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Earth is Flat?

by Kayle B. de Waal

here has been a recent resurgence in the

belief that the earth is flat.! Television

documentaries, internet posts, and entire

websites are devoted to the idea.” This ar-

ticle examines the purported biblical evi-
dence brought forward to support this view.> We will
provide a brief history of the idea and a brief outline of
principles of interpretation, present the evidence, criti-
cally engage with it, and present our findings.

Brief Historical Background

The sixth-century Greek philosopher Pythagoras
is acknowledged as the first person to contend that the
earth is a globe.* By the fourth century BC, a spherical
Earth “became widely accepted among educated peo-
ple”® How far this acceptance may have trickled down
to the formally uneducated majority is uncertain. Aris-
totle (384-322 BC) provided evidence for the spherical
shape of the earth on empirical grounds by around 330
BC. The Hellenistic world generally acknowledged that
the earth was spherical in shape.® Randall Younker and
Richard Davidson study the primary and secondary
sources related to the Babylonian, Greek and Jewish lit-
erature and conclude that none of these ancient peoples
believed in a flat earth with a solid dome or vault.”

As history marched on, views about the shape of
the earth were questioned. Daniel Boorin states, “A Eu-
rope-wide scholarly amnesia . . . afflicted the continent
from AD 300 to at least 1300. During those centuries
Christian faith and dogma suppressed the useful image
of the world that had been so slowly, so painfully and so
scrupulously drawn by ancient geographers.”® Howev-
er, in spite of this, the scholarly consensus is that during
the high Middle Ages (twelfth to thirteenth century),
“all educated people throughout Europe knew the
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earth’s spherical shape and its approximate circumfer-
ence”’

By the time of Columbus, his fellow sailors and
even his critics understood that our world is a globe."
This had been an established fact for centuries. The
popular astronomy textbook On the Sphere of the
World, published over 250 years before Columbus
sailed, contends, “That the earth, too, is round is shown
thus. The . . . stars do not rise and set the same for all
men everywhere but rise and set sooner for those in the
east than for those in the west; and of this there is no
other cause than the bulge of the Earth"!

The belief in a flat earth, however, gained serious
momentum when the Flat Earth Society was estab-
lished in the United States in 1956. In contemporary
society, the “Flat Earth” movement has seen a recent
resurgence, with Twitter and YouTube acting as incu-
bators for this view.!? More importantly, some Chris-
tians also believe the Bible teaches that the earth is flat
because they interpret some passages of Scripture rath-
er literally. It is to that concern that we now turn.

Principles of Interpretation
It is important to have sound principles of inter-
pretation that emerge from Scripture itself. Here are
some to consider for this study:

1. We must study the Bible in its literary context as
well as in its ancient historical, religious, social and
cultural context.

The Bible was not written with twenty-first-centu-
ry concerns or questions in mind. The Bible was writ-
ten in Hebrew, Greek, or Aramaic to ancient peoples
who lived in the wider Mediterranean society.
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2. Since the Bible explains and interprets itself, dif-
ficult passages of Scripture must be studied in the
light of clearer passages of Scripture.

The Bible is the self-revelation of God to human-
kind (2 Tim 3:16). In other words, without the Bible
we would not know anything about God. The Bible ex-
plains itself in relation to every teaching.

3. God’s creation is the blueprint for our understand-
ing of later passages that say anything about cre-
ation.

The biblical creation story declares the unrivalled
might and incontrovertible power of God. God who is
eternal, infinite, and supernatural created this world ex
nihilo (Rom 4:17; Heb 11:3; Ps 90:2; Isa 44:24; 48:12—
13; 45:18)." Yet despite His eternality, God acts in a
temporal way—in human history—through sequential
acts intended to bring about His purposes.'* According
to Jacques Doukhan, “the importance of creation in the
Bible can be seen through the extensive and numerous
references within the Hebrew Scriptures” (Exod 15:8,
17; Isa 40-55; Jer 4:23-26; 31:35-57; Ps 29:2; 95:1-6;
139:13-14; 145:15; Dan 7-8; 12)."

4. We must determine what genre we are reading in
the Bible.

The genre'® of Scripture is important to under-
stand and derive the correct meaning from Scripture. If
we misunderstand the genre of a passage, we can mis-
interpret that passage. This can help decide whether
statements in Scripture should be taken literally or as
figures of speech or symbolisms.

5.  We must take a God-centred perspective when we
interpret the Bible.

The Bible’s main(though not sole) concern is to
reveal the character of the triune God. As the Bible un-
folds, a distinct portrait of the Lord emerges. God re-
mains greater than the portrait. We never learn all there
is to know about God, but we do learn about God."”
This principle is important since God is the creator of
the earth.

Evidence and Evaluation

The alleged biblical evidence presented for a flat
earth is fourfold and includes 1) the firmament, 2) the
waters and the heavens above, 3) the earth being im-
movable, and 4) specific texts that supposedly refer to
a flat earth.”® The evidence is often simply posted on
various web pages without any explanation. This article
will present the evidence by placing similar ideas from
different verses together, and by presenting accompa-
nying assumptions as well as a biblical evaluation. The
evaluation will draw from a range of scholarship to
minimize bias.

Firmament/Vault Texts
e “And God said, ‘Let there be a vault between the
waters to separate water from water. So God made
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the vault and separated the water under the vault
from the water above it. And it was so. God called
the vault ‘sky] And there was evening, and there
was morning—the second day” (Gen 1:6-8, 14)."”

e  “Praise him, you highest heavens and you waters
above the skies” (Ps 148:4).

e  “But they deliberately forget that long ago by God’s
word the heavens came into being and the earth
was formed out of water and by water” (2 Pet 3:5).

e  “He sits enthroned above the circle of the earth,
and its people are like grasshoppers. He stretches
out the heavens like a canopy, and spreads them
out like a tent to live in” (Isa 40:22).

e Other verses that support the notion of the
heavens like a tent or canopy include Psalms
104:2-3, 19:4-5, 18:16 and 2 Samuel 22:16.

The resulting assumption of misguided interpreta-
tions of these texts is that the earth has a dome, vault, or
canopy surrounding it; there are waters above the skies;
and there is a circle above the earth.

Biblical Evaluation

The Hebrew word ragia’, translated “firmament”
or “vault,; means “expanse” There are a number of
scholars who articulate this view. Kenneth Mathews
contends “that God created an expanse to create a
boundary, giving structure to the upper and lower wa-
ters (Gen. 1:6-7). The expanse is the atmosphere that
distinguishes the surface waters of the earth (i.e. the
waters below) from the atmospheric waters or clouds
(i.e. the waters above)”? The expanse is also the place
where the sun and moon are placed (Gen 1:15, 17) and
the birds fly (Gen 1:20). In a similar vein, Hugh Ross
claims that the “expanse” in Genesis 1:6-8 refers to the
troposphere and the “waters above” are water vapour.
He contends that “God’s ‘separation’ of the water accu-
rately describes the formation of the troposphere, the
atmospheric layer just above the ocean where clouds
form and humidity resides”*! Younker and Davidson
reach the same conclusion when they state that the wa-
ter above the expanse in Genesis 1:7 refers to clouds.?

Importantly, the term rdgia‘ is given a name in
Genesis 1:8—s$amayim (“sky”).? The Hebrew word
$amayim can be translated in English as “heaven”
and as “sky” But here the meaning “sky” is intended
because of the context.* Later uses of the term ragia‘
in the Old Testament provide no suggestion that the
sky is a solid dome.” It is argued by some that the He-
brews believed there were literal windows or doors in
the firmament. But a careful study of Scripture can
help us interpret Scripture. Psalm 78:23 can assist us
in understanding Psalm 148:4 as it refers to “windows”
and “heaven” Psalm 78:23 reads, “Yet He command-
ed the clouds [séhdqim] above and opened the doors
of heaven” The term “the doors of heaven” is explicitly
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associated with clouds by means of poetic synonymous
parallelism. Old Testament scholars Keil and Delitzsch
acknowledge that in Hebrew thought “according to the
Old Testament representation, whenever it rains heavi-
ly, the doors or windows of heaven are opened.”* Thus
this term does not describe literal windows in heaven,
but is used in a poetic, figurative way to express that it
was heavily raining from the clouds. No wonder Van
Gemeren states, matter of factly, that the waters above
the heavens in Psalm 148:4 are various forms of precip-
itation.”

