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Lord, nor faint when you are rebuked by Him….” (12:2-5). When 
your burdens seem heavier than you can bear, remember Jesus and 
the passion of the cross. Pray to your Father for help with the as-
surance that he hears and then, as Jesus did, turn to face the ex-
perience of obedience with a resolve to endure until it is finished.

The Shamefulness of It All—“The Scandalization  
of the Christ”

A second measure of the depth of suffering experienced by Jesus 
has been titled by scholars the “scandalization of the Christ”—so-
called because in his conversation with the disciples just before de-
parting for the Garden of Gethsame Jesus uses the word skandalizo, 
translated “offended” in the King James Version. “Then Jesus said to 
them, All of you will be offended because of Me this night. For it is 
written, ‘I will smite the Shepherd, and the sheep of the flock shall 
be scattered abroad’” (Matt. 26:31). Other versions translate the 
word “turn against” (ISV) or “fall away” (NIV). During this conversa-
tion, Jesus is emphatic that “all” of the disciples would scandalize 
“this night,” fulfilling Zechariah’s prophecy that the sheep would 
be scattered (13:7). He would be left to suffer alone. Peter was the 
most “vehement” among them in declaring that he would never be 
“scandalized” and, if need be, he would be a “cosufferer” in the final 
fate of Jesus. Rebuked and told that he would deny three times dur-
ing the evening, Peter insisted “though I should die with You, yet 
will I not deny You.” He was not alone in his protesting. Matthew 
reports, “All the disciples also said the same” (26:31-35). Just a few 
hours later in the garden Matthew tersely notes, “Then all the dis-
ciples forsook him, and fled” (26:56b). 

Death is sad, although it is ennobling to witness the ending 
of a life well-lived. The departure of those who die at peace with 
God and man and with a strong hope of glory elicits grief to be 
sure, but our sadness mingles joyfully with warm memories and 
confident hopes of reunion. On the other hand, the brutal and 
unjust killing of an innocent is heart-rending. Remembering the 
Savior dying in agony, abandoned by all of his dearest and closest 
friends, is scandalous. 

Thankfully, the gospel accounts provide a second and softer 
lesson to be learned from the scandalization of the apostles. Fol-
lowing close on Jesus’ forewarning that all of the disciples would 
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be offended was an assurance that they would have a second 
chance. He told them: “But after I have risen again, I will go be-
fore you into Galilee” (Matt. 26:32). That promise was gloriously 
confirmed by an angel at the empty tomb who told Mary Mag-
dalene and Mary the mother of James, “But go tell His disciples 
and Peter that He goes before you into Galilee. There you will see 
Him, as He said to you” (Mark 16:7). In the midst of Peter’s ear-
lier vehement insistence that he would follow Jesus to the death, 
the Lord assured him that indeed he would follow later—a prom-
ise Peter probably did not fully understand until his own violent 
death approached: “Whither I go, thou canst not follow now; but 
thou shalt follow afterwards” (John 13:36). In his last meal with 
his disciples before his passion began, Jesus promised the apostles 
that their future would be glorious, seated on thrones judging Is-
rael (Luke 22:28-30). But before reaching that exalted end, he had 
told them earlier, they must face without fear being brought “into 
the synagogues, and before rulers and authorities” (Luke 12:11). 
After their disgrace, they did, in fact, spend their remaining years 
serving sacrificially and dying gloriously. 

The scandalization narrative thus offers hope to all of us who 
shamefully turn our backs on the suffering Savior. Desertion 
can be pardoned. There is a second chance. Jesus’ disciples could 
hardly have imagined what awaited them when they so vocifer-
ously pledged to follow him to their death. With varying degrees 
of credibility, tradition tells stories of their sufferings and deaths 
that suggest that they did have the privilege of dying for Christ. In 
all probability, in the fifty years following the crucifixion of Christ, 
the “all” who had scandalized him in the Garden of Gethsemane 
were crucified, fed to wild beasts, and beheaded in Jerusalem, 
Rome, Persia, Turkey, India, and elsewhere. As for Peter, told by 
Jesus that “you will follow after,” a strong tradition affirms that he 
died in October a.d. 64 during the celebration of the Emperor’s 
Holiday, three months after a fire that destroyed much of Rome. 
By his own request he was crucified upside down to reflex glory 
on his friend and Savior. In his Letter to the Corinthians, written 
at the end of the first century, Clement of Rome, who almost cer-
tainly had known the Apostle Peter, wrote: “Let us take the noble 
examples of our own generation. Through jealousy and envy the 
greatest and most just pillars of the Church were persecuted, and 
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came even unto death…Peter, through unjust envy, endured not 
one or two but many labours, and at last, having delivered his tes-
timony, departed unto the place of glory due to him.”4 The long 
train of those who died as “faithful witnesses” in the early cen-
turies of Christianity followed in the steps of the New Testament 
martyrs—Stephen, James the brother of John, and Antipas of Per-
gamum (Rev. 2:13), and those who had scandalized the Savior dur-
ing his passion. The records of early Christianity are also replete 
with tales of those who in weakness “lapsed” during persecution 
only to be afterward emboldened to embrace lives of service, hard-
ship, and death. Moments of shame and scandal have often been 
followed by lives of service and triumphant deaths. 

The Triumphant Crucifixion
Who He Was—The King of Kings. Another view of the crucifix-

ion scene is made most explicit in the Gospel of John. He writes 
of the passion narrative with a different tone, conveying different 
truths. Throughout the crucifixion drama John tells an awe-in-
spiring story of the Prince of Peace willingly enduring the indig-
nity and pain of the cross. The chronicle of the Lord’s suffering on 
the cross is moving; viewing the Son of God self-consciously and 
regally enduring the indignity and agony of the cross is inspiriting. 
Jesus repeatedly affirmed that he did not have to die. He told his 
disciples earlier in his ministry: “Therefore My Father loves Me, 
because I lay down My life so that I might take it again. No one 
takes it from Me, but I lay it down from Myself. I have authority 
to lay it down, and I have authority to take it again. I have received 
this commandment from My Father” (John 10: 17-18). It is true 
that the death of Jesus was necessary for the fulfillment of proph-
ecy, and it prepared him to be a perfect High Priest because dur-
ing his tribulation he experienced obedience, but, nonetheless, he 
endured the ordeal voluntarily. 

 At the beginning of the passion ordeal, Jesus explained to his 
disciples the glory of the events that were about to take place: “The 
hour has come that the Son of Man should be glorified. Truly, truly, 
I say to you, Unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, 
it abides alone; but if it dies, it brings forth much fruit. He who 
loves his life shall lose it. And he who hates his life in this world 
shall keep it to life eternal” (John 12:23-25). In the end, Jesus’ very 
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human plea, “Father, save Me from this hour,” was overwhelmed 
by his divine wish, “Father, glorify Your name” (see John 12: 27, 28). 

Throughout the passion narrative in the Gospel of John, Jesus is 
the wounded in command of every scene. When the arresting band, 
accompanied by Judas and equipped with weapons and torches, 
finds him in the garden, it is Jesus who directs the action: “Then 
Jesus, knowing all things that were coming upon Him, went out 
and said to them, Whom do you seek? They answered Him, Jesus of 
Nazareth. Jesus said to them, I AM! And Judas who betrayed Him 
also stood with them. Then as soon as He had said to them, I AM, 
they went backward and fell to the ground” (John 18:4-6). When 
Peter draws his sword and cuts off the ear of Malchus, the servant 
of the high priest, Jesus tells his disciple and companion, “Put up 
your sword again into its place; for all who take the sword shall per-
ish with a sword. Do you think that I cannot now pray to My Father, 
and He shall presently give Me more than twelve legions of angels? 
But how then shall the Scriptures be fulfilled, that it must be so?” 
(Matt. 26:52-54). It was then that “all the disciples fled, forsaking 
him” (Matt. 26:56b). He then set his face toward fulfilling his pro-
phetic destiny alone, but he did it not by compulsion but by choice.

In the interrogations that followed, Jesus did not grovel or plead 
that his life be spared, he spoke with authority. Ordered by Annas 
to disclose his teachings, he replied, “I spoke openly to the world. 
I always taught in the synagogue and in the temple, where the 
Jews always resort, and I have said nothing in secret. Why do you 
ask Me?” (John 18:20-21). Pressed by the Sanhedrin to tell them 
whether he was the Messiah so that they could entrap him, he re-
plied, “If I tell you, you will not believe. Also if I ask you, you will 
not answer Me nor let Me go. From now on the Son of Man shall sit 
at the right hand of the power of God” (Luke 22:67-68). 

 John reports extensively on the exchanges between Jesus and 
Governor Pontius Pilate. On first encounter the two exchanged 
philosophical remarks about truth and the nature of Christ’s king-
dom, which Jesus ended with the assertion, “Everyone who is of the 
truth heareth My voice” (18:37b). Pressed by Jewish leaders to cru-
cify Jesus and shocked by the bloody frenzy of the growing mob, 
in a second encounter with Jesus Pilate quizzically asks, “Whence 
art thou?” (19:9). When Jesus “gave him no answer,” Pilate asked: 
“Do you not speak to me? Do you not know that I have authority to 
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crucify you, and I have authority to release you?” With the strik-
ing voice of power Jesus answered, “You could have no authority 
against Me unless it were given to you from above” (19:9-11).

As Jesus made his way to Golgotha, he instructed the “Daugh-
ters of Jerusalem” not to weep for him, but to save their tears for 
the coming cataclysmic destruction of the city (Luke 23:28-31). In 
the accounts of Luke and John, on the cross Jesus maintained a 
calm demeanor. He asked his Father to forgive the soldiers parting 
his raiment, “for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34), as-
sured one of the criminals by his side that “Today you shall be with 
Me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43), and directed “the disciple whom he 
loved” to care for his mother (John 19: 26-27). Finally, in an utter-
ance recorded only in the Gospel of John, Jesus triumphantly an-
nounced that the ordeal was over and his mission accomplished: 
“It is finished” (19:30). 

Thus ends the story of a victorious death; proclaimed complet-
ed by the Savior who had finished his work of redemption. The 
Lord of Lords laid down his life freely. It is an obituary fit to inspire 
others to face hardship and death with dignity. A mighty host of 
followers have lived and died triumphantly following the example 
of Jesus.

Why He Did It—The Sacrificial Lamb. Finally, this story of trag-
edy and triumph on the cross grasps our attention because it is an 
historical event that involves each of us personally. The enigmatic 
question posed by the crucifixion drama is “why?” Why did our 
Messiah and King die so ingloriously? In the early years of Chris-
tianity that “why” proved to be a formidable stumbling block to 
those who rejected Jesus as the Christ, and it became an irresist-
ible magnet drawing those who believed.

History is cluttered with tales of the heroic deaths by men and 
women who gave their lives for loved ones, or for the oppressed, 
or for nation and comrades. Such heroism, notes the Apostle Paul 
in Romans 5:7, is rare and much to be admired: “For one will with 
difficulty die for a righteous one, yet perhaps one would even dare 
to die for a good one.” But this biblical commentary on heroism is 
bracketed by the redemptive meaning of the crucifixion of Christ: 
“For we yet being without strength, in due time Christ died for the 
ungodly… But God commends His love toward us in that while we 
were yet sinners Christ died for us (Rom. 5:6, 8).
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Jesus died of his own will, and in obedience to the will of his 
father, to rescue the crazed mob who screamed “crucify him.” He 
suffered and died for the ignorant, wicked rabble who ridiculed 
him. Nearing the violent end of his own life, the Apostle Paul mar-
veled that Jesus was crucified for him—a blasphemer, a persecu-
tor, and a “violent man.” He wrote to his young comrade Timothy, 
“Faithful is the Word and worthy of all acceptance, that Christ 
Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief” 
(1 Tim. 1:15). For all of Paul’s horrendous misdeeds as a zealous 
persecutor, surely history is overflowing with worse villains, but 
none were more reprehensible to Paul himself. Each person pres-
ent in this assembly knows best and regrets most deeply his or her 
own darkest thoughts and deeds. I know my sins better than those 
of the world’s most notorious miscreant. Each of us this evening 
should marvel, along with Paul, that the passion of Christ trans-
pired because of me. 

