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ARTICLES

Artificial Intelligence: is it a blessing or a curse?

William E. Timm - Novo Tempo Communication Network

complex tasks in a matter of seconds and makes

available democratized and easily accessible knowl-
edge for many people. It also is an excellent tool for over-
coming any creative block. On the other hand, it can com-
plete complex tasks without generating any real learning.
There are also complex issues of copyright infringement
that need to carefully be taken into consideration, and
there is the real possibility that content created with the
help of AI may be incorrect. These are just a few of the
benefits and drawbacks commonly raised about new
generative Al tools in conversations or analyses on the
internet. These innovations are even pointed out by many
experts as the beginning of a new cycle in the behavioral
and technological development of the world.!

Every year, the largest technology companies strive
to dominate the global market by releasing new devices
and tools. None of these releases are everlasting; they will
all be replaced by newer versions. However, some of them
have the potential of significantly impacting or altering
human behaviors or even influencing human brain devel-
opment.> These inventions assist human needs, but also
awaken previously nonexistent desires within us. They
are tools that were previously inaccessible to the majority
of the population. This was the case with the launching
of laptops, smartphones, and social networks. We cannot
imagine our world today without them.

The fact is that Al is revolutionizing everything in
the technological world. From a refrigerator with a dis-
play to a microphone, which until recently was consid-
ered “naive,” Al is collecting data and using it to map our
behavior and enhance their services.

The broad impact of this revolution raises the ques-
tion of how AI can be used for theology and what its
implications are for Christian ethics.

Artiﬁcial Intelligence (AI) has the ability to complete

New and 0ld Together

Al as a whole, is not a recent invention or tool. Its
origins can be traced back to the 1940s with Alan Tur-
ing’s work, which helped break the German Enigma
encrypting machine’s code during World War II. The
foundational concepts of AI were further explored with
the publication of Turing’s article “Computing Machin-
ery and Intelligence” in 1950. This is considered by many
as the beginning of AI. However, Turing never used the
term “artificial intelligence” himself. The term would be
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used for the first time in 1956 at a conference called “The
Dartmouth Summer Research Project on Artificial Intel-
ligence” in New Hampshire.* Since then, this field has
experienced many changes.

The great hope was that AT would revolutionize var-
ious segments of technology in a short period of time.
This perspective led to significant investments from com-
panies that saw Al as a hopeful solution to problems and
a means to create advantages against their competitors.
Herbert Simon, a political scientist who impacted such
areas as economics and psychology, exemplified the hype
around Al in the 1960s when he said in 1965, “Machines
will be capable, within 20 years, of doing any work a man
can do” This statement still does not fully apply today,
but we are moving in this direction.

Despite some advances in the early 1980s, Al suf-
fered something known as the “Al winter” from the
1970s to the 1990s. Major companies did not see the
expected return from their significant investments in
the field. In the 1990s, hope arose when IBM’s machine
called Deep Blue defeated Garry Kasparov, then world
chess champion, in a chess match in 1997. The machine
had already lost a match the previous year, but this evolu-
tion of capacity in the space of just one year rekindled the
mood for a more optimistic future for AL

Since then, this area has grown significantly and has
become present in our lives in a way that we often do
not realize. Our cell phone has hundreds of AI applica-
tions working in various activities. As of a few years ago,
every social network, spell checker, GPS app, streaming
platform, and even search engines used Al For example,
when you type a word in Google and search suggestions
appear to complete your sentence, nothing is by chance.
These suggestions are provided by an Al that analyzes
your age, search history, trending topics, and possible
preferences. After mapping them, Google delivers pos-
sibilities that we are most likely looking for. This AI is
called Google Suggest.

But if AI has existed for over seventy years, and if
we have been in contact with it for decades, why is this
theme on the rise again? Why has it become a global
concern? The most plausible explanation is that we are
entering now into a new phase in which Als are not only
used by large companies to map our behaviors, collect
our personal data, or improve our app experiences, but
can now also be used by users themselves in creating con-
tent for themselves.® This is known as generative AL
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Today we can open incredible technological tools
and create images, texts, books, presentations, and many
other things instantly. People without coding experience
or technical knowledge can create a mobile app quick-
ly, simply by writing what they want and following the
instructions.* In a few seconds and without any artistic
knowledge, we can create images that previously could
only be made by someone with a special talent and will-
ingness to devote a significant amount of time to the
project. We can create extensive texts on certain topics
without even mastering the topic and without spending
hardly any time. Unlike before, we would not just be
copying ready-made content from the internet but gener-
ating something entirely new. This raises some important
ethical questions that are connected with generative Al

Morality in Al

With such convenient power at our fingertips and
the advancement of conversational Als such as ChatGPT,
Google’s Bard, and Microsoft’s Bing, ethical questions
become unavoidable. Who is the “owner” of the gener-
ated content? If someone creates a complete article using
an Al for example, could that person be considered the
author of the article, even if it was written by AI? What
Christian principles should we uphold when using these
tools? As Christians, should we have a favorable or unfa-
vorable stance towards these new technologies? What are
the main risks of using AI? And finally, is it possible to
use Al in preaching and sharing the gospel? These are just
some of the questions frequently found on the internet.
Many of them still lack a consensus answer.

There are many other technical or ethical ques-
tions that we will not address in this article, such as the
issues related to unemployment and its global econom-
ic impact. Many of these questions, in fact, still lack
satisfactory answers.

The moral and ethical discussion in the field of Al is
not a recent phenomenon. This concern has permeated
the entire history of technology development. One of the
key points of discussion is the moment when machines
become as capable in all areas of knowledge and human
skills as humans themselves, which is known as Artificial
General Intelligence (AGI). In this phase, the machine
would not just learn specific aspects as it does today, but
would be capable of developing in any area. This con-
cept is not new either; it was developed by Alan Turing
himself in the aforementioned 1950 article and became
known as the Turing Test.”

But it does not stop there. AI could supposedly
reach singularity in the next phase, surpassing humans
in all aspects. This is known as Artificial Superintelli-
gence (ASI).* In this phase, humans would no longer
have control over the machine, and the machine would
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have complete autonomy to make decisions and perform
tasks. In both phases, the machine would not only exe-
cute functions as it does today, but would also have an
understanding of why it performs them—something that
does not yet exist. For many, humans would no longer
be the most intelligent and capable beings on the planet.
Scientists have not reached a consensus on when this
phase would begin, with predictions ranging from five to
thirty years, and some even believe that this moment will
never arrive.

If AT were to someday reach that level of develop-
ment, several other delicate aspects would come into play.
Some of these were addressed in an open letter published
on March 22, 2023, by the Future of Life Institute (FOLI)
and signed by many thousands of CEOs, researchers, and
individuals connected to the technology sector. The letter,
which made history in the development of Al, suggest-
ed a six-month pause in its advancement to discuss the
consequences of its use. While the request from the letter
obviously was not heeded by the scientific community,
the discussion about its impact has received greater atten-
tion. “Al systems with human-competitive intelligence
can pose profound risks to society and humanity; ™ the
letter begins. What are some of these risks? Unemploy-
ment, rapid extinction of professions, more catastrophic
conflicts, and other consequences that are still unknown.

However, we should not think that concerns are
only tied to ASIs. The generative tools we use today also
have their own concerns. These tools are trained on a
learning model known as Deep Learning, which requires
massive amounts of content for effective results, as the
model learns primarily through examples. As a result,
these tools create responses by cross-referencing data and
information. Generative tools have implications in many
areas of human knowledge, and as a result, discussions
about their good and bad usage have extended beyond
the technological realm and become concerns across
nearly all fields.