In 2 Peter 3:5 Peter states that the heretics inten-
tionally failed to remember that the heavens came into
existence by the Word of God. Peter is alluding to Gen-
esis 1:6-10 with the phrase “out of water and by wa-
ter” (Gk. ex hydatos kai di’ hydatos). God separated the
water from the land, so the first part of the phrase “out
of water” is straightforward. The phrase “and by water”
is more difficult. It refers, in all likelihood, to the fact
that the water was the means by which the earth ap-
peared. In other words, as the water receded the earth
appeared.?

In relation to Isaiah 40:22, the word “circle” is the
Hebrew word hiig (211). The same word is used to refer
to both a circle and the horizon in Job 22:14 and Prov-
erbs 8:27.% Other texts like Isaiah 66:1, 1 Kings 8:39,
and Psalm 2:4 teach that God abides in the heavens
(hi1g).*® For example, Isaiah 66:1 reads, “This is what
the LORD says: “Heaven is my throne, and the earth is
my footstool. Where is the house you will build for me?
Where will my resting place be?” We must read all the
Bible verses on a matter to discern the divine mind and
learn what truth is. After consulting the other texts, we
learn that hiig, which refers to the circle above the earth
in Isaiah 40:22, also refers to the heavens as horizon
in a range of other texts. Therefore, Psalms 104:2-3,
19:4-5, 18:16, and 2 Samuel 22:16 must be understood
figuratively. Just as the sun is not a bridegroom coming
out of his chamber (Ps 19:5), so there is no literal tent
around the earth.

In sum, the cumulative evidence from our study
of these four verses informs us that the Bible does not
teach that the earth has a dome or vault around it.
Rather, the Bible teaches that there is an expanse in
which the clouds and the sun and moon are placed
(Gen 1:15, 17) and the birds fly (Gen 1:20). There are
no literal windows or doors in the expanse. Rather,
the open windows or doors refer to raining, when the
clouds “release” rain.

Foundation Texts

e “In the beginning you laid the foundations of
the earth, and the heavens are the work of your
hands” (Ps 102:25; see also 104:2; 93:1).

e “He raiseth up the poor out of the dust, and lifteth
up the beggar from the dunghill, to set them among
princes, and to make them inherit the throne of glo-
ry: for the pillars of the earth are the LORD’S, and
he hath set the world upon them” (1 Sam 2:8, KJV).
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e “Mine hand also hath laid the foundation of the
earth, and my right hand hath spanned the heav-
ens: when I call unto them, they stand up togeth-
er (Isa 48:13; see also Zech 12:1).

The resulting assumption of misguided interpreta-
tions of these texts is that the earth has a foundation
and therefore is flat, and that there are pillars upholding
the earth.

Biblical Evaluation

The concept of “foundation” points to God’s estab-
lishment of the earth (Ps 78:69; 104:5; 119:90; 148:6).%!
This becomes clearer when we see the parallelism in
Psalm 78:69, which reads, “He built his sanctuary like
the heights, like the earth that he established forever” It
refers “pictorially to the firmness and stability of God’s
creation.”** The notion of foundation or establishment
refers, therefore, to God’s unchangeable control over
everything, good and bad, and hence God’s unique-
ness (Deut 32:39; Isa 41:4; 43:10; 48:12).” By carefully
comparing Scripture with Scripture, we can move away
from a literalistic reading of the idea of “foundation””

The “pillars of the earth” are mentioned in 1 Sam-
uel 2:8. This expression must also be understood in its
wider biblical context, and not taken literally.** To help
us better understand this verse, let us look at Job 26:7,
which reads, “He stretches out the north over empty
space; He hangs the earth on nothing” It would appear
that these verses contradict each other: how can the
earth rest on pillars and at the same time hang on noth-
ing?

The context of each passage leads us to realize that
the biblical authors are using figurative language when
they speak about the “pillars of the earth” Hannah
speaks the words of 1 Samuel 2:8 during a prayer, after
dedicating her son Samuel to the Lord. Job speaks the
words of Job 26:7 while talking with his friends about
man’s weakness in light of God’s supreme power. This
sort of poetic imagery—namely, pillars and founda-
tions—is commonly used in Scripture to describe how
God upholds and maintains the world. Douglas Stu-
art and Gordon Fee remind us that wisdom literature,
which is what Job and the Psalms are classified as, is
often misunderstood because of the use of figurative
language.”

For example, consider what the Lord says to Job:
“Where were you when I laid the foundations of the
earth? Tell Me, if you have understanding. Who deter-
mined its measurements? Surely you know! Or who
stretched the line upon it? To what were its foundations
fastened? Or who laid its cornerstone?” (Job 38:4-6).
The idea that the ancient Hebrews and Mesopotamians
believed in a simplistic four-cornered earth has been
disproven by the discovery of a Mesopotamian tablet
showing that the four “corners” actually refer to the
four cardinal directions within the circle of the earth.*
In Isajah 11:12 and Ezekiel 7:2, the two key Hebrew
phrases that describe the corners of the earth literal-
ly speak about “four wings” (kdn-pot’). It would be a
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mistake to assume that four literal ninety-degree an-
gled corners are intended. When the ancient Hebrews
wanted to describe an object with literal ninety-degree
angled corners, such as the corners of a house, the cor-
ner of a street, or the corners of an altar, the common
term employed was pinnah (“corner”). God uses the
figurative language of foundations and a cornerstone
to convey something about His person—He is the
mighty Creator. In the same way, animals do not talk
and laugh, yet God also tells Job that the horse “laughs
at fear” (Job 39:22, ESV).

When we interpret Scripture, we strive to find
the author’s intended meaning. Seeking to understand
what genre of literature is being used is also very im-
portant. Just as we use figurative language today, so also
the writers of Scripture often used figures of speech—
especially in the wisdom literature. The easier texts
that introduced this section point to the foundation as
God’s establishment of the earth and must be used to
interpret difficult texts like 1 Samuel 2:8.

Immovable Texts

e “Andthe sun stood still, and the moon stayed, until
the people had avenged themselves upon their en-
emies. Is not this written in the book of Jasher? So
the sun stood still in the midst of heaven, and hast-
ed not to go down about a whole day” (Josh 10:13).

e  “Fear before him, all the earth: the world also shall
be stable, that it be not moved (1 Chr 16:30, KJV).

The resulting assumption of misguided interpreta-
tions of these texts is that the earth is immovable.

Biblical Evaluation

As with other biblical passages, we are concerned
with finding the author’s intention as we study the
text—rather than reading our ideas and presupposi-
tions into the text. Meaning is defined by the text. The
principles outlined at the beginning of this article will
help us engage in this task. The God-centred principle
of Scripture means that we approach the text as believ-
ers. The text points to the activity of God—His divine,
supernatural activity in history.

Joshua 10:13 is sometimes listed without explana-
tion, to posit an earth-centred model of the universe.
The text does not state that the sun is moving around the
earth. Oftentimes Scripture portrays natural events from
the perspective of the observer, but this does not mean
that this perspective reflects every aspect of reality—it
only tells us what we realize with our senses, without
using other tools of investigation. The sun having stood
still and the dial on the sun clock not moving does not
necessarily mean that the sun circles around the earth. It
seems as if the author of this text is not so much fixated
on our contemporary concerns—the sun standing still
or the moon stopping—but rather on the fact that God
answered Joshua’s prayer (Josh 10:14).”” The lengthening
of the day provided the extra time for Israelite soldiers
to destroy their enemies. The miracle demonstrated the
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power of Yahweh over and against the Canaanite gods
Baal and Ashtoreth. These sun and moon gods were sub-
servient to Yahweh and His servant’s command.*

Our human perspective limits God’s power and
ability. We seek naturalistic explanations and scientific
evidence. Job affirms that God’s “wisdom is profound,
his power vast. He performs wonders that cannot be
fathomed, miracles that cannot be counted” (Job 9:4,
10). The truth is we cannot use natural reason to ex-
plain Joshua 10:13-14. If we could, it would cease to
be a miracle. We cannot explain how God performed
the miracle of Joshua’s long day any more than we can
explain how Jesus called Lazarus from the dead (John
11:38-44) or walked on the Sea of Galilee (Matt 14:22-
33). The inexplicable nature of these events is what
makes them miracles.”