Some months ago, I read a poignant obituary in the New York 
Times. It told the life story of a heroic American pilot during World 
War II who later in his life became a successful businessman. In 
1944, his P-38 fighter plane was shot down over a remote jungle 
in New Guinea. Badly injured when he bailed out, he managed to 
survive for three months in the tropical rain forest before he was 
discovered by a group of natives. They took him to their village 
where they fed him, nursed his injuries, and protected him from 
Japanese search parties who twice came to the village looking for 
him. Rescued after about six months by a group of Australian 
commandos, he returned to the U. S. a hero. 

After becoming a successful business man, he began raising 
funds to help the villagers who had rescued him. Over a period of 
three decades he returned many times to visit the village, provid-
ing funds to build the first school and medical clinic ever to exist 
for hundreds of miles. After his retirement, he and his wife lived 
for two years in the village, serving in the school and clinic. On his 
last visit to the island, the natives built a sedan chair and carried 
him on their shoulders to view the remains of his airplane which 
they had found deep in the jungle. 

Shortly before his death, the benevolent hero was interviewed 
by a New York Times reporter who had learned about the story of 
his extraordinary devotion to the village in New Guinea. “Why,” 
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the reporter asked, “have you devoted so much of your life to help-
ing these people?” His answer stuck in my mind. “They saved my 
life,” he replied. “How could I not help them?”

As we depart this evening, let us reflect reverently on the death 
of the Son of God who of his own will suffered unthinkable in-
dignity and excruciating pain to save us from our darkest jungles, 
protect us from our enemies, wash away our wounds, and show us 
the way to safety. My journey with Jesus for the past 70 years has 
sometimes been wearisome and arduous, leading me down weary 
miles on dusty roads in the United States and abroad, though I 
have rarely been threatened or abused. But, if you ask me tonight, 
as I have often been asked by academic colleagues in universities 
where I have taught: “Why have you devoted so much of your time 
and energy trying to advance the cause of Jesus Christ?” my an-
swer is simple: “He saved my life. How could I not serve him?”

Notes
1. The literature on this subject is so vast that I have listed a limited 
number of references. Brown’s bibliography is an excellent starting 
place for further study. For his General Bibliography listing, see 
vol. I, pp. 94-106.

2. The scriptural texts for the stages of the passion narrative are: 
Jesus Prays and Is Arrested in Gethsemane (Mark 14:26-52; Matt. 
26:30-56; Luke 22:39-53; John 18:1-11); Jesus Before the Jewish Au-
thorities (Mark 14:53-64; Matt. 26:57-27:10; Luke 22:54-55, 66-71; 
John 18:12-25); Jesus Before Pilate, the Roman Governor (Mark 
15:2:20a; Matt. 27:11-31a; Luke 23:2-25; John 18:28b-19:16a); Jesus 
is Crucified and Dies on Golgotha (Mark 15:20b-41; Matt. 27:31b-
56; Luke 23:26-49; John 19:16b-37).

3. In this presentation all scriptural citations are from the Modern 
King James Version unless otherwise noted.

4. Clement of Rome, “Letter to the Corinthians” 5, in Early Chris-
tian Writings. 2001 <http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/
text/1clement-roberts.html>.
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Death to Sin
Buried with Him Through Immersion  

into Death
Tom Hamilton

Since we have some good friends whose dog is named “Bogo,” it 
took me a while to realize that advertisements that boasted BOGO! 
meant “Buy One Get One” free. Everybody loves a bargain! Just 
think, the chance to buy twice as much of something you don’t need 
to begin with, while throwing away your money only half as quick-
ly! But the greatest two-for-one-deal in the history of the world is 
found in your Bible, and it’s something you absolutely cannot live 
without. In short, the Bible has a two-fold purpose: to reveal God 
to us that we might know him, but at the same time it reveals our-
selves for who we are and what we ought to be. To hear the message 
of a crucified Christ is not merely to gaze upon Calvary at a dis-
tance and watch the crucifixion like some detached movie-goer. To 
hear the gospel message is to have the very crucifixion of Jesus por-
trayed before our very eyes (Gal. 3:1) and see it as the fundamental 
pattern for our own lives as followers of Jesus. We have been called 
to this very thing, to follow in the footsteps of a crucified Christ (1 
Pet. 2:21). Having considered the significance of the death of Christ 
in the opening address of this series of lectures, let us now consider 
the significance of our dying with Christ in imitation of him, being 
“buried with him through immersion into death” (Rom. 6:4).

Imitation of Christ
The familiar adage “you are what you eat” might be rephrased 

more biblically as “you are what you worship.” In fact, the empha-
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sis in the Scriptures on being careful what we worship is precisely 
because one takes on the character of that which he idolizes or 
worships (Pss. 115:8; 135:18; Prov. 4:23; Jer. 2:5; Matt. 6:21; Rom. 
1:21-25; 12:1-2). God’s concern about what we worship is direct-
ly connected to his deep concern for our well-being. While the 
skeptic caricatures God as an insecure and self-absorbed brat who 
petulantly insists on being the center of everybody’s attention and 
who throws cosmic temper tantrums when he doesn’t get his way, 
the truth is just the opposite. The God who is Truth created all re-
ality as an extension of that Truth and is lovingly urging us to live 
consistent with that reality, knowing what will satisfy us and what 
will destroy us. The cross proves the lengths to which God will go 
to beckon us back to this reality. Those who rail against the neces-
sity of worshipping God as he demands might as well complain 
about the narrow-mindedness of reality insisting that it’s the only 
thing that is real. Yes, God insists that his reality is all that there 
is and that, if we are to survive, we must acknowledge that reality, 
thereby becoming truer, more real, more like him.

It is no surprise, therefore, that true discipleship is character-
ized in terms of imitating Christ. We are to be, like Paul, “imita-
tors” of Christ (1 Cor. 11:1), “conformed to the image of [God’s] 
son” (Rom. 8:29), and “partakers of the divine nature” that was 
most fully revealed in Christ Jesus (2 Pet. 1:4). We take off the 
filthy rags of our old selves and clothe ourselves with the image 
of our Creator, Christ (Eph. 4:22-24; Col. 3:9-11; Gal. 3:27; Rom. 
13:14). Jesus himself instructed that any who would follow in his 
footsteps (1 Pet. 2:21) must “deny himself, take up his cross daily, 
and follow me” (Luke 9:23). Indeed, this last reference reflects the 
one thing that the New Testament most often requires us to imi-
tate about Jesus: his death.

Dying with Christ means, first of all, dying to sin. This is not 
to be confused with another biblical figure that we are dead in our 
sins, separated from God and without his Spirit, which is the only 
true source of life (Eph. 2:1-5; Col. 2:13). While dying in sin is a 
passive consequence that results from our sins, dying to sin is a 
conscious act of terminating any connection that we have with sin. 
As Paul explains in Romans 6:5-13,

For if we have become united with Him in the likeness of His death, 
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certainly we shall also be in the likeness of His resurrection, knowing 
this, that our old self was crucified with Him, in order that our body 
of sin might be done away with, so that we would no longer be slaves 
to sin; for he who has died is freed from sin. Now if we have died 
with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him, knowing 
that Christ, having been raised from the dead, is never to die again; 
death no longer is master over Him. For the death that He died, He 
died to sin once for all; but the life that He lives, He lives to God. Even 
so consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ 
Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you 
obey its lusts, and do not go on presenting the members of your body 
to sin as instruments of unrighteousness; but present yourselves to 
God as those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments 
of righteousness to God. (NASU)

One that is dead to sin does not live in sin. At least that is the 
idealized principle. Unfortunately, the reality in the lives of God’s 
people is that we do continue to sin (1 John 1:6-10).What are we to 
make of this paradox?

This same tension is seen in Colossians 2 and 3, where Paul af-
firms that the Colossian Christians have, in fact, died with Christ 
(2:20; 3:3), but now need to live up to that calling in still “putting to 
death” the members of their earthly bodies (3:5). One might con-
sider Paul’s own example as one who shared in Christ’s sufferings 
and was conformed to Christ’s death (Phil. 3:10), but had still not 
fully attained his (spiritual) resurrection or become perfect (Phil. 
3:11-14). Or one might note John’s apparent “contradiction” that 
God’s people do sin (1 John 1:6-10), but they don’t sin (1 John 3:6-
9), perhaps also reflected in the distinction between sins that are 
or are not unto death (1 John 5:16-18). The explanation is two-fold. 
On the one hand, we must acknowledge the reality of our struggle 
with sin in order to avoid either the arrogance of self-righteous-
ness or the despair of trying to be self-righteous but failing. In this, 
God’s grace is exalted. On the other hand, we must uphold the 
standard of perfect obedience to God’s will, making no excuses for 
our sins and refusing to take God’s grace for granted. In this, God’s 
holiness is exalted. In the end, the tension is resolved by recogniz-
ing that both sides of this problem point us to God and cause us to 
put our focus on him and not ourselves. It is not about what I can 
or cannot do, but what God wills in his perfect holiness, and when 
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I fall short of that, what God does in his perfect love. Therefore, 
to restate the issue in terms of our topic: in imitation of Christ’s 
death, we have died to sin, so now we need to live like people dead 
to sin, continually putting ourselves to death in regard to sin. As 
Jesus himself said, we need to take up the cross “daily” (Luke 9:23).

But dying to sin means something more than just dying to 
wrongdoing. It is also a death to this world’s false philosophies 
(Col. 2:20), a death to the world itself and all that it contains (Gal. 
6:14). While this might entail physical death due to persecution, 
such is but an external manifestation of a deeper dying to what 
this world glorifies: its values, definitions of success, standards, 
perspectives, or attractions of any kind. When Paul said “it is a 
trustworthy statement: for if we died with Him, we will also live 
with Him” (2 Tim. 2:11), he affirmed this truth in the context of his 
exhortation to Timothy to endure hardship along with himself as 
a good soldier of Christ. Whether physical death comes or not, the 
lot of the Christian is inherently to suffer, a suffering that inevita-
bly arises from the anomaly of being in a world that he is not part 
of, a kind of “living death” that he exists in every day (Rom. 8:17-18, 
22-23, 36-37; Phil. 3:10; 2 Tim. 3:12; 1 Pet. 4:1, 13, 19).

The excruciating nature of this suffering is indicated by the fact 
that the Scriptures were not content to merely state that we die 
with Christ, but that we are, in fact, to be crucified with Him (Rom. 
6:6; Gal. 2:20; 5:24; 6:14). The Bible is not solely interested in the 
result of our being dead to sin, but also emphasizes the process—
the painful and excruciating separation from our sin. We are not 
laid on the gurney of Christ to receive a lethal injection and pass 
peacefully into death, but nailed to a cross with all its pain and suf-
fering. We must not be deceived. Our long association with, and 
fondness for, our sin will make the separation difficult and painful, 
gut-wrenching and seemingly unbearable, but it is what we must 
do if we are serious about dying to sin and to this world. Adding 
to our misfortune is the need for us to be crucified “daily” (Luke 
9:23), not once-for-all and it’s over. Such is the excruciating suffer-
ing of our “living death.”

In this daily living death, we imitate Christ. Yes, Jesus physi-
cally died at the end of his mortal life, but in another sense he 
was dead from the moment he appeared on the earth, suffering in 
the flesh in such a way that the cross was merely its culmination. 
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Note, for example, how Peter parallels Jesus’ being “put to death 
in the flesh” (1 Pet. 3:18) with “suffered in the flesh (1 Pet. 4:1; cf. 
2:21). This is because Jesus’ death was not merely a prerequisite for 
the forgiveness of our sins, but also God’s very mechanism to in-
dict the world and its ways, to destroy every aspect of this world’s 
wisdom or power (1 Cor. 1:18-31). Jesus came not only to show us 
a way of life, but the only way of life, which inherently requires the 
repudiation and destruction of every alternate and false way. Only 
when we understand this can we truly begin to imitate the death 
of Christ, determined to repudiate every worldly way, to destroy 
every worldly concept, to die to every worldly glory.