Among the main concerns are privacy, both of the
content used to train these tools and of the users them-
selves. Another concern is the issue of deepfakes, because
these tools have the capacity to generate hyperrealistic
texts, photos, and videos about nonexistent events in
a matter of seconds. There are copyright issues and the
manipulation of public opinion on sensitive topics. Last-
ly, we have to consider the implications of these tools on
new human and societal behaviors.

Al also significantly impacts the education process.
Teachers find themselves facing the challenge of rede-
fining homework, a crucial part of the learning process.
A study conducted by the website study.com with one
thousand students found that as of January 2023, 89 per-
cent of students reported using ChatGPT to complete
homework assignments and over half of the respondents
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admitted to using it for creating school texts." Since
ChatGPT allows students to add specific requirements
such as an exact word count, the number of pages, or
even the literary style, many students have not even read
the provided text and simply submitted what AI gener-
ated to meet the requirement. The problem is intensified
by the inability of many educators to determine whether
assignments were entirely done using AI. Surprisingly,
the study also showed that almost three-quarters of the
interviewed students favored banning ChatGPT from the
educational process, indicating that they are also con-
cerned about the consequences.

Johann Neem, a history professor at Western Wash-
ington University, pointed out to The Wall Street Journal
the issue of using tools like ChatGPT in education: “Just
because there is a machine that will help me lift up a
dumbbell doesn’t mean my muscles will develop. In the
same way, just because there is a machine that can write
an essay doesn’'t mean my mind will develop”*2

Although some teachers and universities are in favor
of integrating these tools into the educational process,
many universities around the world have restricted the
use of conversational Als like ChatGPT and Bard on
their campuses.”* Other educators have tried to mitigate
the consequences of using these tools through alternative
methods, such as handwritten assignments, small read-
ing quizzes, or oral assessments. Some are even moving
towards requiring tasks that involve personal critical
analyses of lesser-known works, with questions that make
it inevitable that the student must read the content and
form a specific opinion, such as identifying the draw-
backs of the work or drawing connections between the
content and what was covered in class. Finally, some
teachers have been adding a small declaration at the
end of assignments where the students must affirm that
they did not use any AI or similar means to complete the
proposed activity.

While it may still be early to determine which
methods will be the most effective, these new challeng-
es in the field of education underscore the importance
that teachers, parents, and all those involved in educa-
tion must place on motivating students and conveying
the true significance of the learning process (including
extracurricular activities). It is not wise to rely solely
on the personal motivation and maturity of students to
prevent them from misusing such tools. More than ever,
instructors must focus on shaping the character and
integrity of students. They should educate students to
have a full awareness that generative tools do not replace
the benefits of the learning process and the relevance of
knowledge. Just because I am driving a car faster than
riding a bicycle does not mean I am getting more exer-
cise from the car. Learning involves more than mere
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memorization; it encompasses intellectual and character
development and critical thinking.

In the academic sphere, master’s and doctoral stu-
dents have also been using ChatGPT in their thesis work.
However, the tool poses a problem for unrestrained usage.
As seen earlier, generative Al creates responses using a lot
of content available on the internet. However, often the
user cannot verify the source of the material used in the
research.”* They cannot even mention or add it to their
bibliography because due to the generative nature of the
intelligence, the provided response will be different every
time it is asked, even if it is the same question.

And So What

Given that AT systems are but tools, one should not
assume that they are inherently negative or positive. Just
as with social networks, communication tools, and appli-
cations, it is the manner of use that dictates whether they
shall be deemed beneficial or harmful.

As enthusiastic or concerned as many may be about
these new tools, it is the duty of every pastor and religious
leader to be aware of the potential as well as the risks of
such technology. They need to raise an awareness among
their members of the risks and problems that the mis-
use of these tools can bring, while also highlighting the
benefits of using them correctly. Churches can address
this topic in a creative manner, discussing it with young
people in small groups or informal settings. Schools and
colleges can utilize chapels or guest lectures to engage
students with this topic. We should encourage our youth
to become role models in the use and development of
these technologies, especially for noble purposes. Many
universities have already taken steps to teach students
how to use these tools, but it is also important to priori-
tize ethical and moral discussions about their use.

Exercising common sense during the development
process of new tools is essential, especially in the context
of recent initiatives emerging in the evangelistic field of
the Seventh-day Adventist Church linked to AL In this
regard, Christian ethics play a crucial role, demanding
that professionals involved in the design and creation
of tools consider moral and spiritual principles in their
approaches. We can strive to humanize the experience
and interaction of users with AI systems while ensuring
a clear distinction between the identities of the commu-
nicating entities—whether they are machines or human
beings. It is crucial to acknowledge that AI tools are
subject to errors, as they operate based on probabilities.
Consequently, content should never be automatically
shared as an official church position without making sure
that the response is correct and in harmony with what the
Seventh-day Adventist Church officially affirms.
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The way Als, such as ChatGPT and Bard, train their
models using content available on the internet under-
scores the importance for the church to consistently
produce high-quality articles and content, making it
available on our websites. This is significant because
various themes of biblical interpretation and subjects
that are unique to Adventist theology are not readily
available from an Adventist perspective on the internet.
Sometimes, it is easier to find critical analyses produced
by theologians from other denominations regarding
Adventist interpretations than it is to find Adventist
interpretations themselves. Regular postings of high
quality articles on our websites will also aid in ranking
higher those sites on Google. This content will increas-
ingly be found not only by visitors to these sites, but also
through other means. This is why the church and their
members need to be active in digital ministry and need
to produce and post quality theological articles on their
websites (especially on websites that do not carry the
church’s name in the domain).

AT can also support the church in the communica-
tion of information and in reaching larger numbers of
people. We should not avoid or ignore AT simply because
there are numerous examples of misuse. Instead, it is
important to understand that the responsibility for an
ethical and proper use of these technologies falls on us,
as creators and users. We must comprehend that new
technologies lead to new behaviors, and new behaviors
provide new opportunities to spread the gospel to oth-
ers. Here is an illustration of how AI was used in the
Seventh-day Adventist Church in South America.

Through an AI called “Esperanca” (“hope) in
English), Novo Tempo (the Hope Channel in the South
American Division territory) has engaged with nearly
three hundred thousand people in studying the Bible
over the past four years. It was the first Adventist project
using Al for evangelistic purposes.'* People from over a
hundred different countries have gained a better under-
standing of biblical truths through a robot that responds
to common questions and interacts on social media with
individuals in Portuguese, Spanish, and English. Since
May 2019, over fourteen thousand people have decid-
ed to commit their lives to Christ after studying in this
unique way. Individuals from countries and regions that
otherwise would be extremely difficult and dangerous
for missionaries to reach have been reached because they
only require the basic prerequisite for studying: a social
network and interest.

Last year (2022), Esperanca began answering biblical
questions using AL It utilizes biblical texts and audio-
visual material produced by the Seventh-day Adventist
Church, and uses more than six thousand articles and
excerpts from the works of Ellen G. White to formulate
its responses and provide additional content to encourage
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users to continue studying. This is a small example of
how AI can and has been used in sharing the gospel.

One might question whether we are “robotizing” the
human mission, which should be the role of church mem-
bers. However, it is important to consider that such tools
are not meant to replace the personal mission assigned to
each Christian (Matthew 28:18-20), but rather to ampli-
fy it. We should also not forget that behind these tools
are people with their gifts and talents working to foster
and advance the mission of the church. The AI tool is
merely the means that is used in this endeavor. During
the process of studying with interested individuals, the
participation of church members is crucial in welcoming
and providing spiritual support for these potential new
converts. Just as the church has utilized various other
technological means to reach people, these tools cannot
replace the personal interaction and contact but serve as
catalysts to reach even more individuals for the kingdom
of Christ.