Literal Flat Earth Texts
e  “And upon Elam will I bring the four winds from
the four quarters of heaven, and will scatter them
toward all those winds; and there shall be no na-
tion whither the outcasts of Elam shall not come”
(Jer 49:36, KJV).

e  “Son of man, this is what the Sovereign LORD says
to the land of Israel: “The end! The end has come
upon the four corners of the land!™ (Ezek 7:2).

e  “And after these things I saw four angels standing
on the four corners of the earth, holding the four
winds of the earth, that the wind should not blow
on the earth, nor on the sea, nor on any tree” (Rev
7:1; 20:8).

The resulting assumption of misguided interpreta-
tions of these texts is that the four corners of the earth
indicate that the earth is flat.

Biblical Evaluation

The phrase “the four corners of the land” was a
common phrase in the ancient world, just as the phrase
“the four points of the compass” is today.*’ In regards to
the phrase in Ezekiel 7:2, it simply refers to Israel (see
Ezek 7:1). The phrase in Revelation 7:1 and Jeremiah
49:36 is a metaphorical expression that geographical-
ly refers to the whole earth. The Greek word for “cor-
ners” in Revelation 7:1 is gonia, which means “angle”
or “division”” It is more closely related to the modern
divisions known as quadrants. It does not imply any
shape or form of the earth.”? James Holding notes that
the Hebrew word most often translated “earth” in the
Old Testament is erets, which is used to refer to the
earth but also designates some specific nation or ter-
ritory, like the “land of Havilah” (Gen 2:11), or it re-
fers to a defined plot of land, like the one purchased by
Abraham (Gen 23:15).** Moreover, those who believe
in a flat earth claim that there are no verses in the Bible
teaching that the earth is a round spinning ball orbit-
ing the sun. The silence of the Bible does not prove or
disprove this.
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Conclusion

This article has examined the texts used by those
who believe the earth is flat to support their claim. It
has also examined the notion that there are pillars un-
der the earth, that there is a vault or dome around the
earth, and that the earth is immovable. After an exam-
ination of the biblical texts, it is our conclusion that the
Bible does not teach that the earth is flat, or that it has
a literal vault or dome, or that there are pillars under
the earth. The claims for a “flat earth” are made more
on presupposition than responsible exegesis. The inter-
net sites that use these texts as evidence often provide
no explanation for them. Further, and with all due re-
spect to the bloggers who promote the “flat earth” view,
they use these texts out of context, without a contextual
reading. They take these texts literally, based on faulty
assumptions and with a predetermined outcome in
mind. False assumptions lead to false conclusions; even
if based on a range of texts, they will not lead to bibli-
cal truth. We cannot take texts, no matter how many,
out of context to make an apologetic case for an idea
or doctrine. This leads to faulty doctrine. Biblical truth
must be grounded in the clear, consistent teaching of
Scripture that takes seriously the historical, literary,
cultural, and social context. Each text must be consid-
ered in its context. We must also consider the genre of
the passage, as this determines how we read and make
meaning from the text.

One of the assumptions that some make is that
the ancient Hebrew people were indebted to other an-
cient peoples in Mesopotamia for their worldview, and
therefore, texts that refer to a “flat earth,” a “dome/vault
around the earth,” and “pillars” holding up the earth re-
flect ancient Hebrew views as well. Based on our study,
this view is untenable. Herman Bavinck contends
that “the creation stories in Genesis and that of Bab-
ylon are very different on all points”** Gordon Wen-
ham declares that “though Genesis shares many of the
theological presuppositions of the ancient world, most
of the stories found in these chapters are best read as
presenting an alternative world-view to those generally
accepted in the ancient Near East”*

Moses, therefore, conveys an alternative worldview
based on God’s revelation, which at several points is at
odds with the ancient worldview of the ancient Near
East.* For example, humans are an afterthought in an-
cient Near Eastern texts, while in Scripture humans are
the pinnacle of God’s creative power."” The ancient He-
brew culture was not superior to other cultures; rather,
Yahweh simply chose to reveal Himself to this people
to be a light to the surrounding nations (Gen 12:1-3).

Truth is grounded in a deeper revelation of God
and His great redeeming love (John 3:16; 1 John 4:8).
A God-centred contextual reading of Scripture actual-
ly points to God’s indescribable power and sovereign
control of the earth. The creation event and what is
described there provides a framework for our appro-
priation of later texts (Job 38:8-11; Ps 104:5-9).* For
Israel, and for us, the God of creation is the God of the
journey of life with all its joys and perplexities. In the
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ancient world there was no divide between the super-
natural and the natural. God was actively involved in
every minute detail of the world. That is something we
need in our contemporary world.”

Kayle B. de Waal, Ph.D.
Postgraduate Course Convenor
Avondale University College
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The True Christ

by Ekkehardt Mueller

nyone who visits the National Shrine of

the Immaculate Conception of Mary in

Washington, DC, would notice the vari-

ety of depictions and statues of Mary, the

mother of Jesus. She comes in different
forms and shapes—with a fair complexion or with dif-
ferent shades of skin color, slim and tender or as a ro-
bust figure. Different cultures have received her as their
own, and although she was a Near Eastern youth, she
has been made an African, Asian, Caucasian, or Hispan-
ic lady, being incorporated into these respective settings.
For some people Mary is simply the wonderful and ex-
traordinary mother of Jesus. For others she is the mother
of God, a resurrected and ascended heavenly queen who
intercedes for human beings and at times seems to un-
derstand the human plight better than the Son of God
Himself. For still others she is even a kind of female deity
in the pantheon of gods—an idealized woman.

The Human Situation

The example of Mary’s adaptation to different
settings and life experiences indicates that as humans
we see what we want to see—what we are used to, or
what we expect to encounter. We may block out what
is foreign, strange, or at first sight unacceptable. In
other words, our environment, our upbringing, and
the ideologies and philosophies that we encounter and
consciously or unconsciously embrace—in short, our
respective worldviews—condition us to shape a person
in such a way that he or she fits our longings, ideals,
and desires. If we do not make deliberate and informed
choices, we will follow these strong influences uncriti-
cally, reflect and defend them, and may never be able to
attain a more objective understanding of reality.

A myopic and culturally conditioned perspective
is also applied to God. Brent Laytham has published an
interesting book about God with the provocative title
God Is Not . . . Religious, Nice, “One of Us,” an American,
a Capitalist.! In this volume, readers are confronted
with human fabrications of the deity. As indicated, we
tend to project on God our own life with its challenges
and victories, and our presuppositions.” Thus, God eas-
ily becomes something like the Great Magician—good
or evil—Santa Claus, or the Superman of all supermen.
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While we are created in God’s image, we tend to make
God into our own images—a new golden calf—disre-
garding the second of the Ten Commandments. It is
difficult for us to let God be God, who is not only im-
manent but also transcendent, not only approachable
but also in some sense mysterious and unintelligible for
limited human beings. But God is God and must be un-
derstood—as far as He has revealed Himself—and re-
spected as such. “We long for a nonthreatening, usable
deity, one who will boost our self-esteem and our sense
of wellbeing (if not our golf handicap or our stock port-
folio),” writes Laytham. “Church leaders—pastors and
denominational leaders alike—give us exactly what we
want: the nice god, a smiling, malevolent hybrid of the
Grand Inquisitor and Mickey Mouse.”

Portrayals of Jesus

Our worldview and presuppositions also deter-
mine how we see and understand Jesus. Jesus Himself
raised the question of who the Son of Man is. The disci-
ples’ answer revealed that the masses understood Him
basically as a prophet (Matt 16:13-14). While this was
not completely wrong—He was also a prophet—it was
not correct either because they missed the major point:
Jesus was the Messiah and the Son of God (Matt 16:16).
Thus they had an insufficient and therefore false view of
Him, which influenced their decisions and their lives.