Often one hears Christians express thanks to God that Jesus 
came as a substitute, taking upon himself our own sin, suffering, 
and death so that we no longer need suffer or die for our sins. Cer-
tainly, this is true in the sense that we were dead in our sins (Eph. 
2:1-5; Col. 2:13) and facing the prospect of eternally paying the 
wages for our sin (Rom. 6:23), but Christ took that penalty upon 
himself so that we personally did not have to pay it. However, to 
conclude that we are, therefore, exempted from death by Jesus’ 
atonement, we are gravely mistaken. In fact, the cross means just 
the opposite: freed from pointlessly suffering and dying as the 
consequence of our own sin, we are now called to the deeper and 
more profound purposeful suffering and dying to all sin. On the 
one hand, we are exempted from the wrong kind of suffering and 
death, but on the other hand, we are all the more called to the 
right kind of suffering and death. This is the death Paul meant in 2 
Corinthians 5:14 when he stated that because Christ died, we have 
all died—died to sin (1 Pet. 2:24) and died to self (2 Cor. 2:15; Luke 
9:23). It is only through the cross, through imitating Christ in his 
death, that we learn how to die truly.

Immersion into Christ
We have already considered the imagery of clothing ourselves 

with Christ as one way that the Bible portrays our imitation of 
Christ (Eph. 4:22-24; Col. 3:9-11; Gal. 3:27; Rom. 13:14). The fig-
ure is a powerful visualization of wrapping ourselves in Christ 
so that only he is seen, not ourselves. However, this same point 
is made even more profoundly by another biblical metaphor, one 
that is similar but ratchets up the rhetoric to convey to an even 
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greater degree what our commitment to imitating Christ means: 
burial (Rom. 6:3-4; Col. 2:12).

The figure of burial naturally follows from that of dying to sin. 
It only makes sense that if you have a corpse, it must be buried. 
However, as many can attest from personal experience with the 
passing of loved ones, burial is not merely a practical necessity, but 
conveys a certain finality to death. This, at least, is part of the point 
that Paul makes. We are not to beat up the old man of sin until he 
is in ICU, kept on life-support for us to visit or harbor hopes for his 
return. He must be totally annihilated and the corpse completely 
buried. This is the degree to which we die to sin.

Burial itself is a form of immersion, in which the body is entirely 
entombed within dirt or rock, so it is no wonder that the New Tes-
tament also associates “baptism” or “immersion” with our burial 
(Rom. 6:3-4; Col. 2:12), strengthening the sense of degree, depth, 
and completeness that the Bible wishes to emphasize about our 
imitation of Christ. This is certainly one of the places in the New 
Testament where it is most critical to recognize the true meaning 
of “baptism” as immersion. To be “immersed” into Christ (Rom. 
6:3; Gal. 3:27) is to exist totally within Christ, with our pathetic 
selves completely submerged and covered over by Christ without 
any part of us sticking out. Paul’s precise point in Romans 6:3 is 
that immersion into Christ is not merely one of “five steps of salva-
tion,” but that we must understand that we have been immersed, 
enveloped, completely submerged into the death of Christ, that is, 
our dying to sin must be total, complete, and final.

The New Testament uses the figure of burial not only because it 
is the next step after dying to sin and because it emphasizes the de-
gree of totality and finality desired by Paul, but perhaps even more 
importantly because it is part of how Christ’s death, burial, and res-
urrection form a paradigm or pattern for our own salvation experi-
ence. This focus on our imitating Christ may be at least part of the 
reason why Paul explicitly emphasizes Jesus’ burial as part of that 
which is “of first importance” in 1 Corinthians 15:4. In both passag-
es where Paul utilizes the imagery of burial (Rom 6:3-4; Col. 2:12), 
the burial is explicitly followed by the reality of a resurrection. Just 
as Christ died, was buried, and was raised to life, so also each Chris-
tian must die to sin, completely bury the corpse, and be resurrected 
spiritually. The inviolate nature of this order is self-evident; only 
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blind devotion to the doctrines of men can account for the theologi-
cal gymnastics of trying to bury a resurrected and living person!

On a side note, we should consider whether Paul’s language of 
“immersion” and “burial” indicates anything about the mode of 
water baptism, and here we must be careful to avoid two extremes. 
On the one hand, to understand passages like Romans 6:3-4, Gala-
tians 3:27, and Colossians 2:12 to refer merely to the physical act of 
physically submerging a physical body into physical water is surely 
to trivialize the passages and to greatly misunderstand Paul. There 
is no doubt that baptism in the New Testament involves physical 
immersion into actual water (Acts 8:36-39; 10:47; 1 Pet. 3:21), but 
it is still a symbol of something far more than a mere physical act 
(1 Pet. 3:21): it is immersion into Christ himself as we have empha-
sized (Rom. 6:3; Gal. 3:27). Jesus’ language of rebirth in water and 
Spirit (John 3:5) probably reflects this fact that New Testament 
baptism is both an immersion into water as well as simultaneously 
an immersion into God’s Spirit (Tit. 3:5-6; Luke 3:16-17; Acts 2:38; 
1 John 2:27-28; 4:13). The one immersion which can be seen is sym-
bolic of the other which cannot be seen.

On the other hand, if one spiritualizes baptism to such a point 
that water baptism is neglected or repudiated, replaced with the 
meager act of sprinkling or pouring water on the head, this also 
greatly distorts the Scriptures. How can one retain a symbolic 
meaning when the very symbol which is supposed to convey that 
meaning no longer exists? For that matter, how can one have im-
mersion without immersion? Clearly, for water baptism to mean 
what the Scriptures affirm it to mean, it must be a burial and an 
immersion into water, indicative of the spiritual submerging of 
ourselves into Christ. One cannot help but ask what motivates the 
repudiation of what is obviously the only symbolically significant 
mode of baptism.

Just as Romans 6:3-4 and Galatians 3:27 were not written to 
non-Christians in order to teach them about baptism, but in-
stead were reminders from Paul about what these New Testament 
Christians had committed themselves to, so too we must reflect 
on the meaning of our immersion into Christ. Have we truly died 
to sin? Have we buried our old self finally and completely? Have we 
submerged ourselves totally within Christ?
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Immanence of Christ
We have considered the powerful imagery of our imitation of 

Christ in dying with him to our former way of life, and we have 
seen the depth of that imitation described in terms of total im-
mersion. Now it remains for us to consider a complementary bibli-
cal figure, equally compelling in its imagery if not more so—the 
degree to which Christ has been “immersed’ into us. The English 
word immanence perfectly captures the idea, but suffers the dual 
misfortune of being confused with imminence (the expectation of 
something happening soon) and of simply not being a commonly 
used word. Immanence comes from a Latin root that means “to 
remain within,” and so here it refers to Christ living, remaining, 
and operating within us as his people. The figure of Christ living 
within provides a powerful visualization of the penetrating depth 
to which we imitate Christ.

It is a fact that the Bible provides many examples of comple-
mentary metaphors that on the surface appear to be contradic-
tory, but upon closer inspection reveal a profound perspective on 
the reciprocal nature of our relationship with God. For example, 
the Greek word monē, which means “room, dwelling place,” only 
occurs twice in the New Testament. The first occurrence is in the 
oft-misunderstood expression, “in My Father’s house are many 
mansions” (John 14:2 KJV), from which brethren conjure images 
of heaven as a Beverly Hills-style subdivision (each of us living all 
alone in our great mansions, I suppose, while looking forward to 
having that arch-angel over as a guest). Aside from failing to ap-
preciate the original meaning of “mansion,” they fail to grasp that 
the text explicitly tells us how many houses there are: one! The 
power of the figure is that all of God’s one family (a family of royal-
ty no less!) will live together in God’s one house (certainly a grand 
mansion!), and Jesus assures each one of us that there is a place 
for us in it. He has gone to prepare our room so that we may go 
live with our Father. But now consider the only other occurrence 
of monē found just a few verses later: “If anyone loves me, he will 
keep my word; and my Father will love him, and we will come to 
him and make our room with him” (John 14:23). If we are to go live 
with God, it will only be after we make room in our hearts to allow 
God to live within us. In this way, John’s use of monē emphasizes 
the reciprocal nature of our relationship with God.
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The reciprocity is also seen in the language of the Spirit. On 
the one hand, we have had the Holy Spirit abundantly poured out 
on us in a veritable flood (Isa. 32:15; 44:3; Ezek. 39:29; Joel 2:28-29; 
Zech. 12:10; Tit. 3:6-7) and are thereby immersed in God’s Spirit 
(Luke 3:16-17; Acts 2:38; 11:16-18), while on the other hand the 
New Testament speaks of the Spirit living within us (Rom. 8:9-11; 1 
Cor. 3:16; Eph. 2:22; 2 Tim. 1:14). Similarly, we are to “abide” within 
both the Father and the Son, but equally both are said to “abide” 
within us (John 6:56; 15:1-10; 1 John 2:24-28; 3:6, 9, 24; 4:12-16). 
While the image appears contradictory (are we God’s dwelling 
place or is God our dwelling place?), the fact is that it is almost 
impossible to find a passage in the New Testament that does not 
mention both abidings as concurrent and mutually dependent. 
Such is the power of imagery to visualize the reciprocal nature of 
our relationship with God. Therefore, we are not surprised to find 
the language of immersion within Christ complemented by the 
even more significant image of Christ living within us!

Galatians 2:20 is the one passage that seems to best summa-
rize the depth of our dying to sin and the degree to which we are 
so immersed into Christ that he himself permeates every fiber of 
our being: “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who 
live, but Christ lives in me, and the life that I now life in the flesh 
I live by trust in the Son of God who loved me and gave Himself 
up for me.” Let us consider this the ultimate test of Christian-
ity—the extent to which Christ lives in me. As Peter emphasized, 
this is the very thing that we have been called to (1 Pet. 2:21), that 
is, to walk in the footsteps of a crucified Christ. This means, very 
simply, that I must be crucified, die to self and sin, and life a new 
life patterned after Jesus.

A few years back we experienced the WWJD (“What Would 
Jesus Do?”) fad and witnessed firsthand how a powerful biblical 
metaphor could be perverted and co-opted to promote the doc-
trines of men. I certainly had no objection to asking the question; 
in fact, I had been preaching that very theme and asking that exact 
question for many years before I realized one could make mer-
chandise of the gospel with the “right” kind of marketing. The 
problem inherent in the movement was in how the question was 
answered. We were encouraged to go sit under our shade tree and 
meditate on what we thought the Jesus of our imagination might 
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do in this or that situation, as opposed to turning to Scripture to 
see what the Jesus of our Bible would do in fact. Was anybody real-
ly shocked that this “leading of the Holy Spirit,” this Jesus of theirs, 
ended up rubber-stamping all of their opinions and prejudices?

The Bible does not leave us with a vague, shapeless impression 
of who Jesus was. In fact, its very purpose, on every page from 
Genesis through Revelation, is to reveal God’s very character to us 
that we might know God, and in knowing him, come to be more 
like him. Those who view the Bible as a legal code book of rules 
and regulations, do’s and don’t’s, still have not figured out why the 
most critical sections of both the Old Testament and the New Tes-
tament are simple narratives, stories that, by the way, offer very 
few precepts, laws, proscriptions, or even morals (e.g., as in Ae-
sop’s Fables). This is why, unfortunately, we have many students of 
Scripture who know the Word of God, but do not know the God 
of the Word.

But it is to the Bible that we must look for concrete information 
about who God is and what Jesus would do. The story of Jesus gives 
flesh and blood reality to our meditations about what it means for 
Christ to be living in me. In fact, the Bible gives several specific 
examples of what it really means to be like Jesus. Let us focus on 
some of the most basic of these.

