdom, and of the establishment of God's.They gave a dramatic preview (which we cannot, andshould not expect to, replicate) of the final subjugation ofthe whole material order to the gracious rule of God.

I think we must say, however, that the signs of Jesus revealed the glory of his deity as well as of his kingdom. Forthey visibly set forth judgement and salvation, both ofwhich are the prerogative of the Father, although entrustedto the Son (John 5:19-23). At least John saw things this way.Perhaps the only judgement-sign was the cursing of the figtree (an Old Testament symbol of Israel), although thisstory is limited to the synoptists. The cleansing of thetemple is another (non-miraculous) sign - and warning - ofjudgement, told by all four evangelists, although thesynoptists put it at the end, and John at the beginning, ofJesus' ministry. The salvation-signs predominate, however. John plainly sees the Ί am' affirmations dramatised inthe accompanying miracles, as the Bread of life feeds thehungry crowds, the Light of the world gives sight to theman bom blind, and the Resurrection and the Life restoreslife to Lazarus. These are signs of the saving sonship ofJesus. Colin Brown, at the end of his thorough study andsurvey, goes further, and sees the three persons of theGodhead manifest in Jesus' works:

From one standpoint, the miracles of Jesus are the work of the Spirit or divine breath in and through him. From another, theyare wrought by the Word of God that he uttered and that,according to John, was made flesh in him. From yet anotherstandpoint, both these activities were the work of the Father.

For the Spirit is the Spirit of the Father and the Word is the Word of the Father ... The question of miracles is really aquestion of the Trinity, (p. 325)

So, then, you and I are agreed that, as you say, the works of Jesus had 'religious significance', and that this is theirreal point. But you want if possible to detach the thingsignified from the sign, or at least from its miraculouscharacter. Is this feasible, however? Certainly 'miracles arenot to be severed from the accompanying teaching', toquote Colin Brown again (p. 98). But can the teaching besevered from the miracles? Well yes, in the sense that theteaching can stand on its own without the necessity of anysigns. But no in the sense that the miraculous nature of thesigns is intrinsic to their meaning. Thus, reverting to John20:30-31, the signs bear witness to the glory of Jesus, inorder to elicit faith in Jesus, so that readers of the gospelsmay receive life from Jesus.

The Virgin Birth and the Resurrection

The virginal conception and bodily resurrection of Jesus are both said to be 'essential to Evangelicals', you write, as maybe seen from their various hases of faith' in different partsof the world. What you write is true. But two queries arisein my mind as I reflect on your statement. First, are youmeaning to imply that these two doctrines are distinctive toEvangelicals? If so, I must respectfully dissent, for both areto be found in the Apostles' Creed and therefore belong tothe universal Church. On the one hand, our Lord JesusChrist 'was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the VirginMary', which is unambiguous. On the other, 'the third dayhe rose again from the dead', which in its wording may beambiguous (since it is not explicitly stated whether he rose'bodily') but in its intention is not (since we know the beliefsof those who framed the creed). Moreover, the Apostles'Creed is the minimal faith which new converts are asked toexpress at their baptism; it is not the fuller statement whichcandidates for the presbyterate (the official teaching officeof the Church) are expected to make before and at theirordination (the Thirty-Nine Articles in the case of theChurch of England). So the proper question is not whetherEvangelicals are peculiar in holding fast to these doctrines,but whether liberals have liberty to depart from the catholicfaith.

My second query, when you ask whether a particular tenet is 'essential for Evangelicals', is to respond with thecounter-question, 'Essential for what?' I think the virginalconception and bodily resurrection of Jesus are essential ifthe faith we profess is legitimately to be termed 'Evangelical', 'catholic', 'original', 'apostolic' or 'biblical'. If, on theother hand, you are asking me to pronounce whether thosewho deny these doctrines ipso facto forfeit the right to becalled Christians, then I would say 'no' or at least 'no, notnecessarily'. For only God knows those who belong to him(2 Timothy 2:19); it is not for us to make such judgements.Personal faith in Jesus Christ as 'God and Saviour' iscertainly essential. And one can go on to argue that, inorder to be biblically consistent, this faith should includethe virginal conception and bodily resurrection of Jesus.But in all of us our heart may be better than our head, andsalvation is by faith not by orthodox formula, even though'faith' must have some solid Christian content.

With regard to the virgin birth, I confess that I do not experience the difficulties that you do. Perhaps you willregard my faith as more simplistic than simple. But the birthand infancy narratives seem to me to be much more cogentand compelling than you concede. Let me make a numberof points briefly (they are somewhat elaborated in TheAuthentic Jesus, as you know). Whatever case may be madefor the idea that Matthew was writing midrash (commen-tary-as-story), Luke's account of the virgin birth must surely be understood in the light of his gospel preface, in whichhe claims to 'have carefully investigated everything fromthe beginning', to depend on sources traceable to the firsteyewitnesses, and so to be writing history, not myth, whichwill help establish Theophilus in 'the certainty of the things'he has been taught. It is, of course, true that Mark and Johndo not refer to the virgin birth. But that is neither here northere. For both evangelists choose to open their narrativewith John the Baptist, although John begins his gospel withhis marvellous prologue about the eternal Word. The argument from silence is notoriously precarious. Mark and Johndo not mention the birth or boyhood of Jesus at all; are we toconclude from this that they thought he had neither?Besides, there is no evidence (beyond their silence) thatthese evangelists did not believe in the virgin birth. There isindirect evidence that John did. He refers so often to thepre-existence of the Son, who 'came down from heaven' or'was sent into the world' and indeed 'became flesh', that heis likely to have had some notion as to how these thingstook place. There was also the persistent rumour that Jesus'birth had been illegitimate (Mark 6:3; John 8:41; 9:29), whichled Bishop John Robinson to write:

the first and most indisputable fact about the birth of Jesus is that it occurred out of wedlock. The one option for which thereis no evidence is that Jesus was the lawful son of Joseph andMary. The only choice open to us is between a virgin birth andan illegitimate birth. ( Twelve More New Testament Studies, 1984,pp. 3-4)

You offer as evidence against the virginal conception the fact that Jesus' family did not at first recognise or acknowledge his identity. But this is a problem for all of us, whetherwe believe in the birth and infancy stories or not. For thosedenying the virginal conception are not also denying hisdeity and sinlessness, on account of which he must havebeen unique in boyhood and youth. How, then, is it that hisrelatives doubted and even opposed him? One can onlyguess the reasons. It may be that Mary still 'treasured up allthese things and pondered them in her heart7 (Luke 2:19),and felt free to share them only with one or two confidants.

Or, if all the family knew, they may have been motivated either by fear of the reaction of the Jewish authorities or bytheir own prejudice, because Jesus did not fit the messianicstyle they were expecting. You then go on to give a longishlist of apparent discrepancies between Matthew's andLuke's accounts. But as with other gospel discrepancies, sowith these, they really are not so baffling as you make out.Every one has been given a plausible explanation. Indeed,most of them are due to independent pieces of information,which cannot reasonably be said to contradict each other,but simply do not overlap. Whether we react to them infaith or in scepticism depends largely, I think, on whetherwe approach them in a believing or a sceptical frame ofmind.

I agree with you that the incarnation 'does not depend logically [I would prefer the word 'necessarily'] on the beliefthat he was conceived by the Holy Spirit'. In theory, atleast, God could have chosen some other 'mechanism' bywhich the incarnation took place. There have been and areChristians (yourself among them) who firmly believe in theincarnation, while doubting or denying the virgin birth. SoI accept your statement that 'in order to believe that theglory of God shone "in the face of Christ" ... it is notnecessary to believe that Joseph had nothing to do with theconception of Jesus'. I agree further that, though the deathand resurrection of Jesus were integral to the apostolickerygma, as summarised in Peter's speeches in the Acts andin Paul's statement in 1 Corinthians 15, his virgin birth wasnot. At the same time, I am bound to add that I find yourdoubt and denial strange and indeed (if I may say sowithout appearing obnoxiously patronising) regrettable.For it seems to me (1) that it is inconsistent to affirm thegreater miracle (the incarnation) while denying the lesser(the virgin birth), and not to perceive the congruity between them; (2) that you are quite unnecessarily negativetowards the Matthean and Lucan birth narratives; (3) thatyou reject the only account we have of how the incarnationtook place, without offering any alternative explanation;and (4) that you do not sufficiently feel the seriousness of breaking away not only from Scripture but from the way theuniversal Church has understood and accepted its witnesson this matter.

Turning now to the resurrection, I am extremely thankful for your conclusion (though you describe it only as 'reasonable and probable' and not 'absolutely decisive') that thetomb was empty, that the body in which Jesus appearedwas 'a sign given by God because of the uniqueness of hisembodiment of God', and that 'he is the miraculous Christ'.Despite all your caveats and hesitations, I really rejoice withyou that 'Christianity is a resurrection religion'.

I have to concede that in my summary in Basic Christianity of the historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus mysingle use of the word 'proof' was a slip. For to 'prove'something is to establish its truth. The way I end thatchapter, however, is to speak of evidence, not proof: 'thecumulative weight of this evidence is all but conclusive'. Ithen add that, in consequence, 'it makes eminently reasonable that last step of faith which brings us to our kneesbefore him and puts on our lips the mighty confession of adoubting Thomas "My Lord and my God"' (pp. 59-60).But if my claim for the evidence was somewhat exaggerated, your long list of supposed discrepancies is exaggerated too. Yes, I have written that the resurrection narrativesform 'a jigsaw puzzle'. But it is of the essence of jigsawpuzzles that their various bits and pieces can be fittedtogether. I really cannot agree with you that this 'hasproved impossible', and that the stories 'constitute not ajigsaw puzzle but an insoluble mystery'. G. E. Ladd in IBelieve in the Resurrection (1975) and Murray Harris in RaisedImmortal (1984) both address these problems, while JohnWenham in Easter Enigma (1984) has proposed the fullest,most careful and cogent harmonisation yet. My own view isthat the resurrection narratives contain enough discrepantmaterial to show their independence, but not enough todestroy their credibility, let alone to establish theirfalsehood.

The kerygma of 1 Corinthians 15:1-7, which Paul claims to be both the original (verses 1-4) and the universal (verse 11)faith of the Church, has seemed to most commentators toinclude an affirmation of the objective, bodily character ofJesus' resurrection. The reference to the preceding burial(which definitely referred to his body), the apparently trivialdetail that he was raised 'on the third day' (which makes it adatable event), and the fact that elsewhere he distinguisheshis 'visions' (e.g. 2 Corinthians 12:1-10) from the resurrection appearance in which he had 'seen Jesus' (1 Corinthians9:1), all point to the physical or quasi-physical nature ofboth the resurrection and the appearances. Yet, I agree, mystatement that the resurrection of Jesus supplies 'the proofand pattern' of ours is a little bit (though not much!) tooemphatic. Because 'proof' means 'conclusive evidence' it isslightly too strong a word, although Paul's use of'firstfruits' (1 Corinthians 15:20,23) clearly implies that theharvest will follow. And, although 'pattern' is accurate,since Paul more than once says that our resurrection bodieswill be like Christ's (1 Corinthians 15:49; Philippians 3:21),our knowledge of his resurrection body is scanty, beingpieced together from the resurrection narratives. It wouldtherefore be wise not to be too dogmatic about its precisecharacter, remembering John's frank admission that 'whatwe will be has not yet been made known', except that weshall see him and be like him (1 John 3:2).

At the same time, I am anxious to be true to what has been made known. This includes Paul's statement inRomans 8, which you quote, that one day the wholecreation, now groaning as if in the pains of childbirth, isgoing to be 'liberated from its bondage to decay andbrought into the glorious freedom of the children of God',and in addition that our own bodies are going to be included in that redemption (verses 18-25). Is it not legitimate to identify this hope with the 'regeneration' or 'renewal' of the universe (Matthew 19:28), the time when God will'restore everything' (Acts 3:21) and make 'a new heavenand a new earth' (2 Peter 3:13; Revelation 21:1-5)? It is notjust 'heaven' to which the New Testament looks forward,but a renewed universe, from which pain, sorrow, diseaseand death have all been eliminated, indeed destroyed. It isa more material expectation than popular visions of'heaven'. Was William Temple not right in emphasisingthat Christianity is 'the most materialistic religion in theworld' - with its doctrines of creation and resurrection, andits use of water, bread and wine? That's surely why ouraffirmation of the resurrection of the body (his and ours) is soimportant. A year or two ago Bishop David Jenkins kindlyspent a couple of hours with five of us Evangelicals whowanted to engage in questioning and discussion with him.He has given me permission to quote my recollection of onepart of our conversation. He was willing to concede that thebodily resurrection of Jesus, although in his view 'historically unverifiable' (because the story of the empty tombwas probably not published until twenty years or moreafter the event), could nevertheless be termed 'theologically appropriate'. There, I think, was a man speaking out ofhis catholic tradition, but we Evangelicals endorsed it.

In conclusion, is not the most helpful way to approach the gospel miracles to place them within the familiar andinescapable tension between the already and the not yet,kingdom come and kingdom coming, the new age inaugurated and the new age consummated? To the sceptical (whodoubt all miracles) I want to say 'but already we have tastedthe powers of the age to come'. To the credulous (who thinkthat healing miracles are an everyday occurrence) I want tosay 'but not yet have we been given resurrection bodies freefrom disease, pain, infirmity, handicap and death'. In thisinterim period between the beginning and the end we bothlook back to the outburst of miracles in the ministry of Jesusand his apostles, and on to the final resurrection of bothbody and universe.

Further thought about the implications of the 'already -not yet' tension would, I suspect, be profitable to us all.

Yours as ever,

John


5 THE BIBLE AND BEHAVIOUR

Christian Morality Today

How is a Christian supposed to get guidance from the Bible about the perplexing or agonising problems of daily life,personal and social? It is not an easy question to answer, forthe sixty-six books of the Scriptures were written in a worldvery different from the one we see when we open the frontdoor or look at the news on TV - and the moral instructionwhich they give, although plentiful, is very varied andoften seems to be inclined to be either disturbingly ideal(rather than practical) or else disturbingly primitive (ratherthan modem). The answers supplied by countless churchleaders, preachers, priests, theologians and lay people suchas parents and teachers have often seemed unsatisfactoryto the Christian who, often in an emergency and underconfusing pressures, has to decide whether or not 'to do if.But the answers given by John Stott are among the best thatI know. He was chairman of the drafting committee whichproduced the report of the 1982 international consultationof Evangelical leaders on Evangelism and Social Responsibility.In it I read this key sentence: 'Because mankind is made inthe image of God, every person, regardless of race, religion,colour, culture, class, sex or age, has an intrinsic dignitybecause of which he should be respected and served, notexploited' (ESR, p. 17). And he has summed up his ownmature teaching on social and moral questions in tworecent books.

The Message of the Sermon on the Mount, first published in 1978, has already had many editions. Originally it wascalled Christian Counter-Culture because it arose out of a great desire to present the teaching of Jesus to those seekingan 'alternative society' - a search which Theodore Roszakdescribed in his book of 1969, The Making of a Counter-Culture. Particularly Dr Stott had in mind students whowere anti-war ('make love not war'), 'repudiating thegreedy affluence of the West which seems to grow everfatter either by the spoliation of the natural environment orby the exploitation of developing nations or by both atonce'. He wanted to present a Christian alternative and hedid so with such authority that his book survived with anew title when the talk of a 'counter-culture' had dieddown.

In Issues Facing Christians Today, first published in 1984, he achieved another success by exploring at some depth theissues which would not go away. These were not only theglobal issues which had preoccupied the would-be makersof a counter-culture - the nuclear threat, the environment,North-South economic inequality, human rights, employment, industrial relations, apartheid and other forms ofracial prejudice, and the liberation of women. The book alsodealt with moral questions which the radical protesters ofthe 1960s had tended to brush aside - divorce, abortion,homosexual relationships. And it carefully consideredissues which trouble those who seriously try to form a'Christian mind' about social and moral questions - butwhich to that minority certainly are troublesome. Manyearnest Christians have been 'solafideists', believing thatfaith not behaviour is essential to salvation, or they havebelonged to various 'holiness' movements whether Catholic or Protestant, believing that the individual's behaviourought to be a perfect imitation of Christ but that politics istoo dirty to be touched. Or they have committed themselves wholeheartedly to one or other political crusade thatturned out to be mistaken in one way or another. Sosuccessive chapters in Dr Stott's survey asked: Is it ourconcern, can we think straight amid the complexity, shouldwe try to impose our views, do we have any influence, whatis needed for Christian leadership? The book was a powerful plea for a specifically Christian involvement and the titleof its American edition was Involvement.

These two books by John Stott are full of wisdom. Whether they study the text of Matthew's gospel or thefacts of a social problem belonging to a world very differentfrom Matthew's, the study is always done in enough detailto feed the mind but also with enough clarity to enlighten it.Always Christians are urged to be 'salt' in the world. Theyare warned against reducing the gospel and abandoningthe identity of the followers of Jesus: their message mustnot be the mere endorsement of some fashionable contemporary ideas. But they are also warned against the temptation to be 'pure' by being detached from contemporaryperplexities and agonies: salt, light and yeast work by beingused. Although the authority with which John Stott writesseems effortless, in fact his decisiveness must have beenachieved by great intellectual labour including not onlyresearch but also the work of thinking things through to thepoint of clarity. And as I stressed in my first chapter, hisown willingness to be publicly involved in these complicated and contentious discussions represents a courageousdeparture from the pietistic atmosphere of the studentgroup to which he belonged in the 1940s. At many points italso differs bravely from the political and moral positionscharacteristic of American fundamentalism, still vocal andpowerful in the 1980s.

There would be no point in my attempting to follow him in every step of his journey through a large minefield ofproblems. Here it will be enough to offer a few commentson the points he makes and on the reasons for which hemakes them.

It does not worry me to think that the Sermon on the Mount as we have it - which would have taken no morethan ten minutes to preach - has been edited quite substantially by Matthew or the community behind him. Jesus issaid to have given instructions about 'when you fast' at 6:16although later in the gospel, at 9:14, we are told that in hislifetime the disciples of Jesus did not fast. It is no accidentthat within the gospels the Greek word ekklesia, in English'church', occurs only twice, at Matthew 16:18 and 18:17.The latter instance seems a clear example of an instructionwhich is unlikely to have come from the historical Jesus: 'ifyour brother sins against you. . . tell it to the church; and ifhe refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as youwould a pagan or a tax collector'. So I am sure that theSermon on the Mount as we have it is an edited document.

I welcome the far more important point that it presents with unforgettable force teaching which is characteristic ofthe Teacher. This teaching combines depth and simplicity.It fascinates because it challenges us to be content withnothing short of the divine perfection, yet its feet are on theground of village life in Galilee, where people are as proneto be angry, vindictive, lustful, dishonest, hypocritical,materialistic, arrogant, unforgiving, anxious, gullible, andso forth, as humanity normally is. This sermon gives us'impossible possibilities', as Reinhold Niebuhr quipped.And its force is not lost in John Stott's exposition, whichcould only have been done by a Christian who is both holyin himself and pastorally experienced in the difficulties ofsinners. It is an exposition which brings before us theessence of what Jesus commands about a distinctive righteousness and piety, and about new attitudes to materialneeds and to other people. 'That is to say,' John Stott stunsup, 'our supreme ambition must be the glory of God' (CCC,P· 25).

Rightly he corrects those who are so superficial in their praise of this sermon that one wonders whether they haveread it. The sermon is not meant to encourage easy optimism about the human capacity to be good in a conventional style. On the contrary, the person who really hears itschallenges will be tempted to a hopeless despair. So thesermon is addressed not to the crowds who have come tosee Jesus heal the sick but to 'his disciples' (Matthew 5:1). Itis 'on the mount' because it is high above the heads of thecrowds. 'Jesus spoke the sermon to those who were already. . .the citizens of God's kingdom and the children of God'sfamily/ John Stott explains.

The high standards he set are appropriate only to such. We do not, indeed we could not, achieve this privileged status byattaining Christ's standards. Rather by attaining Christ's standards, or at least approximating to them, we give evidence ofwhat by God's free grace and gift we already are. (CCC, p. 29)

Many sermons are unhelpful because they hold aloof from the journey which is necessary if the Christian is tomove from the Sermon on the Mount to everyday problems. As a preacher, I do not find this surprising. We whostand in the pulpit are often immobilised by our sense ofinadequacy as we contemplate humanity's distresses.There is a bewildering and terrifying descent from themountain peak and its visions to the valley, desert or abyssin which the crowds are trapped. No doubt that has alwaysbeen the case but the descent is particularly frightening inan age well characterised by two words prominent in DrStott's books - disillusionment and complexity.

That is what makes so much that is said in Issues Facing Christians Today so helpful. Having spoken out of his owntradition by reminding us of the great Evangelical heritageof social concern, and having confessed honestly thatEvangelicals retracted from that involvement ('the greatreversal'), Dr Stott does more than lament the decline. Heprovides answers to social and moral problems which dofar more than merely repeat pleas for involvement - pleaswhich have come from many publications and conferences.He clearly urges not only 'social service' (relieving humanneed) but what a conference over which he presided called'social action' (removing the causes of human need). God'schildren must care about God's whole creation and supremely about these 'human but godlike' creatures whoseevil passions have caused most of the trouble. Obedientfaith must be shown in active love and practical action mustbe guided by informed thought. 'What is needed', JohnStott writes,

is more conscientious group study in which (1) we learn to pray together, (2) we listen attentively to each other's positions, andto the deep concerns which lie behind them, and (3) we helpeach other to discern the cultural prejudices which make usreluctant and even unable to open our minds to alternativeviewpoints. This kind of discipline is painful, but Christianintegrity demands it. As a result, we shall refuse to acquiesce insuperficial polarizations, for the truth is always more subtleand sophisticated than that. (IFCT, p. 34)

The agreements that emerge out of such Christian thought should not be imposed on others, but it is rightly hoped thatthey will have influence as they are contributed to thepublic welfare.

Most of the policies which Dr Stott suggests as the result of his own research, reflection and discussion seem to me todeserve influence. Indeed, although they will not beaccepted by everyone they seem almost always wise. Having stated the nuclear threat, he totally condemns the use ofnuclear weapons but very reluctantly accepts the need tokeep some of them temporarily in order to deter aggressionby uncertainty until disarmament can be negotiated. Thatmay well be less dangerous than a total renunciation byone side unilaterally. Having outlined the threats to theenvironment through population growth, resource depletion, industrial pollution and runaway technology's hunger for fuel, he advocates practical steps. 'We learn to thinkecologically. We repent of extravagance, pollution andwanton destruction. We recognise that man finds it easierto subdue the earth than he does to subdue himself' (IFCT,pp. 119-20). Having repeated the Brandt Commission'sanalysis of the global North-South divide and its dangers,and having also accepted that the commission was toohesitant to criticise some cultures of the South which keeptheir peoples in poverty by discouraging development, heemphatically supports the principle of global economicco-operation while saying that he lacks the expertise tocomment on detailed proposals. Having lamented theviolations of human rights in so many countries, he urgesthat we should keep ourselves informed and take whataction we can - for here, too, we are responsible; 'we are ourbrother's keeper7. Having argued that work is intended forthe fulfilment of the worker, he protests vigorously againstthe acceptance of widespread unemployment and againstthe lack of participation in decision-making at work. Similarly he protests against the racism or 'cultural imperialism'which denies mankind's essential unity in diversity. Heends this section by pleading for a simple lifestyle and agrowing generosity as two signs of protest against the division of humanity into gross affluence and dehumanisingpoverty.