Here are some contemporary voices about Jesus:
Jesus “formed a political faction, was concerned with
Israel alone, and spoke only of the God of Israel in typ-
ical ethnocentric fashion” Jesus was a “collectivist per-
son.” Therefore, “we can make no assumption that Jesus
possesses self-knowledge™ Jesus’ strenuous commands
of “non-resistance, love of enemies, giving to all who
ask, forgiving an infinite number of times™® are exhor-
tations of wisdom sayings, not to be taken literally but
to be understood as an “ethic of intention”” One writer
discusses the following portraits of Jesus: 1) “Jesus as
Reasonable Visionary;” 2) “Jesus as an Atypical Bandit,’
3) “Jesus as Spirit Person,” 4) “Jesus as Fatherless Son,
5) “Village Healer,” 6) “Jesus as Utopianist,” and 7) “Je-
sus as Homo Religiosus.®

But even if we do not subscribe to a negative crit-
ical view of Jesus that questions His incarnation, His
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divine nature, His resurrection, and the truthfulness
and authority of New Testament books describing Him
and His message, we still may be affected by such an
attitude. For instance, we may consider current scien-
tific knowledge or popular philosophy more import-
ant than the Word of God, as the following quotation
shows:

What has changed, of course, is our un-
derstanding of human nature. Science has
shown human beings to be in certain import-
ant respects different from what used to be
thought. . . . Human beings who can control
the incidence of childbirth, mitigate the ste-
rility of a partner in marriage, detect defor-
mity or disability in a foetus four month be-
fore birth or, at the other extreme cause the
destruction of thousands of human beings
and irreparable damage in the environment
by a single detonation, cannot be governed by
exactly the same moral rules as were in force
when none of these things was possible. . . .
If our understanding and expectations of hu-
man nature have changed, so must the moral
principles which we have traditionally based
upon it [sic].’

And even if we would be careful not to go so far,
we still may get it wrong with who Jesus was and still is.
“We are much more powerfully influenced by the guid-
ing images, ideas, and shifting values of the society in
which we live than we even begin to suspect. And that
very naturally shapes how we perceive Jesus”® Ellen
G. White notes, “Many who suppose they are going to
heaven, are blindfolded by the world”** The bombard-
ment by traditional and social media, pushing for the
acceptance of their agendas, puts us under pressure. In
the end we may think that truth and advancement of
humanity is decided by certain loud voices or by the
majority of society. We may become convinced these
voices are correct; on the other hand, we might know
they are wrong, while also being unwilling to be ac-
cused of political incorrectness or even hate by taking a
biblical position.

Given the influence of society, it is quite logical
that Matthew Richard presents twelve false christs—that
is, portraits of Jesus found in various cultures and in
part contradict the biblical portrayal of Christ."* But as
previously stated, a partial understanding of Jesus and
the omission of other elements of His life and teach-
ings result in a distorted Christ. Lies or false doctrines
typically contain elements of truth. Therefore, they are
deceptive.

One of the examples Richard lists has to do with the
pursuit of pleasure. In general, happiness can be appreci-
ated—under the right conditions. However, the equation
“what causes personal pleasure is good and what causes
pain is evil” does not work and is unrealistic. It may even
be dead wrong. Being happy, for instance, for having suc-
cessfully robbed a bank contradicts not only God’s will
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but also society’s value system. Pleasure can be wrong,
and pain may help us to heal or grow, even though we do
not like pain. Nevertheless, for many people the mean-
ing of life and their ultimate goal seems to be the “pur-
suit of pleasure. . . . When ethical hedonism infiltrates
Christianity, it sounds something like this, ‘God wants
my life to be about success and happiness. Aslong as I do
not hurt anyone, my choices are my choices’ . . ‘Everyone
has the right to be happy without feeling guilty””"* The
pleasure approach is a this-worldly approach, focusing
on the well-being of people in the here and now and
not taking into account the transcendent dimension.
In this case, Jesus is the one to guarantee happiness and
does not challenge anyone, supporting only or mainly a
worldly dimension of life."* This pleasure approach is re-
lated to what Richard calls “the Giver of Bling”—that is,
the Master of Health and Wealth according to the pros-
perity gospel.”®

In conjunction with the pleasure approach comes
also the notion that personal experiences matter most.
A subjective spiritual or even non-spiritual experience
is taken as superseding the Word of God.'® The living
Christ, who supposedly speaks to us, is understood
as possibly wiping away whatever He taught before in
Scripture.

Another distorted view of Jesus is that He is mainly
interested in social justice. Jesus addressed the issue of
justice repeatedly either by using the respective termi-
nology or by referring to the concept. “Behold, my ser-
vant whom I have chosen . . . I will put my Spirit upon
him, and he will proclaim justice to the Gentiles . . . a
bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick
he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory”
(Matt 12:18, 20)."” He challenged the scribes and Phar-
isees to pursue “justice and mercy and faithfulness”
(Matt 23:23). At the end of time, the wicked will be
separated from the just (Matt 13:49), and there will be
a resurrection of the just (Luke 14:14). Jesus Himself is
recognized as a just/righteous man (Matt 27:19). Jesus
describes His earthly ministry in the following terms,
quoting from Isaiah 61:1-2: “The Spirit of the Lord is
upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good
news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty
to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to
set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the
year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19). While there is
a significant social dimension to Christ’s ministry, Jesus
cannot be limited to a “social justice warrior.” There is
much more to the ministry of Jesus, such as providing
the correct representation of God and bringing eternal
salvation to humankind.

A favorite “Jesus” among some secular people and
many Christians, including Seventh-day Adventists, is
the loving Christ. This Christ accepts everyone, loving
and supporting everyone unconditionally. He does not
care, or at least, does not care much about sin and truth.
He does not care for biblical doctrines,'® the divine law,
and a moral lifestyle. He does not call for repentance
and change. He does not insist on doing the will of God
or respecting the boundaries that God has set for hu-
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manity in order to live in harmony with Him and each
other and experience peace and joy. He is absolutely
tolerant and does not judge. Such a Christ is promoted
not only in the public media but also by theologians. In
this case, the question is how “love” and “sin” are de-
fined. It also seems that the pendulum has swung all the
way from a misguided, legalistic theological approach
in the past to a so-called “cheap grace” approach now."”

While these are just some misrepresentations of
Jesus, they are enough to show how we can be influ-
enced by society around us. We now turn to Jesus in
Scripture and take a brief look at how the Gospels and
Revelation present Jesus.

Jesus in Scripture

Jesus and Love

It is no secret that Jesus is overwhelmingly asso-
ciated with love. So we will focus on this theme for a
moment. The following incomplete list contains love
terminology.

1. Jesus loves
o Jesus loves the heavenly Father (John 14:31)
o Jesus loves His friends Martha, Mary, Lazarus, and
John (John 11:3, 5, 16; 19:26; 20:2; 21:7, 20)
o Jesus loves His disciples and the believers (John
13:1, 23-34; 15:9; Rev 1:5)
o Jesus loves His churches (Rev 3:9, 19)
o Jesus also loves people who do not follow Him
(Mark 10:21)
2. Jesus teaches and commands love
o Love toward God (Matt 6:24; 22:37; Luke 11:42)
o  Love toward Himself (Matt 10:37; John 8:42; 14:15,
21, 23-24; 21:15-17)
«  Love toward the neighbor (Matt 19:19; 22:29)
o Love within the community of believers (John
13:34-35; 15:12, 17)
o Lovein general (Rev 2:5, 19)
o Love toward enemies (Matt 5:43-44)
3. Jesus proclaims God’s love

o God’s love toward His Son (John 3:35; 5:20;
10:17; 17:24, 26)

o God’s love toward Jesus’ disciples (John 14:21;
16:27; 17:23)

o God’s love toward the world (John 3:16)

Jesus’ love is also revealed in His interest in peo-
ple as a group and as individuals—their well-being and
eternal salvation (Matt 9:1-7, 18-37; Luke 19:2-9). He
blessed the children (Matt 19:13-1). He associated with
sinners (Luke 15:1-2). He touched the leper and healed
him (Matt 8:1-3). He broke down barriers between
people (Mark 7:24-30; Luke 10:30-37, John 4:7-30).
He revealed to us God the Father.

Jesus and the Law

Jesus love, however, did not cause Him to be si-
lent on the will of God as expressed in God’s law—
and especially the Ten Commandments. He indicated
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that He did not come to do away with the law (Matt
5:17-19 and the rest of chapter 5). At various times He
pointed to the Decalogue as binding for His follow-
ers (Matt 19:16). In the Sermon on the Mount (Matt
5-7), He laid out the principles of the kingdom of God,
also interpreting the law. In this case, He heightened
the Ten Commandments and other moral laws, rather
than downplaying them. In the conflict with rabbinic
traditions He opposed human commandments (Matt
15:9) but reinforced and defended God’s law (Mark
7:8-13). For Jesus the law was not something negative
to be avoided. He was clear: “If you love me, you will
keep my commandments” (John 14:15). The saints will
“keep the commandments of God and their faith in Je-
sus” (Rev 14:12). Love and law are not contradictory
elements; they go hand in hand if rightly understood
and practiced. “We cannot understand the assurance
of Mount Calvary unless we have heard the thunder of

Mount Sinai”?