Every pastor, researcher, or educator should have at
least a basic understanding of Al tools like ChatGPT. If
youre not familiar with the tool, consider the possibility
of taking a basic course. You can use it effectively only if
you submit the right questions to AI. The more specific
your search questions are the more effective AI will be
in assisting in research, suggesting sermon themes, and
even aiding in the development of Bible studies. AI can
correct written texts, improve the language, or translate
text or spoken messages with high accuracy. While the
answers may not always be 100 percent precise (espe-
cially when texts from Ellen White are translated), these
tools generally have a high level of accuracy, and if used
appropriately, they can save a lot of effort and energy.

GiveltaTry

As previously discussed, there is a strong debate
regarding the potential of Al to replace jobs and profes-
sions in the future. However, it is a consensus that those
who fail to adapt and capitalize on the benefits of these
technologies will see their productivity decline compared
to those who have adapted. To illustrate it, consider the
difference in productivity between a professional food
delivery with a horse-drawn cart and another using a car.
Though they might perform similar tasks, the time to
achieve similar results will be drastically different.

Every pastor, researcher, or educator ought to pos-
sess at least a foundational understanding of Al tools
like ChatGPT. If unfamiliar with this tool, one might
contemplate enrolling in an introductory course. It is
hard to get good answers without knowing how to ask
the right questions to these tools (an example will be
provided later). Such technologies can significantly facil-
itate research, propose sermon themes, and even assist
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in creating Bible studies. They can correct both structure
and spelling of texts, modify language to be more acces-
sible or more academic, or translate with good accuracy.
Educators can employ this tool to easily correct academic
papers, for instance, by requesting the tool to critically
evaluate each assignment based on the Adventist per-
spective on the subject or by feeding it with the content
covered in class.

Another outstanding capability of generative Al is
to condense texts into their key points or to underscore
the most salient aspects. Consider summarizing several
pages of text into just one or two paragraphs. Al can also
offer creative ideas for thematic divisions when crafting
new materials. For example, if you are planning to write
a fifteen-chapter book on soteriology, ChatGPT can give
you ideas for what to cover in each chapter, keeping your
target audience in mind.

For educators, Als can help share knowledge by
offering ways to support students with special needs or
to teach a certain subject. They can make pictures, give
teaching examples, or even come up with deep thoughts
for big discussions. A teacher could use the tool to make a
test, just putting the content in and getting the questions
out. With its easy-to-use setup, lots of customization,
and a ton of data, AI can help anyone doing research on
any topic from start to finish. While answers might not
always hit the mark (especially concerning Ellen White),
these tools are usually remarkably accurate and, when
used wisely, can save a lot of time and energy.

Als can also help find solutions to problems in spe-
cific areas, evaluate the effectiveness of existing plans,
or even refine ideas that are not fully matured.' It is
essential to use these new technologies wisely in our
personal research. The results provided should only be
an initial step in the research process, and not treated as
the final word. We should not ignore the fact that, being
a generative tool, in many cases the responses provid-
ed by ChatGPT or any other generative platform may
not be 100 percent accurate. The availability of content
on the requested topic on the internet will likely affect
the precision.

Therefore, the work of researching external sources
and confirming results through other means becomes
crucial. Furthermore, a correct answer from a non-
denominational tool such as this may not necessarily
reflect our specific understanding of the topic. In the
research field, Google’s Bard, which is still in its testing
phase, and Microsofts Bing have an advantage over
ChatGPT (at least up to version 4) because they provide
some of the references used in creating the response.
Therefore, these tools are not only interesting for access-
ing a possibly different argumentation and approach,
but also for obtaining some references and bibliographic
information.”” Bard also has another advantage of being
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connected to the internet, which can assist in research-
ing recent topics. However, it is always interesting to
use more than one generative tool, as the answers and
approaches can vary.

On the other hand, ChatGPT (particularly its version
4) has been achieving notably superior results compared
to Bard and Bing currently. However, to get the most
out of this tool, it is important to know how to ask the
right prompts (commands). A simple tip is not merely to
ask a direct question, but also to provide a background,
context, or specific nuances you seek in the answer. Such
details will enhance the AT’s precision. If the response
does not meet your expectations, changing even a single
word in the question might produce a quite different and
possibly more fitting result. Yet, this is not always neces-
sary; expressing your dissatisfaction or further detailing
your request can deliver a more precise answer. Con-
cerning context and details, imagine you wish to draft
a brief Bible study on the gift of tongues for classroom
use. If you simply request verses addressing the gift of
tongues, you’ll obtain a basic list. If you quickly ask for
an analysis of these verses, the response might contradict
the traditional Adventist perspective. But for your study’s
objective, when posing your question, it is essential to be
more specific. For instance, you might input the follow-
ing prompt into ChatGPT: “Imagine you are an Adventist
theology college instructor. Your assignment is to craft
a Bible study with an introduction, five verses from the
Pauline epistles about the gift of tongues with individual
analyses of each, followed by five true-or-false questions
of a moderate-to-high level of difficulty. Conclude the
study with a Christocentric and missiological reflection,
linking it to the thirteenth Adventist belief: The Remnant
and Its Mission.” In this case, you could be more specific
with your request, like asking to include Greek words,
turning the study into a poem, or even adding fun riddles
in the questions. The possibilities are endless.

Many other AI tools are specifically designed for
research and can be very useful in academia or education
in general. For example, Consensus is a great tool for
finding relevant articles in a particular area of interest.
When conducting research, the tool provides a summary,
making it easier to assess relevance, provides some basic
information, and offers a link to the complete article.
Research Rabbit aids in the process of creating bibliog-
raphies, tracking citations, and generating summaries of
papers. Time-consuming processes in the production of
scientific articles can be streamlined through intelligent
tools.® To develop slide presentations, some tools are
available such as Gamma, beautiful.ai, tome.app, and
even PowerPoint’s own Copilot 365. Most of these tools
are paid and require a bit of practice to achieve mean-
ingful results.”” However, if you are not technologically
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proficient, just being familiar with ChatGPT or Google
Bard will significantly improve your research process.

What can Als not do? They will never replace the
need for human interaction, the importance of collective
Scripture study, biblical authority and centrality, and
the necessity to open the Bible and seek the true mean-
ing and significance of each passage, without external
interpretations. In spiritual terms, Al tools should not
overshadow our intrinsic need to meditate and reflect
on biblical topics or texts under the guidance of the Holy
Spirit when preparing some material. Although these
tools can craft entire sermons and articles, their primary
role should be supportive in their preparation, ensuring
that the connection and communion with God remain as
central elements of the whole process. Even if AI can pro-
vide insightful answers based on extensive databases, it
lacks the ability to discern the individual challenges and
needs of your congregation or classroom. It would not
know the peculiarities of each individual and, as a result,
what would be the most effective approach. At best, it can
only offer suggestions.