In his guidance on sexual issues, he welcomes much in the rise of feminism but rightly ponders the obvious truththat 'although men and women are equal they are not thesame'. The traditional 'headship' of the husband is interpreted as being 'more of care than of control, more ofresponsibility than of authority7. Divorce for serious sexualimmorality, or on the desertion of an unbelieving partner,is permissible and in those two cases (only) a Christian is'not bound' to remain unmarried; but all divorce is contraryto God's purpose, which is the permanence of marriage. Allabortions are contrary to the norm of the inviolability of thefoetus and 'human life ought not to be taken except in casesof urgent necessity' which must be specifically and rigorously argued. The risk, however substantial, of a handicap,however severe, is not enough to justify the foetus that willbecome a child being killed in the womb. Dr Stott agreeswith a fellow-Evangelical that 'the destruction of the unborn on this massive, deliberate scale is the greatest singleoffence regularly perpetrated in Britain today' - and couldhave noted that the position is far worse in some othercountries (women in the Soviet Union have, on average,more than six abortions). He concludes with a condemnation of all relationships which involve homosexual practices,combined with a plea for the loving support of homosexuals who courageously practise self-restraint.

It would not be very interesting to any reader if I were to explain at length why I disagree with a few of these judgements on pragmatic grounds. There may be more profit in adiscussion of the biblical basis which Dr Stott offers for allhis policies. Inevitably my criticism of his use of the Bible issharpened when I do not like its practical consequences,but I want to attempt a fairminded analysis of his method ofarguing even when I welcome the result of the argument. Iask three questions.

The Old Testament's Relevance

My first is whether his appeals to the authority of the Old Testament are entirely convincing. On the one hand, it isadmirable that he discerns in the Hebrew Scriptures someprinciples which are permanently valid. He expounds abiblical basis for social concern in general. God is the God ofnature as well as religion, the God of creation as well as ofthe covenant, the God of social justice as well as of personaljustification - and man is a 'body-soul in community'',endowed with conscience to discern between alternativesand freedom to choose between them. These are all greatOld Testament themes and they are all, I believe, profoundly true and important. And other Old Testamentprinciples are expounded rightly by being related to specificissues of our own period. Thus the horror over the shedding of innocent blood is related to nuclear weapons andabortions. The truths that God gave man 'dominion' overnature but that it must be a co-operative, responsible andlaborious control are related to the practical problems ofconserving natural resources and obtaining full employment.The truth that the human race was created to be a singlepeople on a single planet is contrasted with the injustices ofNorth-South inequality and with racial discrimination. Thetrue dignity of human beings, created by God 'male andfemale' and 'in his own image', is contrasted with the denialof human rights, the exclusion from decision-making andthe oppression of women. The Creator's blessing onheterosexuality, permanent marriage and loving companionship is contrasted with the contemporary realities ofeasy divorce and the 'gay' lifestyle.

On the other hand, Dr Stott's style of citing Scripture reduces the value of these appeals to permanent principlesby sometimes appearing to depend on a naive understanding of stories which are in fact mythological. In the societyto which Issues Facing Christians Today is addressed, Adam,Eve and the snake are usually treated as comic characters. Ittherefore lessens the seriousness of Dr Stott's account of thehuman tragedy when he claims that 'all our human alienation, disorientation and sense of meaninglessness stemultimately' from the fact that Adam and Eve 'listened toSatan's lies, instead of to God's truth' (IFCT, p.34). Thecreation of Adam from dust, and of Eve from one of Adam'sribs, is also often treated humorously. It therefore reducesthe impact of Dr Stott's accounts of man's place in nature,and of the equality of male and female, when he quotes thefirst two chapters of Genesis without a word about evolution (IFCT, pp. 111-12, 242-3). And the serious assertionof the unity of mankind, amid tensions caused partly bypopulation growth, is not strengthened when he writes toosimply: 'God said, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fillthe earth and subdue it"' (IFCT, p. 128).

Sometimes Dr Stott seems to be reluctant to admit that some of the moral teaching given in the Old Testamentfalls far below the heights to which he rightly directs ourattention. In the Old Testament

the Lord said to Moses, Take vengeance on the Midianites' . . . Moses was angry with the officers of the army . . . whoreturned from the battle.

'Have you allowed all the women to live?' he asked them. They were the ones who followed Balaam's advice and werethe means of turning the Israelites away from the Lord ... sothat a plague struck the Lord's people. Now kill all the boys.And kill every woman who has slept with a man, but savefor yourselves every girl who has never slept with a man.'(Numbers 31:1-18)

Dr Stott only glances at the fact that genocide is repeatedly urged in the Old Testament as God's will in the punishmentof the Canaanites. The Canaanites, like the Midianites, aresaid to have been especially wicked, but it is hard to feel thatthis justifies the idea that God wanted a whole people to bemassacred. It gives the wrong answer to the question whichAbraham asks on one of the moral peaks of the Old Testament, before he suggests that there may be ten righteouspeople in Sodom and therefore the city does not deserve tobe destroyed: 'Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?'(Genesis 18:25). And it ignores the vision of God's compassion conveyed in the lovely story of Jonah, where thecity of Nineveh, which God refuses to destroy, includesmore than 120,000 innocents and many cattle (4:11). Stillless does humanity's wickedness at an earlier stage seem tomerit being drowned by the flood, apart from the fewrefugees in Noah's ark, together with all but a small fractionof the animal kingdom. And the Hebrew penal code,although humane in comparison with many contemporarycodes, does not strike the modem conscience as beingwholly civilised. To see this one has only to reckon howmany offences incur the death penalty. Not everything inthe Old Testament is morally speaking the permanent wordof God.

Jesus the Legislator?

My second question is whether Dr Stott is entirely convincing when he quotes the teaching of Jesus as if it were a religious law. On the one hand, he is very impressive whenhe appeals to the authority of Jesus in advocating thedefence and service of the poor. As he reminds us, Jesushimself taught that 'our attitude to him will be revealed in,and so judged by, our good works of love to the least of hisbrothers and sisters' (IFCT, p. 23). He is equally impressivewhen he quotes Jesus on other issues - for example, whenhe repeats that husband and wife should be 'one flesh'.

On the other hand, he seems not to take full account of the fact that the moral teaching of Jesus was often clothed indeliberate exaggeration (hyperbole is the technical term) inorder to provoke a repentance, an aspiration, a resolve anda whole life which would be more than conventionallyrighteous. An example is the challenge to 'hate' parents,wife, children, brothers, sisters and even one's own life asthe cost of discipleship (Luke 14:26). Experts have reconstructed the teaching in the styles and the very languagewhich were original, Palestinian and Aramaic-the kind ofwork which Joachim Jeremias brought to a climax in histreatment of The Proclamation of Jesus which formed the firstvolume of his New Testament Theology (in English, 1971).Jeremias understood Jesus's teaching as nothing less than'the call of God'. I find it curious that not all scholars whosetendency is conservative see the real differences betweenthis call and other voices heard in Palestine at that time. Itis, for example, very curious that Dr Stott gets the contrastbetween Jesus and the Pharisees wrong. He claims thatthe Pharisees 'made the law's demands less demandingand the law's permissions more permissive' (CCC, p. 79)although their very name almost certainly means 'the Separated'. Elsewhere, as I have already noted, he alleges thatthe Pharisees 'thought an external comformity to the lawwould be righteousness enough' (CMMW, p. 75) - whichscarcely suggests permissiveness. In the gospels Jesus repeatedly attacks them for a harshly inhumane legalism andPaul's letters (for example Philippians 3:5-6) record thememory that while a Pharisee he had kept the Jewishreligious law zealously. And the truth about the Pharisees,as it has emerged from modem scholarly debate, seems tobe that they were groups of laymen so devout that they feltthemselves obliged to live at the standard of ritual puritynormally expected only of priests on duty in the temple.

There is a tendency in Dr Stott's exposition to suggest that Jesus, too, was a legislator, different from the Phariseesin that he was less 'permissive'. Thus the saying of Jesusthat 'whoever says, ''You fool!" will be in danger of the fireof hell' is treated as if it implied that God is a judge unable todiscriminate between minor and major crimes, since 'angrythoughts and insulting words are tantamount to murder inGod's sight' (CCC, p. 85). In his Basic Christianity (BC1, pp.65-9) Dr Stott expounds the ten commandments of the OldTestament in the light of the teaching of Jesus. Much of thisexposition would be accepted by most Christians. But hestates, as if it were a law made by Jesus, that 'every loss oftemper, every outburst of uncontrolled passion, every stirring of sullen rage, every bitter resentment and thirsting forrevenge - all these things are mturder'. He claims that theseventh commandment 'has a far wider application thanjust to unfaithfulness in marriage. It includes any sort of sexoutside the marriage relationship for which it was designed. It includes flirting, experimenting, and solitarysexual experience'. Such teaching surely does not reflectthe real intention of Jesus. The purpose was not to blur thedistinction between anger and murder, or masturbationand adultery. It was by the use of hyperbole to challengethe disciples to T»e perfect... as your heavenly Father isperfect (Matthew 5:48). One of the differences betweenJesus and the Pharisees was that Jesus was not a legislatorbut a poet.

Here is, I suggest, a failure to see that Jesus taught by stating a vision not a law, and by exaggerating rather thanmodifying the practical consequences of that vision. Andthis failure seems to lead Dr Stott into some interpretationsof the teaching which are probably wrong - although theseinterpretations do not come down on the side of therigorists.

In both the books we have been considering he insists that the version of the teaching on divorce given twice byMatthew (5:31-32; 19:1-9) is authentic and that thereforedivorce after sexual immorality is permitted to the Christian. But most scholars take the more probable view thatthis 'Matthean exception' to the general condemnation ofdivorce derives from Matthew or the community behindhim, not from Jesus, who is elsewhere reported to havemade no such exception (1 Corinthians 7:10-11; Mark 10:11;Luke 16:18). If Jesus taught what Matthew says, it is hard tounderstand why his disciples exclaimed: 'If this is thesituation between a husband and wife, it is better not tomarry' (Matthew 19:10). He would have done no more thanto repeat the interpretation of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 alreadygiven by the stricter rabbis such as the famous Shammai.The declaration that all divorce is against God's will wasevidently remembered widely as one of the most surprisingthings in the teaching of Jesus. Many scholars believe thatMatthew took one of his passages about this problem fromthe collection of sayings called Q (Luke has a parallel passage) and the other from Mark's gospel, before amendingthem to reflect the teaching given in his own community.

However, it does not necessarily follow that Jesus intended his own absolutely simple vision of permanent marriage to be legislation. Paul evidently thought not, forhe makes the exception about desertion by an unbelievingspouse. And the two contexts of the teaching in Matthew'sgospel do not suggest that legislation is being enacted. Inthe Sermon on the Mount the teaching is given after apassage of hyperbole about lust: 'If your right eye causesyou to sin, gouge it out and throw it away... If your righthand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away . . .' (5:29-30). In the second passage the teaching about divorceis admitted to be hard and therefore acceptable only tothose 'to whom it has been given. For some are eunuchsbecause they were bom that way; others were made thatway by men; and others have renounced marriage becauseof the kingdom of heaven. The one who can accept thisshould accept it' (19:11-12). Such talk about the people whoaccept the total condemnation of divorce as being sexless('eunuchs') sounds like another example of hyperbole. Theprobability seems to be that the Matthean community, likePaul, had found it pastorally essential not to treat the visionof Jesus as a legal prohibition of all divorces. Some Christians after some tragedies, which certainly were not whatGod willed, should be allowed second marriages, for 'a believing man or woman is not bound in such circumstances;God has called us to live in peace' (1 Corinthians 7:15).

At times Dr Stott does see that Jesus used hyperbole, getting a message across by what everyone knows to beexaggeration rather than by an attempt to be preciselyaccurate. Thus he does not interpret 'do not judge' (7:1) asthe prohibition of all moral judgements or 'ask and it will begiven to you' (7:7) as a promise that all petitions to God willbe granted, and when he considers the agonising moralproblems posed by nuclear weapons he does not treat theSermon on the Mount as legislation. I happen to agree withhis views on nuclear weapons (as well as with his views ondivorce). I also agree with his non-pacifist insistence thatthe state has a role - employing the minimum necessaryforce, or the threat of it, where necessary for the sake ofjustice - which is different from the duty of a privateindividual. But as pacifists healthily remind all Christians,there remains an enormous contrast between the Sermonon the Mount and the possession of nuclear weapons; forthe possession would be pointless if it did not imply somethreat of use. This contrast between the world of the crossand the world of the Bomb is a special challenge to Christians in government or the armed forces who control nuclear weapons. They cannot plead that they leave religionand morality behind at the door when they enlist in theservice of the state. That plea did not save Nazi warcriminals - a fact which ought to have made Dr Stott pauselonger before praising the theory of an earlier German,Martin Luther, that there are two realms, the kingdom ofChrist and the realm of the emperor. The solution whichargues that 'the duties and factions of the state are quitedifferent from those of the individual' (CCC, p. Ill) is not aperfect solution, for individuals consent to serve as officersof the state. We have also to remember that in a democracyindividual voters accept some responsibility for the defencepolicy of a country. If wrong, they incur some guilt. Imention such familiar problems in order to make the pointthat the moral dilemmas associated with the possession ofnuclear weapons would be totally intolerable if Jesus had been legislating either for states or for individuals when hetaught: 'Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikesyou on the right cheek, turn to him the other also . .(Matthew 5:39).

One of the many merits of Issues Facing Christians Today is that it treats with equal seriousness the question of nuclearweapons and the question of abortion. It is not always thatthese two large-scale contemporary insults to the sanctity ofhuman life are considered together. Dr Stott states with theright passion an absolute rejection of the extreme 'liberal·position on abortion: 'we reject as totally false and utterlyabhorrent the notion that the foetus is merely a lump of jellyor blob of tissue, or a growth in the mother's womb, whichmay therefore be extracted and destroyed like teeth,tumours or tonsils' (IFCT, p. 284). But his own position is (Ithink, sensibly) not completely absolutist. It would disappoint many Catholic or Evangelical 'prolife' campaignersin the USA and elsewhere. 'Is abortion, then, never justified?' he asks. 'To answer this question in a way that isboth faithful and realistic theologians and doctors needeach other' - for, he says, 'the most exceptional cases' doexist (IFCT, pp. 294-5). And of course some of the doctorsand nurses who may rightly perform abortions in these rarecases are Christians.

The Bible and the Cultures

My third question is whether it is right to take as authoritative teaching in the Bible which, as I read it, reflects the surrounding society and its culture. Such teaching, I believe, ought not to be decisive in the discussion of modemproblems.

In the nineteenth century it was extremely important to establish that the Bible's consistent acceptance of slaveryreflected the surrounding culture and did not reveal the willof God. William Wilberforce and other Evangelical campaigners against the slave trade, and the later Evangelicalcrusaders against slavery in the USA, had to face andovercome much argumentation which defended that iniquitous institution as 'biblical'. I ask whether one lesson tobe learned from that controversy is not this: whether welike it or not, the Bible often is culture-bound. Behind thisquestion is my inability to accept the tendency of the 1982report on Evangelism and Social Responsibility to see faults inus but never in the Bible. 'It is not that God's Word isunclear in itself,' this report assures us, 'nor that its meaning is captive to any culture. The problem lies rather withinour minds as we read. The assumptions we bring withus, which are often insufficiently examined and convertedin the light of God's Word, distort our understanding ofit' (ESR, p. 10). I do not wish to repeat my discussion of theauthority of the Scriptures, but that statement seems to metrue only if 'God's Word' is understood as what the Bibletaken as a whole affirms - which may be only looselyconnected with, or may contradict, the natural, originalmeaning of a particular passage in the Bible. If 'God's Word'means the Bible, then I have to say that it is sometimesunclear and sometimes culture-bound. Indeed, the 1982report appears to admit this. 'When the teaching of Scripture seems unclear, and human reason has to seek todevelop a position out of biblical principles, then theChurch should make a pronouncement only after thoroughstudy and consultation' (ESR, p. 52).

The question about a culture-bound Bible is, of course, raised whenever the Bible is quoted in the debate aboutnuclear weapons. The idea that a state governed by Christians would possess a weapon capable of destroying awhole city if a button was pressed, and would threaten thepossible use of it if only to deter aggression by creatinguncertainty, was inconceivable in an age when the mostpowerful weapon was the sword. The question must also, Ibelieve, be asked whenever the Bible is quoted in the debateabout Christian responses to the situation created bymodem attitudes to marriage and divorce. So I return tothat subject.

In modem societies marriage is a relationship between equal partners who are lovers. It does not need the consentof parents except in the rare cases where the lovers are notadults. It does need registration by the state. It may bedissolved by the state if the relationship has broken downin the eyes of either partner. If a woman and a man haveintercourse before or after an engagement to marry (whichis not legally binding), but before marriage, most people donot disapprove. In fact many people think it is a good ideabecause if the emotional relationship is made legal before ithas been thoroughly tested it may end in the tragedy andtrauma of divorce. In a society which contains manycitizens who do not guide their lives by Christian convictions, it is generally held (by Christians among others) thatthe state is right to legislate on the basis of this widelyaccepted understanding of the partnership between thesexes. But the attitude of society to marriage in biblicaltimes was almost entirely different. It was customary foralmost everyone to be married and the plight of widowsand orphans was so pitiful that the married were oftenexhorted to be charitable towards such unfortunates. Theprostitutes' profession seems to have been recruited fromwidows and divorced women who could not find hus-bainds. It was, it seems, assumed that after divorce awoman would remarry if she found a man. When a womanwithout children lost her husband by death she wasthought to be lucky if her brother-in-law would agree to dohis duty by marrying her, and it was not impossible toimagine that in this way seven brothers might marry thesame woman (Mark 12:18-23). The custom was for a girl tobe betrothed by the gift of a bride-price of her father. Thisoccurred after puberty, often between the ages of twelveand thirteen but sometimes as late as seventeen. The manbetrothed to her, but no other man, might then haveintercourse with her. A girl not found to be a virgin onbetrothal was to be stoned to death according to the Law ofMoses, as was any adulteress or any man committingadultery with another man's wife (Deuteronomy22:13-22;

Ezekiel 23:43-47; John 8:1-5). The betrothal usually lasted for a year but it might be longer. Then the woman was takento the groom's house amid the many festivities of the'wedding feast'. These customs make it clear that althoughaffection and love may become normal between the partners, the arrangement is made between the man and thegirl's parents. The state is not involved in it. It is madepartly because of the man's needs for sex and companionship, partly because of society's needs for many children, some of whom will survive infancy, and partly because the woman is needed to work in the house and thefields. All this is implied when we are told in the Adam andEve story that 'it is not good for the man to be alone', so thathe needs a suitable 'helper' (Genesis 2:18). The only question about divorce was in what circumstances, if any, thehusband might end this relationship with the approval ofthose around him and without consulting any officer of thestate. Although Mark's gospel has been edited so as toreflect the Roman law by considering the possibility that awoman might divorce her husband (10:12), such a possibility was very rare among the Jews. In the Jewish traditionthe subordination of the wife to the husband was such thatpolygamy was never censured when practised by patriarchssuch as Abraham and heroes such as David and Solomon -and disappeared only slowly and without any great moralprotest that is on record. It is also significant that the Greekword for sexual love, eros, does not occur in the NewTestament.

The teaching of Jesus was addressed to this situation in which marriage was a male-dominated, sexual, procreativeand economic relationship which might or might not besupported by love but which was not registered by thestate. And Jesus and his followers seem to have acceptedthis practical basis of marriage although they gave therelationship a new spiritual depth and therefore permanence. The first letter of Peter (3:7) typically instructs husbands to treat their wives' with respect as the weaker partnerand as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so thatnothing will hinder your prayers'. Paul's letters show thathe, too, assumed that the wife was 'weaker'. In the letterto the Ephesians (CCC, pp. 22-32) 'wives, submit to yourhusbands as to the Lord' comes before 'husbands, loveyour wives'. An acceptance up to a point of the ancientunderstanding of marriage is also the impression left by theevidence about Jesus. Although he taught that according tothe will of the Creator 'a man will leave his father andmother and be united to his wife, and the two will becomeone flesh' (Mark 10:7-8), he is not on record as saying thatany of the men whom he told to 'sell all' and 'follow me'must first ask the permission of their wives. And Christianwomen and men have, like their neighbours, oftenaccepted this understanding of marriage, or somethingvery like it, in the course of history and around the worldwide Church in our own time. But in a society whichunderstands marriage very differently, very few Christiansadvocate a return to the biblical situation. Here, the culturalcontext of the Bible is separated from what is held to be itspermanently valid 'doctrine of marriage' and the problemabout divorce is how to relate this doctrine to the newsituation where marriage is essentially love betweenequals.

I now want to ask other questions about the authority of biblical teachings which reflect the surrounding society andits culture. I want to ask them in relation to two moralproblems to which I think Dr Stott gives the wronganswers.

He considers the question: 'What form should women's ministry take in a Church guided by the Bible?' (IFCT, pp.249-54). Ά strong prima facie biblical case can be made foractive female leadership in the Church, including ateaching ministry', he writes, citing the prophetesses of theOld Testament, the reports that Jesus entrusted the goodnews of his resurrection to women, the gift of the HolySpirit to women as well as men (Acts 2:17-18), and themany references to women speakers and workers in therest of the New Testament. But he feels obliged to treatcommands to women to be silent in the public assembly ascoming from apostles whom Jesus 'chose, appointed andinspired as the infallible teachers of his Church'. Paul's firstletter to Corinth is taken as authoritative when it says that'as in all the congregations of the saints, women shouldremain silent in the churches. They are not allowed tospeak, but must be in submission, as the Law says' (14:33-34). Dr Stott has to reconcile this passage (which somescholars think is not authentically Pauline, having beenadded at a later date) with a passage in which Paul doesrecognise the practice of women talking in the congregation. For Paul tells the Corinthians that 'every womanwho prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonours her head - it is just as though her head were shaved. Ifa woman does not cover her head, she should have her haircut off (11:5-6). Dr Stott agrees that this is a warning toChristian prophetesses, who do speak in public. Hissolution to this puzzle is that Paul meant that 'too talkative women should remain silent in the churches'. Thefirst letter to Timothy also has to be respected when itsays:

I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve.And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman whowas deceived and became a sinner. But women will be savedthrough childbearing - if they continue in faith, love andholiness with propriety. (2:12-15)

Here as elsewhere, Dr Stott suggests that the requirement of silence, like that of head covering, was a 'first-centurycultural application' of the requirement of submission,which alone is of 'permanent and universal validity'.

The practical conclusion which he draws after considering these passages is that women may be ordained but not appointed to positions of authority over men. However, Iquestion his logic. None of these passages gives any hintthat its teaching is not thought to be of permanent anduniversal validity. If Paul had meant his instruction to beapplicable only to talkative women, or only to Corinthians,he would have said so. But in the churches to which Dr Stottand I mostly address ourselves, women are not expected toremain silent or to cover their heads. I cannot see why insuch churches some women should not be appointed topositions where they lead men. If it is never right for awoman to have authority over a man, the whole of amodem society is in rebellion against the revealed will ofGod. For example, it must be wrong for the United Kingdom to have a woman as its Sovereign and a woman as itsPrime Minister (voted for by many Christians). If female'headship' is right in society as a whole, the only reasonwhy it cannot be right in the Church is that it has not yetbeen approved by the Pope or a Council of the Church (orso it seems to me). But Dr Stott writes: 'since I do not believethe pastoral ministry to be "priestly" in the "Catholic"sense, that is not my problem'. Yet he hesitates to say thatthe Church should be a model to society in giving womenleadership roles. What is his problem, as I see it, is that hehas been misled by treating the story of Adam and Eve as astory from which legislation about women's ministry in theChurch can be deduced. To my mind, it would be just assensible to try to prevent snakes from eating anythingexcept dust. Or we might try to keep pains in childbearingundiminished on the ground that according to Genesis 3:16they were increased as a punishment for Eve's fault andaccording to 2 Timothy they are able to 'save' if acceptedsubmissively. The story of Adam and Eve is a myth. Manylessons which are of permanent and universal validityshould be drawn from it, but the subjection of women tomen should not be based on this myth. It is far better to beguided in church and society by Paul's most profoundinsight, which is that 'all of you who were baptised intoChrist have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neitherJew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you areall one in Christ Jesus' (Galatians 3:27-28).