Jesus and Sin

Jesus was as serious about sin as He was about
the law, and it is the law that reveals sin and makes us
seek salvation. One of the reasons for Jesus’ serious-
ness about sin is that in spite of His love we may not be
saved.

In Scripture sin is first of all separation from God.
Sin separates and destroys relationships. Sin is to not
believe in Jesus—that is, not being committed to Him
completely (John 16:9; cf. 1:11). “I told you that you
would die in your sins, for unless you believe that I am
He you will die in your sins” (John 8:24). Furthermore,
sin is defined as transgression of the will of God, as
missing the mark set by the Lord, as iniquity, and law-
lessness (e.g., 1 John 3:4). It is associated with the devil
(1 John 3:8), and the followers of Christ do not live a
life of sin (1 John 3:6).

Sin is a serious problem. “If your right hand causes
you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. For it is bet-
ter that you lose one of your members than that your
whole body go into hell [Gk. gehenna]” (Matt 5:30). If
people do not come out of Babylon, they will “take part
in her sins” and experience her plagues (Rev 18:4). Je-
sus does not support or condone sin. He does not rein-
terpret sin. “Sin can come to be regarded in exclusively
relational-therapeutic or social justice terms. This
makes nonsense of sin as offensive to God apart from
any this-worldly harm it causes human beings.”*!

Jesus was not afraid to address the Pharisees and
scribes and pronounce woes on them (Matt 23; Luke
11:52). In fact, He felt obligated to cleanse the temple
(Mark 11:15-18). Jesus was not the “nice guy” in the
sense that He tolerated everything and did not draw
boundaries. He was not afraid to let the rich ruler go,
although He loved him. He was not afraid to talk about
sexuality and what could go wrong with it, about power
and how it could be misused, about money and how it
could become an idol and an oppressive tool. But still,
even His harsher sayings and more forceful actions
were driven by love. Jesus calls for a change of mind
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and action, for not being content with the status quo.
He even calls for church members who sin to be placed
under church discipline if change does not take place
(Matt 18:15-20). This is to be done so that they may
not get lost. “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at
hand” (Matt 4:17). “Those whom I love, I reprove and
discipline, so be zealous and repent” (Rev 3:19). Jesus
loves. He loves with a love that surpasses all of our love.
But His love is not a spineless love.

Fortunately, Jesus came to “save His people from
their sins” (Matt 1:21). He “came not to call the righ-
teous, but sinners” (Matt 9:13). The good news is that
through Jesus sins can be forgiven (Matt 9:6). We are
free and saved. However, after this has happened, Jesus
says, “Sin no more, that nothing worse may happen to
you” (John 5:14). “Go and sin no more” (John 8:11).
According to the New Testament, love “does not rejoice
at wrongdoing (unrighteousness), but rejoices with the
truth” (1 Cor 13:6). “Love is a Christian virtue that tol-
erates no evil while it rejoices in true goodness.”* Sin is
unacceptable. The sinner must be loved, but that does
not necessarily mean that he or she is saved and can be
part of the people of God.

Jesus and Judgment

Jesus’ love can also be seen in announcing God’s
judgment in unambiguous terms. He wants people to
be saved. Therefore, He has to speak up. This judgment
may happen here and now. The final judgment will
happen in the future. “I say to you that everyone who is
angry with his brother will be liable to judgment” (Matt
5:22). “I tell you, on the day of judgment people will
give account for every careless word they speak” (Matt
12:36). “You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you
to escape being sentenced to hell?” (Matt 23:33). “Be-
cause you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will
spit you out of my mouth” (Rev 3:16; see also 2:5).

Behold, I am coming soon . . . to repay each
one for what he has done. . . . Blessed are those
who wash their robes, so that they may have the
right to the tree of life and that they may enter
the city by the gates. Outside are the dogs and
sorcerers and the sexually immoral and mur-
derers and idolaters, and everyone who loves
and practices falsehood” (Rev 22:12, 14-15).

Jesus even serves as judge (John 5:22; Rev 19:11).
However, “even Jesus’ highly critical confrontations
with religious leader do not fall outside his loving soli-
darity with all people: they were the only way he could
bring home to such people the character and demands
of God’s love as it impinged on their particular situa-
tion”?

On the other hand, there is good news. Jesus tells
us that we have a choice and through faith in Him can
receive everlasting life. “Whoever believes in him is
not condemned, but whoever does not believe is con-
demned already, because he has not believed in the
name of the only Son of God™ (John 3:18; see also
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Mark 16:16). “Those who have done good [will be
raised] to the resurrection of life, and those who have
done evil to the resurrection of judgment” (John 5:29).
Forgiveness of sin and avoidance of condemnation are
possible. “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my
word and believes him who sent me has eternal life.
He does not come into judgment, but has passed from
death to life” (John 5:24). “Neither do I condemn you;
go, and from now on sin no more” (John 8:11). One
scholar clarifies that “Jesus could not preach the reign
of God without speaking of judgment. And that Jesus,
who spoke with absolute certainty about the reign of
God, also [spoke] with utter seriousness about judg-

ment is something that . .. can no longer be doubted.”>

Jesus and Salvation

There is more than this world and the seemingly
important things that drive us. There is more than plea-
sure and temporary satisfaction here and now. There is
communion with the God of love who satisfies all our
deep longings for meaning, fellowship, and life in His
eternal kingdom. But for salvation to be realized Jesus
had to deal with our sins and the just demands of the
law. Therefore, He died for us.

If Jesus would have gone the way of toler-
ance, he would not have gone to the cross
but would have left us in our sins. . . . But
because of His great love for us and His
rich mercy, Jesus could not tolerate our
sin. Indeed, the Son of God could not tol-
erate our sin, so He was compelled to the
cross—in love—to do something about it.*

This is the highest dimension of love. Says Jesus,
“For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay
down my life that I may take it up again” (John 10:17).
“Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay
down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). This is what
Jesus did. He died for us on the cross, and this changes
the believers’ outlook on life.

Jesus and Discipleship

Those who truly believe in Jesus are His disciples.
Disciples love their Master. They are intrigued by His
philosophy of life and His extraordinary teachings,
which are the only ones that make sense—not only
in the worlds untouched by sin, but even in our sinful
world and our crooked societies. They have been tested
by some and proven true. Disciples are intrigued by Je-
sus’ moral and absolutely consistent life. They are again
and again surprised by His loving care for them, even
here and now. They love His character and have gotten
involved in His cause as His ambassadors.

But Jesus did not promise them only pleasure and
no pain. Quite to the contrary! “If anyone would come
after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and
follow me” (Matt 16:24). No hedonism but self-denial;
no crown in this life but a cross; not acceptance, praise,
and honor but persecution, betrayal by friends and rel-
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atives, possibly martyrdom and hate (Luke 21:12-18)!
“To take up the cross and follow Jesus meant embrac-
ing Jesus’ utterly risky vocation—to be the light of the
world in a way the revolutionaries had never dreamed
of. It was to follow Jesus into political danger and likely
death”

The Jesus who never challenges us, who fulfills all
our wishes and looks away when we live a life of sin, is
not the biblical Jesus. True followers of Him love Him
more than their own lives and are willing to sacrifice
what needs to be sacrificed, because they have under-
stood Him and are no longer lords of their own lives
but servants and friends of the Lord of lords and King
of kings. Ellen G. White writes,

Love must be the principle of action. . .. And
love will be revealed in sacrifice. . . . If we love
Jesus, we shall love to live for Him, to present
our thank offerings to Him, to labor for Him.
... For His sake we shall covet pain and toil
and sacrifice. We shall sympathize with His
longing for the salvation of men. . . . This is
the religion of Christ. Anything short of it is a
deception. No mere theory of truth or profes-
sion of discipleship will save any soul. We do
not belong to Christ unless we are His whol-
ly'28

A Comprehensive Picture of Jesus

We are ill-served with a truncated view of Christ.
Instead of limiting Jesus to something He never was,
we must accept the full picture of Him as presented in
the New Testament and as briefly and partially outlined
in this study. A Christ adapted to our culture and un-
derstanding of well-being, satisfaction, pleasure, and
a painless life as the product and outcome of the gos-
pel message does not serve us well. It means to serve
two masters—and sitting “between two stools” It may
boost our egos but does not solve our deepest needs
and longings.