It is important to emphasize that we are still in the
early stages of the AI revolution, and new tools will be
launched in the future. It is crucial to have an evan-
gelistic-missionary perspective when considering the
new possibilities that will arise with these new Al tools.
How can we use this tool to better prepare ourselves
for preaching the gospel? Is there a way this tool can be
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SCRIPTURE APPLIED

Lessons from Matthew 24

Clinton Wahlen

atthew 24 and 25 are part of Jesus final discourse
Mthat began in Matthew 23." As He leaves the tem-

ple precincts for the Mount of Olives, Jesus predicts
the destruction of the temple. So several of the disciples
(Peter, James, John, and Andrew, according to Mark 13:3)
ask about the timing of this event and of His second com-
ing. The twofold structure of Jesus’ answer reflects the
twofold nature of the question.> This can be seen “from
the repetition of events at two different junctures of His
discourse, including the appearance of false Christs (Matt
24:5, 23-24) and false prophets (vv. 11, 24), tribulation
(vv. 9, 21), and various upheavals of nature (vv. 7, 29)”
The nearer events in connection with the destruction of
Jerusalem and the temple are signaled by references to
“these things” (vv. 2-3, 8, 33-34) and “this generation” (v.
34).* The more distant events of the second advent and
the end of the world are indicated by reference to “the
end of the age” (v. 3) and “those days” (vv. 22, 29).° Mat-
thew 24 can be outlined as follows, describing recurring
events that culminate with the second advent,® followed
by exhortations to be ready in the form of three parables
that bracket a warning about the days of Noah:

A Events preceding Jerusalem’s destruction (Matt
24:4-8)
B Tribulation/deception: false christs/proph-
ets (Matt 24:9-14),
C Abomination of Desolation (Matt 24:15-
20; cf. Dan 9:26-27; Luke 21:21-24)
B’ Tribulation/deception: false christs/proph-
ets (Matt 24:21-28)
A Events preceding the coming of the Son of Man
(Matt 24:29-31; cf. Dan. 7:14, 27)

1. Parable of the Fig Tree (Matt 24:32-35): two-
fold application; end of Jerusalem/world
Like the Days of Noah (Matt 24:36-41): coming of
the Son of Man

2. Parable of the Thief’s Coming (Matt 24:42-44):
coming of the Son of Man

3. Parable of the Faithful and Evil Servants (Matt
24:45-51): exhortation to faithfulness

Interpretation of Matthew 24
1. Verses1-8

o The disciples were so enamored with the magnif-
icence of the temple buildings that they failed to
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appreciate the truth of what Jesus had said about the
“house” or temple being left “desolate” (Matt 23:38),
so He had to reiterate the point in even stronger lan-
guage: “not one stone shall be left here upon another,
that shall not be thrown down” (Matt 24:2). These
words were heard by many and would later be mis-
construed against Him (Matt 26:61; cf. John 2:19).

o Many will come in Christ’s name, with presumed
messianic authority and false ideas (cf. 2 Cor 11:4).
In fact, in first-century Israel such pretenders prolif-
erated (Judas of Galilee, Theudas, James and Simon,
Eleazar son of Dineus, and others).” These continued
even after Jerusalem’s destruction in AD 70, includ-
ing Simon Bar Kokhba who led the second Jewish
revolt (AD 132-135).

o Wars are often preceded by increased instability in
society and in the world and such is what happened
leading up to the first Jewish revolt in AD 66. With-
in Israel there were rivalries with different factions
vying for power and, on a larger scale, AD 68-69
was the “Year of the Four Emperors” (Galba, Otho,
Vitellius, and Vespesian, who had led Roman forces
against the Jews).

o Jesus urged His followers not to be alarmed as if
the end had arrived, because more would need to
take place first, including “famines, pestilences,
and earthquakes in various places” (Matt 24:7). “All
these are the beginning of sorrows [Gk. odinon];
He said (v. 8). The Greek word dinén means “birth
pains” In other words, just as labor pains come in
waves, not all at once, so these types of events will
recur repeatedly.

o In fact, an even closer parallel may be suggested:
just as labor contractions increase in frequency and
severity, natural disasters, wars, and pestilences
can be expected to become more intense and wide-
spread, some even having a global impact.

2. Vlerses 9-14

o Jesus’ prediction of persecution soon met fulfillment
with the stoning of Stephen (Acts 7:59), the execu-
tion of James (Acts 12:2), and the widespread Jewish
opposition to the gospel. Nevertheless, despite being
“hated by all nations” for their Christian witness
(Matt 24:9) and even betrayed (v. 10) and “despised”
(1 Cor 1:28), the disciples of Jesus would be success-
ful in their mission to reach the world with the gos-
pel (Matt 24:14).
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False prophets were a persistent problem in biblical
history (e.g., Deut 13:1-3; Jer 14:14; 2 Cor 11:13),
and perhaps it should be no surprise that false teach-
ings generally appear whenever the truth becomes
especially prominent (cf. 1 John 4:1-3). The “many”
probably refer to deceivers both inside and outside
the church as prophet-claimants generally attract
widespread attention wherever they are.

Lawlessness refers to either an attitude of indiffer-
ence to or flagrant disregard of God’s law (cf. Matt
7:21, 23). It is the outward manifestation of an inner
rebellion against the moral restraint the Decalogue
provides.

Since God’s law is based on love, rejection of that law
leads to love growing cold and the death of a true
heart-based spirituality. The positive counterpart to
this is described as enduring “to the end” (Gk. telos),
which may refer to the end of ones life or to the pre-
dicted destruction of Jerusalem and its temple. A
very similar thought is expressed in the Discourse on
Discipleship (Matt 10:22).

Although verse 14 is frequently applied to the com-
pletion of the gospel commission before the end of
the world and is certainly applicable to our time, this
verse probably also applies to the rapid spread of the
gospel throughout the Roman world (Gk. oikou-
mené) by the apostolic church (cf. Col 1:23).

3. Verses 15-20

o Jesus now answers the disciples’ question regarding
the destruction of Jerusalem, using the language of
Daniel 9:26-27, which, quite astonishingly, predicts
a future destruction of “the city and the sanctuary”
following its restoration under Persian rule.®
Although Daniel’s little horn prophecy (Dan 7:8,
11, 20-21; 8:9, 12) is often applied to Antiochus IV
Epiphanes (cf. 1 Maccabees 1:54; Josephus, Jewish
Antiquities 12:320-322), Jesus indicates its fulfill-
ment is still future in His day.

There is no reason to doubt Jesus’ application of “the
abomination of desolation” to Jerusalem’s destruc-
tion following a Roman siege (Luke 21:20; cf. Dan
9:26). But this prophecy in Daniel has a broader sig-
nification (Dan 8:13; 9:27; 12:11), which Jesus also
hints at (see below and comments on vv. 21-28).
The Hebrew terms referred to in this prophecy, as
well as their use in the prophecies of Jeremiah and
Ezekiel regarding Jerusalem’s desolation by Baby-
lon (e.g., Jer 7:10, 31; Ezek 5:11; 7:20; 8:6, 14; Dan
9:11-17), suggest that both that destruction and the
one by Rome were a direct result of Israel’s persistent
rebelliousness and committing of abominations pro-
hibited by God. A similar situation led to the tem-
ple’s demise at Shiloh.’
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8

o Jesus' pronouncement of woes and His parting words

as He departed from the temple seem to mark the
time when the divine glory was again abandoning it
to destruction (Matt 23:38; John 1:14; cf. Ezek 10:18;
11:23; Hag 2:9).

The reference to “the abomination of desolation”
mentioned by Daniel as a sign likely refers to the
encroachment of Roman troops on “the holy city”
(Matt 4:5; 27:53) in AD 66 by Cestius Gallus and
their sudden, unexpected withdrawal (cf. Dan 9:26),
9as well as to the longer 1,260-year period of perse-
cution (alluded to in Matt 24:20, 29; cf. Dan 12:7-11)
that would precede the second advent (cf. 2 Thess
2:3-4).1

The hasty retreat of Cestius and the pursuit after
them by Jewish troops provided the golden opportu-
nity promised by Jesus for Christians to flee the city.
Josephus describes it this way: “Many of the most
eminent Jews swam away from the city, as from a
ship when it was going to sink?> According to Euse-
bius (Ecclesiastical History 3.5.3), Christians fled to
Pella in Perea.