In Issues Facing Christians Today (IFCT, pp. 301-2) Dr Stottalso considers the problem of homosexual relationships, concluding that 'in the light of the whole biblical revelationwe should call homosexually oriented people to abstainfrom homosexual practices and partnerships'. He quotesand examines the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, citieswhich are said to have been entirely destroyed because atleast some of their inhabitants had displayed a specialwickedness by asking to have homosexual intercourse withtwo angels (Genesis 13:13; 18:20-21; 19:1-5); the story ofGibeah, where 'some of the wicked men of the dty' demanded to have intercourse with a man on a journey beforeraping and killing that man's concubine and the dty wasmassacred and burned down in punishment (Judges 19:22);the punishment of death for breaches of the law 'do not liewith a man as one lies with a woman' (Leviticus 18:22;20:13); the denundation by Paul of pagans who show thatthey worship and serve created things rather than theCreator by being filled with perverted homosexual lust and'every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity'(Romans 1:24-32); the teaching that 'neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes norhomosexual offenders ( arsenokoita)nor thieves nor thegreedy nor drunkards nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God' (1 Corinthians 6:10); and the teaching that lawis made not for the righteous but for law-breakers . . .; forthose who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers foradulterers and perverts ( arsenokoita). . (1 Timothy 1:9-10). But what is the significance of these passages forhomosexually oriented people who wish to have stablerelationships expressed in physical practices?

Dr Stott's exegesis shows that he has read and thought about the relevance of this material with careful attention tothe now extensive scholarly discussion, summarised in (forexample) Bishop Peter Coleman's Christian Attitudes toHomosexuality (1980). What the Bible shows (if I may bebrief) is that practices such as raping strangers and perverted lust were roundly condemned. But the Greek wordarsenokoitai commonly referred to men thought to be bynature heterosexual who were promiscuously active inseeking homosexual intercourse, often with post-pubertalboys and often for money, out of perverted lust; such men'abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another' (Romans 1:27). Dr Stottrightly says that 'the very notion that two men or twowomen could fall in love with each other and develop adeeply loving, stable relationship comparable to marriageseriously' never entered the heads of Paul and the OldTestament authors. He accepts that 'we all have a particularsexual orientation'. He quotes, without disagreeing with,the finding of Dr Kinsey that

4% of men (or at least of white American men) are exclusively homosexual throughout their lives, that 10% are for up to threeyears, and that as many as 37% have some kind of homosexualexperience between adolescence and old age. The percentageof homosexual women Kinsey found to be lower, although itrises to 4% between the ages of 20 and 30. (p. 301)

These were figures in the late 1940s, when it was far less safe to admit the same-sex eroticism than it is now, and areusually reckoned to be underestimates. The question forChristians who accept that some people are exclusivelyhomosexual throughout their lives (whether because oftheir genes or because of early influences on them) istherefore: Is every instance when a man lies 'with a manas one lies with a woman', or every instance of lesbianpractice, to be condemned?

Obviously Christians (and almost all others) do not want to see it punished by death as the law in Leviticus laiddown. But is it always to be condemned morally evenwithin a deeply loving, stable relationship, because as DrStott says it is 'incompatible with God's created order'?

Dr Stott finds it 'disturbing' when it is suggested that the 'Christian rejection of homosexual practices' rests on 'a fewisolated and obscure proof texts'; and I am sure that he isright to argue for his own rejection by appealingto what theBible taken as a whole affirms about God's purposes in creation, rather than texts of doubtful relevance and sometimes of doubtful meaning. But I am equally sure that JohnBoswell (Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homosexuality,

1980, p. 117) was correct in claiming that 'the New Testament takes no demonstrable position on homosexuality' if 'homosexuality' is understood in a modem sense; and sowe must ask again what it is that the Bible would have ussay now. The revelation of the creation by modem science,including medical science, must be taken into conscientiousand prayerful consideration by a modem Christian. Fromthat God-given source of truth we learn that for somepeople to be exclusively homosexual for a lifetime is natural. They were, as is commonly said, 'made that way'. If thisis the case, then I believe that the Creator's purpose inmaking them that way (or in allowing them to be so madeby the forces of nature as permitted by him) may be fulfilledin an adult, consenting, discreet, loving, stable partnership, within which some physical expressions of love arelikely to be psychologically necessary.

I have reached this conclusion - but not because I believe that such a partnership is a fully satisfactory alternative tomarriage. It seems to me inevitable that there will always bestrong feelings against the relationship which is wronglycalled 'gay marriage', for only the bonding of a man and awoman can produce the children who are vital to society'sfuture and the biological make-up of the bulk of the humanrace obviously prepares them for procreation, childbearing and child-rearing. Nor do I believe that to behomosexual is to be gay. That minority is for ever excludedfrom the joys of married life and will always seem strangeto the majority, particularly through the fear that childrenand young people will be 'corrupted' by homosexuals.(Although most homosexuals behave in such a way as tomake this fear seem unreasonable, it is inevitable that thefear should be felt since many children are both innocentlybeautiful and bisexual in their awakening instincts.) Tragically, there seems to me no possible escape from some ofthe emotional problems of homosexuals, even whensociety does not reject them. Nor do I believe that themany people whose orientation is bisexual, even if only inadolescence or for a later period in their lives, should beencouraged to think that homosexuality and heterosexuality are equally right for them. If they fall into homosexualhabits, perhaps because the prospect of forming a permanent relationship with a woman frightens them, they become the 'perverts' who are criticised in the Bible and byany philosophy which seeks the happiness of humanity.Still less am I advocating any kind of promiscuity, which issimilarly condemned by the Bible and by common sense.On the contrary, the Christian acceptance of some loving,stable partnerships between homosexuals - an acceptancewhich does not speak of such a relationship as 'marriage'and which may apply to no more than two adult men in ahundred, and to one adult woman in every two hundred -is advocated partly in order to reduce the temptation ofhomosexuals to have more than one partner, incurringgreat psychological damage in many cases and increasingthe risk of appalling diseases such as aids.

I hope it will be clear that the reason why I ask these questions is that I believe that Dr Stott's profoundly Christian and humane approach to social and moral problemswould be strengthened, rather than weakened, if he completely renounced the fundamentalists' tendency to treatthe Bible as legislation on modem issues.

JOHN STOTT'S RESPONSE TO CHAPTER 5

My dear David,

During the first half of this century, as you well know, Evangelicals (in spite of their forefathers' outstanding record in the nineteenth century, and with some honourableexceptions) temporarily mislaid their social conscience.We, their children and grandchildren, have only begunsince the Second World War to recover it. The 1982 'Consultation on the Relationship between Evangelism andSocial Responsibility', to which you several times refer, wasa landmark for the world-wide Evangelical constituencysince, alongside some residual differences, we agreed thatChristians should be committed to both evangelism andsocial action, and suggested some models for their integration. But Evangelicals have fallen so far behind in thisarea, that we have a lot of catching up to do. Some of us(myself included) are only now taking our first, falteringsteps in the unfamiliar field of social ethics. It is partlybecause of this that there is still a lack of Evangelicalconsensus on a number of complex issues. But at least werecognise the need for more study and dialogue, so that,avoiding naive and artificial polarisations, we may map outthe growing areas of our agreement as well as identifyingcontinuing places of tension and disagreement.

Because of this situation in which we find ourselves, I was particularly grateful for (and encouraged by) yourgenerally positive response to, and complimentary remarks about, both Christian Counter-Culture: The Message ofthe Sermon on the Mount and Issues Facing Christians Today.Thank you! I am glad that you and I have come to adoptsimilar positions on such topics as the nuclear deterrent,abortion and human rights. For the development of athought-out stance on these and other questions posesparticular problems for those of us who look to the Bible forguidance. We know both that the Bible addresses someissues which do not particularly concern us (like idolmeats), while other issues over which we agonise (likeabortion) it hardly touches, or not directly. Yet Evangelicalsstill believe that God intends his word to be 'a lamp to ourfeet and a light for our path' (Psalm 119:105), and that weneed 'to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a darkplace' (2 Peter 1:19). I am not surprised, therefore, that thethree questions you raise with me all relate to the use of theBible in ethics.5

The Relevance of the Old Testament

I feel the strength of your criticisms here, and am not sure how to respond to them. But it may help if I relate mycomments to three different parts of the Old Testament,namely the first chapters of Genesis, the Law of Moses, andthe prophetic and wisdom literature.

The early chapters of Genesis (in God's providence, I believe) lay some large and solid foundations for all Christian social ethics. I have in mind at least the following eighttruths.

(1) God's creation is good, and is to be enjoyed by everybody with thanksgiving (Genesis 1:31; cf. 1 Timothy 4:1-5).

(2) God made human beings in his own image and likeness, which includes our distinctive rational, moral, socialand spiritual faculties (Genesis 1:26-27).

(3) Human beings are invited to participate in the care ofcreation, to cultivate the earth and to harness its resourcesto the common good (Genesis 1:28-29; 2:15).

(4) Men and women share equally both in the divine imageand in the earthly dominion (Genesis 1:27).

(5) The climax of the creation was not human work buthuman worship, together with the hallowing of one day inseven for this purpose (Genesis 2:2-3).

(6) Marriage and sex are the good gifts of a good Creator.Men and women are complementary to each other andneed each other for their human fulfilment (Genesis2:18-25).

(7) Human beings have fallen from their exalted origins,and in consequence all their relationships - to God, to eachother and to the good earth - are now skewed (Genesis 3).

(8) But God has not abandoned his beloved creation. Hecontinues to help us in his 'common grace' (Genesis 4:1).He has even planned sacrificially for our salvation, ifGenesis 3:15 may still be read (as it has been traditionally) asthe protevangelium.

I am sorry that you think my continuing belief in the historicity of Adam and Eve 'lessens the seriousness of myaccount of the human tragedy', for I could argue theopposite, namely that what really undermines serious discussion about our human predicament is the treating ofeither the sin of Adam or the salvation of Christ as mythicalinstead of historical. The reason I did not mention evolutionis not that I do not believe in it, at least in the sub-humanworld. (Being myself an enthusiastic bird-watcher, I havevisited two of the earth's living museums of minievolution, and have wondered at the thirteen species ofDarwin's finch on the Galapagos Islands and at the endemic family of Hawaiian Honey creepers, for in bothcases each species occupies a special ecological niche.) ButI am convinced that evolution does not and cannot accountfor man. The gap between humans and hominids is too wide.So, whatever may be said about our anatomy and physiology being linked to the animal world, the radical discontinuity of our humanness in all its uniqueness as the imageof God must be affirmed in terms of creation.

I turn from the early chapters of Genesis to the Law of Moses. It is well known that the Reformers divided the lawinto three parts - civil, ceremonial and moral (see Article VIIOf the Old Testament'). The division is not watertight, andit is being criticised today because of the overlap. Nevertheless the distinction between the three is vital. The ceremonial laws are now obsolete, the dietary laws havingbeen abolished by Jesus and the sacrifices fulfilled in hisdeath. The civil laws are not necessarily appropriate toother nations. Some were humane, and others severe. Theyseem to have been necessary for the earlier stages of Israel'shistory, but I agree with you that they are not all ofpermanent or universal validity. In any case, many fell intodesuetude, like stoning for adultery, and Jesus obviouslyapproved of its discontinuance. At the same time, there is agrowing Evangelical emphasis on the permanent value(whether in 'principle' or in 'pattern' is being debated) ofMosaic legislation about the land and the family. The morallaw, especially as expanded and deepened by Jesus, and asillustrated in the apostolic letters (especially in theirpositive parallels to the law's prohibitions), is still inforce as a revelation of God's will for his people (e.g.Romans 8:4).

You then press me on moral peaks versus troughs, and in particular on the slaughter of the Canaanites. Certainly Ibelieve in progressive revelation and am a New TestamentChristian. I agree with Luther who said that, although weread the Bible forwards, we can only understand it backwards. Certainly too, much of the behaviour of Old Testament characters is recorded as a warning rather than anexample (e.g. 1 Corinthians 10:6-11). The activities of someof the judges, for instance, even if not specifically condemned in the text, were scandalous, not least Jepthah'sreckless oath which led to his appalling deed of sacrificinghis own daughter as a burnt offering. That moral standardswere abysmally low in those days is hinted at by therepeated refrain that 'Israel had no king; everyone did as hesaw fit' (e.g. Judges 21:25). What, then, about the Canaan-ite genocide? It was a ghastly business; one shrinks from itin horror. Nevertheless, the biblical text plainly attributes itto the specific command of God. What then can be said tojustify it? Three things have helped me in my thinking.

First, God's command to dispossess the Canaanites was the necessary corollary to his promise that the Israeliteswould possess the land of Canaan. The latter could nothave taken place without the former. So, if the Canaaniteswere not dispossessed, God's promise to Abraham, Isaac,Jacob and their descendants could not have been fulfilled,and the recurring Old Testament themes of election, covenant and promise would be undermined.

Secondly, possession of the land was postponed until 'the sin of the Amorites' had 'reached its full measure'(Genesis 15:16). The Bible views 'their detestable practices',that is, their idolatry, child sacrifice and immorality (including ritual prostitution) with such loathing that it says 'theland vomited out its inhabitants' (Leviticus 18:25). In thisthe righteous Judge was not guilty of discrimination. Hewarned Israel that if they violated the covenant, and imitated the vile practices of the nations, they themselveswould be destroyed from the good land which he had giventhem (e.g. Joshua 23:14-16).

Thirdly, it was essential to protect God's people, who were the recipients of his special revelation, though still at astage of immaturity (Galatians 4:1-11), from being corrupted by heathen idolatry and immorality: 'Do not bowdown before their gods or worship them or follow theirpractices ... Do not make a covenant with them or withtheir gods' (Exodus 23:24,32).

Even if this threefold case were granted, however, we must add that the annihilation of the Canaanites was suigeneris. It was the only 'holy war7 which God has evercommanded. It can provide no possible justification for waror genocide today (not least because no other nation hasbeen a 'nation-church' or theocracy like Israel); nor, I think,does it justify Israel's later wars, some of which at least weredue to their failure to take thorough possession of the landin the first place. And indeed you are right to balancethe judgement of the Canaanites with other biblicalteaching which reveals God's compassion and mercy tothe nations.

I have left myself little room for the prophetic and wisdom literature. Both took the law for granted - the prophets appealing for the faithful observance of its moral and socialrequirements (e.g. 'To act justly and to love mercy and towalk humbly with your God' Micah 6:8) and denouncingtheir neglect, and the wise men reflecting on the applicationof the law to everyday life. The obligation to secure justicefor the powerless (especially the alien, the widow and theorphan) shines brightly from these books, and I havealready mentioned Jesus' use of the principle Ί desiremercy not sacrifice' (Hosea 6:6) to teach the paramountimportance of persons, even if, in order to serve them,it means breaking the letter of the sabbath law andthe convention of avoiding contact with social outcasts(Matthew 9:13; 12:7).

Was Jesus a Legislator?

I begin my response to your second question by agreeing with you about Jesus' use of hyperbole. By no means all histeaching is meant to be read au pied de la lettre. On thecontrary, he seems often to have taught by the surprisesand shocks caused by overstatement, and by vividlydramatic imagery. Thus the command to gouge out offending eyes, and chop off offending hands and feet, was not aninvitation to self-mutilation, as Origen mistakenly supposed. Nor is it conceivable that he who told us to honourour parents should later command us literally to 'hate'them. Similarly, in the same passage, the renunciation of allour possessions as a condition of discipleship must beunderstood as a radical inward detachment from materialthings, and not as a summons to give everything away(Luke 14:33).

You chide me for getting wrong 'the contrast between Jesus and the Pharisees'. But I want to plead 'not guilty'. Iknow the Pharisees were separatists, devout laymen whopractised ritual purity. But did Jesus not criticise thembecause their preoccupation with purity was ceremonialrather than moral (Mark 7:1-13)? And did they not, with thescribes, reduce the law to 613 rules and regulations (248commands and 365 prohibitions), and then sometimesclaim to have kept them all? As for legalistic righteousness,'faultless' was Paul's own description of himself during hiscareer as a Pharisee (Philippians 3:6). Such a claim wouldhave been impossible unless the Pharisees were referringonly to an external conformity. Is that not why Jesus spokeabout the heart? By their emphasis on the ritual rather thanthe moral, and on externals rather than the heart, they werein effect 'making the demands of the law less demanding',although, to be sure, they may not have realised it. Wemust therefore avoid like the plague any tendency to aChristian 'Pharisaism'. Christian righteousness is 'greater'than Pharisaic righteousness (Matthew 5:20) because it isdeeper, a righteousness of the heart. I am sorry, therefore,that in Basic Christianity my exposition of the ten commandments bordered on Pharisaism. I was trying to help thereader grasp that the prohibition of murder also prohibitsunrighteous anger, and that the prohibition of adulteryincludes the positive virtues of sexual self-control andmarried fidelity. I did not mean to equate anger with murder, and lust with adultery, for obviously they are notequally serious, but rather to highlight Jesus' teaching thatit is possible to commit murder and adultery in the heart.

Thus, the call to heart-holiness in the kingdom of God is far more radical than the Pharisees' rules and regulations.

I know that most commentators reject Matthew's 'exceptive clause' about divorce (because it is in neither Mark nor Luke), and attribute it either to Matthew himself or to hiscommunity, and not to Jesus. Yet, in spite of the editorialemendations of Mark which Matthew undoubtedly made, Ifind it hard to believe that he would have deliberatelycontradicted Mark on so serious a matter; it still seems to memore likely that Mark and Luke omitted the clause becausethey took it for granted (adultery being punishable by deathaccording to the law), and that Matthew preserved it inorder to make sure that his readers had not overlooked it.The disciples' exclamation of dismay could well have beentheir reaction to Jesus' reminder that divorce was notpractised or permitted 'from the beginning', and to hisstatement that anybody who divorces his wife (exceptfor marital unfaithfulness) and marries another womanactually thereby commits adultery himself. Even if thestricter Rabbi Shammai had already stated this in theory, itwas the more liberal policy of Hillel which seems to havecontrolled Jewish practice at that time.

Your other example relates to pacifism. We are agreed that the state has a responsibility to enforce the law, punishthe wrongdoer and promote justice, and may use minimumnecessary force in order to do so, whereas the Christianindividual is forbidden to use force or take revenge. But youevidently disagree with my semi-support for Luther's notion of 'two kingdoms'. In The Cross of Christ, however, Ielaborate this and opt not for 'two entities' (Church andstate, i.e. Luther's two kingdoms), nor for 'two spheres'(private and public, which would promote a double standard of morality), but for 'two roles', personal and official. Iwrite: 'Christians are always Christians (in church andstate, in public and private), under the same moral authority of Christ, but are given different roles (at home, at workand in the community) which make different actionsappropriate' (CoC, p. 303). I agree that 'not resisting evil'and 'turning the other cheek' are not absolute or legislativecommands. Their fulfilment is governed by the overridingduty 'love your enemies'. Of course all personal retaliationis still forbidden us, but there maybe times when the way oftrue love is not to turn the other cheek but to resist theevildoer, lest by not opposing evil we condone and evenencourage it.

So I am agreeing with you that Jesus was not a legislator in the sense of laying down rules and sanctions. What hedid was to unite the two commandments to love God andneighbour, and to add the golden rule in its positive form(Matthew 7:12), thus making sacrificial love the essence ofthe ethic of the kingdom. Yet love is not the only absolute;for love needs law to direct it (Romans 13:8-9). Further, wemust interpret the moral teaching of Jesus in such a way asto retain the word 'obedience' in our Christian vocabulary.Jesus is recorded as having said 'If you love me, you willobey what I command' (John 14:15,21). Not superficially,but in our heart. Not in slavish conformity to an externalcode, but in the radical demands of the kingdom. Not withwooden literalism, but with the sensitivity of love. Nevertheless, he does call us to assume his yoke, as the Jewsassumed the yoke of Torah, to learn from him as ourTeacher and to obey him as our Lord (Matthew 11:29; John13:13).

Scripture and Culture

I remember reading a remark you made a few years ago in one of your Church Times book reviews. You wrote: Ί admitthat a lot in the Bible ... is culturally conditioned andtherefore out of date'. I also remember thinking to myself, Ίagree with the first half of that sentence, but not with thesecond.' That is, all the biblical authors were culture-creatures. This being so, the Bible is not just 'often culture-bound', as you put it, but always so. One of the glories ofrevelation, and of the dual authorship of Scripture, is thatwhen God wished to communicate with human beings, hecondescended to speak to them in their own languages andcultural contexts. We should marvel at his humility, andnot resent the problems it causes us. Because the Bible isculturally conditioned, however, having been writtenwithin the cultures of the Ancient Near East, PalestinianJudaism and the Graeco-Roman world, must we concludethat it is 'therefore out of date'? I think not. Let me tryto clarify two senses in which Scripture has been called'culture-bound', the one right and the other (I think)wrong.

The first is that Scripture includes references to many cultural practices and social customs which are now obsolete, e.g. foot-washing, greeting one another with a holykiss, men lifting up holy hands in prayer, and womenwearing veils, braiding their hair and (perhaps) keepingsilence in church. In these contexts we have to learn the artof 'cultural transposition', identifying and preserving theessence of the teaching, but transposing it into contemporary cultural terms. Thus, we are still to love and serve oneanother even in menial ways, but, instead of washing feet,we could clean shoes or wash dishes. We can greet oneanother with a handshake, instead of a holy kiss, and so on.Cultural transposition is appropriate only when there aretwo levels of discourse - the essential teaching (whichis permanent) and its cultural expression (which istransitory).

But the Bible is also said by some to be 'culture-bound' in another sense, namely that its essential doctrinal and ethical teaching is itself only a reflection of the culture withinwhich it was written, and is therefore transient. This is anextremely serious charge. If true, it would mean that we canreject whole portions of Scripture on the ground that 'that iswhat they thought in those days, but we know better'. Thisattitude I cannot accept. It seems to me clearly in conflictwith the inspiration of Scripture, that is, the process bywhich God himself spoke through the human authors. Italso overlooks the fact that God's people were called to bedifferent from others, not to conform to this world, but tochallenge their own culture in the name of Christ.

Did the Old Testament not follow the whole ancient world, however, and condone slavery? This seems to beyour position, because you write of 'the Bible's consistentacceptance of slavery7.1 venture to dissent. To permit itscontinuance (like divorce) because of the hardness of yourhearts' is not the same as to condone it. No. The nineteenth-century campaigners opposed slavery not on the groundthat the Bible's tolerant attitude was a temporary culturallapse, but on the ground that slavery conflicted with biblicalteaching on the dignity of human beings made in the imageof God. For the same reason the Old Testament law carefully regulated it, making it more humane and providingfor manumission, while the New Testament went further,demanding 'justice' for slaves (Colossians 4:1) and declaring that Christian slave and slave-owner are 'brothers'(Philemon 16; 1 Timothy 6:2). Thus, principles were laiddown in Scripture with which slavery was perceived withsteadily increasing clarity to be incompatible.