Following the True Jesus

To always feel good, never to suffer disadvantages
or challenges in life, to bring no sacrifices as followers
of Christ but have only so-called success from a cultur-
al perspective, does not reflect the religion of Christ.
It describes a life centered on ourselves—a hedonistic
attitude. True, it is easy to let our views on sexuality,
marriage and divorce,” violence, termination of life,
material possessions and the means to accumulate
them, truthfulness, individualism versus community,
tolerance, political correctness, and even the role and
authority of Scripture be determined by society and
culture. But we are followers of Christ as He is attested
in Scripture.

To declare that Jesus is love, and therefore does not
challenge us and does not care much about the divine
law means to avoid to speak about judgment and sin
and ultimately sanitizes Him into a culturally accept-
able person who is more or less dispensable, a servant
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of our lusts and pleasures. But such a Jesus misses our
deep lostness. Because if God’s will is immaterial and
sin is no longer sin, cross and salvation become irrele-
vant, and the meaning of life gets lost.

At present we run the deadly risk . . . of ac-
commodating Jesus to the thinking of our
own time and watering down his demand. . ..
Jesus is rendered irrelevant when his preach-
ing of judgment, which makes up a significant
portion of the gospel tradition, is ignored
and there is talk only of the loving and tender
Jesus. Jesus is tamed when there is no more
preaching about his sharp words against the
rich. . . Jesus is tamed when it becomes taboo
to speak of his celibacy. . . . Above all, Jesus is
tamed and rendered irrelevant when he is pre-
sented only as a sympathetic rabbi, a prophet
mighty in word and deed, or a gifted charis-
matic—or as the first feminist, a radical social
revolutionary or a gregarious social worker.
All that conceals his true claim. In all these
categories Jesus is shrunken, distorted, twist-
ed into shape, planed smooth, disempowered,
accommodated to our secret desires.*

But true love does not allow all things to happen;
it is not constantly silent, nor does it support whatev-
er people have in mind. Jesus was and is love, and this
love is not complacent to evil and false decisions. Jesus’
love for us took seriously our sin, takes seriously the
law and judgment, and still saves us by His grace—if we
allow Him to do so. The salvation experience leads to a
walk with Him, following His footsteps as His disciples.
Discipleship has been explained by
the true Christ. It is not for us to
define it.

Ekkehardt Mueller, Th.D., D.Min.
Associate Director
Biblical Research Institute

! D. Brent Laytham, ed., God Is Not . . . Religious, Nice, One
of Us, an American, a Capitalist (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos,
2004).

2 Matthew Richard, Will the Real Jesus Please Stand Up?12
False Christs (St. Louis, MO: Concordia, 2017), 4, defines
presuppositions: “Presuppositions come from a lot of dif-
ferent places and circumstances such as political allegiance,
emotional state, religious experience, psychological dysfunc-
tions, physical environment, theological heritage, language,
social conditioning, gender, intelligence, and culture
values—to name a few. For example, if a person presupposes
that good and evil are tied solely to pleasure and pain, then
a person would view things in life that produce pain as evil
and things that produce pleasure as good”

* Laytham, God is Not, 16-17.
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lis, MN: Fortress, 2002), 15.

® Richard L. Rohrbaugh, “Ethnocentrism and Historical
Questions about Jesus,” in Social Setting of Jesus, 38.

¢ A. E. Harvey, Strenuous Commands: The Ethic of Jesus (Lon-
don: SMC, 1990), 92.

7 Harvey, Strenuous Commands, 202.

® Donald Capps, Jesus: A Psychological Biography (St. Louis,
MO: Chalice, 2000), 7, 23, 36, 147, 165, 221, 260.

° Harvey, Strenuous Commands, 199.

19 Gerhard Lohfink, No Irrelevant Jesus: On Jesus and the
Church Today (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2014), 3.

" Ellen G. White, Life Sketches of Ellen G. White (Mountain
View, CA: Pacific Press, 1915), 350.

12 Richard, 12 False Christs, xxiii, calls these false portraits
“the Mascot, the Option among many, the Good Teacher, the
Therapist, the Giver of Bling, the National Patriot, the Social
Justice Warrior, the Moral Example, the New Moses, the
Mystical Friend, the Feminized, and the Teddy Bear”

B 1bid., 7.

11bid., 9, notes that this false Christ “will never confront
the sinful nature with God’s Ten Commandments; he will
never call for repentance, and he will never talk about hell
and damnation. Indeed, he will never condemn, correct, or
criticize, which means that he waters down the Word of God
to avoid unnecessary conflicts. He is an all-around nice guy
who encourages his followers in their pursuits of pleasure
and happiness.” Therefore, “a person can eat, drink, and be
merry with no limitations, no guilt, and no shame. Pleasure
can reign supreme” (ibid., 10).

15 In this case, Jesus is perceived as a grand miracle worker
who enables His followers to perform mighty signs and
wonders and be blessed with prosperity, wealth, and health.
Poverty is seen as a curse. Jesus is used to gain these material
blessings and physical health. Ibid., 76, states, “What the
prosperity gospel teaching fails to realize is that sometimes,
instead of solving our problems and giving us our wildest
dreams, the Lord may allow our problems to remain. He may
choose to have us suffer hardship for a time, even as He pro-
vides us with the power to stand. See 2 Corinthians 12:7-9.
This also is the Lord’s loving care”

16Ibid., 5-7, reports a Christian lady who had premarital
sex. She felt this was a good experience. “When something is
good, I just know with every fiber of my being that it is not
sinful. . . . there are certain things I can no longer believe.
There are certain things that I know Jesus would never
support. The Jesus that I know is not like these other people’s
Jesus” (ibid., 5-6). The sixth commandment “she deemed . ..
as repressive and wrong because it caused her to feel judged
and feel emotional pain” (ibid., 7).

17 All biblical quotations are from the ESV.

18 Richard, 12 False Christs, 24, suggests, “To lose sight of
Christian doctrine is to lose the pillar of our faith and sum-
mon troublesome alternatives.”

' Discipleship is a book by the German theologian Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, considered a classic of Christian thought. One of
the most quoted parts of the book deals with the distinction
which Bonhoeffer makes between “cheap” and “costly” grace.
According to Bonhoeffer, “cheap grace is the preaching of
forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without
church discipline. Communion without confession. Cheap
grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross,
grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate” (Dietrich
Bonhoefter, Discipleship (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press,
2003), 44.
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% Richard, 12 False Christs, 13. He also states, “A false Christ
without the Law of God who speaks pleasantries into ears
only perpetuates the narcissistic epidemic of self-saturated
persons” (ibid., 15).

2! David J. Hamstra, “The Christian Debate on Same-Sex
Marriage and Taylor’s Immanent and Transcendent Goods:
Lessons from Adventist Approaches,” Andrews University
Seminary Studies 57, no. 1 (2019): 187.

2 Richard, 12 False Christs, 27.

# Richard Bauckham, The Bible in Politics: How to Read the
Bible Politically (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox,
2011), 144.

2 Believing in Jesus, according to John, is more than mentally
acknowledging that He is the Messiah. It is accepting Him as
Lord and Savior and following Him as a disciple. Leon Morris,
Jesus is the Christ: Studies in the Theology of John (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989), 186, stresses that “faith has
content.”

» Marius Reiser, Jesus and Judgment: The Eschatological
Proclamation in Its Jewish Context (Minneapolis, MN: For-
tress, 1997), 302. He continues that “the goal his preaching is
intended to achieve [is]: repentance of individuals and of the
whole nation, consisting in turning to him and the resolute
performance of his works. For only through that repentance
is it possible to avoid the inexorably approaching judgment.
We must therefore presume that from the beginning the
proclamation of judgment was a fixed, and for Jesus a very
important, part of his preaching” (ibid., 322).

* Richard, 12 False Christs, 27.