The admonition to pray that one’s flight not be in
winter or on the Sabbath refers to circumstances that
would make escape from Jerusalem difficult, espe-
cially since this would largely be on foot with heavy
rains making some routes impassable. Additionally,
had it been necessary for Christians to flee on the
Sabbath, its observance, finding shelter, etc. might
have been difficult or impossible and would have
drawn attention to them at a time when they could
least afford it.

Jesus consistently upheld obedience to the law,
including the Decalogue (Matt 5:17; 19:18-19) and,
as Luke 4:16 indicates, habitually worshipped in the
synagogue on the Sabbath. Christians after Christ’s
death and resurrection continued to observe it (Luke
23:56; Acts 13:14, 42, 44; 16:13; 17:2; 18:4). In fact,
nowhere does the New Testament suggest a change
in how first-century Christians related to the sev-
enth-day Sabbath.

4. Verses 21-28

o Reference to “great tribulation” (v. 21) in “those

days” (v. 29) distinguishes this period of suffering
from the tribulation the disciples will face (v. 9; cf.
Matt 13:21) and assigns it to a later, more distant
time. The unusual string of negative particles (“no,
nor ever shall be,” Gk. oud’ ou mé genetai) suggests
an especially horrific period of persecution such that
God promises it will never be repeated.”

In view of Jesus previous reference to Daniel’s
prophecies and the importance of understanding
them (v. 15), there is a likely allusion here to the long
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period of persecution by the little horn that would
last 1,260 prophetic “days” or literal years (Dan 7:25;
12:7; Rev 12:6, 14), from AD 538 to 1798.

The parallel in Luke 21:23-24 confirms that refer-
ence is to a later period of persecution, following
“great distress in the land and wrath upon this peo-
ple,” the slaughter of Jews “by the edge of the sword,”
and their dispersion “into all nations” Only then is
reference made to “Jerusalem” in a figurative sense.
That is, God’s people “will be trampled” or perse-
cuted by Gentiles (unbelievers) “until the times of
the Gentiles are fulfilled” This language matches
the prophetic “trampling” of God’s people referred
to elsewhere (Dan 8:10; Rev 11:2, referring to “for-
ty-two months” of prophetic time).

Deceptions will multiply in order “to deceive, if pos-
sible, even the elect,” including claims that Christ has
appeared in some specific place, when, in fact, it is
to be as visible as “the lightning which flashes across
the whole sky from the east to the west” (Matt 24:27,
GNT). The only explicit “sign” of Christ’s coming is
given in verse 30: “They will see the Son of Man com-
ing on the clouds of heaven with power and great
glory” Such a sign cannot be counterfeited because
it includes the righteous dead being raised and trans-
formed with the righteous living to immortality and
caught up to meet the Lord in the air (1 Cor 15:52-
53; 1 Thess 4:16-17; cf. 2 Pet 3:10). By contrast, the
wicked will be destroyed by fire with the brightness
and glory of His coming (2 Thess 1:8-10; 2:8).
Prophecy, one of the more important gifts of the
Spirit (1 Cor 12:10, 28), is a special sign of God’s
remnant church (Rev 12:17; 19:10) given to counter-
act the demonic deceptions designed to deceive and
decimate God’s end-time people (2 Thess 2:9-11;
Rev 16:13-14). The “elect” (those who remain faith-
ful) will not be deceived because they understand,
believe, and obey the teachings of Jesus (Rev 14:12).

5. Verses 29-35

o The signs mentioned of the dark day and the stars
falling from heaven (Matt 24:29) occur near the
end of this long period of persecution, which was
shortened to some extent by the events of the Ref-
ormation (cf. Mark 13:24) and has been identified
by Seventh-day Adventists as beginning in AD 538
and ending in 1798, based on several mentions of a
1,260 prophetic day-year period in Bible prophecy
(Dan 7:25; 12:7; Rev 12:6, 14; 13:5). Importantly, “the
sequence sun-moon-stars is the same everywhere
these phenomena are mentioned” (see also Luke
21:25; Rev 6:12-13), suggesting that “a specific rather
than a more general fulfillment is expected.””
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o Although these signs were centered primarily in

North America,' it was precisely this sparsely pop-
ulated location prepared by God indicated in proph-
ecy for the remnant’s appearance (Rev 12:15-17).
Also not to be underestimated is the encouragement
these signs gave to the study of Daniel and Revela-
tion, leading to the rise of the Adventist movement
with its focus on the fulfillment of the final and lon-
gest time prophecy in Scripture, the 2,300 day-years
of Daniel 8:14, and to their conviction that the sec-
ond advent of Christ was near.

Daniel describes, as the result of the heavenly judg-
ment (Dan 7:9-10), “One like the Son of Man”
receiving “dominion and glory and a kingdom that
all peoples, nations, and languages should serve
Him” (Dan 7:13-14). So Jesus, having received the
kingdom because those who will compose it have
been identified through the judgment process,
comes “with power and great glory” (Matt 24:30) “to
give to every one according to his work” (Rev 22:12).
The mourning depicted in verse 30 (cf. Rev 1:7) indi-
cates regret by those who realize their eternal loss.
The angels’ gathering of the elect (cf. Matt 13:41-43)
is described as being “from the four winds” (cf. Rev
7:1)—that is, from the four directions of the compass
and from across the globe.

The first of three parables constitutes a kind of sum-
mary by Jesus of what He has explained in answer
to the disciples’ twofold question. The sign given by
the fig tree in putting forth leaves, showing that sum-
mer is near, illustrates how the signs Jesus has just
mentioned will signal the nearness of the two great
events—the imminent destruction of Jerusalem and
the second advent.

By “this generation” Jesus refers to those in Israel
who heard the gospel proclaimed by Jesus and the
apostles and rejected it. In Matthew “this genera-
tion” is always a negative reference to faithless Israel
(Matt 11:16; 12:39, 41-42, 45; 16:4; 17:17; 23:36) and
recalls the wilderness generation that perished after
forty years (Num 32:13; Ps 95:10). In a similar way,
the judgment on Jerusalem would occur forty years
after Jesus’ prediction, and is directly attributable to
their rejection of Jesus as the Messiah. Hope remains
for individual Jews who believe (Rom 11:23-24; Gal
3:27-29), but God’s purpose for raising up Israel as a
nation could be clearly seen by this event as having
come to an end.

A secondary application may be seen in connection
with the signs preceding the second advent. Just as
the destruction of the temple was preceded by the
sign of the abomination of desolation, so the sec-
ond advent is preceded by the sun-moon-stars signs.
In both cases, the signs were witnessed by a single
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generation, warning them that the predicted event
was near."”

6. Verses 36-41

o The shift from near demonstrative pronouns (“this
generation,” “these things”) to the far demonstrative
pronoun (“that day and hour”) signals that the more
distant events connected with the second advent are
primarily in view.