Love. If we are going to be like Jesus at all, at the very least we 
must be like him in his love, for this attribute is the most basic of 
all of the attributes of the divine character. There are many indica-
tions of this in the Scriptures. Note how 1 John 4 describes God 
very simply, not once but twice, as love itself (4:8, 16). The first and 
second great commandments are to love God and our fellow man, 
with all other Scripture merely being an unpacking of the content 
of what that means (Matt. 22:36-40). Paul even demonstrates that 
there really is no distinction between the first and second com-
mandments, twice affirming that the command to love our neigh-
bor (not God) is actually the commandment that encapsulates all 
other commandments (Rom. 13:8-10; Gal. 5:14). This truth calls to 
mind John’s declaration that nobody can claim to love God while 
hating their brother (1 John 4:20-21) or Jesus’ own teaching that 
his assessment of our love and service to him is actually deter-
mined by our love and service to our neighbor (Matt. 25:31-46).

This ultimately means that the fundamental nature of God’s 
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own character and, therefore, the fundamental nature of reality 
(which flows from God’s character) is that we are relational beings, 
creatures made for the specific purpose of existing in relationship 
with others (that is, God and one another). This is, in my judgment, 
the aspect of God that is actually intended in the biblical claim 
that we are made in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27); since God is 
fundamentally a relational being, so too are we. This underscores 
the practical importance of the doctrine of the Trinity, for it af-
firms that even before there was any creation for God to relate to, 
he had within himself the capacity for relationship and love.

Because man was made in God’s image, even the most corrupt-
ed members of the human race experience something of human 
love and have a glimpse into the spiritual realm. Here at least is one 
thing in human experience that cannot be quantified, one thing 
that cannot be satisfactorily explained by purely naturalistic means 
(does anyone really think that their grief at their mother’s funeral is 
merely the product of accidental biochemical reactions?), and one 
thing that gnaws at our moral conscience in the form of the Golden 
Rule (Matt. 7:12). But Jesus came to manifest what it means to be 
fully and perfectly human, made in God’s image without the mar-
ring of that image by sin. Therefore, as we lay aside the corrupted 
image of our old self and put on our new clothing of the unmarred 
image of Jesus our Creator (Col. 3:9-11), Paul explicitly categorizes 
the content of that clothing as culminating in love, the fundamen-
tal attribute that ties all other attributes together (Col. 3:12-14).

This explains why Jesus is able to promulgate a “new com-
mandment” that his disciples love one another (John 13:34-35). It 
is obvious that God has always expected people to love one anoth-
er, to treat one another the way they would want to be treated, so 
there is nothing new in that. What is new, as Jesus says, is to love 
“as I have loved you” (13:34), which elevates the commandment to 
new heights. It is one thing to say that I am a loving person; it is 
quite another to claim to love others in the same way that Christ 
has loved them (Eph. 5:1-2). In fact, one could say that before true 
love was demonstrated in its fullness in Jesus Christ, the world 
could not really have known true love. Now that such love has been 
demonstrated, it becomes the mark of Jesus’ true disciples: “all 
men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one 
another” (John 13:35). Of course, the key to understanding Jesus’ 
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point is that we are not left to define “love” for ourselves, especially 
in terms of the artificial, syrupy sentimentality that passes for love 
in the religious world. This love is a life of service born out of self-
denial, even serving those who do not deserve it. It is absolute self-
lessness to the point of sacrifice, sacrifice to the point of suffering, 
and suffering to the point of full surrender. When the world wit-
nesses this kind of selfless, sacrificial service, they will know that 
we are real followers of the crucified Christ.

This also explains the “double-talk” that some accuse John of 
in his first epistle: “Beloved, I am not writing a new command-
ment to you, but an old commandment which you have had from 
the beginning; the old commandment is the word which you have 
heard. On the other hand, I am writing a new commandment to 
you, which is true in Him and in you, because the darkness is pass-
ing away and the true Light is already shining” (2:7-8). It is obvious 
that the commandment of which John speaks is “love one anoth-
er,” but how is this commandment both old and new? Well, on the 
one hand, it is an old commandment in the sense that this has al-
ways been God’s requirement for all people, but on the other hand, 
it is a new commandment in the sense that we only recognize the 
true meaning of such love when we look to the example of Jesus. 
Indeed, because love is a growing and vibrant thing, each day we 
pattern our lives after Christ, we experience new levels of insight 
into such love and new heights of fulfillment.

The life of Jesus gives content to such a life of selfless service: 
It is being here to serve instead of being here to be served (Mark 
10:42-45). It is daily denying self to the point of laying down our 
lives for the brethren (1 John 3:16), which, as the next verse makes 
clear, need not refer to physical death, but merely putting our-
selves out for their good (1 John 3:17). It is putting aside self-will to 
do what is best for the other (Rom. 15:1-3; Phil. 2:3). Only when I 
learn to love in this way have I truly died with Christ, become to-
tally submerged within him, and his new Spirit is alive within me.

Humility. Humility is not really a distinct attribute separate 
from love, but is actually the ultimate expression of true love. By 
its very definition, humility means loving another more than one-
self or thinking of others as more important than self (Phil. 2:3). 
All that we have said about love up to this point—selflessly serv-
ing, sacrificing, suffering, surrendering—equally depicts humility. 
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One of the benefits of using the term “humility” instead of “love” 
is that it short-circuits many of the common misunderstandings 
about “love” and avoids the triteness that stems from the over us-
age of the term “love,” and therefore helps to focus our attention 
on the essential quality of New Testament love. It also directs our 
attention to two New Testament passages that are particularly sig-
nificant for instructing us on how to imitate Christ in humility.

Philippians 2:1-11 is probably the first passage to come to mind 
when one speaks of imitating the humility of Christ, and rightly so. 
Paul’s exhortation that we “do nothing out of selfishness or empty 
conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more 
important than yourselves” (v. 3) is argued on the basis that we 
should think the way that Christ thought: “have this attitude [lit. 
“this think”] in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus” (v. 5). 
That attitude is given concrete detail in the following verses: “who, 
although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality 
with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the 
form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. Be-
ing found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becom-
ing obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (vv. 6-8).

The problem that Philippian 2 presents to us is not the fact of 
humility, but its depth. Just as with the attribute of love, man is 
capable of some rudimentary manifestation of humility even in 
his corrupted state and long before Christ ever appeared upon the 
earth. But we are not being called merely to possess humility, but 
rather the very mind of Christ, that Christ’s thoughts penetrate so 
deeply within our own minds that our thoughts are displaced and 
his thinking takes root. Paul does not tell us simply to be humble, 
but to be humble like Jesus was humble, once again summoning us 
to the highest standard of all.

Perhaps the reason we fail to appreciate the demands of Philip-
pians 2 is because we cannot fathom what it meant for Jesus to 
leave the glory of heaven, take on human form, and join with us 
in this spiritual cesspool we call Planet Earth. Perhaps we don’t 
think it was such a great sacrifice for Jesus to become human, that 
he really didn’t give up that much to become, like us, a “little low-
er than the angels” (Ps. 8:5; Heb. 2:6-9). However, we should first 
recognize that when Jesus took on human form, it was not as an 
emperor or anyone of wealth, nobility, advantage, or power. Even 
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by the world’s standards, he was on the bottom rung of the ladder, 
born into poverty and obscurity, living as little better than a slave, 
and dying in humiliation by crucifixion. All of this would have 
been bad enough, but we should attempt to fathom the depth of his 
humiliation in condescending from deity to humanity.

It is obvious that none of us can quantify just how far a “step 
down” Jesus took in taking on human form, but it must have been 
considerable, and this seems to be Paul’s point in Philippians 2:6-
8. Now I realize that man is made in the image of God, but wasn’t 
that image marred by sin, and the world that Jesus came into a foul 
reservoir of vileness and pollution? And I realize that we are just a 
little lower than the angels, but isn’t there still an almost infinitely 
vast gulf between God as Creator and all of his created beings? 
Surely the distance between the highest archangel and the lowli-
est maggot is infinitesimal compared to the distance between that 
same archangel and his Creator.

Walking down a country road one day, I came upon the rotting 
and bloated carcass of some road-kill, wriggling from the maggots 
within. My initial reaction was probably typical, disgusted and 
sickened by the sight, the smell, and just the very idea of it all. But 
I was suddenly struck by the irony of how I was arrogantly look-
ing down my nose at those maggots, criticizing them for doing the 
very thing for which their Creator had made them, bringing him 
glory by doing what he told them to do, while I was the only one 
there who had failed to do what my Creator wanted, had failed to 
do what he created me to do, had failed to so glorify my God. Then 
as I thought about what these larvae might teach me, a question 
crossed my mind: what if I could humble myself to become like 
them, condescend to their level, and join them in maggotdom in 
the interior of that carcass? Would that be what it was like for Jesus 
to empty himself, take on human form, and join with us in this 
realm of darkness? Of course, no one is able to give a quantifiable 
answer to that question, but I suspect the image approximates the 
truth of it more closely than the cavalier attitude which many dis-
play in speaking of the Incarnation as if it were merely a job-related 
relocation or corporate restructuring! Once again the problem is 
not that we need to learn humility, but rather that we need to learn 
how to be humble the way Jesus was humble, to appreciate more 
fully the depth of his humility.
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This principle is also illustrated in the second New Testament 
passage that we want to consider, John 13, although unfortunately 
it is one of the most misunderstood texts in the New Testament. 
One reason for this misunderstanding stems from the controversy 
over whether literal foot-washing is the main point of the text, but 
another reason stems from confusion over Jesus’ rebuke of Peter. 
Jesus’ basic message was obviously about humility, and even the 
dense disciples could surely comprehend that much about what Je-
sus was showing them. But at the very point that his most outspo-
ken disciple seems to get the point and acts very humbly toward 
him, Jesus puts Peter in his place with one of his most stinging 
rebukes. Why does Jesus reproach Peter for his humility?

This story is a perfect illustration of how this corrupted world 
already has a basic understanding of humility, while failing to ap-
preciate its true character. Peter believes in the type of humility 
that this world thrives on, the humility of those in the “pecking 
order” staying in their place and serving those above them. Peter 
is content to serve Jesus as one of higher rank than himself, for he 
knows that means there will be those beneath him who will have to 
serve him. What Peter cannot fathom and cannot accept is that Je-
sus completely overturns the status quo to make himself slave of all 
and—worse yet—calls his disciples to follow him! Once again, the 
story is not really about the fact of a type of humility that sinful hu-
mans are capable of, but the depth of the humility that Christ dis-
played. This is what Jesus meant when he said to Peter, “What I am 
doing, you do not understand right now, but you will understand 
after these things” (13:7). The disciples were not so stupid that they 
did not know Jesus was washing their feet, and they probably even 
understood the basic message of humility, but what they could not 
yet comprehend was just how deeply this humility cut.

The clue to understanding John 13 is found at the beginning 
of the chapter: “Before the feast of Passover, Jesus, knowing that 
his hour had come in order that he should depart out of this world 
to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, loved 
them to the end. So during supper, after the Devil had already put 
it into the heart of Judas Simon of Iscariot in order that he should 
betray him, knowing that the Father had given all things into his 
hands and that he had come from God and was going back to God, 
he arose from supper….” (vv. 1-4). Anyone with the most basic fa-
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miliarity with the gospel of John immediately recognizes how this 
lengthy and cumbersome passage is completely out of character 
for John, the one writer out of all the biblical authors who is known 
for his simple sentences. In fact, the passage arrests the reader’s 
attention and forces him to slow down in order to concentrate on 
the essential background elements of the story: (1) everything that 
Jesus does is out of his love for his disciples; (2) Jesus knew that he 
was going to die; and (3) Jesus knew who it was who had already 
betrayed him. One only truly begins to comprehend the magni-
tude of John 13 at the precise moment it dawns on the reader that 
Jesus washed the feet even of Judas, willingly and lovingly, all the 
while knowing him for who he was!

Oh, the shock of that dawning awareness! A blow that staggers 
the mind and sends one spiritually reeling! The incomprehensibil-
ity of it all! Is Christ really challenging me to selflessly serve those 
who seek my harm? How could I ever wash the feet of my worst 
enemy? But as the initial shock passes and I catch my breath, yes, 
I do realize that I, too, can wash the feet of even Judas, as I hear a 
voice whisper from within, “Take a Brillo pad and scrub his feet 
until there’s nothing but bloody stumps left!” But, no, that is not 
the way of Christ, who if anything washed the feet of Judas more 
tenderly than ever. Love beyond understanding! Humility beyond 
comprehension! Astounding and amazing!