Your second example of cultural conditioning is marriage. You set in contrast two sets of marriage customs. On the one hand, you describe what is now commonlyaccepted in 'modern societies' - marriage without parentalconsent but by state registration, based on mutual love, andoften preceded by a trial period of intercourse. On the otherhand, you describe marriage customs in biblical times - anarrangement between the parents, the payment of the brideprice, betrothal, intercourse, wedding festivities, and nostate participation. But I am not clear how you think weshould relate these two sets of marriage customs to oneanother. My position is that both are cultural and neither isscriptural. Are we not called as Christians to confront ourculture with biblical norms? So some customs should beregarded as neutral (e.g. engagement and betrothal traditions, the role of the state, wedding festivities), since theBible makes no pronouncement about them. But the Bibledoes teach that marriage is God's idea rather than ours, andhis general loving provision for human beings; that itinvolves leaving parents (still of great importance psychologically, even if young people have physically 'left home'years previously); that it is a heterosexual, monogamousand ideally lifelong partnership, expressing love and companionship; and that it is the God-given context for sexualenjoyment and the procreation and nurture of children.These aspects of marriage are creational, not cultural.

With your third example, which concerns women's ministry, I confess that I have much more difficulty.Evangelicals are deeply divided on this issue. You think Igive the wrong answer, and you question my logic, and onboth counts you may well be right! At the same time, I amnot sure that you have altogether followed my argument, orat least that you have adequately presented it. The role andministry of women in the Church seems to be a clear casefor cultural transposition, since the two levels of discourseare apparent. Part of the essence of Paul's teaching concerns masculine 'headship', to be redefined (as you say) interms of care rather than control, but still rooted in ourcreated sexuality (even if we have difficulties with Paul'sdetailed exegesis of Genesis 2). The first-century culturalexpression of this headship, however, related to such practices as veiling, coiffure, jewellery and (in my view) therequirement of silence or not teaching men. My struggle(which I have not yet resolved) is how to give women thefullest opportunities to exerdse their God-given gifts, andto enable both sexes to enjoy their 'neither male nor female'equality (whose context relates to relationships not roles, tojustification not ministry), without infringing the creationaltruths of masculinity, femininity and 'headship'.

Your fourth and last example relates to homosexual partnerships. The question here is whether our knowledgein relation to sexual inversion, the average percentages ofmen and women who are constitutionally homosexual orbisexual, and the possibility of stable, loving same-sexpartnerships, overrides the teaching of the biblical authorswho lacked this knowledge. My answer is 'no'. To say 'yes'would mean that the more knowledge we have, the less weneed and can trust the Bible. You quote John Boswell'sstatement that 'the New Testament takes no demonstrableposition on homosexuality'. I challenge this. Jesus himselfendorsed the Genesis 2:24 definition of marriage as aheterosexual partnership and the only relationship towhich the 'one-flesh' experience belongs. And Paul describes both men and women, who give up 'natural relations' with the opposite sex and exchange them forrelations with their own sex, as acting 'against nature' (paraphusin, Romans 1:26-27). Now whatever is 'againstnature', thatis, 'contrarytotheintentionof theCreator' (C. E.B. Cranfield on Romans 1:26), is rightly called a 'disorder'.But you appeal to creation in another way, as being itself a'revelation' by modem science, and as teaching that forsome people the unnatural is natural, because they are'made that way7. Consequently, you believe that 'theCreator's purpose in making them that way (or in allowingthem to be so made . . .) may be fulfilled in an adult,consenting, discreet, loving, stable partnership, withinwhich some physical expressions of love are likely to bepsychologically necessary'. In response, I must honestly saythat I think you develop a strange doctrine of creation andof what is 'natural'. Congenitally (i.e. 'creationally') we areall made with a variety of disorders, including many sinfuland selfish tendencies. We have no liberty, however, toattribute our evil propensities to the good Creator. Norshould we declare what is 'unnatural' according to hisoriginal purpose to be 'natural' because it seems so to us.

The real motive behind your position, I feel sure, is compassion. You feel deeply for homosexual people.Although you know that a homosexual partnership cannotbe 'a fully satisfactory alternative to marriage', you arehaunted by the tragedy that there is 'no possible escape'from some of the emotional problems which homosexualsexperience. So at least, you argue, they should be permittedthe nearest equivalent to marriage that is open to them.There seem to me to be two flaws in this argument. First, if ahomosexual partnership is 'against nature', and thereforecreationally disordered behaviour, then to encouragepeople to form one is not an expression of true compassion.Secondly, your acceptance or tolerance of a same-sex partnership rests on the assumption that sexual intercourse is'psychologically necessary'. That is certainly what our sex-obsessed contemporary culture says. But is it true? Christians must surely reply that it is a lie. There is such a thing asthe call to singleness, in which authentic human fulfilmentis possible without sexual experience. Our Christian witness is that Jesus himself, though unmarried, was perfect inhis humanness. Same-sex friendships should of course beencouraged, which may be close, deep and affectionate.But sexual union, the 'one flesh' mystery, belongs toheterosexual marriage alone.

This is not 'fundamentalism'. Nor is it 'proof-texting' or 'random-dipping', two follies of which I repented long ago.For the Bible is not an anthology of unrelated sentences, butrather a coherent and comprehensive revelation from God.It is only by absorbing the totality of biblical teaching thatwe can develop a Christian mind and learn to think Chris-tianly about the complex issues of our day. For the Christian mind is a renewed mind which refuses to be conformedto the pattern of contemporary culture, and seeks insteadconscientiously to discern God's will from Scripture andthen by his grace to do it (Romans 12:2).

To be continued!

Yours ever,

John


6 THE GOSPEL FOR THE WORLD

The Hope of the Kingdom

What is the Christian message to the world? Is it about saving the individual, or saving the society, or both? Andwhat does it say about humanity's prospects?

Introducing the 1982 report of the International Evangelical leaders' consultation at Grand Rapids in the USA on Evangelism and Social Responsibility, Dr Stott looked backover a 'tension' between the emphasis on the individualand the emphasis on society - a tension which, he said, hadat times amounted to a 'polarisation'. In May 1980 a conference was held in Melbourne by the Commission on WorldMission and Evangelism of the World Council of Churches.There 'the necessity of proclamation was clearly recognised, but the cries of the poor, the hungry and the opposedpredominated.' The following month the Lausanne Committee chaired by Dr Stott sponsored a consultation atPattaya in Thailand. 'At Pattaya also the cries of the needywere heard (one mini-consultation focused on refugees,and another on the urban poor), but the call to proclaim thegospel to the unevangelised predominated'. And therewere also disagreements between Evangelicals about whatthe gospel implied - disagreements so sharp that Dr Stottconfessed that he went to the 1982 consultation 'with aconsiderable degree of apprehension'.

The report shows that some of these tensions and disagreements were overcome. To Dr Stott,

it was another and dramatic demonstration of the value of international conferences. When we remain apart from oneanother, and our only contact with one another is the lobbingof hand grenades across a demilitarised zone, our attitudesinevitably harden and our mental images of each other become stereotyped. But when we meet face to face (or, as ourAmerican friends vividly express it, 'eyeball to eyeball'), andlisten not only to each other's arguments but to the cherishedconvictions which lie behind the arguments, then we developtowards one another a new understanding, respect and love.

So it proved possible to agree on much and, for the rest, to disagree with charity. The 1982 meeting put first the peoplein the world 'still unevangelised' and reckoned that therewere some three thousand million of them. But Christ'sgreat commission to evangelise, and God's own mission 'inhis love for his lost world', were seen to involve socialresponsibility, particularly in service and political action tohelp the poorest. 'We are appalled to know that about 800million people, or one fifth of the human race, are destitute,lacking the basic necessities for survival, and thatthousands of them die of starvation every day.' 'We are allagreed that salvation is a broad term, in the sense that itembraces the totality of God's redemptive purpose for sucha world.' It includes new life for individuals, the newcommunity of Christians, and 'the new world which Godwill one day make'. Yet 'at present only a tiny fraction of ourtotal Christian resources is being applied to any kind ofmission, evangelistic or social'. So the leaders gathered atGrand Rapids in 1982 called for a 'more costly commitment to the lost, the needy and the oppressed, for thegreater glory of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit'.

This emphasis both on evangelism and on social responsibility seems to me entirely right. Nothing less is our obligation. With shame I acknowledge that it ought tosupply the motivation not only for my life but for the lives ofall who call themselves Christians. But many Christiansand others who would have much to contribute to thismission to the world do not think that the problems havebeen dealt with satisfactorily by conservative Evangelicals.Many therefore hesitate to join in tasks which are crying outto be done. And because many Evangelicals suspect thatthe purpose of mentioning these problems is to destroyChristianity or at least to compromise over a gospel which isfor Christians 'non-negotiable', conservative Evangelicalsoften refuse to join with others. The Christian movement istherefore grievously divided in its mission to humanity. It isa striking feature of much Evangelical literature that itmaintains a conspiracy of silence about non-EvangelicalChristians who in fact greatly outnumber Evangelicals. Inparticular there is a tendency to ignore the Roman CatholicChurch, which includes perhaps half, perhaps more thanhalf, of the world's Christians. Seeking greater unity ratherthan controversy, I want to ask what, more precisely, is thegospel for society inspiring a new sense of responsibility -in other words, what is the Christian message about thekingdom of God.

The 1982 consultation devoted some study to

history and eschatology, that is, to the relationship between the one hand what we do now in the historical process and whatGod is doing since the last days began when the kingdom wasinaugurated, and on the other about what God is going to do onthe Last Day when he ushers in the fulness of the kingdom.

'We all agreed', the report said, 'that our Christian hope focuses on the personal, visible and glorious return of ourLord Jesus Christ, on the resurrection from the dead, andon the perfected kingdom which his appearance willbring.' But this agreement does not seem to me to meet theproblems adequately. And then I want to ask what, more-precisely, is the Christian message about the prospects ofnon-Christians. The 1982 consultation agreed that 'thoughcreated by God like God and for God, they are now livingwithout God'. They also agreed that 'human beings without Christ are lost or "perishing", and our earnest desire inlove is to reach them with the gospel before it is too late'.But this statement seems to me to deserve rejection byChristians. An evangelism which says that the bulk of humanity is going to hell deserves, I think, its customaryrejection by the bulk of humanity.

'Eschatology' is the consideration of death and other 'last things' and I find it curious that when studying the 'connection between our eschatological outlook and the attitude weadopt towards evangelism and social responsibility', theseEvangelical leaders turned first to the question of the millennium. 'To begin with,' they say, 'we thought about themillennium and about its influence on Christian behaviourat different points in history.' And they considered differing millenarian views without resolving their differences.Such a sense of priorities seems strange because theonly reference to the millennium in the Bible comes inRevelation 20:1-6.

This passage is clearly poetic. It tells of 'an angel coming down out of heaven' armed with a great chain and a key. Hethrows the dragon, who is Satan, into the Abyss and lockshim in for a thousand years. It tells also of thrones 'onwhich were seated those who had been given authority tojudge' and of the Christian martyrs who 'came to life andreigned with Christ for a thousand years'. It declares that'the rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousandyears were ended'. It is not surprising that the consultationcould only register its differences in the attempt to interpretthis passage, since its membership represented 'the threetraditional varieties of millenarianism'. And it is inevitablethat people who are not committed to any of these viewsask awkward questions, believing that no amount oftheological disputation is going to reach agreement aboutwhat the poetry means as a prediction of the future. Thevery fact that equally devout 'Bible believers' - that is,equally devout Christians who all take the poetry as detailed predictions of what is going to happen - cannot agreeabout what to expect shows that the poetry does not supplyevidence to settle the questions which can be asked bypeople who do not recognise that it is poetry. I shallmention some of the questions.

The New Testament offers many assurances that the power of evil has already been defeated by the work ofChrist. The Colossians are assured that they have been'rescued from the dominion of darkness and brought intothe kingdom of the son he loves' (1:13) and the Ephesiansthat God has 'placed all things under his feet and appointedhim to be head over everything for the church' (1:22). Heresalvation is an accomplished fact. How, then, can it also besaid that deliverance from evil will be postponed until Satanhas been imprisoned? The 1982 consultation gave theanswer 'that over his redeemed people Jesus is kingwhile it is only de jure that he is presently king over theworld, his right still challenged by the usurper', Satan. Butthat is to contradict the conclusion of Matthew's gospel,that 'all authority in heaven and on earth has been given tome' (28:18). This is not much of an authority if it is not a factoutside the Church. And how is evil or Satan to be overthrown? In earlier parts of this tumultuously eloquent bookof Revelation different images have been used before themuch scrutinised and debated passage about the millennium. But talk about an angel carrying a chain and a key inorder to imprison Satan is obviously mythological. Talkabout 'thrones' in the plural, with saints seated on them asjudges, seems to be incompatible with later talk about 'agreat white throne and him who was seated on it' (20:11).Talk about the martyrs (only) coming to life seems tocontradict the promises of 'Paradise' or 'eternal life' tomany others, for example Christ's own promise on thecross to the dying criminal (Luke 23:43 says 'today'). Talkabout Christ's reign on earth 'for a thousand years' seems toimply that he and the martyrs are still in space and timebefore 'earth and sky7 flee from Christ, yet the processes ofspace and time must be halted if they are all to live for thatperiod. Those over whom Christ and the martyrs reign arealready 'like the sand on the seashore' in number beforethey are joined by 'all the dead, great and small'. These allnow stand before the one throne, but how Christ is to bevisible to 'all' (particularly if the earth that exists before 'anew heaven and a new earth' are created is round) is leftmysterious. How all that vast number is to stand before asingle throne is also not explained - and cannot be. It seemsobvious that the reality of the Christian hope for the worldcannot depend on these poetic images being capable of aliteral harmonisation and explanation. And if that is thecase, it seems to follow that no one detail such as themention of a reign of a thousand years (or the mention in7:4-8 of only 144,000 Jews being saved) should be pressedas authoritative.

The Revelation of John cannot be an accurate prediction of coming events, whatever is claimed for that book withinit or elsewhere, partly because its details cannot be fittedtogether. It is a tremendous work of the imagination - thework of a prisoner of the Roman Empire inspired by hisfaith that, despite all, Christ is the conqueror. It usesimagery largely derived from the Hebrew Scriptures inorder to encourage and warn the churches of Asia beingaddressed. Like other apocalyptic literature, what on thesurface appears to be a collection of predictions is in reality aproclamation about what is going on in the present. Thepoetry should not be taken literally any more than weshould take literally the description of Christ as carryingseven stars in his right hand (but he is still able to place thathand on the prophet's head), with a double-edged swordcoming out of his mouth (but he is still able to speak). Andbecause this is poetry, there is no way in which the study ofRevelation can decide the disputes which have marked thelong history of millenarianism. Are we to be premillennial-ists or adventists (who expect the kingdom of Christ andthe martyrs to be inaugurated on earth by a cataclysmicmiracle usually said to occur after an earlier miracle whichby a 'rapture' has delivered the Church from the previous'dispensation' of 'tribulation' on earth)? Or are we to bepostmillennialists (who expect a gradual transition to a newage on earth as more people are converted to Christ, hisChurch grows and society is ruled by his teaching) - oramillennialists (who expect the kingdom to come only inheaven)? These disputes can be of considerable significanceto those engaged in them. The 1984 Evangelical Dictionary ofTheology, discussing belief in 'the Rapture of the Church',reminds us that 'those who hold this view have a narrowoutlook toward the church and its mission, culture andeducation, and current events. Their version of Christagainst culture has imparted to twentieth century evangelicals a spirit of withdrawal and of suspicion toward others'.But such convictions cannot be asserted or contradictedsolely on the basis of the biblical picture of the millennium.Those who teach 'what the Bible says' with such simplicityought to ponder a really scholarly study such as G. B. Caird'sThe Language and Imagery of the Bible (1980).

One real problem about the Christian hope for the world is that in the New Testament it appears to be bound up withthe expectation that the present 'age' of the world is goingto end cataclysmically and imminently. And one reasonwhy I stress this is because it is further proof that the NewTestament does not provide a history of the future. At itsclimax the Revelation of John voices this passionate expectation. The Spirit and the bride say, "Come!" And lethim who hears say, "Come!" ... He who testifies to thesethings says, "Yes, I am coming soon." Amen. Come, LordJesus' (22:17,20). At the end of his first letter to Corinth,Paul offers the same prayer - not in Greek but in Aramaic,the language of Jesus and the very first Christians: ‘Maranatha. Come, O Lord!' (16:22). Yet Jesus did not return soon.He has not yet returned. Since there has already beenthis immense delay, nowadays many Christians do notseriously expect him to 'return' physically during the twothousand million years that scientists say are possible forthe further survival of human life on this planet. So what isleft of the Christian hope?

Neither in the 1982 report nor in any of Dr Stott's own books is the problem faced squarely, so far as I can see. InChristian Counter-Culture: The Message of the Sermon on theMount he mentions the view 'that Jesus was expecting theend of history to arrive almost immediately' and so 'wasgiving his disciples an "interim ethic", which requiredthem to make total sacrifices like leaving their possessionsand loving their enemies - sacrifices appropriate only forthat moment of crisis'. But he does not pause to argueagainst that view (CCC, p. 27). His bestseller, Basic Christianity, contains no specific discussion of the idea of thekingdom of God. But the New Testament makes it quiteclear that if we are Christians looking for 'the heart of thegospel', we shall find it in the proclamation of the kingdom,for that is absolutely basic in the teaching of Jesus. The restis commentary. So the key questions are what 'thekingdom' meant then - and what it should mean in ourtime.

In the earliest documents of Christianity to have survived, the hope that the kingdom of God would come soon is vivid and urgent. In or around ad 51 Paul wrote in his firstletter to the Thessalonians:

According to the Lord's own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coining of the Lord, will certainlynot precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himselfwill come down from heaven . . . with the voice of thearchangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead inChrist will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and areleft will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meetthe Lord in the air. (4:15-17)

This passage shows clearly that the coming (parousia) of Christ in glory was expected within Paul's lifetime. Thesecond letter to the Thessalonians explicitly denies that 'theday of the Lord has already come' and suggests that some,believing that it is imminent, have given up work (2:2;3:6-15). Paul urged Christians to support themselves bytheir labours but to do so in a detached spirit:

What I mean, brothers, is that the time is short. From now on those who have wives should live as if they had none; thosewho mourn, as if they did not; those who are happy, as if theywere not; those who buy something, as if it were not theirsto keep; those who use the things of this world, as if not engrossed in them. For this world in its present form is passing away. (1 Corinthians 7:29-31)

Among all the letters attributed to Paul, only the letter to the Ephesians fails to refer to his hope that his Lord wasabout to return to earth, to consummate the new age whichhad already begun. Paul is our chief and sufficient witnessthat the early Christians regarded themselves as a peopleliving during the End.

The earliest of the gospels sums up the message of Jesus: 'The time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repentand believe the good news!' (Mark 1:15). When Jesus haspredicted his own death, according to this gospel he is stillemphatic that some of his contemporaries will live to see hispromise fulfilled: Ί tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the kingdom ofGod come with power' (9:1). The gospels of Matthew(16:28) and Luke (9:27) have parallel passages, slightlychanged in order to fit into their own editorial tendencies.Mark attaches the promise that the words of Jesus 'willnever pass away' to these words: Ί tell you the truth, thisgeneration will certainly not pass away until all these thingshave happened' - things which include the coming of the'Son of Man in clouds with great power and glory'(13:30,26). The instructions to the Twelve for their firstmission continue the note of urgency which makes Mark'sswift gospel so electric: they are not to take food or money(6:8). In a fuller version of these instructions, Matthew'sgospel promises: 'You will not finish going through thecities of Israel before the Son of Man comes' (10:23). Tomany scholars this suggests that Jesus then hoped for hisglorification as the 'Son of Man' within a few weeks,although it does not say exactly that. (Possibly although notprobably it may record a tradition that a 'Son of Man' otherthan Jesus was expected - or that the mission to the wholeof Israel, which would be quite an undertaking, would stillbe incomplete when the 'Son of Man' did come at anunspecified date.) And whatever may be the right exegesisof this or that passage, there is widespread agreementamong scholars that Jesus announced the dawn of thekingdom of God and hoped for high noon within thelifetime of his hearers. He was in his own eyes that kingdom's last envoy. The urgency of that message echoes inthe cry: 'Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead'(Matthew 8:21-22).

Luke's gospel has often been interpreted so as to support the idea that the kingdom of God is a spiritual matter, therule of God in the heart (which may be extended to thewhole of society by the influence of individuals). That wasthe favourite theme of Liberal Protestantism, associated inthe history of theology with the great names of Ritschl andHamack. The key passage is Luke 17:20-21 - 'Once, havingbeen asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of Godwould come, Jesus replied, "The kingdom of God does notcome with your careful observation, nor will people say,'Here it is' or 'there it is,' because the kingdom of Godis . . ."' The New International Version prefers as thetranslation of entos humon 'within you', but gives as analternative 'among you' which the New English Bible prefers. The NEBadds two other possible translations: 'thekingdom of God is within your grasp' and 'suddenly thekingdom of God will be among you'. The last suggestionseems to be the one most in keeping with the passage as awhole and with the rest of the gospel (supplemented byActs). For this saying of Jesus is addressed not to thedisciples but to the Pharisees. It talks about the future ('thetimeiscoming . . .') and it declares that what is to come willbe visible to all, 'like the lightning, which flashes and lightsup the sky from one end to the other'. And at his last supperwith his disciples Jesus says that he will not share thePassover feast with them again 'until it finds fulfilment inthe kingdom of God' (Luke 22:16,18).

Promises and warnings about God's kingdom are the most frequent theme of the parables of Jesus. Obviously histeaching challenges his hearers to reach a spiritual decisionin response to this news, and to enter a new level ofspiritual life when they have made that dedsion; but thenews is of a future (near or delayed) consummation ofGod's royal activity which breaks into human history. Thatis the most common meaning of the idea of the kingdom ofGod in the surviving Jewish literature of this age and it iscertainly how the hearers of Jesus would have immediatelyunderstood the phrase. The Lord's Prayer itself enshrinesthe fact that the kingdom has not yet 'come'. All this wasplaced unforgettably before students of theology by AlbertSchweitzer's survey of German scholarship translated intoEnglish as The Quest of the Historical Jesus (1910). That is animperfect and now dated book, but a good example of thecontinuing conviction of most scholars that the proclamation of Jesus was thoroughly eschatological is B. F. Meyer'sThe Aims of Jesus (1979), with its translation (on p. 208) ofLuke's version of the Lord's Prayer (11:2-4):

Father!

Let your name be hallowed!

Let your reign come!

The bread of tomorrow give us today,

and forgive us our debts as we now forgive our debtors,

and do not let us fall victim to the ordeal!