Interestingly, despite Jesus™ clear statement that “no
one knows” the time of His return, not even Jesus
Himself (cf. Mark 13:32), date-setting has never gone
away. Countless predictions of a given year (rather
than the day or the hour) being the year of Christ’s
return have come and gone. Speculation regarding
the time of the second advent distracts and detracts
from the work Jesus’ followers have been given of
spreading the gospel. Since Jesus, at least while on
earth, did not know the time of His return, He could
only answer the disciples’ question in a general way.
To their more specific question after His resurrec-
tion, Jesus had to remind them that only the Father
could reveal that (Acts 1:7). God reveals to us what
is best for us to know at any given time (Deut 29:29).
Although the time of the second advent has not been
disclosed, we can know that it is near. One of the
indications that Matthew has mentioned is in con-
nection with the long period of persecution and the
sun-moon-stars sign that came near the end of that
time period. Another indication given by Jesus is
that the world will resemble “the days of Noah” when
people were blissfully unaware that God’s judgment
on the world was imminent (Matt 24:37).

Although there is no explicit reference here to
the evil that existed in the antediluvian world, the
description in Genesis no doubt underlies Jesus’
statement. Wickedness was so pervasive that “every
intent of the thoughts of his [man’s] heart was only
evil continually” (Gen 6:5). However, even worse,
was the carrying on with everyday life (“eating and
drinking, marrying and giving in marriage”) as if all
this wickedness was normal. Thus, normalizing evil
within the context of this human activity becomes
the ironic prelude to sudden global destruction.

Just as the people of Israel were given forty years to
repent prior to the destruction in AD 70 prophe-
sied by Jesus, and the antediluvians were given 120
years to heed the preaching of Noah (Gen 6:3; cf. 2
Pet 2:5), after the signs signaling the nearness of the
second advent an even lengthier time for response to
the final gospel proclamation may be expected.

Jesus affirms both the historicity of Noah and the
historicity of Noah’s flood. He also compares this
event to His second advent, suggesting that both are

global cataclysmic events (Matt 24:27, 37, 39). This
conception is seen in other New Testament passag-
es also (2 Pet 3:3-7 makes a similar comparison of
these two events).!

People are pictured peacefully going about their
work, men in the field and women grinding at the
mill, with everyone completely oblivious to their
impending judgment. Those who are taken (being
gathered by the angels, v. 31) are saved, while those
who are left (as food for the eagles/vultures, v. 28)
are lost and punished (Matt 24:40-41, as the antedi-
luvians were who were left outside the ark in v. 39).
The parallel in Luke 17:34-37 is preceded by the sto-
ry of Lot: those who perish are left behind in Sod-
om, while angels take Lot and his family by the hand
and lead them safely away (Luke 17:28-30; cf. Gen
19:16).

Although some commentators applied the image of
being “taken” to argue for a “secret rapture;” there
is nothing secret about the second advent (vv. 27,
30-31); the point is that people will be taken by sur-
prise and so we should always be ready.

1. Verses 42-51
o The two parables that conclude the chapter empha-

size the importance of watching for the Lord’s return
and working faithfully until then. We are command-
ed to watch (v. 42) because we cannot know the exact
time. That is why His coming is likened to a thief—
not because it is secret, but because it will be sudden
and unexpected (vv. 43-44).

The New Testament makes very clear that, when
Jesus comes as a thief, everyone will know it.
Destruction will come suddenly, like labor pains (1
Thess 5:2-3). Peter says, “The heavens will pass away
with a great noise, and the elements will melt with
fervent heat; both the earth and the works that are
in it will be burned up” (2 Pet 3:10). And the book
of Revelation connects it with the seven last plagues
(Rev 16:15) and says that “every eye will see Him”
(Rev 1:7).

The final admonition to “be ready” refers to a con-
stant and perpetual state of readiness that results
from living, not for this world, but for the kingdom
of God and placing it first (Matt 6:33).

In the parable of the faithful and evil servants, both
are trusted because both are left unsupervised. But
only the faithful servant proves trustworthy—feed-
ing the household at the appropriate time and not
misusing the master’s goods. Yet, faithfulness earns
no merit. In the end, all the faithful will confess, “We
are unprofitable servants. We have done what was
our duty to do” (Luke 17:10).
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o The wicked servant’s behavior shows that he/she
experienced no real change of heart. Christian hyp-
ocrites are as bad, if not worse, than the hypocriti-
cal Pharisees because they claim to know Jesus and
have received more light. Therefore, they will receive
a similar punishment, summarized as “weeping and
gnashing of teeth” (Matt 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 25:30;
Luke 13:28) and suffering the destruction of “soul
and body” (Matt 10:28) in “everlasting fire” (Matt
18:8; 25:41, 46)..

Application of the Chapter

Some important lessons we may glean from Matthew
24 include:

1. Sometimes it is better to humbly listen and learn,
especially when God is speaking to us through His
Word. Otherwise, we may miss the message He has
for us.

2. Protection from deception, satanic influence, and
false ideas requires wisdom from God, gained pri-
marily through a Spirit-guided study of the Scrip-
tures (Matt 22:29; John 16:13).

3. While some societies offer comparative freedom of
religious expression and safety from reprisals, this
is never guaranteed in the Bible. As biblical prin-
ciples become increasingly unpopular, it is even
more important to find ways to express these prin-
ciples convincingly and to have the courage to voice
one’s convictions with love and wisdom rather than
to compromise in order to fit in with the spirit of
the times.

4.Jesus never suggests that the whole world will be
converted, but that the gospel message will be given
to all the world as a witness, just as the healed leper
was a witness to the priests (Matt 8:4)—possibly part
of the reason for “a great many” of them eventual-
ly becoming followers of Jesus (Acts 6:7). Similarly,
what we say and, even more importantly, how we say
it can make an important impact for the kingdom
of heaven.

5. The prophecies regarding the destruction of Jerusa-
lem by Babylon and by Rome (recall the preceding
comments on Matt 24:15) constitute a serious warn-
ing to God’s people today to avoid every form of sin
and abomination, especially in light of the fact that
one of end-time Babylon’s most prominent epithets
is “THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND OF THE
ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH” (Rev 17:5).

6. Miracles are not always a sure sign of God’s working
but must be tested by whether the message accom-
panying them is in accordance with the Bible or not
(Deut 13:1-4).
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7. With the words, “Heaven and earth will pass away,
but My words will by no means pass away” (Matt
24:35), Jesus underscores the absolute and inviolable
nature of the prophetic word. Prophecy is one of the
surest indications of God’s existence and the truth-
fulness of the Bible (Isa 46:9-10; 2 Pet 1:19-21). As
Jesus also affirmed, “the Scripture cannot be broken”
(John 10:35). Thus, we are warned against any sugges-
tion that parts of God’s word can be safely ignored.

8. Jesus says quite clearly, “The Son of Man is coming
at an hour you do not expect” and therefore urges us
to “be ready” (Matt 24:44). We should keep in mind
that not only were the antediluvians surprised by the
flood despite the preaching of Noah, Jesus’ disciples
were also surprised by His suffering and death even
though He had clearly warned them three times
what was about to happen. It behooves us, then, to
learn the lesson from their experience and take Jesus’
prediction here more seriously.

9.In the final parable of Matthew 24, Jesus makes clear
that the way to be ready for His return is to be always
faithful as His followers. The servant is wise because
he is faithful to his master.

Clinton Wahlen
Associate Director of the
Biblical Research Institute
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be delivered (e.g., Ps 37:39; Isa 33:2; Jer 14:8; 15:11; 30:7).

' For historical justification for these dates, see Heinz Schaidinger,
Historical Confirmation of Prophetic Periods, Biblical Research Institute
Release 7 (Silver Spring, MD: Biblical Research Institute, 2010), 28-29,
33. Cf. Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages (Mountain View, CA: Pacific
Press, 1898), 631: “For more than a thousand years such persecution as
the world had never before known was to come upon Christ’s followers.
Millions upon millions of His faithful witnesses were to be slain. Had
not God’s hand been stretched out to preserve His people, all would have
perished. ‘But for the elect’s sake, He said, ‘those days shall be shortened’
[Matt 24:22]” (brackets supplied).