And yet the most amazing thing about it all is perhaps how we 
are so amazed. After all, did not the other feet that Jesus washed 
that night also belong to traitors and rebels? Hasn’t God been 
washing the feet of his enemies, every last one of us, almost from 
the very beginning of human history? Is all this divine love, in-
comprehensible humility, and absolute selflessness so extraordi-
nary for God after all, or is it mundanely who God has always been 
and always will be—the same yesterday, today, and forever? There 
can be no doubt that this is “just” who God is, but the more per-
tinent question is: does this Christ, with all his love and humility, 
truly live within me? Am I ready to wash some feet?

Forgiveness. But just as the footwashing episode foreshadowed 
the cross of the next day, so also it is forgiveness that is the supreme 
manifestation of humility, which in turn makes it the supreme 
manifestation of true, sacrificial love. This is seen in the New Tes-
tament in several ways. Of course, the very point of Philippians 2 
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is not so much humility as it is the forgiving spirit that requires 
humility as its foundation. Likewise, Jesus’ discussion about the 
necessity of humility within the church, his new community of 
believers, culminates in an analysis of what forgiveness means 
(Matt. 18:1-35). The new self, clothed in the image of our Creator 
and capped by the perfect bond of love, finds its operative principle 
in “forbearing one another and forgiving each other” (Col. 3:9-14). 
In short, the greatest demonstration of placing the needs of an-
other before self is seen in forgiving a genuine wrong by that other 
person and foregoing one’s rights in favor of doing what’s best for 
the other person: and what could be better than granting them a 
forgiveness they desperately need but do not deserve?

But perhaps the most powerful demonstration of this principle 
is found in the prologue to the Gospel of John (1:1-18), where John 
affirms that “we beheld his glory, glory as of an only son from the 
Father, full of grace and truth” (v. 14). This glory of God’s merciful 
grace, kind compassion, and loving forgiveness, is demonstrated 
nowhere more fully than in the cross, which is why Paul said that 
the only thing he would ever preach was a “crucified Christ” (1 
Cor. 2:2). It is as God hangs on this cross that the depth of his 
capacity for forgiveness is gloriously revealed, which is why John 
so often refers to Jesus’ crucifixion as his glorification (7:39; 8:54; 
11:4; 12:16, 23, 28; 13:31-32; 16:14; 17:1-5). It is why John so often 
points to the cross as the proof of God’s loving forgiveness (John 
3:16; 1 John 3:16; 4:9-10).

At the beginning of his gospel, John intentionally compels the 
reader to recognize a number of contrasts between Moses and 
Jesus (1:17). As soon as John says “no man has seen God at any 
time,” one cannot help but think immediately of Exodus 33-34 
where Moses was said to see the “back” of God, and that is ex-
actly John’s intent. It was on this occasion that Moses asked to 
behold God’s glory (33:18), apparently a request to physically see 
God, but Moses was told “I will be gracious to whom I will be gra-
cious, and I will be compassionate to whom I will be compassion-
ate” (33:19). Then when the event takes place in Exodus 34, God’s 
name is proclaimed as, “Yahweh, Yahweh God, compassionate 
and gracious, slow to anger, and full of grace and truth; who keeps 
lovingkindness for thousands, who forgives iniquity, transgres-
sion and sin (vv. 6-7).” Although God knew what Moses was ask-
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ing for, and even accommodated him in some sense, God makes 
it clear to Moses that his true glory is that he is a gracious and 
forgiving God, which is exactly what Israel needed following the 
sin with the golden calf in the previous chapter (Exod. 32). Yes, 
such grace came in the time of Moses, but a greater grace has now 
come through Jesus to take its place (John 1:16; lit. “grace instead 
of grace”). While God partially disclosed himself to Moses at the 
“tabernacle of meeting,” a special tent where Moses received his 
revelations from God (Exod. 33:7-11), Jesus is the greater taber-
nacle where God most fully reveals his true nature (John 1:14; lit. 
“the Word became flesh and tabernacled among us”). Jesus is the 
only one who has seen the Father and reveals him to us (John 
1:18), reveals Him as merciful and forgiving, full of grace and 
truth—just as God told Moses long ago (Exod. 34:6), but has now 
shown us more fully in the cross of Jesus (John 1:14).

This is the essence of the divine nature: to love selflessly, to 
humble oneself sacrificially, and to forgive sufferingly. This is the 
epitome of the divine glory. But notice that John repeats his af-
firmation that nobody has ever seen God in his first epistle (4:12). 
While his point in the gospel is that one sees this invisible God 
in Jesus, the point in his epistle is that one sees God in us as we 
also love one another. This is the love that selflessly serves those 
who don’t deserve it, serves to the point of sacrifice, sacrifices to 
the point of suffering, and suffers to the point of full surrender. 
Such love is genuine humility, and is expressed most supremely in 
our capacity to forgive, even as God forgives (Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13). 
Only when the glory of a forgiving spirit dwells within us can we 
lay claim to being “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4).

Do we daily imitate such a Christ? Are we totally immersed 
into such a Christ? Is such a Christ immanent within us in the 
fullness of his true glory?
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Victory Over Sin
Impossible for Him to Be Held in Its Power

Dee Bowman

We cannot gain the victory until we first know who it is that we 
are fighting.

To win, we must conquer sin.
Sin is a monster (1 Pet. 5: 8). It lurks tenaciously along the pe-

rimeter of our lives, looking for some weak place in which to slith-
er. It slinks in the shadows, ready to pounce in lion-like fashion. 
Sin is a monster.

All sin is a selfish choice of one’s own person instead of God. 
When God prohibits and man chooses to do it anyhow, he sins. 
God says do it and man chooses not to. He sins. Selfishness is the 
predicate to all sin. 

Sin is attractive (Jas. 1:13-15). It comes dressed in all manner of 
alluring garments. It dangles the baubles and trinkets of life before 
the mind in such a way as to make them terribly mesmerizing. 
Sin, furthermore, is fun. Yes, it’s fun. It ignites those already smol-
dering feelings of unlawful desire and fans to possibility things 
that have been hidden in a private place. It makes the pulse rate 
increase, and causes the mind to entertain actions and attitudes 
which we know to be a violation of our conscience. It can turn le-
gitimate desire to lust, right feelings to inordinate thirsts.

Sin is deceptive, sinister. The devil seldom invites anyone di-
rectly into the slime pits of sin, he just tempts a little at a time 
until one day a full-blown seduction has taken place. Sin always 
makes things appear different than they really are. It deceives the 
heart into thinking, “I deserve it” or “I need that” or “why can’t I 
do that, too?” or “It won’t hurt anybody.” It promises what it can-
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not deliver. It makes us think things are all right which we actually 
know in our heart to be wrong. It deceives us into thinking that 
we’re different, that we have a reason to do it, that we’re somehow 
not amenable to the same laws as others.

Sin is separative by its very nature (Isa. 59:1-2). It separates 
man from God, as well as from everything else that has true value 
or substance. It blights marriages, destroys friendships, even im-
pugns the very nature of man at times. Sin is a plague, infecting 
man’s character—an indelible impress on the mind which grows 
deeper and deeper if it’s not soon arrested. 

Sin breeds crime. It seeks ways it can use to counter honesty 
and dismiss probity. It can find ways to blunt the conscience so 
that it doesn’t get in the way. It often creates small untruths so as 
to eventually enable one to invent outright lies which can then be 
told with little or no feelings of conscience. All sin is a lie and no 
amount of figuring can make it otherwise. 

Sin is a breeder of hate, a fomenter of distrust. It sets at naught 
the closest relationships and causes the tenderest friendships to 
have holes in them which can eventually rip open and cause irrep-
arable damage. It causes people to think thoughts that are evil and 
conjure up envy and bitterness of heart. It is behind every human 
misery, sin is. It invites, with pleasure, rancor and bitterness, the 
kind that only boils a little at first, and continues to thicken until it 
becomes a full-blown pot of hatred.

Yes, sin is all of this—and more. And that’s our battle. Life 
is a struggle against sin—a long, hard road, one which must be 
traveled by every person. The enemy is strong, clever, and well 
trained. The battle must be raged with perseverance and in the 
midst of intense opposition. We must manage our affairs, de-
velop our stratagem with utmost care, but with confidence. We 
must put on the panoply of God (Eph. 6:11-18), and engage the 
enemy with confident expectation that we are going to win. We 
shall not be discouraged. We shall not lose hope. We shall con-
tinue. We will win. 

In the midst of all our difficult engagements, in the heat of the 
battle with sin, there comes a clarion call of great assurance:

You who bring good tidings to Zion,
Go up on a high mountain.
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You who bring good tidings to Zion,
Lift up your voice with a shout,
Lift it up, do not be afraid;
Say to the towns of Judah, “Here is your God!”
See, the Sovereign Lord comes with power, 
and his arm rules for him.
See, his reward is with him,
and his recompense accompanies him.
He tends his flock like a shepherd:
He gathers the lambs in his arms
and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those that have 

young. (Isa. 40:9-11)

How, pray tell, can we lose?
And so,

O sing unto the Lord a new song; for he has done marvelous things: 
his right hand, and his holy arm hath gotten him the victory. The Lord 
hath made known his salvation: his righteousness hath he openly 
showed in the sight of the heathen. He hath remembered his mercy 
and his truth toward the house of Israel: all the ends of the earth have 
seen the salvation of our God. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all 
the earth: make a loud noise, and rejoice, and sing praise. (Ps. 98:1-4)

Sir Winston Churchill, in an effort to rally his people toward 
victory, once said, “Victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, 
victory however long and hard the road may be, for without vic-
tory there is no survival.” 

Yes, life is a struggle, an intense battle with serious conse-
quences. It is a long, hard road which must be traveled with great 
perseverance in the midst of intense opposition. But it can be won, 
yes, it must be won.

 Never was there a greater or more meaningful victory than 
when Jesus triumphed over sin and death. He could not be holden 
of it. What a blessed assurance of victory! Both his and ours! 

But how does it come? 

The Proposition Stated
I believe that all the things discussed in this year’s lectures—all 

the things that have contributed to our victory in Jesus—can be 
summed up in three words. Love. Forgiveness. Resurrection.
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In the first place, these three things figure prominently in Je-
sus’ life and mission. They are the very definition of who he was 
and who he is, the very reason for both his coming and his over-
coming. Their presence is suggested in all that he did to insure 
our victory. And, as we shall soon observe, they are indispens-
able to meeting the ultimate needs of every one of us. Hear them 
one more time: Love. Forgiveness. Resurrection. Embodied in the 
confines of these three simple but powerful words is the sum of 
every man’s needs.

Without love there would be no grace, no favor to extended to 
mankind. Without love there would have been no sacrifice to in-
sure the new covenant, thus no reconciliation, no ransom paid for 
our sins. Without love there would be no statement of his holiness. 

Without forgiveness there could not be any such thing as jus-
tification, or fatherly fellowship of any sort. No approach to him 
would be possible, seeing we are laden with sin. Without the fact of 
forgiveness there would be no statement of either his grand humil-
ity, or of his high holiness; and no sacrificial system by which to be 
justified. Without forgiveness there could not be any connection 
between man and God. 

Without resurrection, all hope is gone; we lose all connection 
to eternity. Without resurrection we not only lose the most fun-
damental fact of the gospel, but the figure used for man’s being 
raised from the dead to “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:1-10). 
Without resurrection there is no triumph—only inevitable defeat, 
only more and more misery. 

The Illustration of the Proposition
John 3:16 is a timely illustration of how these three factors fac-

tor into man’s religion and ultimately, his salvation. It is a familiar 
passage. In fact, perhaps the most famous of all Bible passages. 
So familiar in fact that it is somewhat taken for granted, so listen 
carefully to it. It speaks to the concepts we have suggested: love, 
forgiveness, resurrection.

 “God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, 
that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have ev-
erlasting life.” “God so loved the world.” Here is the love of God. 
“That he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in 
him should not perish. Here is the forgiveness of God. “But have 
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everlasting life.” Here is implied resurrection. Here, in succinct 
terms, is our victory. It comes by love, forgiveness, resurrection.