¥ N. T. Wright, The Challenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who
Jesus Was and Is (Downers Grove, IL: Inter Varsity, 2015), 47.
% Ellen G. White, Christ’s Object Lessons (Washington,

DC: Review and Herald, 1900), 49-50. In White, Gospel
Worker (Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1915), 183
she points out, “The question that Christ put to Peter was
significant. He mentioned only one condition of discipleship
and service. ‘Lovest thou Me?’ He said. This is the essential
qualification.” Consequently, “obedience—the service and
allegiance of love—is the true sign of discipleship” (White,
Steps to Christ [Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1892], 60).
» E.g., Richard A. Horsley, Jesus and Empire: The Kingdom
of God and the New World Disorder (Minneapolis, MN:
Fortress, 2003), 110, addresses this issue: “By forbidding
divorce and remarriage, in appeal to the creation stories of
the solidarity of husband and wife, Jesus was reinforcing
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social form of the family”

% Lohfink, No Irrelevant Jesus, 12, 17-18.
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Lessons from Matthew 9

By Clinton Wahlen

atthew 9  concludes the

two-chapter sequence of miracle

stories. The chapter begins with

the healing of the paralytic, but

the story is more about forgive-
ness than healing (Matt 9:1-8). It is followed by the
call of Levi (Matt 9:9) and three parables of Jesus il-
lustrating His kingdom-based ministry (Matt 9:12-13,
15, 16-17). These parables were given in response to
two questions, the first directed to the disciples and the
second directed to Jesus Himself (Matt 9:10-11, 14).
Then, in quick succession, Matthew narrates the rais-
ing of a ruler’s daughter from the dead and the healing
of a woman with a flow of blood (Matt 9:18-26); the
giving of sight to two blind men (Matt 9:27-31); and
the casting out of a demon from a man unable to speak,
which leads to the charge that Jesus casts out demons
by the ruler of the demons (Matt 9:32-34). The chapter
closes with Jesus preaching to large crowds who are as
sheep that have no shepherd, and His instructing the
disciples to pray for more laborers to be sent to gather
the harvest (Matt 9:35-38).

Interpretation of the Chapter

1. Verses 1-8 (Healing of the Paralytic)

e The trip by boat from Gergesa on the eastern
shore of the Sea of Galilee to Capernaum on
the western shore is about six miles. The para-
lyzed man had to be carried to Jesus. The rec-
ognition of “their” faith may suggest that the
man’s friends encouraged him to seek healing
from Jesus.

e The assurance to the man that his sins were
forgiven is highly significant as indicative of
Jesus’ divine claims. Some of the scribes con-
sidered this statement to constitute blasphe-
my because Jesus was arrogating to Himself a
prerogative belonging only to God (Mark 2:7).

e Jesus calls the scribes’ thoughts “evil” (Matt
9:4),! showing openly that He knows the
heart. All four Gospels describe Jesus as hav-
ing such knowledge that normally would be
known only to God (Matt 12:25; Mark 12:15;
Luke 9:46-48; John 1:48). Implied, perhaps, is
that Jesus could also read the paralytic’s heart
and thus be aware of this deeper need.

e Any doubts about Jesus’ authority to forgive sins
should be dispelled by His ability to heal the
man, seemingly harder than for Jesus to assure
him of forgiveness. The latter, though, implies a
change of heart that Jesus would have been pow-
erless to accomplish without the man’s consent.
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As the Son of Man, Jesus' authority to for-
give is predicated upon His coming sacrifice
on the cross and His subsequent ministry as
High Priest in the heavenly sanctuary (Heb
9:14-15, 23; 1 John 1:9; 2:1; cf. Dan 7:13-14).
Throughout Matthew 8-10, the Greek word
translated “power” is exousia, which indicates
that Jesus and the disciples not only are able to
heal, but have authority to do so as emissaries
of the kingdom of heaven. In both word (Matt
5-7) and act (Matt 8-9), Jesus demonstrates
His divine authority (cf. Matt 7:29; 28:18).

Verses 9-17 (Call of Matthew and the New Wine)

In the other Gospels, the tax collector called
to be one of the twelve is named Levi (Mark
2:14; Luke 5:27). Several people in the New
Testament have more than one name (e.g., Si-
mon Peter, John Mark) and so this apostle has
traditionally been known as Levi Matthew.
While Matthew appears in the other listings of
the twelve (Mark 3:18; Luke 6:15; Acts 1:13),
only here is he called “the tax collector” (Matt
10:3). Probably, he collected customs duties
for Herod Antipas on goods transported into
Galilee and Perea. The reality that Rome con-
trolled Israel’s borders and levied taxes was a
sore reminder of their lost independence. Un-
surprisingly, tax collectors like Matthew were
despised as traitors and apostates (cf. Matt
5:46; 18:17).

As in many cultures, eating together in Isra-
el was deeply significant. The Pharisees were
scrupulous about eating meals in a state of
ritual purity, but those in attendance would
probably not care about this. The real concern,
then, in Jesus’ eating with them meant that He
also disregarded these traditions (Matt 15:2;
cf. Mark 7:1-4).

Jesus, responding to why He would eat with
such people, likens Himself to a physician.
Placing this dialogue among the many healing
miracles underscores their role of illustrating
Jesus’ work of salvation in calling sinners to
spiritual healing.

Having been acknowledged as Teacher (Matt
9:11), Jesus now addresses the Pharisees as
students needing more study. He says, “Go
and learn;” quoting Hosea 6:6, which priori-
tizes the knowledge of God and His merciful
character over burnt offerings (Matt 9:13).
Thus He implies that He knows God better
than they do.

Pious Jews in the time of Jesus fasted twice a
week (Luke 18:12; cf. Matt 6:16-18), and also
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at other times in remembrance of the exile.
But these fast days were to be turned into days
of “joy and gladness” at the time of Israel’s res-
toration (Zech 8:19). Jesus may be alluding to
this time of fulfillment in His parable of the
bridegroom (cf. Jer 31:13).

John the Baptist likens Jesus to a bridegroom
and says this was to be a time of rejoicing
(John 3:26-30). The feasting that Jesus took
part in, as well as His reference to foreigners
sitting down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
(Matt 8:11-12), points to the messianic ban-
quet that God “will make for all people” (Isa
25:6).

The connection between the parables of the
new patch and the new wine is obscured in
many Bible translations. In both, Jesus con-
trasts the gospel of the kingdom, which is new
and fresh, with the “old” Pharisaic traditions
that carry no divine authority and, like old
clothes, should be discarded.

The word oinos can refer to both fermented
wine (Matt 27:34; Eph 5:18) and unfermented
or “new” wine—that is, fresh grape juice. Je-
sus’ message, bringing the fulfillment of new
covenant promises (Luke 22:20; cf. Jer 31:31-
34), is like new wine that cannot be put in old
wineskins because it cannot be received by the
Pharisees whose traditions were at odds with
it.

Verses 18-26 (Healing a Woman’s Flow of Blood
and Raising a Dead Girl to Life)

Matthew’s account of these two miracles is for-
ty percent shorter than Mark’s, and highlights
the role of faith. The ruler’s faith is shown first
by the description of his falling down at Je-
sus’ feet as an act of worship (Gk. prosekynei).
Also, Matthew begins his account after the
girl has already died, and describes the ruler
as confident (perhaps in view of 1 Kgs 17:17-
24; 2 Kgs 4:32-37) that all Jesus needs to do
is touch his daughter and “she will live” (Matt
9:18; cf. Mark 5:35-36; Luke 8:49-50).

Jesus’ describing the girl as “sleeping” is in
harmony with death’s representation through-
out the Bible (1 Kgs 2:10; Acts 7:60; 13:36; 1
Cor 15:20) as a state of unconsciousness (Ps
146:4; Eccl 9:5-6, 10) from which a person
can be “awakened” back to life by the power
of God (e.g., Matt 27:52; John 11:11-14; 1 Cor
15:51-52).

Regarding the woman with a flow of blood,
Matthew specifies that she touched the hem
of Jesus’ garment (Matt 9:20). This seems to
refer to the blue tassel that served as a sign of
redemption, holiness, and obedience (Num
15:37-41). Her touching this symbol of re-
demption seems to show faith in Jesus as the
Redeemer of Israel.

Jesus, by drawing out the woman’s testimony,

excludes the possibility that her healing was
due to some magical power in the garment it-
self. Instead, He points to the woman’s faith
(Matt 9:22).

The Greek word translated “made well” (s6z0)
is first used in Matthew with reference to Je-
sus’ work of salvation (Matt 1:21). Because the
womans malady rendered her ceremonially
unclean and thereby excluded from worship
in the temple and the synagogue, Jesus’ heal-
ing touch would enable her to rejoin Israel’s
religious life. This effect, together with Jesus’
reference to His work as a physician for “sin-
ners” (Matt 9:12-13), suggests these healings
as parabolic of Jesus’ work of “healing”—that
is, saving people from sin.