!> Wahlen, “Have the Signs in the Sun, Moon, and Stars Already
Happened?,” 287.

!¢ Ibid. (referring to the “Dark Day” of May 19, 1780, and the great Leonid
meteor shower of November 13, 1833).

17See J. Robert Spangler, ed., “Questions and Answers on Doctrinal Issues,”
Ministry (October 1980), 30.

'8 Further, see Clinton Wahlen, “Matthew and the Genesis Creation,” in
The Genesis Creation Account and Its Reverberations in the New Testament,
ed. Thomas R. Shepherd (Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press,
2022), 168.
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BOOK REVIEW

Does the Bible Support Same-Sex Marriage? 21
Conversations from a Historically Christian View

Frank M Hasel

it T Does the Bible Support
BIBLE SUPPORT Same-Sex Marriage? 21
SAME-SEX Conversations from a
MARRIAGE? Historically Christian View
" Preston Sprinkle.

Colorado Springs, CO:
David C. Cook, 2023.
237 pp.

USD 19.99.

21 CONVERSATICONS FROM A
ALY ETRISTIAN VIEW

books that address the issue of homosexuality from

a biblical-Christian perspective. The recent book
by Preston Sprinkle, Does the Bible Support Same-Sex
Marriage?, stands out from the crowd for several import-
ant reasons. For one, Preston Sprinkle is a gifted writer
and New York Times bestselling author who is not just
knowledgeable about the subject on the theoretical and
theological level, but also brings with him a wealth of
practical engagement with people who identify them-
selves as gay. He has spent a good chunk of his life
engaging the LGBTQ conversation and is the president
of the Center for Faith, Sexuality, and Gender that seeks
to provide theologically sound teaching and practical
guidance on questions related to sexuality and gender.
He has authored or edited a number of related books, like
People to Be Loved: Why Homosexuality Is not Just an
Issue (2015); Living in a Gray World: A Christian Teen'’s
Guide to Understanding Homosexuality (2015); Two Views
on Homosexuality, the Bible, and the Church (Counter-
points: Bible and the Church) (2016); and more recently,
Embodied: Transgender Identities, The Church and What
the Bible Has to Say (2021).

But more than his reputable knowledge, Sprinkle in
this book displays a rare virtue in his use of language and
in the conciliatory spirit in which he engages the reader
in the conversation. Throughout the entire book, one can
tell that he tries hard to ensure that he represents oppos-
ing views with honesty, integrity, and charity (p. 13), and
I think he succeeded admirably. What makes this book

There are available on the market a fair number of
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so valuable is his ability to present sensitive subjects
and controversial positions in an accessible and well-
informed manner. The content is written in such a
way that people who have not immersed themselves in
the extensive research of the subject can nevertheless
easily follow the discussion. He also presents current
scholarship respectfully and engages recent proposals
and positions in a thoughtful and fair manner.

To deal with such a theological and ethical hot potato
that is one of the most divisive issues the Christian church
faces today requires not only competence but humility
and honesty. Sprinkle brings both to the discussion and
he excels in dealing with the sensitive and controversial
subject with keen acuity of its various perceptions and an
awareness of the multifaceted dimensions that are part of
this topic. His ability to present complex and often load-
ed subjects in a theologically responsible and yet highly
readable manner is a rare quality that is often missing in
the current debate. This is important because the manner
in which we hold and present our biblical views is at least
as important as what we believe.

For this reason, Sprinkle has dedicated the first intro-
ductory chapter to the important question of how we can
have fruitful conversations on contentious topics—not
just on homosexuality (Foundation 1, pp. 17-33). He lays
out some basic principles that will foster an effective con-
versation. In chapter 2 he presents a detailed and helpful
description of the historical Christian view of marriage
(Foundation 2, pp. 35-63). With this foundation he then
engages in twenty-one conversations about different
arguments against the traditional view of marriage (pp.
65-237). These twenty-one chapters are conversations,
rather than dogmatic pronouncements or sly arguments.
Every chapter follows the same pattern: a) it starts with
a short but fair summary of the argument in favor of a
same-sex relationship or an argument against traditional
marriage; b) the next step is where Sprinkle mentions
points of agreement. Here the author seeks to point out
common ground and legitimate concerns in each pre-
sented position. And ¢) a thoughtful response is provid-
ed for each perspective that makes clear why the author
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thinks that to affirm God’s blessing on same-sex marriage
is not the best interpretation of Scripture.

The prominent arguments proposed in support of
same-sex marriage that Sprinkle addresses in these chap-
ters are: “Sex Difference is Described, Not Prescribed, in
Scripture” (Conversation 1); “One Flesh’ Does Not Imply
Sex Difference” (Conversation 2); “No One Actually
Believes in ‘Biblical Marriage” (Conversation 3); “Paul
Was Not Talking About Consensual Same-Sex Rela-
tionships” (Conversation 4); “Romans 1 Is Condemning
Excessive Lust, not Same-Sex Love” (Conversation 5);
“The Biblical Writers Didn’t Know About Sexual Orien-
tation” (Conversation 6); “Romans 1:26 Isn’t Referring to
Female Same-Sex Sexual Orientation” (Conversation 7);
“The Word Homosexual Was Added to the Bible in 1946”
(Conversation 8); “The Biblical Writers Were Products
of Their Homophobic and Patriarchal Culture” (Con-
versation 9); “Jesus Never Mentioned Homosexuality”
(Conversation 10); “Paul Said It’s Better to Marry Than
to Burn (1 Cor. 7)” (Conversation 11); “Jesus’ Sabbath
Hermeneutic Informs How We Should Interpret Same-
Sex Prohibitions” (Conversation 12); “God’s Acceptance
of Gentiles Mirrors How We Should Accept LGB People”
(Conversation 13); “The Trajectory of Women and Slav-
ery Justifies Same-Sex Prohibitions” (Conversation 14);
“The Traditional View of Marriage Is Harmful Toward
Gay and Lesbian People” (Conversation 15); “Some Peo-
ple Are Born Gay, So It Must Be Okay” (Conversation
16); “Same-Sex Marriage Is on the Right Side of History”
(Conversation 17); “Christians Are Hypocritical” (Con-
versation 18); “Love is Love” (Conversation 19); “It’s an
Agree-to-Disagree Issue” (Conversation 20); and “The
Traditional Sexual Ethic Is Not Livable for LGB People”
(Conversation 21). In addressing these challenging ideas,
Sprinkle has not shied away from tackling some of the
most difficult topics that have been promoted in support
of same-sex marriages with understanding and grace
without compromising the biblical and historical Chris-
tian view of marriage.

Sprinkle is an engaging author who at times uses
humor to make a point, without thereby denigrating any
opposing view. His honesty in grappling with difficult
questions is admirable and it is encouraging to see where
he is humble enough to admit that he changed his posi-
tion in light of more thorough and convincing research.
This lends credibility to his case. His profound sympathy
for those who have suffered through loveless acts and
insensitive communication or who have experienced
degrading attitudes towards gay people fosters sensibility
in our understanding of their views and helps to connect
with greater sensitivity to those with whom we might dif-
fer. This becomes visible not only throughout the entire
book but is highlighted in the final chapter that deals with
the challenging view that the traditional Christian sexual
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ethic is unlivable for LGB people. Rather than ending the
chapter by presenting his perspective, the author deliber-
ately gives room to reflect our view of things and invites
the readers to craft their own responses to it.