Let us give some consideration to these three profound ideas, 
and while we are doing so, let us carefully observe both their abid-
ing greatness, and their functional utility in making possible our 
reconciliation to the Father. 

Love
All of God’s creation, saving for man, operates under a law of 

necessity. The heavens, the animals, chemistry, biology, botany, 
medicine, light, and sound, all of them operate under certain pre-
determined designs and purposes. Only man is independent. Man 
was created with the freedom to choose. 

Man was created with a will of his own, an innate ability to 
both plot and secure his own route of pursuit. But with reserva-
tions. He also has been given a sense of ought, an ability to dis-
cern between right and wrong, good and evil; and he must deal 
with this ability. Since that ability exists in every man, it implies 
the need for response to that ability, or what we describe as re-
sponsibility. Man operates at the highest level of God’s intention 
when he deliberately chooses to serve him, when he decides of 
his own free will to obey him. Conversely, when man deliberately 
chooses to serve himself, he makes himself amenable to God’s 
justice on account of his sin. Incidentally, to love God is the high-
est and best of man’s choices.

God’s love is the essence of his being. It is his love that created 
the world. It is his love that located man in it. It is his love that 
brought Jesus into the world. It is his love that brought man back 
to a right relationship with him when he was floundering on a sea 
of sin. It is his love that provided for him the possibility of eternal 
life. And please be advised, God is not merely the personification 
of love. He is love (1 John 4:8). All true love, in the ultimate reality, 
originated and emanates from him. 

The term that is used in the Bible for “love” may be properly de-
fined as a disposition of heart which seeks the best interests of the 
object of the affection, whether or not it is deserved, whether or not 
there is any reciprocity, even regardless of whether or not there is 
any understanding (See Matt. 5:44f). Love is the divine motive, the 
divine energy, the definition of the divine project. Serious consid-
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eration of all these facts gives special meaning to the command to 
love God with all the heart, mind, soul, and strength (Matt. 22:37).

Love’s function is amazing. It is the predicate for all of God’s 
dealings with man. It is the basis for our salvation. Again John 
3:16 well describes God’s care as well as the provisions based on 
his love. It is not without significance that the passage says “Go so 
loved the world.” That’s an indication of a greater love, greater in 
amount, greater in scope, greater in provision. 

Man without God’s love is little more than a wrinkled, pitiful 
shell. When man’s motives are not shaped by a God-type love, the 
possibility of some good thing happening is seriously restricted. 
When man’s expressions and declarations are not motivated by 
the God-type love, they become empty repetitions. Love energizes 
betterment, promotes the beautiful, protects the high and mighty. 
Love is also the divine mucilage. It makes a bond for brethren, it 
cements together every good thing, be it a project or a relationship. 
It binds all that is good to all that is good. Love. When a thing has 
love it has what it needs.

The supreme illustration of God’s love for man is Jesus Christ. 
Jesus is God. He is eternal, uncaused, and infinite in all his at-
tributes. He had the greatest mission ever assigned, he fulfilled it 
flawlessly. He had the most important obligation ever borne; he 
took it on himself gladly. He had the most shameful condemna-
tion ever known to man. He gave himself to it lovingly. Jesus was 
born a priest; he is our great intercessor. Jesus was born a prophet; 
never yet man spake as he spake. Jesus was born a king; never was 
there a more benign or a kinder monarch; he is the potentate for 
mankind. But most of all Jesus was born a Savior. And oh, what a 
Savior. No one ever loved like he loved. No one ever gave like he 
gave. He made God’s love real, made love’s energy active, and made 
its concern actual. He caused love to generate the force needed for 
our victory. Oh, glorious Savior! Oh, glorious victory!

Forgiveness
It is said that there is a tombstone on a grave in a cemetery 

in upstate New York with a most interesting inscription. There 
is no name. No date of birth. No date of death. Only one simple 
word: Forgiven.

May I ask a question? In the ultimate reality, is that not what it’s 
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all about? Is that not the ultimate need of every man? I aver that it 
is. And should it not be the foremost consideration in life to claim 
it and maintain it? 

Forgiveness is an act of God. Man cannot forgive himself. 
He can’t climb high enough, swim far enough, become smart 
enough so as to earn his salvation. But God can forgive. Forgive-
ness is his way of making it possible for man—lost and undone 
in his sin—to return to him. Forgiveness is his eternal purpose 
made practical (Eph. 3:1-12). As we have seen, forgiveness is the 
supreme act of his love where mankind is concerned (John 3:16). 
That love is actualized in the death of his Son (1 John 3:16). That 
gift of his love is at once the most delicate and loving expression 
of our Father. It is ultimately the divine method for meeting our 
desperate needs (Eph. 2:1-5).

Forgiveness is not earned; it is the grace of God in a practi-
cal form. Forgiveness is so wonderful as to be beyond our largest 
dreams. “He that believeth and is baptized” (Mark 16:16). What a 
glorious thought.

Another astounding thought. When God forgives, he forgets. 
“Their sins and their iniquities will I remember no more” (Heb. 
8:12), is so wonderful as to be inexplicable. When he forgives a sin 
it no longer exists. Who can believe that such a powerful love is 
possible? How wonderful to know that sins are forgotten, that they 
cease to stand between us and our Father. What a victory that is!

The serious contemplation of being without forgiveness pro-
duces in all of us a discouragement like none other. What would 
life be without it? How terrifying to think that there was no such 
things as forgiveness, how unspeakably horrible. Without forgive-
ness, man flounders on an aimless sea of doubt because he is laden 
with sin and can do nothing about it. Life has no real meaning 
when it is viewed through the lenses of sinful living; it becomes a 
frustration from which there is no escape. Even those who seem to 
enjoy life without God are faced with periods of doubt and frustra-
tion, and those doubts and frustrations are connected to the real-
ization of sin. Sin eventually disrupts the peace of every man; no 
exceptions. Furthermore, without forgiveness sin piles on top of 
sin. The resultant load becomes unbearable. Without forgiveness, 
we trod through the mud and filth of sin with no end in sight. Life 
becomes one big, fat, monotonous labor, one from which there is 
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no respite. Forgiveness relieves the load, takes away the burden, 
brings a new quiet quiescence, and release from anxiety. Forgive-
ness is what our victory is all about. Oh, glorious Savior! 

Forgiveness allows a change of direction, one sorely needed by 
every man, for “all have sinned, and come short of the glory of 
God” (Rom. 3:23). It allows man’s spirit the grandest refreshment 
(Acts 8:39), it restores and refurbishes his hope, it keeps him close 
to the Father through his Son. It makes life, even though it be very 
difficult at times, worth living by giving us mortals the assurance 
that we can now be fit for divine association. 

Resurrection
Every human asks Job’s question at some time in his life. “If a 

man die, shall he live again?” (Job 14:14). Listen to it: “If a man die, 
shall he live again?” That is the question. Resurrection from the 
dead is one of the most awe-inspiring thoughts that can occupy 
the mind of mortal creatures. How is it possible that what is dead 
can come forth? 

Man has always wondered about the after-life. The ancients were 
curious about it; even the prophets were concerned about it. And 
man has defined it in all kinds of obtuse and oblique ways, and given 
it descriptions that range from the macabre to the ridiculous. Actu-
ally, it all comes from his longing for resurrection. It is a part of his 
psyche, it seems. And yet, apart from inspiration, he could never 
have found the answers to his perplexities about the hereafter.

God answers. And his answer is yes. If a man dies, he will live 
again. 

Regardless of his spiritual condition, every man will rise again 
(John 5:28-29). Some will be raised to eternal life, some to eternal 
damnation. For those who would look to the hereafter with an obe-
dient confidence and assurance of faith, the answer to the question 
is Jesus Christ, the Son of God. He came, lived a sinless life, “was 
tempted in all points like as are we, yet without sin” (Heb. 4:15), 
died, and was resurrected (Luke 24:1-6). Furthermore, he said, “I 
am the resurrection and the life; he that believeth in me, though 
he were dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth 
me shall never die” (John 11:25). He does not merely tell about res-
urrection, he is resurrection. It involves him and him alone. He is 
the “firstborn from the dead” (Col. 1:15-18). It is he that has been 
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“declared to be the Son of God with power according to the spirit 
of holiness, by the resurrection from the dead” (Rom. 1:4). Speak 
to me of power. Here is power. He came forth from the grave, “be-
cause it was not possible that he should be holden of it” (Acts 2:24). 
He deadened forever the power of death by his resurrection. Here is 
victory. Here is the triumph. Victory over death. What victory it is!

Resurrection is what the gospel is all about. It was the theme 
of the apostles’ preaching—and in fact, should it not be the theme 
of what is preached today? Hear Peter as he preaches the gospel of 
resurrection at Pentecost (Acts 2:23-24). “Him being delivered by 
the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God, ye have taken, 
and by wicked hands have crucified and slain. Whom God hath 
raised up, having loosed the pangs of death: because it was not 
possible that he should be holden of it.” In Acts 3:31, Peter again 
affirms the resurrection of Jesus by saying, “God hath raised him 
from the dead, whereof we are all witnesses.” Read how the officers 
of the law and the Sadducees were “grieved that they taught the 
people, and preached the resurrection from the dead,” and again, 
how in Acts 4:33, in spite of commands to desist, “with great pow-
er gave the apostles witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus.” 
Read how Paul, on Mars Hill, told of the resurrected Christ (Acts 
17:18). Read how, when he related the facts of his conversion, he 
made reverences to the resurrection of Jesus (Acts 22; 24). Res-
urrection was the central theme of the apostles’ preaching, about 
that there can be no doubt. Should it be any less so today? Resur-
rection is the victory. We dare not neglect it.

Even our personal salvation is patterned after the resurrection 
of the Savior. “Therefore we are buried with him by baptism, into 
death; that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory 
of the Father, even so ye also should walk in newness of life. For if 
we have been planted together in the likeness of his death, we shall 
also be in the likeness of his resurrection” (Rom. 6:4-5). Resurrec-
tion and salvation have an inseparable connection. 

And please take note: resurrection for us comes of both the love 
of God and the forgiveness made possible by his Son. Without his 
love and forgiveness, there would be no hope of resurrection. 

Resurrection is connected to man’s hope, that God-given men-
tal apparatus that reaches off into the future and attaches itself 
to that which we desire and have an expectation of receiving. The 
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cognizance of its possibility fills our hearts with joy and expecta-
tion. The assurance of it fills our minds with the determination to 
plod on toward its great expectation, no matter how difficult the 
course. It is fuel for handling the difficult, motive for making sure 
of our salvation.

The resurrection from the dead for the righteous is one of the 
most dramatic and powerful presentations in the New Testament. 
Talk about victory, if you will. Resurrection is what victory is all 
about. Hear it.

Philippians 3:20–21. “For our conversation [citizenship, NKJ] is 
in heaven, from whence we look for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, 
who shall change our vile body, that it may be fashioned like unto 
his glorious body, according to the working whereby he is able 
even to subdue all things unto himself.” How is it so? The love of 
God. The forgiveness of God for man.

2 Corinthians 4:16–5:5. “For which cause we faint not, but 
though our outward man perish, yet our inward man is renewed 
day by day. For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, 
worketh for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory; 
while we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things 
which are not seen: for the things which are seen are temporal; 
but the things which are not seen are eternal. For we know that 
if our earthly house of this tabernacle were dissolved, we have a 
building of God, an house not made with hands, eternal in the 
heavens. For in this we groan, earnestly desiring to be clothed 
upon with our house which if from heaven: if so be that being 
clothed we shall not be found naked. For we that are in this tab-
ernacle do groan, being burdened: not for that we would be un-
clothed, but clothed upon, that mortality might be swallowed up 
in life.” Without the love and forgiveness of God, no hope of that 
eternal housing would be possible.