However, modem scholars usually, and in my view rightly, agree that Schweitzer exaggerated the extent towhich the message of Jesus and the first Christians depended for its whole force on the hope that the kingdom ofGod would come in its fullness swiftly. There is no evidenceof a profound and widespread breakdown of faith when thefirst generation of Christians realised that it would probablynot be the last generation on earth. Even the initial enthusiasm did not absolutely fix the date of the End: 'about timesand dates we do not need to write to you, for you know verywell that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in thenight' (1 Thessalonians 5:1-2). Writing to the Philippiansabout five years later, Paul expects and longs to die but hisfinal promise is that 'my God will meet all your needsaccording to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus' (4:19). AndGod meets the ultimate need of a life stronger than death,for 'we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed,we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven,not built by human hands' (2 Corinthians 5:1). The gospelof John has almost entirely translated the idea of the futurekingdom of God into the idea of eternal life through aspiritual communion with Christ. Its central emphasis is onthe glory revealed, and the life given, in the crucifixion andresurrection and in the coming of the Holy Spirit. The latestdocument to be included in the New Testament admits thatscoffers will say, 'Where is this "coming" he promised?' Butit shows a tranquil confidence like that of Paul and John:'With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and athousand years are like a day' (2 Peter 3:4,8). And thegospels themselves contain an element of agnosticismabout the future within a faith in the fulfilment of God'spurposes. Thus Mark includes a saying of Jesus which,being agnostic, is unlikely to have been invented by theChristians: 'no-one knows about that day or hour, not eventhe angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father'(13:32). Matthew's version of the instructions for the firstmission of the Twelve includes not only the verse on whichSchweitzer relied (suggesting that the Son of Man wasexpected to come in glory during that mission) but alsomaterial which points to a long mission. They are to expectto be handed over to the local councils, flogged in thesynagogues and tried before 'governors and kings as witnesses to them and to the Gentiles' (10:17-18). Later in thesame gospel we read predictions of wars and rumours ofwars, famines and earthquakes, the lapse of many from thefaith and the hatred of 'all nations' for those who are left,and the preaching the gospel 'in the whole world', beforethe End comes (24:3-14). All these will be 'signs' of thecoming kingdom and the idea that the kingdom will beannounced by such signs is also prominent in Mark'sgospel. Yet elsewhere the idea that the kingdom will comesuddenly, while people are going about their ordinarybusiness, is no less prominent.

Scholars assess the connection between these variousexpectations and the main thrust of the actual teaching of Jesus variously. It seems probable that the material incorporates teachings given after his death, so that we cannotknow exactly what the historical Jesus thought. But it seemscertain that the only surviving evidence about the beliefs ofJesus and the first Christians contains both the hope thatthe End which had already begun would come fully soonand the faith that if it did not God could still be trusted toconsummate his royal activity in a final triumph. Theyhumbly believed that 'it is not for you to know the times ordates the Father has set by his own authority' (Acts 1:7).They consoled themselves for any delay with the greatthought that the End had already dawned. Matthew'sgospel itself includes the saying of Jesus: 'If I drive outdemons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God hascome upon you' (12:28).

From the New Testament as a whole I draw the conclusion that the connection between our eschatological outlook and the attitude we adopt towards evangelism and social responsibility, which Evangelical leaders seek, oughtnot to depend on taking any one picture of the End eitherliterally or by itself. I may be forgiven for repeating or summarising some words which I wrote in Jesus for Modern Man(1975), agreeing with scholars who have found a centralidea of permanent validity expressed symbolically in thehopes of the first Christian century. (I am specially indebtedto Norman Perrin, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching ofJesus, 1963, and Jesus and the language of the Kingdom, 1976.)

Taken together, the gallery of pictures of the End which we find in the New Testament suggests a vision of life as awhole, disturbing, haunting, and dominated by the realityof God. Here is a vision of life as aionios, the New Testamentword which refers to the life of the 'age to come', whether intime or out of it. In response we must be spiritually detached from the familiar things of this world - from thehappiness as well as from the misery that this world offers -because we now realise that we do not depend on thesethings in the long run. As individuals we must dependentirely on the eternal God for any hope of a joy greaterthan the power of death and the power of the evil in theworld and in our hearts. But since every individual is to alarge extent shaped and corrupted by the surroundingsociety, we must long for the liberation of society as awhole, so that the will of God is done on earth as in heaven(the definition of the kingdom of God given by Jesushimself). The faith that God is already active in the affairs ofthe world, leading to the hope that he will one day take overthe government of it, provides the only final remedy for theinnumerable and inescapable disillusionments of politicsand of personal life. This belief that God's victory willultimately not be frustrated by our defeats gives the onlyreally effective consolation for our many corporate andindividual blunders.

Many modem people ask why it was within the purpose of God that Jesus of Nazareth should hope for the quickcoming of the kingdom. Why was his vision so intense thathis Father's will would soon be done in the towns andvillages of Galilee and Judea as in heaven? Why did he teachhis followers to hope with a similar passion, even if it meantbeing punished by a disappointment as bitter as his ownwhen he wept over Jerusalem? To glimpse an answer is tosee also why so many Christians have ardently expectedthe 'second coming' of their beloved Lord to come soon.They have interpreted the events of their own age as signsof that coming, comparing them with the signs which seemto be predicted in the poetry of the gospels and the Revelation of John. They have hoped - and they have beendisappointed. Yet the faith which gave rise to those hopeshad deeper foundations which (as the continuation ofChristianity witnesses) have never crumbled. As BruceChilton summed up the long scholarly discussion in TheKingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus (1984, p. 23), Jesus'was impelled to preach by his certainty that God wouldreveal himself powerfully; the kingdom announcementaffirmed vividly but simply that God would act in strengthon behalf of his people'.

In order to be human Jesus had to belong to some group whose world-view he would accept in part and reject inpart, according to his education and experience - and thegroup in which he lived was the Jewish, and in particularthe Galilean, people at a time when hopes of the comingkingdom were many and varied. And we may guess that,even had he been bom into a less expectant community, aman with such a vision of God would always experience inthe depths of his soul the hope that in his time this lovingFather would triumph. To him, belief in God would be nocomfortable convention but a light in darkness. He wouldalways hope that the light would soon shine fully on himand on all. Because the earth, made so lovely by God, hadbeen so thoroughly polluted by the crimes and follies ofmankind, he would always wish to set it on fire (Luke12:49).

Hell

Must the message of Christians include hell fire if it is to be faithful to the message of Jesus? The Lausanne Covenant of1974 is the most authoritative statement of Evangelicalbelief in recent years. While it avoids the crudity of takingthe pictures of hell fire literally, I am going to suggest that itgives an answer to this question which falls short of whatthe Bible taken as a whole affirms and what the Christianconscience can now accept. It certainly deserves quotationand reflection.

'We affirm that there is only one Savior and only one Gospel,' the Covenant says, 'although there is a widediversity of evangelistic approaches'. It continues:

We recognize that all men have some knowledge of God through his general revelation in nature. But we deny that thiscan save, for men suppress the truth by their unrighteousness.We also reject as derogatory to Christ and the Gospel everykind of syncretism and dialogue which implies that Christspeaks equally through all religions and ideologies. JesusChrist, being himself the only God-man, who gave himself as the only ransom for sinners, is the only mediator between Godand man. There is no other name by which we must be saved.All men are perishing because of sin, but God loves all men,not wishing that any should perish but that all should repent.Yet those who reject Christ repudiate the joy of salvation andcondemn themselves to eternal separation from God. To proclaim Jesus as 'the Savior of the world' is not to affirm that allmen are either automatically or ultimately saved, still less toaffirm that all religions offer salvation in Christ. Rather it is toproclaim God's love for a world of sinners and to invite all mento respond to him as Savior and Lord in the wholeheartedpersonal commitment of repentance and faith. Jesus Christ hasbeen exalted above every other name; we long for the daywhen every knee shall bow to him and every tongue shallconfess him Lord. (ELC, p. 9)

Dr Stott has written an approving commentary on that tightly packed paragraph and I have considered it carefully.My own main comment has to be deep regret that theCovenant seems to support (without clearly stating) theold belief that all those who do not accept Jesus Christ asLord and Saviour before they die are 'lost' or 'perishing'because doomed to hell.

Dr Stott comments that the natural knowledge which men have of God 'actually condemns them' because 'theirrejection of the truth which they know then leads them toidolatry, to immorality and to the judgement of God'. Forhim, 'it is false to suppose that sinners can be saved throughother systems' apart from the Christian gospel. He basesthis comment on the first chapter of Paul's letter to theRomans. But I have to ask whether it is a comprehensivelyjust verdict on all non-Christian religion, a subject on whichthe Bible offers many more generous views. And I have toanswer that it is an insulting travesty of much sincereseeking, devotion and holiness to be found among Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists and other non-Christians. To saythat such religious systems produce only idolatry andimmorality is to indulge in the kind of prejudice whichChristians always resent when it is directed against their own religion. And to deny that God can save those countless millions through their response to the religious traditions into which they have been bom is, I think, to denyeither God's power or his love. I much prefer the moreinformed and thoughtful treatment in a book such as HansKiing's Christianity and the World Religions (in English, 1987).It is to me highly significant that the Lausanne Covenantcontained no reference to the position of the Jews (anomission for which Dr Stott handsomely apologised in hiscommentary). For the Jews are the people who have alwaysreminded the Christians that God does not deal savinglyonly with the Church or only with those who have acceptedChrist as Lord and Saviour. They are the perpetual stimulusto deepen thought about 'non-Christians'. A passionatelonging for their salvation, and a final conviction that itwould come, were what made Paul write some of his mostprofound passages to the Romans.

Those who drafted this paragraph of the Lausanne Covenant curiously failed to understand what is almost always intended when Christians engage in serious religious dialogue with the adherents of other religions. 'Dialogue' ispraised and practised by Dr Stott himself, as in this book. Itis not the same as 'syncretism', defined in the Oxford EnglishDictionary as 'the attempted union or reconciliation of diverse or opposite tenets or practices, especially in philosophy or religion'. 'Dialogue' can be entered by people whoknow that many of their own beliefs are 'diverse or opposite' but who still hope to leam from each other about theone God who is greater than all religious systems. Inparticular it can be entered by Christians or non-Christianswho fully recognise how nonsensical it would be to say thatChrist 'speaks equally' through Christianity as through,say, Buddhism. Indeed, Evangelicals know this. The verynext paragraph of the Lausanne Covenant says that the kindof dialogue 'whose purpose is to listen sensitively' is 'indispensable to evangelism' and Dr Stott has himself offered adiscussion of 'dialogue' which is, up to a point, positive:

Dialogue is a token of genuine Christian love, because it indicates our steadfast resolve to rid our minds of prejudicesand caricatures which we may entertain about other people; tostruggle to listen through their ears and look through their eyesso as to grasp what prevents them from hearing the gospel andseeing Christ; to sympathise with them in all their doubts, fearsand 'hang-ups'. (CMMW, p. 80)

The international consultation on 'Gospel and Culture' which Dr Stott chaired in 1978 recommended 'missionaryhumility'. Since 'different cultures have strongly influenced the biblical revelation, ourselves and the peopleto whom we go', Christian evangelists need 'the humilityto begin our communication where people are not wherewe would like them to be' (WR, p. 16). My only criticism ofthese more positive statements is that they do not admitthat Christians have much to learn from the rest of humanity. I have argued in The Futures of Christianity (1987)that the glad acceptance of Christ as Saviour and Lord, asthe One who is able to bring us to the Father as no otherteacher can, is entirely compatible with a willingness tolearn from other teachers. In the past Christians gladlylearned from Greek philosophers and Roman poets. In ourtime Christians can be taught about community life underGod by Jews, about devotion to God by Muslims or Hindus,about detachment from the passions by Buddhists, aboutthe sacredness of nature by animists, and about goodnessby atheists. Having learned these and many other truthsfrom traditions outside the Church, we can find that theyare already taught in the Bible - but evidently the Bible wasnot able to teach us perfectly. Having found that thesetruths fit into the truth taught by Christ, we can say thatChrist - or, using Greek, the Logos - is in the other religionsand philosophies; but I agree that there is a danger that thisway of talking may empty the word 'Christ' of all connection with the historical, biblical Christ, causing intellectualconfusion as well as spiritual damage.

It is not a hopeful beginning to any dialogue to think that 'it is our solemn duty to affirm that those to whomwe announce the gospel and address our appeal are “perishing"' (CMMW, p. 111). This is likely to be heard asan announcement that the living non-Christians and theancestors are all doomed to hell unless they consciouslybelieve in Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour before dying.And that is, of course, what many evangelists and missionaries have said very clearly and loudly. But in commonwith many other Christians nowadays I accept the teachingof the Second Vatican Council where the bishops, after aneloquent emphasis on the missionary task of the Church asthe 'People of God', declared:

Those also can attain to everlasting salvation who through no fault of their own do not know the gospel of Christ or hisChurch, yet sincerely seek God and moved by grace, strive bytheir deeds to do his will as it is known to them through thedictates of consdence. Nor does divine Providence deny thehelp necessary for salvation to those who, without blame ontheir part, have not yet arrived at an explidt knowledge of God,but who strive to live a good life thanks to his grace. Whatevergoodness or truth is found among them is looked upon by theChurch as a preparation for the gospel. She regards suchqualities as given by him who enlightens all men so that theymay finally have life. (Lumen GentiumII. 16)

I notice with grateful joy that the Lausanne Covenant repudiates the Calvinist but unbiblical notion that it is thewill of God that some or many are predestined to everlasting punishment in hell. It is true that Paul speculated thatthere might be 'objects of [God's] wrath - prepared fordestruction' (Romans 9:22). But that speculation was brief,undeveloped and in its effects tragic. It is far less significantin the Bible than the insight, which seems to me luminouslytrue, that 'God our Saviour . . . wants all men to be savedand to come to a knowledge of the truth' since he is 'theSaviour of all men, and espedally of those who believe' (1Timothy 2:3-4; 4:10).

I also rejoice that Lausanne spoke about 'eternal separation from God' rather than about 'everlasting punishment'. The latter idea may conjure up the unchristian picture ofGod as the Eternal Torturer - as in the notorious sermon on 'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God' preached byJonathan Edwards in 1741. The idea (without the luriddetails) was still taught in, for example, the 1984 EvangelicalDictionary of Theology. 'It is not always realized', LeonMorris wrote there,

that Jesus spoke of hell more often than did anyone else in the New Testament. And nowhere is there a hint of any possiblereversal of judgement. . .

And against the strong body of NT teaching that there is a continuing punishment of sin we cannot put one saying whichspeaks plainly of an end to the punishment of the finallyimpenitent. Those who look for a different teaching in the NTmust point to possible inferences and alternative explanations,(pp. 369-70)

The phrase which Lausanne bravely preferred to 'everlasting punishment' is connected with Dr Stott's consistent preference for 'perish' to refer to the end of those who rejectGod. So far as I know, he has never made it clear whether ornot this means that he holds the belief that the wicked areultimately annihilated - the doctrine known as 'conditionalimmortality'. But this doctrine certainly seems to be impliedin the idea that some may be 'separated eternally' from theCreator who is the only Source of life. It also seems to beimplied in the very word 'perish', for it is indeed difficult toimagine a perpetually inconclusive process of perishing.And annihilation seems to me (as to many others) the onlyalternative to heaven which is compatible with the faith thatGod is love.

The prospect of 'eternal separation' is restricted by the Lausanne Covenant to those who condemn themselvesbecause they 'reject Christ'. That avoids the teaching thatone 'mortal' sin earns the same punishment as a lifetime oftotal wickedness. By this teaching God was alleged tocondemn the guilty to hell without adhering to theelementary principle of justice that the gravity of thepunishment must fit the gravity of the crime. And it avoidsany suggestion that people may be 'sent to hell' againsttheir wills. Since Christ has been unknown to most of thehuman race, and since when known he has seldom beenpresented worthily by Christians, Lausanne may haveintended to say that anyone 'eternally separated' from Godwould be a person who after death consciously, deliberately, systematically, totally and permanently rejects a fullyworthy presentation of Christ that has been completelyunderstood. If so, it may be hoped that the category whichLeon Morris called the 'finally impenitent' will beunpopulated.

I ask whether this interpretation would be endorsed by Dr Stott. He says alarmingly thatthe doctrine of God as a universal Father was not taught by Christ nor by his apostles. God is indeed the universal Creator,having brought all things into existence, and the universalKing, ruling and sustaining all that he has made. But he is theFather only of our Lord Jesus Christ and of those whom headopts into his family through Christ. (OOW, p. 99)

This God whose attitude to non-Christians is said to be not fatherly (for I have to ask: what else can Dr Stott's denialmean?) is said to dismiss all human efforts to obey himoutside the gospel of his grace in Christ. 'Wheneverteachers start exalting man, implying that he can contributeanything to his salvation by his own morality, religion,philosophy or respectability, the Gospel of grace is beingcorrupted' (OOW, p.27). Outside Christ man is dead because of trespasses and sins, enslaved by the world, theflesh and the devil, and condemned under the wrath ofGod', for Dr Stott maintains that 'it is not universal reconciliation that Christ achieved or that Paul proclaimed; it israther a nearness to God and to each other gratefullyexperienced by those who are near Christ, indeed "in" himin a vital, personal union' (GNS, pp. 79,98).

Elsewhere I find him more persuasive. For example he considers Luke's report of the answer of Jesus to thequestion, 'Are only a few people going to be saved?' Theanswer was: 'Make every effort to enter through the narrowdoor, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will notbe able to' (13:23-24). This saying is linked with Matthew7:13-14: 'Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is thegate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, andmany enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow theroad that leads to life, and only a few find it.' But it is alsolinked with the final vision of the Bible that the redeemedbefore God's throne will be not 'only a few' but 'a greatmultitude that no-one could coimt' (Revelation 7:9). DrStott comments disarmingly:

How to reconcile these two concepts I do not know. Nor am I clear how this passage relates to the perplexing problem ofthose who never hear the gospel. . . The whole picture seemsto relate only to those who have had the opportunity ofdecision for or against Christ; it simply leaves out of view thosewho have never heard. We shall be wise, therefore, not tooccupy our minds with such speculative questions . . . (CCC,p. 196)

I greatly respect the humility shown by Dr Stott here. But even here I have to ask questions on behalf of the vastmajority of humankind. Was it the teaching of Jesus, whenthat teaching is studied as a whole, that the majority ofthose who try to enter the door into eternal life will never beable to do so? Did he claim certainty that some will never beable to enter? And did he say nothing at all about those whohave never really heard his message? These are not merely'speculative questions'. These are questions about whetherthe gospel about Jesus is in any sense good news for themass of humanity.

I do not wish to affirm that all are 'automatically' saved, which is what the doctrine of 'universalism' has often beenunderstood as affirming. I of course respect some of thetheologians who have taught universalism in variousshapes (from Origen to Barth), but their doctrine appears todeny human free will. The Bible emphatically affirms thatbecause he desires their free response to his love God hasgiven people the freedom to reject him. No other beliefseems possible if one believes in the God who discloses hislove in the Bible, although as Dr Stott movingly writes in hiscommentary on the Lausanne Covenant that 'the prospectis almost too dreadful to contemplate; we should be able tospeak of hell only with tears'. What I do wish to affirm is nota prediction of something that is bound to happen but ahope. It is the hope that all will be saved ultimately. Idisagree passionately with Dr Stott's opinion, in his commentary on Lausanne, that 'some refuse to repent andbelieve . . . and so will condemn themselves to eternalseparation from God' - and with his belief that 'those whoare lost will accept all the blame themselves' (the italics aremine). For according to Christianity God is both all-powerful (or sovereign) and all-loving. If he is all-powerful, will henot exert his infinite power to the utmost to save all theperishing? If he is all-loving, will he not save any soul witha glimmer of a belief that the rejection of Christ would deserve blame? I would rather be an atheist than believe in a Godwho accepts it as inevitable that hell (however conceived)is the inescapable destiny of many, or of any of his children, even when they are prepared to accept 'all the blame'.

But I need not be an atheist, for I am sure that Stephen Travis was right to conclude his examination of the biblicalevidence: 'None of this literature exhibits a speculativeinterest in the process of judgment or in the nature ofexistence beyond final judgment'(Christ andthe Judgment ofGod, 1986, p. 167). And as I read the Bible I see a picture of the real God - the God whose love for all is like a patientparent's (only infinitely more loving and more patient). Irecognise of course that the Bible offers many warningswhich could not be more solemn. As Stephen Travisobserved, '''punishment" language affirms that God'streatment of human sin is not arbitrary or capricious' just as'references to reward underline particularly the reliabilityof God to keep his promises to his servants' (p. 168). And Irecognise that these warnings about punishment apply tomy own sins and to the sins of the world (which seem tohave been specially abundant during the twentieth century). But the Bible gives us also the picture of the God whohopes even on Calvary, as he sees into the hearts of theexecutioners and knows that they do not know what theyare doing. As I read the New Testament, it is the story ofthe growing insight given by the eye-opening Holy Spirit.When Jesus saw how a Pharisee 'despised' a woman whohad 'lived a sinful life in that town', he challenged him: 'Doyou see this woman?' (Luke 7:44). Jesus gave an example byseeing the faith of several Gentiles who asked him forhealing - and Peter saw in a dream that the strange cargoesin the harbour at Joppa belonged to a Gentile world whichwas clean (Acts 10:9-23). When some Gentiles had becomeChristians, and despised Jews because it was the strictkeeping of the Law of Moses that now seemed contemptible, Paul eventually saw that Israel remained God's belovedpeople. Now in the twentieth Christian century we are, Ibelieve, challenged to see the non-Christian world: to seethe African, the Indian, the Chinese, the Japanese, thesecularised. . . with the eyes of the Father.

The second letter to the Thessalonians contains some of the most terrible warnings:

When the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels, he will punish those who do notknow God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. Theywill be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out fromthe presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his poweron the day he comes to be glorified in his holy people and tobe marvelled at among all those who have believed. (1:7-10)

In another letter which is early (and which unlike 2 Thessalonians is indisputably the work of Paul himself), the apostle is ready to threaten with hell those who offer theGalatians 'a different gospel' - 'let him be eternally condemned!' (1:6-9). But in his first letter to the CorinthiansPaul's imagery points to the total triumph of the Goddisplayed on the cross of Christ. The cross is 'foolishness tothose who are perishing' (1:18) but it seems to be highlysignificant that Paul does not say that they are alreadyperished or as good as lost. 'As in Adam all die,' he writes,

so in Christ all will be made alive. But each in his own turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belongto him. Then the end will come, when he hands over thekingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. For he must reign until he hasput. . .everything under his feet. . . so that God may be all inall. (15:22-28)

Paul proceeds to refer, apparently with approval, to the practice of being baptised for the dead' - that is, givingsacramental expression to the belief that the non-Christiandead can share the salvation which Christians have experienced. When a notorious sinner has been excommunicatedfor incest ('hand this man over to Satan'), Paul still hopesfor his salvation (5:5).

In his letter to the Romans, after his supremely powerful reminder that the wrath of God condemns the sins of thepagan world, for 'God gave them over in the sinful desiresof their hearts' (1:24), Paul declares about the death ofChrist: 'the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men' (5:18). In chapter 11 he urgesthose who have tasted it to 'continue in God's kindness' lestthey be 'cut off but he holds out the hope that those whohave experienced God's sternness, 'if they do not persist inunbelief, will be 'grafted in'. Finally the hope kindles intoa vision that 'the full number of the Gentiles' and 'all Israel'will be saved, 'For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all' (11:32).

The later letter to the Ephesians begins with the announcement of God's 'good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times willhave reached their fulfilment - to bring all things in heavenand on earth together under one head, even Christ', who'fills everything in every way' (1:9-10,23). And the letter tothe Colossians proclaims God's intention 'to reconcile tohimself all things, whether things on earth or things inheaven' (1:20). I have studied Dr Stott's exegesis of thesepassages, arguing that they refer not to 'all things' in thispresent universe but to a future universe which will becreated around such people as are finally saved. However, Iam not persuaded that this nervousness about a tendencyto universalism is necessary.