The thoughtful and tactful responses to tough ques-
tions create an atmosphere where the reader can reflect
on his/her own perspective and even prejudices and
provides a much-needed example of how a conversation
about same-sex marriages should be conducted. An
important contribution Sprinkle makes in this book is his
focus on the traditional-Christian meaning of marriage
and how it impacts our understanding of the discussion.
He repeatedly brings this biblical view of marriage into
proper perspective and compares alternative models of
living together with what the text of Scripture teaches
about marriage and what is affirmed from a historically
Christian view. For him the question about same-sex
sexual relations is primarily a question about the nature
of marriage (p. 146), which leads to the subsequent
question: “What is the marital and sexual ethic that God
calls all his covenant people to follow?” (p. 172). Sprinkle
upholds what historical Christianity and Judaism have
affirmed throughout the centuries—namely, that in order
to form a “one-flesh” union according to the Creator’s
design, the two persons need to be human, and they need
to be sexually different (p. 41). He also points out that
marriage in the Christian tradition symbolizes the unity
between God and His people, which is an important pur-
pose that same-sex marriage cannot fulfill.

There is one area in which his reasoning is not as
strong and convincing as in the rest of his otherwise
excellent and very readable book, and that is when he
briefly presents the Sabbath as not mandatory for Chris-
tians today. Here Sprinkle’s reasoning could be even more
stringent and biblically astute. To depict the Sabbath and
the keeping of the Sabbath (cf. pp. 157-165, 215, 223), as
something that isn’t mandatory for Christians (p. 223) or
as something where Jesus and the biblical writers applied
humanitarian exceptions to the rule (p. 158, 162) does
not do justice to a careful biblical study of the Sabbath in
Scripture. The insights from careful recent biblical schol-
arship on this question could broaden Sprinkle’s horizon
on the enduring validity and significance of the Sabbath,
which was instituted by God together with marriage in
Eden.! But even with this caveat, he is certainly right in
pointing out in his chapter on the Sabbath hermeneutics
that any view that assumes that marriage is primarily
for companionship and to solve the problem of human
loneliness reflects a reduced and secular view of marriage
rather than a biblical one. He writes, “Companionship is
part of how the Bible describes marriage, but there are
other, more fundamental purposes of marriage. God
didn’t design marriage to be the solution to loneliness.
Humans can live without sex. But we can't live without
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love and intimacy. And until the church understands
the difference, we will continue to fail our gay and same-
sex attracted (and all our single) brothers and sisters”
(pp. 165-166). That marriage and sex are not essential
to human flourishing, as he capably outlines already
on pages 50-52, is a thought that is worth pondering
more deeply for our understanding of marriage and
human relations.

The usefulness of the book would have been enhanced
with an author and Scripture index at the end of the book.
Some of these details aside, the book is a gem and should
be on the desk of every pastor or anyone who is following
this thoughtful debate. It is highly recommended.

Frank M. Hasel

Associate Director of the
Biblical Research Institute

Endnotes

! See the discussion in Sigve K. Tonstad, The Lost Meaning of the Seventh
Day (Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 2009), and more
recently the two excellent volumes by Daniel Bediako and Ekkehardt
Mueller, eds., The Sabbath in the Old Testament and the Intertestamental
Period: Implications for Christians in the Twenty-First Century (Silver
Spring, MD: Biblical Research Institute, 2021); and Ekkehardt Mueller
and Eike Mueller, eds., The Sabbath in the New Testament and in Theology:
Implications for Christians in the Twentieth Century (Silver Spring, MD:
Biblical Research Institute, 2023).

The records of sacred history are written, not merely that we

may read and wonder, but that the same faith which wrought in

God’s servants of old may work in us. In no less marked manner

will the Lord work now, wherever there are hearts of faith to be

channels of His power.
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Ellen G. White, Prophets and Kings, 175.
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Biblical Theological Retreat - Jerusalem 2023

publishing houses from the South American Division (SAD) for a Biblical-Theological Retreat in Israel. Interacting
with the theology teachers from all the schools of SAD provided good opportunities to get to know each other bet-
ter and to discuss important issues pertaining to their work in the classroom, research, and teaching.

From July 3 - 10, 2023 the Biblical Research Institute met with the theology teachers and representatives of the

—— — —

Fig. 1. The BRI team: Alberto Timm, Elias Brazil de Souza, Frank Hasel, Clinton Wahlen, Daniel Bediako (from left to right)
(Photo Credit: Marcio Tonetti).

BRI-SAD

BIBLICRL THMEDLOGEICRL RETRERY
ISRAEL-2023

Fig. 2. The theology teachers of SAD at the Adventist Study Center in Jerusalem (Photo Credit: Magdiel Perez Schulz).
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NEW RELEASE

New Release!

AMILY: With Contemporary Issues on Marriage and Parenting concludes the three-volume series on marriage and
sexuality published by the Biblical Research Institute. Some topics that are addressed in the book are: “Romantic/
Love Marriages and Arranged Marriages: Biblical and Sociocultural Perspectives,” “Child Marriage,” “Incest,”

» «

“Sexuality, Marriage, Divorce, and Remarriage in the Writings of the Early Adventists and Ellen G. White,” “Bride-Price
and Dowry,” “Genetically Engineered Embryos,” “Surrogate Motherhood,” and “How Parents Can Live and Model a
Contagious Spiritual Life;” among many other important subjects. A major goal of this volume is to bring clarity to these
challenging topics and thus help readers deal with issues regarding family and sexuality based on the authority of God’s

Word.

BEIBLICAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE
STUDIES IN BIBELICAL ETHICS

VOLUME 3

Family
WITH CONTEMPORARY
ON MARRIAGE AND PARENTING

Ekkehardt Mueller

Elias Brasil de Souza
EDITORS
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EDITOR'S PICK

Available Now!

God
Witk

An Introduction
to Adventist
Theology

John C. Peckham

God With Us: An Introduction to Adventist Theology

The General Conference Biblical Research Institute (BRI) and Andrews University have partnered to published a new
book by John C. Peckham titled God With Us: An Introduction to Adventist Theology for general and classroom readers
that theologically examines each of the Adventist church’s fundamental beliefs.

The title of Peckham’s book beautifully describes the organizing principle behind his treatment of Adventist doctrine
and shows that, in the most profound way, every aspect of foundational biblical theology, as understood by Adventists,
is framed by God’s desire to be with and for His people. We see that most obviously in Creation, the Incarnation,
the Sabbath, the Second Coming, the Sanctuary and in every other aspect of our Fundamental Beliefs. Peckham’s
insightful interaction with other theological positions gives the reader a deeper understanding of the beauty, coherence,
and uniqueness of Adventist theology. His book will be a significant reference point for Adventist theology for years
to come.

Author: John C. Peckham

Can be ordered at Andrews University Press and on Amazon.com
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Index to Reflections

The first issue of Reflections was published in January
2003. Since then, we've published many articles. While it's
possible to use Acrobat to simultaneously 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.

If you wish to search simultaneously all past issues
of the newsletter for one word or phrase in Acrobat, you
must download from the BRI website:

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.

Click here to download the Index
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Manuscript Policy

Articles important for Adventist theology are written
at the invitation of BRI and should be sent by email attach-
ment to the editor at brinewsletter@gc.adventist.org

Permissions

Material may be used for preaching and public
presentations and may be reprinted by official entities
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church if the Biblical
Research Institute is indicated as the source. Translated
articles should be reviewed by the appropriate Biblical
Research Committee prior to publication.
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