1 Corinthians 15:55–58. “Behold I show you a mystery; we shall 
not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twin-
kling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and 
the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. 
For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal 
must put on immortality. So when this corruptible shall have put 
on incorruption and this mortal shall have put on immortality, 
then shall be brought to pass the saying, Death is swallowed up 
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in victory. O death, where is thy sting, O grave, where is thy vic-
tor? The sting of death is sin; and the strength of sin is the law. 
But thanks be to God , which giveth us the victory through our 
Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore be ye steadfast, unmoveable, always 
abounding the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your 
labor is not in vain in the Lord.” Love. Forgiveness. Resurrection. 
What need I more say? What could I more say?

“If a man die shall he live again?” And I say, Yes, sir. He will live 
again if he cares to do so. 

The Reason for It All
The plan God devised for man’s forgiveness is all connected 

beautifully in the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah. 

Who hath believed our report? And to whom is the arm of the Lord 
revealed? For he shall grow up before him as a tender plant, and as a 
root out of a dry ground: he hath no form nor comeliness; and when 
we shall see him, there is no beauty that we should desire him. 

He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows and ac-
quainted with grief: and we hid as it were our faces from him; he was 
despised, and we esteemed him not.

Surely he hath born our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we 
did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted. But he was 
wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: 
the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with hs stripes 
we are healed.

All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to 
his own way; and the Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all. He 
was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth: 
he is brought as a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her 
shearers is dumb, so he opened not his mouth. He was taken from 
prison and from judgment: and who shall declare his generation? For 
he was cut off out of the land of the living: for the transgression of 
my people was he stricken. And he made his grave with the wicked 
and with rich in his death; because he had done no violence, neither 
was any deceit in his mouth.

Yet it pleased the Lord to bruise him; he hath put him to grief; 
when thou shall make his soul an offering for sin, he shall see his see, 
he shall prolong his days, and the pleasure of the Lord shall prosper 
in his hand. He shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satis-
fied: by his knowledge shall my righteous servant justify man; for he 
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shall bear their iniquities. Therefore I will divide him a portion with 
the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong; because he 
hath poured out his soul unto death: and he was numbered with the 
transgressors; and he bare the sin of many, and made intercession for 
the transgressors.

Notice that: 

 He Was: It means He was: He: 
Despised Hated Loves
Wounded Hurt Heals
Bruised Injured Relieves
Rejected Left Fellowships
Oppressed Burdened Lifts
Afflicted Distressed Quiets
Slaughtered Slain Resurrects
Cut off Withdrawn from Restores

Jesus is our victory. Look at the cost. Realize its price. Consider 
that it was for you—and you—and you. Jesus paid it all. Sin could 
not defame him, death could detain him. He came forth from the 
grave a victorious Savior. And because he came forth, we can, too. 

I think often about the two men on the road to Emmaus. What 
an unspeakable joy it must have been when they suddenly saw the 
resurrected Jesus, the very person with whom they had spent the 
better part of a day and with whom they had discussed, with great 
sadness, the demise of him whom they thought to be the Savior. 
Now here he is! Resurrected from the dead! What a victory these 
two little men must have celebrated. Interestingly, what a joy it 
must have been for them to hasten back to Jerusalem to tell the 
people there of the victory—the victory of the resurrected Jesus. 
“He is not here, he is risen!”

It’s always been interesting to me that when Jesus came forth 
from the grave, he did not appear to the Sanhedrin or the High 
Priest and show himself alive, nor did he go up to the pinnacle of 
the temple to proclaim loudly to the blood-thirsty mob of killers 
that he was alive. Instead, he appeared to a couple of women, then 
spent almost all day with those two little men nobody ever heard 

46  Dee Bowman

Lectures.2012.indd   46 12/13/2011   4:07:28 PM



of, one of whom is not even identified. It is so like him. He came to 
save us all, big and small alike.

 Here is the love of God in its purest form. Here is the forgive-
ness for man forever assured. Here is the resurrection, the object 
of our faithfulness, the brightness of our hope, the answer to our 
fervent prayers. Here is what it’s all about. It’s all about heaven. If 
you miss heaven, you’ve just missed all there is. 

Sing the wondrous love of Jesus, sing his mercy and his grace. In the 
mansions bright and blessed, he’s prepared for us a place. When we 
all get to heaven, what a day of rejoicing that will be. When we all see 
Jesus, we’ll sing and shout the victory.
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The Grace of God
By the Grace of God He Might Taste  

Death for Everyone
Warren E. Berkley

But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, for 
the suffering of death crowned with glory and honor, that He, by the 
grace of God, might taste death for everyone. (Heb. 2:9)

Robert Turner, in his Sermons on Grace, spoke for every genu-
ine recipient of grace: “No greater theme could occupy the mind 
of man. If it were not for God’s grace, no man could possibly be 
saved” (7).

One of the decisive steps out of sin and into fellowship with 
God is to understand and value the grace of God that led to the 
sacrificial death of Jesus Christ. The challenge of this lecture is to 
tell this truth from Scripture and invite us to appreciate it both in 
concept and conduct. We are to be receivers and transmitters of 
God’s grace. And without that full response we cannot be right 
with God or heirs of his promises in Christ.

First, this passage in Hebrews announces this connection: 
“…by the grace of God,” Jesus tasted “death for everyone.” 1 This 
epistle was written to respond to the social/religious conditions 
that pressured so many Jewish Christians who were tempted and 
persecuted to leave Christ and resume their loyalty to Judaism. 
The state of the religious climate was a mixture of militant Jewish 
unbelievers, Gentile opposition, and the strongholds of family and 
community pressure against professions of faith in Christ. Add to 
this strongly held resistance to the annulling of the old covenant 
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by those who were hopeful the cause of Christ would die and every 
Jew would go back to Judaism. In this mix, there were Jewish be-
lievers who simply needed further instruction and warning. They 
had obeyed the gospel. Now, there was the possibility of some “de-
parting from the living God” (Heb. 3:12).

The epistle to the Hebrews was the Word of God breaking into 
their religious culture with this bulletin: Jesus, “who was made 
a little lower than the angels, for the suffering of death, crowned 
with glory and honor, by the grace of God—tasted of death for 
everyone” (Heb. 2:9). This is something so much more important 
and lasting than the reign of the Pharisees. Jesus—his example, 
his message, his offering of salvation—moved God’s plan beyond 
“the word spoken by angels” (Heb. 2:2). Priests are no more. Moses 
“was faithful in all His house as a servant…but Christ” is “a Son 
over His own house” (Heb. 3:6). Christ has become “a surety of 
a better covenant” and he was “offered once to bear the sins of 
many” (Heb. 7:22; 9:28).

The book of Hebrews is telling the original recipients and all 
who would read it, by God’s grace Christ came! He lived, died, was 
buried, and then was raised and exalted, “crowned with glory and 
honor.” He is superior to angels, priests, even Moses. And what 
was behind this?

No council of men could have ever conceived of this. No god 
the pagans ever imagined would have cared.2 No angelic confer-
ence devised this. No priestly conclave produced this remedy for 
sinners. God was behind this. Into the world through Christ came 
“the dispensation of the grace of God” (Eph. 3:2, 7; 1 Jn. 4:9).

The original readers of Hebrews may not have understood all of this 
well. It certainly was a part of the gospel story that sounded like non-
sense to some (1 Cor. 1:18ff). Lowliness and exaltation are usually 
opposites, not compliments. If Jesus is the great exalted being the 
author claims he is, then why did he live such a lowly life? Why was 
he subject to death? The answer lies in seeing that there was a gra-
cious purpose behind it. He came to the world to die because of (by) 
the grace of God toward us. All that God has done for our salvation 
is the gift of his kindness to us (cf. Rom. 3:24; Eph. 2:8). We in no 
way deserve or earn it. Jesus’ humiliation, climaxed in his death, was 
God’s gift to us. The purpose of Jesus’ incarnation was that he should 
taste death. The word “taste” is used figuratively here to mean ‘expe-
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rience.’ Jesus experienced death even though death did not keep him 
(cf. Acts 2:24, 31). He died for everyone, bearing the sins of the world 
(cf. 9:28). The atoning death of Jesus was universal in its scope and in 
the forgiveness it offers (cf. Acts 10:43; John 3:16). (McClister 103-4)

The book of Hebrews was sent to Jewish Christians who were 
under pressure. It says: the change from the old to the new is the 
legitimate and gracious work of God for man. The death of Christ 
was the result of God’s initiative of love and grace that Christ 
might die, for salvation to be offered to all men. This reminds us of 
what Scripture says repeatedly, that God’s grace is abundant (Rom. 
5:15-20), all sufficient (2 Cor. 12:9), glorious (Eph. 1:6), great (Acts 
4:33), manifold (1 Pet. 4:10), rich (Eph. 2:4-5), and undeserved by 
any man (1 Tim. 1:12-16). 

The Grace of God…
...Is permanently set in God’s character. “The word ‘grace’ 

describes a benevolent attitude which God extends toward His 
creatures” (Turner, Sermons 42). From our perspective we call it 
“unmerited” or “unearned” favor. As needy recipients that defini-
tion is accurate (as we will show). Defined in terms of the glori-
ous Giver, it is his perfect favor, his benevolent attitude toward 
man. This causes people with good and honest hearts to express 
to the Father: “Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity and 
passing over transgression for the remnant of his inheritance? 
He does not retrain his anger forever, because he delights in 
steadfast love. He will again have compassion on us; he will tread 
our iniquities underfoot. You will cast all our sins into the depths 
of the sea” (Mic. 7:18-19 ESV).

This perfect favor is permanently and eternally at the core of 
who God is. This is well known and written by New Testament 
writers, as in James 1:17, where the inspired writer says that “every 
good gift and every perfect gift comes down from the Father of 
lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow of turning.”

Grace was not self-conceived in God after man messed up. Nor 
was God’s grace like an option that he held in the background in 
case of an emergency. There was grace in the heart of God before 
there was sin in the heart of man. Divine grace can be read on ev-
ery page of Scripture, starting with creation. Obviously God was 
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gracious before this event. But it was manifested on earth first in 
creation, then from there to the death of Christ. The God of grace 
will welcome his people into heaven, where they will experience 
and continue to respond to him.

Therefore, divine grace is not just redemptive but creative. 
The Bible reveals the grace of God from the beginning. (The word 
“good” in Genesis 1:31 describes the perfect products of God’s 
grace.) “He brought all matter and time into existence out of noth-
ing—not because he had to but, apparently, because He wanted 
to” (Stanley 4). “God created the world, filled it with goodness, 
and then gave it away. He handed us the keys. He created a world 
perfectly suited to sustain the human race. What did we do to 
deserve this incredible, pristine abundance? Nothing. Absolutely 
nothing” (Stanley 7).

Beyond creation week, it was grace that responded to Adam 
and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and his family, Abraham and Sarah, 
and Joseph. The nation God created from them was an expression 
of his grace (Deut. 7:7-9).

God’s generosity, love, and compassion toward offenders, reb-
els and wicked men of all sorts is everywhere in the Bible story. He 
did not wipe out the rebellious Israelites (Ps. 106:23); he pardoned 
King David (Pss. 51; 32; Rom. 4:6-8) and was longsuffering and just 
at the same time (Rom. 2:4). God often “endured with longsuffer-
ing the vessels of wrath fitted for destruction” (Rom. 9:22).

But eventually the God of all grace brought time and history to 
this defining moment when Jesus died as a demonstration of God’s 
love and grace, since—while we were still sinners—“Christ died for 
us” (Rom. 5:8). We were sinners? Yes. That’s the next part of this 
study. It means…

God’s grace is unearned by us. When Christ came and died on 
that cross nobody in heaven or on earth could claim, “It’s about 
time you gave me what I deserve!” Blasphemy. Not one human be-
ing deserves such consideration. Paul quoted Psalm 14: “no, not 
one!” (cf. Rom. 3:10). The best of men, the most honorable women, 
the scholar, the philanthropist, the heroes and defenders of the in-
nocent cannot boast. What about the prophets? Isaiah said, “Woe 
is me” (6:5). The apostles were deserving, right? Paul said he was 
the chief of sinners and declared, “by the grace of God I am what 
I am” (1 Tim. 1:15; 1 Cor. 15:10). We are all unprofitable servants 
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who have sinned and do fall short of the glory of God (Luke 17:10; 
Rom. 3:23). Every commandment of God shows that man is mor-
ally responsible. Every charge of sin against man shows that man 
has failed in that responsibility, and therefore cannot earn a place 
in God’s favor. We are sinners without excuse (Rom. 1:20; 2:1). No 
one merits or earns the favor of God. Nobody earns their way into 
his room of special favor.