A text that is constantly quoted by those who deny that non-Christians can be saved is John 14:6: Ί am the way andthe truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father exceptthrough me.' But the context shows that the fourth gospel ishere concerned with the intimacy of trust in God as Father,for life or death, which is the special privilege of thedisciples. It is possible to treasure this text and the experienced reality which lies behind it - as I most emphaticallydo - without using it to write off most of the spiritual questof humanity.

Another text often cited comes from Acts (4:10,12): 'It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead, that this manstands before you healed . . . Salvation is found in no-oneelse, for there is no other name under heaven given to menby which we must be saved.' This one text, which arises outof a story of the healing of a crippled beggar, is sometimesthought to settle the eternal destiny of all but a fraction ofmankind. I am one of those who believe (with the SecondVatican Council) that it does no such thing. It seems ludicrous to suggest that the problem of the non-Christians issettled by these few words, found in an account of a speechsaid to have been delivered by Peter to the Sanhedrin inJerusalem with only one other Christian (John) presentabout half a century before the Acts of the Apostles waswritten. For the problem is about centuries and continentsabout which Luke and Peter knew nothing or next tonothing. It would be equally ridiculous to use later texts inActs as solving the problem although they show slightlymore awareness of it. When Peter has ordered the baptismof Cornelius and other Gentiles, he declares that Christ is'the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and thedead' and that 'everyone who believes in him receivesforgiveness of sins through his name'. But he also says: Ίnow realise how true it is that God does not show favouritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him and dowhat is right' (Acts 10:34-48). And Paul in Athens says thatGod has dealt with every nation 'so that men would seekhim and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though heis not far from each one of us' (Acts 17:24-28). I do not findDr Stott's comment on these passages adequate. 'It is clear/he writes, 'that although in some sense "acceptable" toGod, Cornelius before his conversion had neither "salvation" nor "life"' and he adds that the Athenians' search forGod was futile, since 'what these truths and the Athenians'knowledge of them did was not to enable them to find Godbut rather to make their idolatry inexcusable' (CMMW,p. 67). These ungenerous suggestions do not seem to dojustice to the tension in the mind of the author of Luke'sgospel and the Acts of the Apostles - the tension betweentwo loves, for the sinners and for the Saviour.

In one form or another this tension is often found in Christian thought. An example is provided by the firstletter of John. There it is written that 'everything in theworld - the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes andthe boasting of what he has and does - comes not from theFather but from the world' (2:16). 'He who has the Son haslife; but who does not have the Son of God does not havelife' (5:12). But it is also written that 'everyone who loveshas been bom of God and knows God. . . No-one has everseen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us andhis love is made complete in us' (4:7,12). It is true that, asDr Stott insists in his commentary (EJ, p. 164), John concentrates on 'reciprocal Christian love'. But he does not explicitly confine the love he writes about to love betweenChristians, perhaps recalling that he who 'has the Son' hasthe teaching of Jesus about the good Samaritan. I have toadd that Dr Stott's own views do not seem to reckon fullywith the teaching of Jesus. In his parables (for example)Jesus repeatedly compared the characters and actions ofnon-Christians (his Jewish hearers) with the nature andactivity of the Father. He was sharply observant, discriminating and realistic, but also generous, in his estimate of thespiritual condition of the people among whom he lived,prayed and suffered. He saw into people's hearts. And hedid not leave the impression that the end of the road for thegood Samaritan would be hell.

Dr Stott rightly says that 'perishing is a terrible word, but Jesus himself used it' (ELC, p. 10). In this connection hequotes Matthew 18:14 and Luke 13:3,5. He invites us toconsider also John 3:14-16: 'The Son of Man must be liftedup, . . . that everyone who believes in him may haveeternal life. For God so loved the world . . . that whoeverbelieves in him shall not perish but have eternal life.' So letus give our profoundly serious attention to the evidenceabout Jesus.

He is said to have warned his hearers that 'unless you repent, you too will all perish' like the Galileans massacredby Pilate or those killed by the fall of a tower in Siloam (Luke13:1-5). This cannot mean that literally all impenitentsinners will be either massacred or crushed by fallingmasonry. Jesus appears to be teaching that although thevictims of these disasters were not worse sinners than allthe others, their deaths should be taken as a general warning to all the others. Such warnings are often found in thegospels, where Jesus divides people into two groups - thesons of the kingdom and of the evil one; the sons of lightand the sons of this world; the wise and the foolish; thesheep and the goats; those who 'enter life' and those whoare in danger of hell. Obviously such warnings should notbe dismissed. But the gospels do not leave the impressionthat Jesus was so certain that most (or any) of his hearerswould end up in hell that he spent his whole time warningthem about it. On the contrary, one of the most eloquentparts of his recorded teaching is his total silence on thesubject of hell when his enemies are about to commit thesupreme sin of crucifying him. He did not warn them thatthey were separating themselves eternally from the life andmercy of the Father. On the brink of eternity he was not ahell-fire preacher. On Calvary the whole emphasis is that'God so loved the world'.

The references to hell are most numerous in Matthew's gospel. The first two are plainly hyperbole, for the Jesuswhose character is presented to us by the gospel as a wholecannot have meant that his Father would throw into hellanyone who once used the expression 'you fool!' or wholooked at a woman lustfully (5:22,21-30). 'Be afraid of theOne who can destroy both soul and body in hell' (10:28)probably is the authentic teaching of the One who taughtthat sins needed to be forgiven. But according to MatthewJesus was not concerned to teach in detail about hell. Hewarned whole cities that they would be judged corporately(11:20-24) but also that an individual would be acquittedbecause of his good words (12:37). How a good personliving in a bad city was to escape was not explained; norhow the punishment of Korazin and Bethsaida is to begreater than the punishment of Tyre and Sidon, and Capernaum's fate worse than Sodom's. His main warnings aboutthe possible end of the wicked came in parables. Naturallythey used different imagery. The wicked in these storiesmight be burned (13:30; 25:46), tortured (18:34), cut inpieces (24:51) or thrown into darkness (8:12; 22:13; 25:30).These images are taken in the Lausanne Covenant to mean'eternal separation from God'. They lose none of theirterrible solemnity if they are so interpreted.

Jesus as we meet him in the gospels offers his hearers the most fateful of all choices. His horror at the thought thatanyone may make the wrong choice is a profound emotionwhich repeatedly breaks forth into grim eloquence - and, ashe sees Jerusalem, into tears. He whose longing to see thereign of the Father complete 'on earth as in heaven' leads tohopes that the End is imminent is so moved by the possibility of the rejection of the Father and his kingdom thatburning images of hell are set alight in urgent warnings.These are, like the pictures of the imminent kingdom,pictures - but not 'only pictures'! Their imagery clothes thefear of an end about which it can be said: 'it would be betterfor him if he had not been born' (Matthew 26:24).

The image that has burned itself into the horrified imagination of many centuries is 'their worm does not die,and the fire is not quenched' (Mark 9:48). This is a quotationfrom Isaiah 66:24. It is derived from the rubbish dump in thevalley of Hinnom outside the city wall of Jerusalem - geHinnom or 'Gehenna', the word translated as 'hell'. And it issignificant that the prophet who saw in the bonfire and themaggots the destiny of the wicked (remembering that thevalley had been polluted by human sacrifices) was himselfnot clear about who would end up in Gehenna. Somewould survive to 'look upon the dead bodies of those whorebelled' - and these would not be few, as the prophethoped 'all mankind will come and bow down' before God.

At one point the Lausanne Covenant seems to share that hope of a universal salvation. 'We long for the day whenevery knee shall bow to him and every tongue shall confesshim Lord'. This quotation of Philippians 2:10-11 is inkeeping with the vision that praise will be sung 'to him whosits on the throne and to the Lamb' from 'every creature inheaven or on earth and under the earth and on the sea, andall that is in them' (Revelation 5:13). To hold to such hopesfor all humanity is, I believe, thoroughly in keeping withthe Christian's other duty, which is to take the warningswith a complete seriousness. But if so - if this blend of hopeand fear is what the New Testament taken as a wholeaffirms - it seems necessary to believe that an opportunitywill be given after death, in the condition pictured in theBible as Sheol or Hades. This so-called 'Hades Gospel' hasusually been rejected by Evangelicals, often because ofabuses in the medieval Church (surviving despite somereforms into Roman Catholicism in our own time). TheChinch was believed to be authorised to dispense from a'treasury of merits'. The merits of Christ and the saintscould be drawn on in order to shorten the days spent bysouls in punishment in 'Purgatory' - in exchange for aspecified number of payments to the clergy for RequiemMasses, the building of St Peter's, Rome, and so forth.Protestants have, I believe, been completely right to protestagainst that clerical racket. But it does not follow that thewhole of the 'Hades Gospel' should be rejected. We maytake another look at the Revelation of John. Althoughmagicians, the sexually immoral, murderers, idolaters and'everyone who practises falsehood' are excluded from theultimate City of God, there are also images of inclusion.Inside that city is 'the river of the water of life' running withits cleansing power 'down the middle of the great street ofthe city'. The tree of life grows by that river 'and the leavesof the tree are for the healing of the nations'. 'The nationswill walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bringtheir splendour into it'(21:24-22:15). That was written at atime when no nation and no king was even nominallyChristian.

Is this 'Hades Gospel' found in the teaching of Jesus? It may reasonably be held to be implied in the exultant cry ofthe Jesus of the fourth gospel - Ί, when I am lifted up fromthe earth, will draw all men to myself (John 12:32) - but theauthenticity of that saying from a historical point of viewmust be questionable along with the rest of the gospel. Ourquestion is complicated by the evidence that the historicalJesus concentrated on the proclamation of the kingdom ofGod 'on earth as in heaven', not on teaching about heaven.But specially since the full coming of that kingdom has beendelayed for considerably longer than Jesus and the earlyChristians hoped for, we may find a pointer to the ultimatepopulation of heaven in the prominent tradition that Jesusand his disciples practised table-fellowship with tax-collectors, prostitutes and other Jewish 'sinners'. There isalso the prophecy about the Gentiles: 'many will come fromthe east and the west, and will take their places at the feastwith Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven'(Matthew 8:11, paralleled in Luke).

That prophecy retains the warning image of the darkness. 'There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth' not for the wicked as classified by conventional morality and pietybut for those orthodox Jews or 'subjects of the kingdom'who have in practice rebelled against God the King. It is aterrible warning for orthodox Christians as well. But thereis prominently in the teaching of Jesus a parable whichstands in contrast with the parable of the rich man andLazarus where the conventional Jewish imagery about lifeafter death is used ('Abraham's side', literally 'bosom', iseternally separate from hell, where the bad man is 'in agonyin this fire' and 'a great chasm has been fixed' between himand the ex-beggar in Luke 16:19-31). In contrast, in theparable of the sheep and the goats (Matthew 25:31-46)Jesus is surprising. He does much more than praise thefaith of those who have accepted him before death as Lordand Saviour and have shown it by good works of love. Hedoes, it is true, teach that 'it will be necessary for publicevidence to be produced, namely the outworking of ourfaith in compassionate action', as Dr Stott notes (FC, p.115). In this parable, however, Jesus teaches also that hewill at last be recognised by many who never thought thatthey knew him before they met him as judge after death.This is a parable told not about the disciples but about 'allthe nations' (Matthew 25:32). So it offers the world a greathope. It contains a warning that the unloving will have to'depart from me . . . into the eternal fire' for 'eternalpunishment' - but it says that this fire has been 'preparedfor the devil and his angels', not for human beings (25:41).And it promises 'eternal life' to all the 'righteous' who feedthe hungry, answer the needs of the thirsty and thestrangers, clothe the naked, care for the sick and visit theprisoners. So it seems that after death anyone who hashelped Lazarus can, after all, take the road to eternal life.Here is another image of inclusion and it comes inMatthew's gospel as the finale of the teaching of Jesusbefore he goes to his death.

The Gospel for Humanity

What, then, is essential for Evangelicals in evangelism? 'To evangelise,' says the Lausanne Covenant, 'is to spread thegood news that Jesus died for our sins and was raised fromthe dead according to the Scriptures, and that as the reigning Lord he now offers the forgiveness of sins and theliberating gift of the Spirit to all who repent and believe/Together with many others who do not call themselvesconservative Evangelicals, I believe that gospel with all myheart. But negatively I plead that Evangelicals should notinsist on some interpretations of that gospel which seem tothem to be both biblical and true, but which do not thuspersuade their fellow-Christians. So I plead with deeprespect that Evangelicals should not insist on the doctrineswhich I have criticised - that the Bible is infallible orinerrant; that the cross propitiates God's wrath becauseJesus is our substitute under God's punishment; that all themiracle stories in the Bible have to be accepted literally; thatthe Bible has to be treated as legislation about morality andinformation about the future; that some (not could)perish eternally and that masses of, or all, non-Christianswill be among them. And positively I ask that Evangelicalsshould say something good about humanity's future in thehands of the Creator who is also revealed as the Father.

The message of Jesus is good news for all, demanding to be shared because it is such happy news. As Luke's gospelexpresses it, this is a salvation 'prepared in the sight of allpeople' (2:31). Here is good news for the poor, for the sick,for women and for others who are oppressed. It is goodnews for sinners. It announces that people who love theirenemies are 'sons of the Most High, because he is kind tothe ungrateful and wicked' (6:35). 'Forgive, and you will beforgiven' (6:37). If the loving God who deserves love isloved, and if the merciful Samaritan is imitated, that is theLaw. God's government is like the small seed which becomes a plant and like a pinch of yeast that makes a loaf. ForGod never gives up. The lost sheep, the lost coin, the lostson, the lost criminal is found. And those who hear thisgood news have great joy, praising God.

JOHN STOTT'S RESPONSE TO CHAPTER 6

My dear David,

What draws me to you is your passion, exhibited in the fearlessness of your thinking and the depth of your feeling.As you know, many times I do not agree with you (nor doyou with me). But you think. You ask the questions whichmany of us prefer to sweep under the carpet. And you feel.Your heart goes out to human beings in all their need andpain. I wish the same could be said of all of us Evangelicals.Some of us neither think nor feel. We go on defending ourpet convictions (shibboleths?), without either facing orfeeling their implications. Our mouth is larger than ourhead or our heart. Even though, in this chapter as in theprevious five, there remain some wide differences betweenus, you have challenged me to keener thought and deeperfeeling, in other words, to be a more authentic human beingand Christian. For this I thank you.

Eschatology and the Kingdom

The 'last things' (death, the parousia, the resurrection, the last judgement and the final destinies of heaven or hell),which are together the focus of eschatology, have alwaysfascinated Christian minds. Yet you are right to reproachEvangelicals for developing at times an unhealthy preoccupation with them. We have tended both to be tooliteralistic in our interpretations, and to forget that NewTestament teaching in this area is not given to satisfy ourcuriosity but rather to stimulate our holiness, service, witness and hope.

Let me first take up your criticism of our excessive literalism (which is sometimes an over-reaction to the excessive scepticism of other schools of thought!), and of thedogmatism which often accompanies it. Actually, I thinkyou indulge in a little hyperbole as you poke fun at us. Yourchiding becomes chaffing. And ridicule is a dangerousweapon, not altogether conducive to dialogue! I myselfregret that some Evangelical societies and institutions include in their basis of faith a particular eschatological viewpoint, and so make it a test of orthodoxy. For I believe thatboth the interpretation of prophecy and the nature of themillennium belong to the adiaphora, in which we shouldaccord one another liberty of opinion.

Not all Evangelicals are nincompoops, however, who 'take the poetry as detailed predictions of what is going tohappen'. Most of us recognise that the Book of Revelation isfull of symbolism (including its numerology, like multiplesof twelve symbolising the Church, e.g. the twenty-fourelders and the 144,000), and that some of its imagery couldbe called 'mythological' (lambs and dragons, for example).The popular interpretations of the book (the 'preterist','futurist' and 'historicist') all understand it as containingreferences to particular historical events which belong respectively to the past (the first century), the future (the endof the age) and the span of church history in between. Afourth school of interpretation, which has been gainingground among Evangelicals during this century, avoidsthis historical particularity and preserves the best of allthree other schools. It is clumsily called the 'successivo-parallelist', was expounded by William Hendriksen in hisMore Than Conquerors (1962) and popularised in this countryby Michael Wilcock's I Saw Heaven Opened: The Message ofRevelation (1975). It sees the book as a series of highlydramatic visions, each of which recapitulates the story ofthe 'interadventual period' (the whole era stretching between Christ's two comings), and culminates in the End.

According to this view, the essence of the message of Revelation concerns the age-long conflict between the lamband the dragon, the Church and the world, Jerusalem theholy city and Babylon the great city (a conflict which hashad many historical manifestations and will have yetmore), together with the assurance of Christ's victory. AsΗ. B. Swete wrote years ago, 'the whole book is a SursumCorda', exhorting us to rejoice that Christ is both reigningnow and coming soon.

As for the millennium, since you give a wholly inadequate account of the 'amillennial' position, allow me to remedy this defect! Amillennialists do not just 'expectthe kingdom to come only in heaven'. We notice that inRevelation 20 the one-thousand-year period (symbolic of along but unspecified time) has three main characteristics.First, Christ is reigning (incidentally not 'on earth', thelocale of his rule being nowhere mentioned). Secondly,certain people (including witnesses, martyrs and those'given authority to judge') come to life, reign with Christand serve as 'priests' (verses 4,6). Thirdly, the dragon(Satan) is bound and locked up 'to keep him from deceivingthe nations any more' (verse 3). What strikes us is that in therest of the New Testament these three activities characterisethe present age, that is, the whole interadventual period.First, having been exalted by the Father, Jesus Christ isseated and reigning at his right hand now, all authorityhaving been given him. Secondly, his people have beenraised and exalted with him, are seated with him, sharinghis reign (e.g. Ephesians 2:6; Colossians 3:1-3), and arecalled 'kings and priests' (1 Peter 2:5-9; Revelation 1:6,5:10). 'This is the first resurrection,' John comments, because it refers to our being raised with Christ now, and notto the resurrection of the body, which will take place only atthe end of history (verse 5). Thirdly, Satan is bound, havingbeen overthrown by Christ at his first coming. He likenedSatan to 'a strong man, fully armed', and himself to 'someone stronger', who overpowers him, binds him and thenrobs his house (Luke 11:21-22). If it be objected that Satandoes not appear to be bound, we answer that this is aproblem of the whole New Testament, and not just ofRevelation 20. For the New Testament plainly affirms thatJesus has defeated, dethroned and disarmed the devil, withall the evil principalities and powers (e.g. Colossians 2:15;Hebrews 2:14). Probably the best way to understand thebinding of Satan in Revelation 20 is to note its purpose,which is 'to keep him from deceiving the nations'. Bothpostmillennialists and amillennialists explain this as referring to the missionary advance of the Church following theresurrection, as a result of which people of all nations arebeing delivered from their deceptions and gathered intoChrist's Church (Matthew 28:18-20). Isn't this kind ofreconstruction reasonable? And does it not escape yourstrictures on literalism and on turning the Revelation into'information about the future'?

You then move on to a discussion of the kingdom, its nature and its coming. We are agreed, I think, that it camewith Jesus. He said 'the time has come [been fulfilled]'(Mark 1:15) and 'the kingdom of God has come upon you'(Matthew 12:28), and he challenged people to 'receive' or'enter' it then and there (e.g. Mark 10:14-15). At the sametime he taught that its full manifestation lay in the future, asis clear from the petition 'may your kingdom come' andfrom several of his parables. By both apocalyptic imagery('coming in the clouds of heaven') and simile ('like thelightning, which flashes and lights up the sky from one endto the other', Luke 17:24) he indicated his belief that hiscoming would be a global, divine and cataclysmic climax tohistory, and he warned people against trying to localise it('Lo here! Lo there!').

Is it certain, however, that (leaving aside what his personal hope or expectation may have been) he definitely predicted that the end was on the threshold and wouldcome very soon? This was basic to Schweitzer's thesis, ofcourse, and is probably held by a majority of commentators. You yourself seem to contemplate with equanimitythe idea that Jesus was mistaken in this matter, and eventhat 'in order to be human' he was obliged to adopt aworld-view which would inevitably include error. Youseem reluctant to consider the alternative, that it may be thescholars who are wrong and not Jesus. My presuppositionis that Jesus was not mistaken, and there are many conservatives who share this confidence. Indeed, the evidencethat he erred is far from compelling. To begin with, heconfessed that he himself did not know 'that day or hour'(Mark 13:32); it is therefore antecedently unlikely that hewould teach what he did not know. To be sure, ignorancecan lead to error. What is significant, however, is that hewas not ignorant of his ignorance. He knew the limits of hisknowledge. So the reason why his teaching was inerrant isthat, however great his ignorance in certain areas may havebeen, he remained within the sphere of his knowledge andspoke only what his Father gave him to speak (e.g. John7:16; 8:28; 12:49; 14:10).

Returning to the question of his coming, the three texts which you and others have quoted as evidence of hismistake are all capable of satisfactory alternative explanations. The synoptists certainly understood his 'some whoare standing here will not taste death before they see thekingdom of God come with power' (Mark 9:1 and parallels)as referring to the transfiguration (the 'some' being Peter,James and John), since they proceed immediately to thestory of this manifestation of his glory. His statement in themission charge to the Twelve that 'you will not finish goingthrough the cities of Israel before the Son of man comes'(Matthew 10:23) could quite naturally mean that he wouldcatch them up or overtake them before their mission wasaccomplished, for it seems probable that, like the Seventy(or Seventy-two) whom he commissioned later, he 'sentthem . . . ahead of him to every town and place where hewas about to go' (Luke 10:1).

The most difficult text is the third, namely his statement in the apocalyptic discourse that 'this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened'(Mark 13:30). The critical question is to what events he wasalluding by 'all these things'. The exegetical problem ofMark 13 and its parallels is of course that he was answeringthe disciples' two questions 'when will these things happen?' (which referred to the destruction of the temple,verses 2-4) and 'what will be the sign that they are all aboutto be fulfilled?' (which could refer to the signs preceding theEnd, for so Matthew interpreted it, 24:3). At all events thesetwo strands, relating to both immediate and ultimateevents, are interwoven in the discourse, and because of thecustomary foreshortening of prophetic vision they aresometimes telescoped into each other.

My own belief is that Jesus was deliberately contrasting 'all these things' which would happen within the lifetime ofthat generation (namely the events leading up to ad 70,verse 30) with 'that day and hour' which only the Fatherknew (namely the day of his coming, verse 32). The otherpoint which needs to be made is that Jesus' emphasis (evenin spite of the heralding signs, including the evangelisationof the nations, which would have taken some time) was onthe unexpected and surprise nature of his return (like aburglar, Matthew 24:43; Luke 12:39), on account of whichthey must watch and be ready: 'Be on guard! Be alert! Youdo not know when that time will come' (Mark 13:33).Indeed this is the 'element of agnosticism about the future'which you yourself concede.