4. Verses 27-34 (Healing Two Blind Men and a Mute
Demon-Possessed Man)

The title “Son of David,” by which the blind
men addressed Jesus, shows their faith in Him
as the messianic King of Israel (cf. its only pre-
vious occurrence in Matt 1:1 and also later in
Matt 12:23; 15:22; 20:30-31; 21:9, 15; 22:42).
Persistence in following Him into the house
is further evidence of their faith—as is their
affirmative answer to the question of wheth-
er they believe, and their address of Jesus as
“Lord” (Matt 9:28).

The wording of Jesus’ response, “According to
your faith let it be to you,” recalls the language
of the Genesis creation account with its fre-
quent use of the imperative form of ginomai
(“come into being”). The other two times that
Jesus heals by using this command is at a dis-
tance, which emphasizes even more strongly
the power of His word (Matt 8:13; 15:28).

The healing of the mute and demon-possessed
man is unique to Matthew, but the charge that
Jesus casts out demons by means of the ruler of
the demons will be repeated (Matt 12:22-24)
in connection with a story found also in Mark
(3:20-22) and Luke (11:14-16). Reference to a
supernatural “ruler” over the demons suggests
the existence of a rival kingdom to the king-
dom of heaven being proclaimed by Jesus.

5. Verses 35-38 (Workers Needed for the Harvest)

The two summaries of Jesus’ work, showing it
centered in preaching the gospel of the king-
dom and healing (Matt 4:23; 9:35), bracket
the chapters that describe these two elements
in detail (Matt 5-7; 8-9) and show that Jesus
ministered to the whole person (spiritually,
mentally, physically, and emotionally).

The description of Jesus having compassion on
the multitudes, because they were “like sheep
having no shepherd,” is similar to Moses’ plea
that God appoint someone to succeed him as
Israel’s leader. At God’s direction, Moses laid
hands on Joshua (Num 28:17-23), who as a
prophet “like” Moses prefigured Jesus (Deut
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18:15-18), the New Testament “Joshua” (their
names are the same in Greek; cf. Heb 4:8-11).

e Jesus prepares the disciples for their upcom-
ing mission by directing their attention to 1)
the plentiful “harvest” of those in Israel ready
to follow Jesus. 2) the shortage of workers, and
3) the need to “pray earnestly to the Lord of
the harvest” (Matt 9:38, ESV) for additional
workers.

Application of the Chapter
Importantlessons contained in this chapterinclude:

1. It is just as important to act on our faith as it is to
believe. Thus we may encourage others’ faith, just as the
paralytic’s friends did. Furthermore, if we fail to act on
our faith we might legitimately question the strength
of our faith and even whether we, in the biblical sense,
really believe at all.

2. Since Jesus already knows our thoughts,
we should not hesitate to share them honest-
ly with God in prayer and trust in His willingness

to help us be of greater usefulness in His service.

3. In light of Jesus’ gentle rebuke to the Phari-
sees for not knowing the Scriptures well enough, what
might He say to us as pastors, teachers, or church mem-
bers regarding our knowledge of God and the Bible?

4. Jesus' ministry to the whole person is an
example for Adventists to follow His meth-
od in all aspects of our labor for Him, wheth-
er in pastoral, medical, educational, or other lines.

5. Jesus encourages us not only to pray for the lost
but also to pray for additional ways of
reaching out to them, both as a church

and as individuals.

Clinton Wahlen, Ph.D.
Associate Director
Biblical Research Institute

! All biblical quotations are from the ESV; unless otherwise indi-
cated.

No man can have the spirit and mind
of Christ without being rendered bet-
ter by it - in all relations and duties

of life.
Ellen G. White, 4T 347
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News from the Work of the BRI

n 2019 members of the Biblical Research Insti-

tute (BRI) were active in a number of Bible con-

ferences and theological symposia around the

world. While the following list of activities in no

way exhaustively depicts the varied work of BRI,
it nevertheless gives a little glimpse into some import-
ant activities BRI has been engaged in.

From March 13-16, 2019, members of BRI, together
with other speakers from the General Conference and
theologians from West Africa, gave presentations at a
Bible conference at Valley View University in Ghana on
the theme of ecclesiology.

.t L 3

i

Artur Stele presenting on the subject of ecclesiology at Valley View
University

Valley View University
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Participants at the Bible Conference at Valley View University

From May 26-28, 2019, a member of BRI participated
in the spiritual retreat for pastors of the Swedish Union
in Vasterdng, Sweden.

From June 19-22, 2019, members of BRI, together
with other speakers from Andrews University and the
Inter-European Division, gave presentations at a Bible
conference at the Seminary Villa Auroa in Florence, It-
aly, on the subject of the Trinity.

From July 3-6, 2019, members of BRI, together with
other speakers from Central-America and South
America gave presentations at a Bible conference at
Montemorelos University in Mexico, on the topic of
the sanctuary.

This is a picture of the main SDA church on the campus of

Montemorelos University

From July 31-August 4, 2019, members of BRI, to-
gether with other theologians from South America,
participated and spoke at XIII Biblical-Theological
South-American Symposium in Peru on the theme of
“Discipleship: Theology and Praxis.”
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The beautiful church at Universidad Peruana Union (UPeU)

Participants at the XIII Biblical Theological South-American

Symposium in Peru

Speaker at the XIII Biblical Theological South-American

Symposium in Peru

From September 10-14, 2019, members of BRI—to-
gether with other speakers from the General Confer-
ence, the Ellen G. White Estate, and various schools in
Africa—spoke at the first International Bible Confer-
ence of the Southern Africa Indian Ocean Division in
Zambia. The theme of the Bible conference was “Re-
flections on Adventist Theology and Practice in the
Southern Africa Indian Ocean Division Context” On
the beautiful campus of Rusungu Adventist University
in Zambia, several hundred pastors and church leaders
from the various countries of the division attended ple-
nary presentations and numerous workshops.

8, October 2019

Participants at the International Bible Conference at Rusangu
University in Zambia

Participants at the International Bible Conference at Rusangu
University, Zambia

From October 25-26, 2019, members of BRI, together
with other speakers from Loma Linda, participated in
the VII Bible Conference on the Spirit of Prophecy at
Montemorelos University in Mexico.

Pastors and Speakers at the VII Bible Conference on the Spirit of
Prophecy at Montemorelos University
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Frank Hasel speaks to Pastors at Montemorelos University

From November 27-30, 2019, members of BRI, togeth-
er with other speakers from the Ellen G. White Estate
and Korea, gave presentations at Shamyook University,
South Korea, for a symposium on the Spirit of Proph-
ecy.

Beyond the active participation in various internation-
al bible conferences and theological symposia, mem-
bers of BRI participate in many Biblical Research Com-
mittees (BRC) on the division level around the world.
Here, articles for the revised Seventh-day Adventist
Bible Dictionary are written by scholars from the dif-
ferent divisions and are discussed and approved. Sev-
eral division BRCs also work on various book projects
that serve specific needs in the Seventh-day Adventist
Church (for instance, the BRC of the Inter-European
Division recently published the book Adventists and
Military Service: Biblical, Historical, and Ethical Per-
spectives [Madrid: Editorial Safeliz, 2019]; the BRC of

Valley View University, 2019

This list is not an exhaustive list of all the work in which
members of BRI are involved. It illustrates, however,
that BRI is making a valuable contribution to the world
field in being a resource for the church and support-
ing various theological needs in different parts of the
world. By aiming to promote the study and practice of
Adventist theology, BRI encourages and facilitates im-
portant dialogue with the worldwide Seventh-day Ad-
ventist theological community and endeavors to foster
theological and doctrinal unity in the world church.

Our happiness comes not from what
is around us, but from what is with-
in us; not from what we have, but

from what we are.
Ellen G. White, ML 185
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Index to Reflections

The first issue of Reflections was published in Jan-
uary 2003. Since then, we've published many articles.

While it’s possible to use Acrobat to simultane-
ously search all past issues of Reflections for one word

or phrase, some readers have asked for a formal index.

From now on, you will find a pdf index at the end of
each newsletter that you can download.

Acrobat, you must download from the BRI website
https://adventistbiblicalresearch.org/newsletters all of
the Reflections issues PDF’s to one folder.

Open any issue in Acrobat, and then press
Shift+Command+F (Shift+Ctrl+F on Windows). In
the Search window that appears, be sure that you click
the radio button that says, “All PDF Documents in,”
and in the dropdown menu below that, choose the
folder in which you placed your Reflections issues.

If you wish to search simultaneously all past

issues of the newsletter for one word or phrase in
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