If Jesus did not teach that he would return within their lifetime, did the apostles teach it? Certainly some of theirhearers thought they did, like the ataktoi in Thessalonicawho were playing truant from work in expectation ofhis imminent return (1 Thessalonians 4:11-12; 5:14; 2Thessalonians 3:6-7). And the references to 'times anddates' (Acts 1:7; 1 Thessalonians 5:1) suggest that there wasdebate about the matter in the early Church, just as 2 Peter 3shows that there was need later to explain the supposeddelay. But what about the repeated cry, 'Behold, I amcoming soon!' (Revelation 3:11; 22:7,12,20), and the excitedresponse 'Amen. Come, Lord Jesus' or ‘Marana tha. Come,O Lord' (Revelation 22:20; 1 Corinthians 16:22), and Paul's'we who are still alive', 'we will not all sleep' and 'the time isshort' (1 Thessalonians 4:15; 1 Corinthians 15:51; 1 Corinthians 7:29)? Well, of course, it is possible for you to pressthese (as others do) into being Paul's definite (and mistaken) teaching that the parousia would take place in hislifetime. But would you not then be guilty of the veryliteralism of which you keep accusing me? If I am right thatJesus did not teach it, it seems to me unlikely that theapostles did. If I am also right that Jesus' emphasis was onthe unexpectedness of his return and on the consequentneed for watchfulness, then it seems to me likely that thiswas the apostles' emphasis too. I believe God's purpose isfor every generation of Christians to live in eager anticipation of the parousia; the promise Ί am coming soon' wellexpresses and secures this expectation. It is an aspect of theChristian 'hope' which has always been precious toEvangelicals.

Judgement and Hell

It is with great reluctance and with a heavy heart that I now approach this subject. You quote the Grand Rapids reportwhich describes the unevangelised millions as humanbeings who, 'though created by God like God and for God. . . are now living without God'. This is a phrase which Ihave myself often used, because it seems to me to sum upthe poignant tragedy of human lostness. And when it isextended to the possibility that some who live without Godnow may also spend eternity without him, the thoughtbecomes almost unbearable.

I want to repudiate with all the vehemence of which I am capable the glibness, what almost appears to be the glee,the Schadenfreude, with which some Evangelicals speakabout hell. It is a horrible sickness of mind or spirit. Instead,since on the day of judgement, when some will be condemned, there is going to be 'weeping and gnashing ofteeth' (Matthew 8:12; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 13:28), shouldwe not already begin to weep at the very prospect? I thankGod for Jeremiah. Israelite patriot though he was, he wascharged with the heartbrealdng mission of prophesying thedestruction of his nation. Its ruin would only be temporary;it would not be eternal. Nevertheless, he could not restrainhis tears. Oh that my head were a spring of water and myeyes a fountain of tears! I would weep day and night for theslain of my people' (Jeremiah 9:1; cf. 13:17; 14:17).

It is within this prophetic tradition of tragedy, of sorrow over people's rejection of God's word and over the resultant inevitability of judgement, that Jesus wept over theimpenitent city of Jerusalem. He cried out: 'If you, evenyou, had only known on this day what would bring youpeace . . . !' (Luke 19:41-42; cf. Matthew 23:37-38). In thistoo Paul had the mind of Christ. He wrote of the 'greatsorrow and unceasing anguish' he felt in his heart for hisown race, the people of Israel. His 'heart's desire andprayer to God' was for their salvation. He was willing even,like Moses before him, to be himself 'cursed and cut offfrom Christ' if only thereby his people might be saved(Romans 9:1-4; 10:1; cf. Exodus 32:32). He had the samedeep feelings for the Gentiles. For three whole years inEphesus, as he reminded the church elders of that city, Ίnever stopped warning each of you night and day withtears' (Acts 20:31; cf. 20:19; Philippians 3:18).

I long that we could in some small way stand in the tearful tradition of Jeremiah, Jesus and Paul. I want to seemore tears among us. I think we need to repent of ournonchalance, our hard-heartedness.

(a) What is hell?

You raise two main questions in relation to hell. The first concerns what is meant by it, and the second who may becondemned to go there. We both agree that the imagerywhich Jesus and his apostles used (the lake of fire, the outerdarkness, the second death) is not meant to be interpretedliterally. In any case it could not be, since fire and darkness exclude each other. You comment positively on theLausanne Covenant's expression 'eternal separation fromGod'; it is a conscious echo both of Jesus' words 'departfrom me' (Matthew 7:23; 25:41) and of Paul's 'shut out fromthe presence of the Lord' (2 Thessalonians 1:9). We surelyhave to say that this banishment from God will be real,terrible (so that 'it would be better for him if he had not beenbom', Mark 14:21) and eternal. The New Testamentcontains no hint of the possibility of a later reprieve oramnesty. The biblical phraseology includes, in contrast to'eternal life' and 'eternal salvation', 'eternal judgement7(Hebrews 6:2 and possibly Mark 3:29), 'everlasting contempt' (Daniel 12:2), 'eternal punishment' (Matthew 25:46),'everlasting destruction' (2 Thessalonians 1:9) and 'eternalfire' (Matthew 18:8; 25:41). And the imagery supportingthis phraseology includes the pictures of the door beingshut (Matthew 25:10-12) and the great chasm being fixed(Luke 16:26).

You press me, however, to go beyond this. You rightly say that I have never declared publicly whether I think hell,in addition to being real, terrible and eternal, will involvethe experience of everlasting suffering. I am sorry that youuse in reference to God the emotive expression 'the EternalTorturer', because it implies a sadistic infliction of pain, andall Christian people would emphatically reject that. But willthe final destiny of the impenitent be eternal conscioustorment, 'for ever and ever', or will it be a total annihilationof their being? The former has to be described as traditionalorthodoxy, for most of the church fathers, the medievaltheologians and the Reformers held it. And probably mostEvangelical leaders hold it today. Do I hold it, however?Well, emotionally, I find the concept intolerable and do notunderstand how people can live with it without eithercauterising their feelings or cracking under the strain. Butour emotions are a fluctuating, unreliable guide to truthand must not be exalted to the place of supreme authority indetermining it. As a committed Evangelical, my questionmust be - and is - not what does my heart tell me, but whatdoes God's word say? And in order to answer this question,we need to survey the biblical material afresh and to openour minds (not just our hearts) to the possibility thatScripture points in the direction of annihilation, and that'eternal conscious torment' is a tradition which has to yieldto the supreme authority of Scripture. There are fourarguments; they relate to language, imagery, justice anduniversalism.

First, language. The vocabulary of 'destruction' is often used in relation to the final state of perdition. The commonest Greek words are the verb apollumi (to destroy) andthe noun apoleia (destruction). When the verb is active and transitive, 'destroy' means 'Idll', as when Herod wanted tomurder the baby Jesus and the Jewish leaders later plottedto have him executed (Matthew 2:13; 12:14; 27:4). ThenJesus himself told us not to be afraid of those who kill thebody and cannot kill the soul. 'Rather,' he continued, 'beafraid of the One [God] who can destroy both soul and bodyin hell' (Matthew 10:28; cf. James 4:12). If to kill is to deprivethe body of life, hell would seem to be the deprivation ofboth physical and spiritual life, that is, an extinction ofbeing. When the verb is in the middle, and intransitive, itmeans to be destroyed and so to 'perish', whether physically of hunger or snakebite (Luke 15:17; 1 Corinthians 10:9) oreternally in hell (e.g. John 3:16; 10:28; 17:12; Romans 2:12; 1Corinthians 15:18; 2 Peter 3:9). If believers are hoi sdzomenoi(those who are being saved), unbelievers are hoi apollumenoi(those who are perishing). The phrase occurs in 1 Corinthians 1:18, 2 Corinthians 2:15; 4:3, and in 2 Thessalonians2:10. Jesus is also recorded in the Sermon on the Mount ascontrasting the 'narrow. . . road that leads to life' with the'broad. . . road that leads to destruction' (Matthew 7:13; cf.also Romans 9:22; Philippians 1:28; 3:19; Hebrews 10:39; 2Peter 3:7; Revelation 17:8,11; the word used in 1 Thessalonians 5:3 and 2 Thessalonians 1:9 is olethros, which alsomeans 'ruin' or 'destruction'). It would seem strange, therefore, if people who are said to suffer destruction are in factnot destroyed; and, as you put it, it is 'difficult to imagine aperpetually inconclusive process of perishing'. It cannot, Ithink, be replied that it is impossible to destroy humanbeings because they are immortal, for the immortality - andtherefore indestructibility - of the soul is a Greek not abiblical concept. According to Scripture only God possessesimmortality in himself (1 Timothy 1:17; 6:16); he reveals andgives it to us through the gospel (2 Timothy 1:10). And bythe way, 'annihilation' is not quite the same as 'conditionalimmortality'. According to the latter, nobody survivesdeath except those to whom God gives life (they are therefore immortal by grace, not by nature), whereas accordingto the former, everybody survives death and will even beresurrected, but the impenitent will finally be destroyed.

The second argument concerns the imagery used in Scripture to characterise hell, and in particular that of fire. Jesus spoke of 'the fire of hell' (Matthew 5:22; 18:9) and of 'eternalfire' (Matthew 18:8; 25:41), and in the Revelation we readabout 'the lake of fire' (20:14-15). It is doubtless because wehave all had experience of the acute pain of being btuned,that fire is associated in our minds with 'conscious torment'. But the main function of fire is not to cause pain, butto secure destruction, as all the world's incinerators bearwitness. Hence the biblical expression 'a consuming fire'and John the Baptist's picture of the Judge 'burning up thechaff with unquenchable fire' (Matthew 3:12, cf. Luke 3:17).The fire itself is termed 'eternal' and 'unquenchable', but itwould be very odd if what is thrown into it provesindestructible. Our expectation would be the opposite: itwould be consumed for ever, not tormented for ever.Hence it is the smoke (evidence that the fire has done itswork) which 'rises for ever and ever' (Revelation 14:11; cf.19:3).

Four objections are raised to this understanding of 'the lake of fire'.

(1) There is the vivid picture of hell as a place where 'theirworm does not die, and the fire is not quenched' (Mark9:48). It is a quotation from the last verse of Isaiah (66:24),where the dead bodies of God's enemies are consigned tothe city's rubbish dump to be eaten by maggots andburned. It is not necessary to apply this as Judith did,however, namely that God would take vengeance on thehostile nations, 'to put fire and worms in their flesh' so that'they shall weep and feel their pain for ever' (Judith 16:17).Jesus' use of Isaiah 66:24 does not mention everlasting pain.What he says is that the worm will not die and the fire willnot be quenched. Nor will they - until presumably theirwork of destruction is done.

(2) At the end of the so-called parable of the sheep andgoats, Jesus contrasted 'eternal life' with 'eternal punishment' (Matthew 25:46). Does that not indicate that in hellpeople endure eternal conscious punishment? No, that is toread into the text what is not necessarily there. What Jesussaid is that both the life and the punishment would beeternal, but he did not in that passage define the nature ofeither. Because he elsewhere spoke of eternal life as aconscious enjoyment of God (John 17:3), it does not followthat eternal punishment must be a conscious experience ofpain at the hand of God. On the contrary, although declaring both to be eternal, Jesus is contrasting the two destinies:the more unlike they are, the better.

(3) But did not Dives cry out because he was 'in agony inthis fire' (Luke 16:23-24,28)? Yes, he did. But we must becautious in interpreting a parable (if it was that) whichspeaks of 'Abraham's bosom' as well as hell fire. Moreover,these two states were experienced immediately after Divesand Lazarus died (verses 22-23). The natural interpretationwould be that Jesus was referring to the so-called 'intermediate (or interim) state' between death and resurrection. I myself believe that this will be the time (if indeed weshall be aware of the passage of time) when the lost willcome to the unimaginably painful realisation of their fate.This is not incompatible, however, with their final annihilation. Similarly, the 'torment' of Revelation 14:10, becauseit will be experienced 'in the presence of the holy angels andof the Lamb', seems to refer to the moment of judgement,not to the eternal state. It is not the torment itself but its'smoke' (symbol of the completed burning) which will be'for ever and ever'.

(4) But does the Book of Revelation not say that in the lakeof fire 'they will be tormented day and night for ever andever'? Yes, that sentence occurs, but only once (20:10),where it refers not only to the devil, but to 'the beast and thefalse prophet', just as the noun for 'torment' had been usedof 'the harlot Babylon' (Revelation 18:7,10,15), thoughwithout the addition of the words 'for ever and ever'. Thebeast, the false prophet and the harlot, however, are notindividual people but symbols of the world in its variedhostility to God. In the nature of the case they cannotexperience pain. Nor can 'Death and Hades', which followthem into the lake of fire (20:13). In the vivid imagery of hisvision John evidently saw the dragon, the monsters, theharlot, death and hades being thrown into the lake of fire.But the most natural way to understand the reality behindthe imagery is that ultimately all enmity and resistance toGod will be destroyed. So both the language of destructionand the imagery of fire seem to point to annihilation.

The third argument in favour of the concept of annihilation concerns the biblical vision ofjustice. Fundamental toit is the belief that God will judge people 'according to what they [have] done' (e.g. Revelation 20:12), which impliesthat the penalty inflicted will be commensurate with theevil done. This principle had been applied in the Jewish lawcourts, in which penalties were limited to an exact retribution, 'life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand forhand, foot for foot' (e.g. Exodus 21:23-25). Would therenot, then, be a serious disproportion between sins consciously committed in time and torment consciously experienced throughout eternity? I do not minimise the gravity ofsin as rebellion against God our Creator, and shall return toit shortly, but I question whether 'eternal conscioustorment' is compatible with the biblical revelation of divinejustice, unless perhaps (as has been argued) the impenitence of the lost also continues throughout eternity.

The fourth and last argument relates to those texts which have been used as the basis for universalism. I am not auniversalist, and you tell me that you are not either. Sothere is no need for me to say more than that the hope offinal salvation for everybody is a false hope, since it contradicts the recorded warnings of Jesus that the judgementwill involve a separation into two opposite but equallyeternal destinies. My point here, however, is that theeternal existence of the impenitent in hell would be hard toreconcile with the promises of God's final victory over evil,or with the apparently universalistic texts which speak ofChrist drawing all men to himself (John 12:32), and of Goduniting all things under Christ's headship (Ephesians 1:10),reconciling all things to himself through Christ (Colossians1:20), and bringing every knee to bow to Christ and everytongue to confess his lordship (Philippians 2:10-11), so thatin the end God will be 'all in all' or 'everything to everybody' (1 Corinthians 15:28).

These texts do not lead me to universalism, because of the many others which speak of the terrible and eternalreality of hell. But they do lead me to ask how God can inany meaningful sense be called 'everything to everybody'while an unspecified number of people still continue inrebellion against him and under his judgement. It would beeasier to hold together the awful reality of hell and theuniversal reign of God if hell means destruction and theimpenitent are no more.

I am hesitant to have written these things, partly because I have a great respect for longstanding tradition whichclaims to be a true interpretation of Scripture, and do notlightly set it aside, and partly because the unity of theworld-wide Evangelical constituency has always meantmuch to me. But the issue is too important to suppress, andI am grateful to you for challenging me to declare mypresent mind. I do not dogmatise about the position towhich I have come. I hold it tentatively. But I do plead forfrank dialogue among Evangelicals on the basis of Scripture. I also believe that the ultimate annihilation of thewicked should at least be accepted as a legitimate, biblicallyfounded alternative to their eternal conscious torment.

(b) Who will go to hell?

You now ask me a second equally difficult and delicate question. Whatever the nature of hell may be, who will gothere? Do Evangelicals believe that hell will be the fate of'the bulk of humanity', in which case the gospel does notappear to be 'good news for the mass of humanity'?

Again, you are right to put this searching question to Evangelicals. You then quote paragraph three of theLausanne Covenant which is entitled 'The Uniqueness andUniversality of Christ'. It contains the stark statement that'those who reject Christ repudiate the joy of salvation andcondemn themselves to eternal separation from God'. Istand by this, as I believe would the whole Evangelicalcommunity. It reminds me of a similar clause in the Congress Statement of Keele 1967: Ά persistent and deliberaterejection of Jesus Christ condemns men to hell' (1.11). Bothassertions are clear and definite because they refer only topeople who have heard of Christ but have rejected him,consciously, deliberately, persistently. Such people are notjust condemned; they condemn themselves.

But neither the Lausanne Covenant, nor the Keele Statement which preceded it, said anything about the final destiny of those who had never heard of Christ, neverreceived a 'worthy presentation of him' and so never had areasonable opportunity to respond to him. What will betheir fate? What does the New Testament authorise us tosay about them? My answer includes four parts, of whichthe first three are (for Evangelicals at least) non-controversial, while the fourth leads us into the precariousarea of wondering and speculating.

First, all human beings, apart from the intervention and mercy of God, are perishing. Yes, I deliberately used and usethe present continuous tense, as Paul did when he referredto the apollumenoi. The word describes their present, nottheir future, state. They are, in Jesus' phrase, on the broadroad that leads to destruction, but they have not reachedthat destination, and they need not. The door of opportunity is still open. They may yet hear and believe. Nevertheless, at the moment they are not saved and therefore mustbe described as 'perishing'. Is this too harsh? Those whothink so I would want to direct to pages 89-110 of The Crossof Christ, in which I have written about both the gravity ofsin and the majesty of God. All divine judgement seemsand sounds unjust until we see God as he is and ourselvesas we are, according to Scripture. As for God, Scriptureuses the pictures of light and fire to set forth his perfectholiness.

He dwells in unapproachable light, dazzling, even blinding in its splendour, and is a consuming fire. Human beings who have only glimpsed his glory have been unable to bearthe sight, and have turned away or run away or swooned.As for ourselves, I often want to say to my contemporarieswhat Anselm said to his, 'You have not yet considered theseriousness of sin'. True, Scripture recognises both ourignorance ('they do not know what they are doing') and ourweakness ('he remembers that we are dust'), but it dignifiesus by holding us accountable for our thoughts and actions.Think of God's endlessly repeated refrain in the Old Testament: Ί spoke to you, but you refused to listen'. Jeremiahkept calling it 'the stubbornness of your evil heart'. Think tooof the words of Jesus: 'You refuse to come to me to have life'(John 5:40), and 'how often I have longed to gather yourchildren together. . . but you were not willing' (Matthew23:37). It was the wilful blindness and wilful disobedienceof people that he condemned. And is not this the essence ofPaul's argument in Romans 1-3? I accept your rebuke that to apply the end of Romans 1 (where God gives people upto idolatry and immorality) to earnest adherents of otherfaiths, when Paul applied it to the moral decadence of hisown day, is 'an insulting travesty of much sincere seeking,devotion and holiness'. But I cannot surrender Paul's conclusion, which is that Jews and Gentiles, the religious andthe irreligious, the morally educated and uneducated, because they have all failed (yes, wilfully) to live up to whatthey have known to be true and good, are all guilty beforeGod and without excuse.

How then do we explain the phenomenon of religious and righteous people who belong to other faiths and ideologies? It is part, I think, of the paradoxical nature of ourhumanness, that is, that we are both breath of God and dustof earth, godlike and bestial, created and fallen, noble andignoble. That seems to be why we both seek God (Acts17:27) and run away from him, both practise righteousnessand suppress the truth in our unrighteousness (Acts 10:22;Romans 1:18), both recognise the claims of the moral lawupon us and refuse to submit to it (Romans 8:7), both erectaltars in God's honour and need to repent of our ignoranceand sin (Acts 17:23,30).

You are too inclined, I think, to praise the good you see in others, and I may be too inclined to blame the evil. But thereason in my case is that I believe I know myself. To be sure,I welcome and affirm all those noble gifts of God which arepart of his image in me (rationality and curiosity, moralaspirations, the primacy of love, artistic creativity, the urgeto worship), but it is this very glory which highlights theshame - the vanity, obstinacy, selfishness, envy, impatience, malice, and lack of self-control. My perceptions ofGod and of myself, however distorted, convince me that inmyself I am completely unfit to spend eternity in hispresence. I need to be 'made fif (niv, 'qualified') to share inthe saints' inheritance in light (Colossians 1:12). Withoutthose white robes made clean in the blood of the Lamb, Icould never stand before God's throne (Revelation 7:9-10).

'Hell-deserving sinner' sounds an absurdly antiquated phrase, but I believe it is the sober truth. Without Christ Iam 'perishing', and deserve to perish.

Secondly, human beings cannot save themselves by any religious or righteous acts. Christians cannot. Nor cannon-Christians. Self-salvation is out. In this connection weneed to think about Cornelius, because he is the personoften chosen to exemplify the upright seeker whom God'accepts' on account of his sincerity and decency. CertainlyLuke describes him before his conversion as righteous,generous, pious, and widely respected in the local community. He prayed, attended synagogue and gave alms.Not yet, however, had he received salvation. The overriding lesson Peter learned from the story was that God hasno racial favourites (10:34). He 'accepts' people from everynation 'who fear him and do what is right' (10:35), in thesense that, irrespective of Cornelius' Gentile status, Godheard his prayer and made provision for him to hear thegospel (10:30-33). But only later did God 'accept' him in asaving sense when he gave him the Holy Spirit (15:8). It wasthen that he was 'saved' (11:14; 15:11), that he was granted'repentance unto life' (11:18), and that God 'purified hisheart by faith' (15:9). God honoured his reverent spirit, hisprayers and his uprightness, and led a messenger of thegospel to him. But his salvation came through his penitent,believing response to the gospel, not through his previousreligion and righteousness. I don't think this conclusioncan be avoided. Principled exegesis requires it. We have tosay that Cornelius did not win salvation by good works orreligious observances; and if Cornelius could not, nor cananybody else.

Thirdly, Jesus Christ is the only Saviour. The uniqueness to which Christians bear witness does not refer to Christianityin any of its numerous empirical manifestations, but only toChrist. He has no peers, no rivals, no successors. And hisuniqueness is most evident in relation to the incarnation,the atonement and the resurrection. He is the one and onlyGod-man, who died for our sins and was then raised fromthe dead to authenticate his person and work. And it is thisthreefold, historical uniqueness which qualifies him to bethe Saviour of the world, the only mediator between Godand humankind (1 Timothy 2:5). No one else has thesequalifications. I confess to being sad that in your chapteryou tried to wriggle out of the plain, natural and obviousmeaning of John 14:6 and Acts 4:12. As the way, the truthand the life, no one can come to the Father except throughJesus Christ's mediation. And 'salvation is found in no-oneelse, for there is no other name under heaven... by whichwe must be saved'. If there is only one Saviour, there can beonly one way of salvation.

That brings me to the fourth point. Here we need to ask questions rather than make statements. If we grant thathuman beings left to themselves are perishing, and thatthey cannot save themselves, and that Jesus is the onlyqualified Saviour - which are the three truths whichEvangelicals are at all costs determined to safeguard - whatcondition has to be fulfilled in order that they may besaved? How much knowledge of Jesus do people have tohave before they can believe in him? And how much faithdo they have to exercise? Those who genuinely hear thegospel must repent and believe, of course. But what aboutthose who have not heard it? They cannot save themselves,as we have seen, and Christ is the only Saviour. Is therethen any way in which God will have mercy on them,through Christ alone, and not through their own merit? Avariety of answers have been given to these questions.

(1) There is the quotation you give from Vatican II'sLumen Gentium, on which I also have reflected. It seems topromise salvation to those who 'seek God', and who giveevidence of the sincerity of their search by 'striving' to dohis will and live a good life. At the same time, it includes anumber of caveats, which seem to be designed to avoid theimpression of salvation by good works. It emphasises thattheir ignorance of the gospel must be 'through no fault oftheir own' and 'without blame on their part'. It contains tworeferences to God's grace and one to his providence. And itnot only attributes people's goodness and truth to theLogos, but calls these things 'a preparation for the gospel'.Does that mean that like Cornelius they will be given theprivilege of hearing it? And why does the Statement beginthat such people only ' can [not do] attain to everlastingsalvation who. . . sincerely seek God . . .'? In other wordsthe statement has many ambiguities. A statement of JohnPaul Π at the beginning of his papal ministry is quiteunambiguous, however. In his encyclical Redemptor Hominis (1979) he wrote: 'Man - every man without any exception whatever - has been redeemed by Christ, and. . . withman - with each man without any exception whatever -Christ is in a way united, even when man is unaware of it'(para. 14).

That kind of unconditional universalism must, however, be firmly rejected by those who look to Scripture for authoritative guidance.

(2) Others turn to the sheep and goats passage in Matthew 25, as you do. They point out that Jesus refers to 'thenations' being judged and to the surprise of both groupswhen they find out that they are accepted or rejected, andwhy. We certainly must not interpret it as teaching salvation by works, or we would be turning the whole NewTestament on its head. There is also a continuing debateover the identity of Jesus' 'brothers'. If it can be shown tomean human beings in general, with whom Jesus identifieshimself, then we would have to insist that the nations arenot accepted or rejected according to their works, butaccording to their attitude to Jesus which is revealed in theirworks. But in Matthew's gospel Jesus' 'brothers' are hisdisciples who do his Father's will (12:48-50). As he sendsthem out into the world to preach, people will eitherwelcome or reject them, and in their attitude to Jesus'brothers their attitude to him will be made known(10:5-15).

(3) A third approach is to say that God knows how peoplewould have responded if they had heard the gospel, andwill save or judge them accordingly. For Jesus said to thecities of Korazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum: 'If the miraclesthat were performed in you had been performed in Tyreand Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackclothand ashes' (Matthew 11:21). What is true of cities, couldalso be true of individuals.

(4) Others have speculated that God gives everybody avision of Jesus, and therefore an opportunity to repent andbelieve, at the moment of their dying. But no evidence isavailable to support this, either from Scripture or fromdeath-bed experiences.

(5) A more common suggestion is that God will giveeverybody an opportunity in the next life to respond toJesus. I think this possibility appeals to you. You refer to itas the 'Hades Gospel'. Some have tried to base it on Peter'sstatement that Jesus 'went and preached to the spirits inprison' (1 Peter 3:19). But 'the spirits' were almost certainly(see E. G. Selwyn's famous commentary) demonic, nothuman, and Jesus' preaching was an 'announcement' of hisvictory, not a proclamation of the gospel with an invitationto respond. You, however, seem to suggest that theCorinthian practice of being 'baptised for the dead' (1Corinthians 15:29) supplies some hope that after deathpeople will be able to share in Christ's salvation. But wasPaul not using an argumentum ad hominem here? One cannotsay with any confidence that he approved of the practice.Besides, as I'm sure you know, Robertson and Plummer intheir old ICC commentary on 1 Corinthians (1911) mentionthat thirty-six explanations of the practice have been collected! Although the guess that people will be given in thenext world an opportunity to believe is an attractive one, itremains a guess and lacks biblical warrant.

(6) Sir Norman Anderson, in speech and writing, hasoften suggested that some people who have never heard ofChrist may be brought, by a sense of their sin, guilt andinability to save themselves, to cry for mercy to the Godthey but dimly perceive; that God does have mercy onthem; and that he saves them on the basis of Christ'satoning work, through faith, even though they have notheard of him. This proposal has two particular merits. First,it preserves the three safeguards outlined above, especiallythat we cannot save ourselves and that Christ is the onlySaviour. Secondly, it can claim some biblical warrant, sinceOld Testament believers were saved by God's gracethrough faith, even though they knew little if anythingabout the coming Christ. Norman Anderson writes: 'Thebelieving Jew was accepted and blessed not because of theprescribed animal sacrifices he offered, nor even his repentance and abandonment of himself to God's mercy, butbecause of what God himself was going to do in his onlySon at the cross of Calvary' (Christianity and World Religions:The Challenge of Pluralism, 1984, p. 153).

Speaking now for myself, although I am attracted by Sir Norman Anderson's concept, and although there may betruth in it and even in some of the other suggestions, Ibelieve the most Christian stance is to remain agnostic onthis question. When somebody asked Jesus, 'Lord, are onlya few people going to be saved?', he refused to answer andinstead urged them 'to enter through the narrow door'(Luke 13:23-24). The fact is that God, alongside the mostsolemn warnings about our responsibility to respond to thegospel, has not revealed how he will deal with those whohave never heard it. We have to leave them in the hands ofthe God of infinite mercy and justice, who manifested thesequalities most fully in the cross. Abraham's question, 'willnot the Judge of all the earth do right?' (Genesis 18:25) is ourconfidence too.

Like yourself, however, I am imbued with hope. I have never been able to conjure up (as some great Evangelicalmissionaries have) the appalling vision of the millions whoare not only perishing but will inevitably perish. On theother hand, as I have said, I am not and cannot be aimiversalist. Between these extremes I cherish the hopethat the majority of the human race will be saved. And Ihave a solid biblical basis for this belief. True, Jesus said thatthose who find the narrow road that leads to life were 'few'(was he referring to the little remnant of his own day withinthe nation of Israel?). But we need to remember that God isthe Creator of all humankind, and remains infinitely loving, patient and compassionate towards all whom he hasmade. Yes, and he is also everybody's 'Father', both in thesense that they 'live and move and have their being' in him,deriving the richness of their human life from his generosity (Acts 17:25-28), and in the sense that he continues toyearn for his lost children, as in the parable of the prodigalson. (It is the intimacy of a father-child relationship whichaccording to the New Testament is given only to thosewhom God has reconciled to himself through Jesus Christ.)We have to remember too that God does not anybodyto perish but wants everybody to be saved (2 Peter 3:9;1 Timothy 2:4); that Jesus expressed his compassion forsociety's outcasts (the 'publicans and sinners' and theprostitutes), refused to reject them, but deliberately madefriends with them; that his own forecast was that 'man/would come from the four points of the compass and thefour comers of the earth to join the Jewish patriarchs inGod's kingdom (Luke 13:29); and that the final vision of theredeemed in the Book of Revelation is of 'a great multitudethat no-one could count' (7:9), a huge international throng,in whom God's promise to Abraham will at last be fulfilledthat his seed (his spiritual posterity) would be as innumerable as the stars in the sky, the dust of the earth and thegrains of sand on all the seashores of the world.

That is the hope I cherish, and that is the vision that inspires me, even while I remain agnostic about how Godwill bring it to pass. Meanwhile, there is an urgency tomake the gospel known. This is 'our obligation', as yourightly say near the beginning of your chapter. We arecharged to share the good news with 'all the nations'. Thismust include the Jews, for the gospel is 'the power of Godfor the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew,then for the Gentile' (Romans 1:16). And our suprememotivation in world evangelisation will not primarily beobedience to the great commission, nor even loving concern for those who do not yet know Jesus, important asthese two incentives are, but first and foremost a burningzeal (even 'jealousy7) for the glory of Jesus Christ. For Godhas exalted him to the highest place, and desires everybodyto honour him too.

The Gospel for Today

Once more I have gone on too long. But you have raised so many issues and asked so many questions! I must now bebrief in responding to the main topic of your final chapter:What is the gospel for the world? What is the gospel fortoday?

I feel confident that you and I would want to begin our reply in relation to Jesus Christ. It would be impossible toshare the good news without talking about Jesus. So wefocus on God's love in the gift of his Son to live, die and riseagain, and on his further gift to those who trust in him of anew life of forgiveness and freedom in the Spirit, of a newcommunity of brothers and sisters to which he joins us, andone day of a new world of perfect righteousness and peace.But how shall we formulate this good news, especially inour increasingly pluralistic society, in a way that communicates and resonates with people? There seem to me twoextremes to avoid.

The first is total fixity. Some Christians (including some of us Evangelicals) are in bondage to words and formulae, theprisoners of a gospel stereotype. They wrap up their message in a neat little package, almost labelled and price-taggedas if destined for the supermarket. Then, unless theirprecise schema and their favourite phraseology are used,they declare that the gospel has not been preached. Formany Evangelicals it used to be 'the precious blood ofJesus'. Now for some it is being bom again or justified byfaith, and for others the kingdom of God (which youyourself call 'the heart of the gospel' and 'absolutely basic',although the apostles did not concentrate on it as much asJesus did, especially to Gentile audiences). For yet othersthe 'in-word' is human liberation. What these folk seemnot to have noticed is the diversity of gospel formulationwithin the New Testament itself. Also, in their determination to recite their set piece, they tend to be insensitive bothto the leading of the Spirit and to the existential situation.There is of course only one apostolic gospel, as Paul emphasised (e.g. 1 Corinthians 15:11), so that he could call downGod's judgement on anybody (NBhimself included) whopreaches 'a different gospel' (Galatians 1:6-9). Yet theapostles presented it in a wide variety of ways - nowsacrificial (the shedding and sprinkling of Christ's blood),now messianic (the breaking in of the new age or of God'spromised rule), now mystic (receiving and enjoying eternallife, being 'in Christ'), now legal (the righteous Judgepronouncing the unrighteous righteous), now personal(the Father reconciling his wayward children), now salvific(the heavenly liberator coming to the rescue of his oppressed people, and leading them out in a new exodus) andnow cosmic (the universal Lord claiming universal dominion over the powers). And these seven are only a selection!

The opposite extreme to avoid is total fluidity. I remember hearing Bishop David Brown of Guildford, shortly beforehe died, saying to a group on evangelism convened by theBritish Council of Churches: 'You don't even know whatthe gospel is until you enter each particular situation. Youhave to enter the situation first, and then you discover thegospel when you're there.' Now I think I know what he wasdriving at, namely that he wanted a gospel in context andnot a gospel in vacuum, and that we need to relate thegospel sensitively to each situation. But I think his claimthat the gospel remains unknown until we have enteredeach situation was a serious overstatement. For what theadvocates of total fluidity seem not to have noticed is that,alongside the New Testament's rich diversity of gospelformulation, there is an underlying unity which binds thedifferent formulations together. As A. M. Hunter put itsome years ago, There is ... a deep unity in the NewTestament, which dominates and transcends all thediversities' ( The Unity of the New Testament, 1943, p. 109).

Now both extremes express important concerns. The first ('total fixity') emphasises that the gospel has been revealedand received. We did not invent it, and therefore we maynot tamper with it. The second ('total fluidity') emphasisesthat the gospel has to be contextualised, that is, related toeach particular person or situation. Otherwise it isirrelevant. Somehow, it seems to me, we have to learn tocombine these two proper concerns. We have to wrestlewith the dialectic between the ancient and the modern,God's word and our world, the given and the open, contentand context, Scripture and culture, revelation and contex-tualisation. We need more integrity (faithfulness to theNew Testament) and more sensitivity (awareness of theparticularity of each person or group). Not one withoutthe other, but both.

In theory I think you and I will be agreed about this, even if in practice we come to different conclusions about thegospel.

Yours ever,

John

EPILOGUE BY JOHN STOTT

My dear David,

Our dialogue is nearly over, but in conclusion I would like to share with you one or two general reflections. To beginwith, it still grieves me somewhat that, in order to respondto your criticisms, I have had to be so defensive. Severaltimes I have remembered the famous remark of Buffon, theeighteenth-century French naturalist, who used hisknowledge of animals to comment on the behaviour ofpeople: 'Cet animal est tres mechant: quand on l'attaque,il se defend'! At the same time, I hope my concern hasnot been self-defence so much as what Paul called'the defence and confirmation of the gospel' (Philippians1:7,16).

I think that during our dialogue what is meant by the question, What is essential for Evangelicals? has been clarified. It is what Evangelicals believe is necessary to be anEvangelical in particular, not a Christian in general.Although we believe in principle that to be a Christian is, orshould be, to be an Evangelical, yet my concern in attempting to answer your questions has been to define and justifyour distinctives and not to disenfranchise you or anybodyelse.

What, then, is the ultimate difference between us? In the course of our discussion we have often been in agreement -sometimes in areas which have surprised me. So whereinlies our basic disagreement? It seems still to belong to thosetwo subjects of traditional debate - authority and salvation.Indeed, the fundamental questions in every religion are thesame: By what authority do we believe and teach what webelieve and teach? By what means can sinful men andwomen be reconciled to God, or 'saved'?

Have we made any progress in our exchanges on authority? Repeatedly I have appealed to Scripture, and you to rationality. Of course the contrast is not as stark as that. Forin appealing to Scripture I have insisted on the vital importance of the mind and the Church's tradition in the elucidation of Scripture, while you in appealing to rationality havealso argued from Scripture, and in particular from theteaching and example of Jesus. Nevertheless, even whenthese necessary modifications have been made, the finalcourt of appeal for you is rationality and for me is Scripture.Sometimes you objectify your authority, as when you writein chapter 4 of 'the climate of educated opinion', 'modemknowledge', 'contemporary culture' and in chapter 3 of 'theworld which we have entered either through education orthrough daily experience'. At other times you have beenmore subjective, referring to your mind and conscience,'what the Christian conscience can now accept' (chapter 6)and your experience (especially as a human parent). Ineither case, is it unfair to say that your final criterion fortruth is 'modem opinion', whether yours or others'? Itcertainly seems to me like that, and explains why you feelable to set aside biblical teaching, e.g. on the cross, onmiracles and on homosexuality. Is your position verydifferent from that of Thomas Maurer who wrote:

There is no greater misuse of the Bible than to make it our taskmaster, a body of writing to which we are enslaved. I cansee no validity whatsoever to the claim that something writtentwo or three thousand years ago has any special relevance tomy way of living and thinking. I happen to buy most of whatJesus said, but not because it's in the Bible or because he said it,but rather because I find it existentially valid. And I have to becandid enough to say that there are a few things Jesus said thatI can't buy. (quoted from Is Good? Ethics, Theology andHomosexuality by Richard Lovelace in Homosexuality and theChurch, 1978, p. 44)

I grant that this is an extreme statement which you would probably not endorse. For theological liberalism, I realise,covers a broad spectrum of positions. There are manytruths to which you yourself (like the 'liberal Evangelicals'of an earlier period) are committed, but which the latter-day radicals reject. Nevertheless, what you write provokesme to ask a series of questions: How are we to evaluatemodem knowledge and educated opinion? Will the nextgeneration view them as favourably as you do? How are theChristian mind and conscience to be informed anddirected? Do not these subjectivities need the objectivity ofScripture to control them? You will perhaps respond thatEvangelicals are subjective too, because our authority is notin practice 'Scripture' but, as I have said, 'Scripture ascorrectly interpreted'. Does that not put our opinion asinterpreters above the Scripture itself? And in that case arenot both Evangelicals and liberals in the end subjectivists,finding our criterion of judgement inside rather than outside ourselves? Honestly, no! For although our authority is'Scripture as correctly interpreted', the qualifying clause isa parenthesis, so that the emphasis is not on our interpretation but on the Scripture which is being interpreted. Consequently, in Christian debate both sides can appeal backfrom an interpretation of Scripture to Scripture itself. This isexactly what Jesus did in his controversies with the Jewishauthorities. Both they and he accepted the supreme authority of Scripture; their disagreement was over its trueinterpretation.

If Evangelicals continue to insist, however, that Scripture has authority even over 'modem knowledge' and 'educated opinion', are we not heading straight for anotherconfrontation comparable to the Church versus Galileo orthe Church versus Darwin, in which yet again the Churchwill have to beat a humiliating retreat? My response is again'honestly, no'. The mistake, I suggest, would be to contrast'science' and 'Scripture', since these, being respectively (inour view) human formulation and divine revelation, are notcomparable. What we should be comparing instead isnature with Scripture, and science with theology. For 'science' is the systematic study of the natural order, while 'theology' is the systematic study of the biblical revelation. Ido not feel able to accept your phrase 'the revelation ofscience', since it seems to me dangerous to elevate science(as a human study) to the level of revelation. What I doaccept is that nature and Scripture are both divine revelation ('general and special', 'natural and supernatural', touse the traditional terms), since God has revealed himselfboth in the world he has made and in Christ and the biblicalwitness to Christ. Science is the fallible human interpretation of nature, while theology (or 'tradition', which istheological reflection) is the fallible human interpretation ofScripture. You and I believe (I think) that in nature andScripture there are certain given things, data (although theyrelate to largely different spheres), which, if they truly come from God, cannot contradict one another. The contradictions have not been between nature and Scripture, butbetween science and theology, that is, between differenthuman interpretations of God's double revelation. If, therefore, we are to learn lessons from the past, it is neither forconservatives to deny the evidence of nature, nor for liberals to deny the evidence of Scripture, but for all of us tore-examine our interpretations of both. Through such areciprocal challenge, and through humble and patientlistening to one another, it should be possible to find anincreasing integration of word and world, Scripture andnature, theology and science. It will involve what I havesometimes called the pain of 'double listening', as we listenabove all to the word of God, although in the light ofcontemporary questions and opinions, but also to thevoices of the modem world, although in submission toGod's word.

Turning from authority to salvation, the basic difference between us seems to be that you see the sincerity, devotionand uprightness of adherents of other religions or none,and ask why God should not accept them, while I see thesinful rebellion of all human beings (in addition to theirvalue and dignity as creatures made in God's image), andhear the uncompromising words of Scripture 'there isno-one righteous, not even one' and 'no-one will bedeclared righteous in God's sight by observing the law'(Romans 3:10,20). Such an emphasis on human sin andinability is not morbid, or at least it does not need to be. Onthe contrary, it is the way to health because it is theindispensable preliminary to trusting in Christ. He did notcome to call the righteous (i.e. the self-righteous) to repentance, but sinners. Was not the purpose of the law to be ourpaidagogos, condemning and imprisoning us in sin, in order'to lead us to Christ' who alone can rescue us (Galatians3:23-25)? And is not the ministry of the Holy Spirit first toconvince us of our sin and then to bear witness to Christ asthe Saviour of sinners (John 15:26; 16:8)?

So then, behind our differences in relation to both authority and salvation there lies a divergent understanding of our human being and condition. Both the Catholic and theliberal traditions have tended to exalt human intelligenceand goodness and therefore to expect human beings tocontribute something towards their enlightenment andtheir salvation. Evangelicals, on the other hand, whilestrongly affirming the divine image which our humanitybears, have tended to emphasise our human finitude andfallenness and therefore to insist that without revelation wecannot know God and without redemption we cannotreach him.

That is why Evangelical essentials focus on the Bible and the cross, and on their indispensability, since it is throughthese that God's word to us has been spoken and God'swork for us has been done. Indeed, his grace bears atrinitarian shape. First, in both spheres the Father took theinitiative, teaching us what we could not otherwise know,and giving us what we could not otherwise have. Secondly,in both the Son has played a unique role as the one mediatorthrough whom the Father's initiative was taken. He is theWord made flesh, through whom the Father's glory wasmanifested. He is the sinless one made sin for us that theFather might reconcile us to himself. Moreover, the word God spoke through Christ and the work God did throughChrist were both hapax, completed once and for all. Nothing can be added to either without derogating from theperfection of God's word and work through Christ. Thenthirdly, in both revelation and redemption the ministry ofthe Holy Spirit is essential. It is he who illumines our mindsto understand what God has revealed in Christ, and he whomoves our hearts to receive what God has achievedthrough Christ. Thus in both spheres the Father has actedthrough the Son and acts through the Spirit.

It is this horizon of trinitarian grace which, more than anything else, makes humility appropriate, the humilitywhich acknowledges our dependence on grace. Is this notwhy Jesus made the little child our model? We have tohumble ourselves like a little child, he said. And sincechildren are often far from humble in their behaviour, itmust have been the humility of their status to which hereferred. For children are rightly named 'dependants'.Everything they know has been taught them; everythingthey possess has been given them. So Jesus taught that Godreveals his truth not to 'the wise and learned' but to 'littlechildren' (Matthew 11:25), and that the kingdom is givenonly to little children and to those adults who become likethem (Mark 10:13-15). This is not to denigrate humanbeings, or to inculcate irresponsibility. For the same Scripture, which tells us to resemble little children in the humbleway in which we learn and receive, forbids us to behave likechildren in other ways. Jeremiah was rebuked for wantingto abdicate the responsibility to work by declaring himself'only a child' (Jeremiah 1:6-8). And the Corinthians wererebuked for wanting to abdicate the responsibility to think:'Stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be infants, butin your thinking be adults' (1 Corinthians 14:20). We are tothink hard, using our God-given minds, but to do sohumbly, acknowledging our dependence on his grace inrevelation. We are also to work hard, 'struggling with all hisenergy, which so powerfully works' in us (Colossians 1:29),but to do so humbly, acknowledging our dependence onhis grace in redemption.

Technologically and scientifically it may be accurate to speak of 'man come of age'. Morally and spiritually it is not.Like little children we still depend utterly on divine graceboth to teach us what we do not know and to give us whatwe do not have. Such dependence on grace brings glory toGod - Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Indeed 'from him grace,to him glory7 seems to summarise what is 'essential forEvangelicals'. 'Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded';'let him who boasts boast in the Lord' (Romans 3:27;1 Corinthians 1:31).

I thank you again, David, for initiating this dialogue, and for giving me the opportunity to respond to what you havewritten. For myself I believe that some useful clarificationshave emerged. You have my continuing, warm goodwishes.

Yours as ever,

John


QUESTIONS

Chapter 1

1    What is your experience of Evangelicals?

2    How would you define'Evangelical'?

3    How would you define 'liberal Christianity'?

Chapter 2

4    Is the Bible 'infallible' or 'inerrant'?

5    What was the attitude of Jesus to the Scriptures?

6    What is the authority of the Bible for Christians?

Chapter 3

7    Is John Stott's interpretation of the cross taught by the New Testament?

8    Can it be communicated as today's gospel?

9    Can the centrality of the cross be maintained with the kind of interpretation that David Edwards offers?

Chapter 4

10    How literally should we accept the miracle stories of the Bible?

11    How does our attitude to miracles affect our understanding of God and salvation?

12    Should we expect miracles today?

Chapter 5

13    What is the authority of the Old Testament in ethics?

14    Was Jesus a legislator?

15    If the Bible reflects surrounding cultures, how can it guide us in our moral problems?

Chapter 6

16    Should Christians today mean by the 'kingdom of God' exactly what Jesus meant?

17    Are 'non-Christians' or 'non-believers' 'perishing'?

18    How can Christians avoid both 'total fixity' and 'total fluidity7 in evangelism?

Epilogue

19    Is it the essential difference between the Evangelical and the liberal Christian that the one appeals to Scripture and the other to rationality?

20    To what authority does the Catholic or Orthodox Christian appeal?

21    What is essential for Evangelicals, what for liberals, and what for Christians?
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Notes

1

 At the same time I would like specially to thank my friends Roger Beckwith, Timothy Dudley-Smith and Dick France for reading the text of my six responsesand making valuable suggestions for its improvement, together with Sam Berryand Ernest Lucas for answering one or two scientific questions which I put tothem.

2

’For a well-documented history, see George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth-century Evangelicalism 1870-1925(Oxford University Press, 1980).

3

See also I. Howard Marshall in Biblical Inspiration (Hodder & Stoughton, 1982; Wm B. Eerdmans, 1983), pp, 40-7.

4


See Carl F. H. Henry, Confessions of a Theologian (Word Books, 1986), p. 365, and Kenneth Kantzer's contribution to R. Webber, Evangelical Roots (Nelson, 1978),p. 91.

5

I would like to make particular mention of two Evangelical books which relate to the Bible and ethics. The first is a symposium edited by Bruce Kaye and GordonWenham entitled Law, Morality and the Bible, which was published by theInter-Varsity Press in 1978. It begins with the basic themes of grace, law, freedomand order, and then opens up the process of Christian moral reasoning. Thesecond is a booklet by Dr Christopher Wright entitled The Use of the Bible in SocialEthics (Grove Booklets, 1983). In it he helpfully brings together the 'linear model'(creation—fall—redemption—new creation) and the 'triangular model' (therelations in both creation and redemption between God, humankind and theearth).
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