J. I. Packer was right: “What is grace? In the New Testament 
grace means God’s love in action, towards men who merited the 
opposite of love. Grace means God moving heaven and earth to 
save sinners… Grace means God sending His only Son to de-
scend…on the cross so that we guilty ones might be reconciled to 
God and received into heaven” (226).

This is vital: God’s grace is central to who he is eternally. It is 
his eternally benevolent attitude toward man. It is absolutely un-
deserved by man. 

What Does this Say about Us?
We Are Needy! Against the perfect and amazing picture of 

God’s grace, fix your mind now on the utter worthlessness and un-
deservedness of sinners. 

If we forget this or we let the world minimize the conviction of 
sin, to that extent, we fail to appreciate God for his grace and Jesus 
for his sacrifice. One cannot dismiss, diminish or be desensitized 
to sin, and at the same time have full appreciation for the grace of 
God and the death of Christ that came from that grace! (And the 
loss of our hatred against sin along with the diminishing apprecia-
tion of God’s grace, leaves us vulnerable to the claim that God’s 
grace is permissive; see Jude 4 and Romans 6.)

One place in the Bible where we can focus on our wretched state 
is the first three chapters of Romans. Romans 3:23 really states a 
conclusion, based on the evidence given in chapters 1 and 2: “For 
all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” The specification 
of our sin in those chapters includes things like deceit, disobedient 
to parents, hypocrisy, and being unforgiving. It includes common 
sins like having a mouth that is “full of cursing and bitterness” 
(3:14). The Holy Spirit through these words convicts us of our sin 
and therefore affirms our need of grace. We are needy.

We cannot issue our own pardon, nor can we refurbish our bro-
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ken lives with a do-it-yourself kit. We are dependent on God’s grace 
that made perfect provision for us through Jesus Christ. Robert 
Turner once summarized this section of Romans in his Sermons on 
Grace: “[1]…God can justly condemn all mankind, for all of us are 
sinners. [2] Law is not the remedy for this condition. [3] Grace is 
the remedy, but it is grace expressed in Christ Jesus. [4] That grace 
is available by faith…not…faith only” (29). All are sinners. All are 
invited to respond. All who want to respond can meet the require-
ments to walk in the light and be righteous. To God be the glory.

Mark this down: we must never define or construe grace as if we 
are in some sort of equal cooperative with God.3 This wrong idea 
could be stated, “I’ll do all I can on my end, and God will do the 
rest at his end.”

Not so quick with that! Grace does not mean we are in an equal 
partnership with God. From start to finish, we are dependent on 
the grace of God. From conviction to conversion to growth and 
to judgment, we are dependent on God’s grace and Christ’s blood 
(1 Jn. 1:7). There must be the active response of faith to him with 
genuine penitence, but it is not like we do half and he does the 
other half. “Wrong perceptions of God can lead to wrong actions 
in relationships with God,” so being correct about grace is vital 
(Sychtysz 95).

For example, consider being convicted of sin. When the Word 
of God convicts us of our sin we cannot boast of self-discovery. 
We were convicted by God’s Word which is called the word of his 
grace in Acts 20:32. We are spiritually bankrupt and lost, and the 
benevolent initiative of God was and is necessary for us to realize 
our lost condition, get out, and stay out.

All thoughts and responses to God’s grace must include our 
acknowledgement of his superiority and sovereignty. He is the al-
mighty, powerful God and we are his creatures who need him and 
depend upon him (Acts 17:28). He is the Creator and we, his crea-
tures. He is the Shepherd and we, the sheep who have gone astray. 
We are his subjects who have failed to hold up anything.

God chose to reveal himself to us. The plan to redeem us is his. 
We respond to him, but we are not involved in some sort of co-
equal partnership. This is a matter of giver and receiver. God gives, 
we receive (by the activity of our faith; see Eph. 2:1-10).

It is not that God is walking beside us as a buddy. We carry 
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half the load while he bears the other half. No. He condescends to 
our level to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves (Jn. 1:14). A 
Christian does not boast, “Look what I’ve done with a little help 
from God.” Our confession is: God saved me and called me with a 
holy calling, not according to works, but according to his own pur-
pose and grace, which was given to me in Christ Jesus (2 Tim. 1:9-
10). It is amazing grace that calls for our active response as needy 
receivers. God’s grace takes faith responders to places they could 
never go.

The case of the apostle Paul is an outstanding illustration of 
this. He did not boast in his labors (2 Cor. 11:23), or his knowledge 
(2 Cor. 12:4-5), or his record of people baptized (1 Cor. 1:16). Paul 
wrote, “But God forbid that I should glory except in the cross of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world has been crucified to 
me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14).

What is that? It is Paul’s dependence on the grace of God 
that found expression in the death of Jesus Christ (Heb. 2:9). His 
preaching (1 Cor. 2:2) and his living (Gal. 2:20) demonstrated his 
reliance on divine grace and atonement. His labor, obedience, and 
passion were not efforts to earn God’s favor. These were his grate-
ful and passionate responses to God’s favor shown to him and the 
world through the death of Christ. Had Paul engaged himself on a 
merit system, his work would have been drudgery mixed with dai-
ly anxiety that he wasn’t paying enough to merit the final reward.

Responding to the Grace of God
Is the grace of God irresistible, imposed on us, limited to the 

elect, invincible, or permissive? Classic and popular concepts im-
ply that the “reception” of grace is virtually unconditional and so 
any talk of responding is considered irrelevant or subject to self-
confirming “interpretation.” These doctrines cannot be defended. 
Our obligation as Christians is to say what God has said.

Robert Turner preached, “If God says repent and be baptized 
for the remission of sins (Acts 2:38), I have to say that you must 
repent and be baptized for the remission of sins. When God tells 
us that we must repent of our sins and pray for God’s forgiveness 
(Acts 8:22) and the blood of Jesus Christ will cleanse us from all 
sin (1 Jn. 1:7-9), I believe that with all my heart. I believe that is 
what you have to do” (Sermons 56).
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It is this simple: God is the giver (Eph. 2:8), we are receivers (2 
Cor. 6:1).4 To receive a gift is active. The gift is conditioned on the 
receiver taking initiative and responding to the offer, to receive 
what could not be possessed in any other way. Here are some key 
aspects of our response to the grace of God.

Recognition that we have sinned is one of our first responses. 
We hear the good news that Jesus, by the grace of God, tasted of 
death for every man and we are promoted to say, “God, be merci-
ful to me a sinner” (Lk. 18:13). When the word of God is heard, the 
hearer is led to see their guilt, and therefore, their need. Recogni-
tion of personal sin is the fitting response to the word of his grace.

Repentance should follow this recognition. This is a personal 
decision to walk away from sin—motivated by grace—to obey Jesus 
Christ. Repentance is our response to God’s grace. In Acts 11:18 it 
says, “God…granted the Gentiles repentance to life.” (Notice that 
“granted” is the activity of generosity, in this case unearned by one 
repenting.)

Regeneration. “But when the kindness and the love of God our 
Savior toward man appeared, not by works of righteousness which 
we have done, but according to His mercy He saved us, through the 
washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit, whom He 
poured out on us abundantly through Jesus Christ our Savior, that 
having been justified by His grace we should become heirs accord-
ing to the hope of eternal life” (Tit. 3:4-7). Hearing the gospel, be-
ing convicted of your sin, believing in Christ, repenting, and being 
baptized is one’s response that is effective because Jesus tasted of 
death for everyone. We have access to God’s grace “by faith” that is 
obedient (Rom. 5:2; 1:5; 6:17-18). Regeneration would not be within 
our reach without God’s grace, whereby Jesus tasted of death for 
everyone. The response of faith is necessary to be regenerated by 
the Spirit.

Righteous living must follow baptism. “For the grace of God that 
brings salvation has appeared to all men, teaching us that, denying 
ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously 
and godly in the present age, looking for the blessed hope and glo-
rious appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave 
Himself for us, that He might redeem us from every lawless deed 
and purify for Himself His own special people, zealous for good 
works.5 Speak these things, exhort and rebuke with all authority. 
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Let no one despise you” (Tit. 2:11-15). By God’s grace, we are saved 
from sin but also taught how to live without moving back into sin. 
Grace forgives us and teaches us how to be live right and how to be 
gracious. (Explore the context of this in Titus 2 to see how God is 
gracious providing instruction for various ages, genders, and roles 
[vv. 1-10], and that all of us are taught to “maintain good works,” 
and “meet urgent needs” that we not become “unfruitful” [Tit. 3:8, 
14]). God, through his gracious provisions for us, enables us to live 
disciplined and devoted lives. But there is more.

Reflecting God’s Grace
Historically, our emphasis on this subject is directed to one’s 

initial response to the grace of God. Because of the confusion and 
error of Calvinism and denominational doctrine, it was (and is) 
necessary to bring biblical clarity to the matter of obeying the gos-
pel. Hence, our concern is to teach “obedience to the faith” (Rom. 
1:5; 16:26; 1 Pet. 1:2). By grace God gives. By faith we receive and 
by faith we are kept (1 Pet. 1:5).

After baptism, we really need to see ourselves as living in the 
grace of God and reflecting his grace in our treatment of people. 
God’s grace toward us must find practical expression in our grace 
toward others. Is it possible that we have neglected this focus? Our 
Father exhibits the highest form of generosity. That should be seen 
in his children. This is well captured in one simple sentence: It is 
more blessed to give than to receive (Acts 20:35). This is true in ev-
ery instance when God is the Giver.

There are numerous specific forms of practical grace we can 
participate in: encouragement (1 Thess. 5:11-14), fairness (Jas. 2:1-
13), patience (1 Thess. 5:14), forgiveness (Eph. 4:32), nurturing 
(Rom. 15:14; Gal. 6:2), gracious speech (Eph. 4:29; 1 Pet. 3:15), spir-
itual intervention (Jas. 5:19,20; Gal. 6:1-2; Jude 22,23), and all the 
fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23). People saved by grace should live 
in these “graces,” thus reflecting God’s grace. God’s goodness and 
grace toward us should be seen in us; otherwise, we have received 
the grace of God in vain (2 Cor. 6:1).

Paul gives us a valuable illustration of this in his reference to 
the “churches of Macedonia” in 2 Corinthians 8 and 9. This sec-
tion of the letter begins with this banner: “…we make known to 
you the grace of God bestowed on the churches of Macedonia.” 
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Their giving is actually an expression of the grace of God. How is 
that? Receivers became givers!

The word charis is used twice in this passage: grace (verse 1) and 
privilege (verse 4). Just as God shows grace or unearned love towards 
sinful and unworthy people, so the Macedonians show grace or un-
conditioned kindness to the faraway Christians in Judaea. The latter 
is an illustration of the former, showing that, in one of its meanings, 
grace displays God’s attitude of uninvited favour towards sinners (see 
6:1). But charis also means God’s unearned mercy dynamically work-
ing within us (my emphasis, web). Hence, Paul writes of the grace that 
God has given the Macedonian churches (verse 1). Let the Corinthi-
ans imitate the Macedonians in showing grace towards others, and 
it will be able to be said of them that the grace of God is also at work 
within them. (Barnett 141-42)

The principle finds worthy application outside the realm of giv-
ing money. In baptism we respond; after baptism we continue to 
respond to God’s grace, making his grace a part of our daily con-
duct. After baptism, grace is our new home. People should be able 
to see and know where we live. We ought to be walking advertise-
ments of the grace of God.6

Grace is a new domain in which and by which Christians live (Rom. 
15:15; 16:20). In this realm sin no longer rules (6:14). By his grace, 
God affects Christians’ personal lives, giving them the ability to 
obey the gospel from the heart (Rom. 6:17), the ability to work hard 
(1 Cor. 15:10), and an increase of joy in severe trails (2 Cor. 8:1-2). 
God graciously affects Christians’ interpersonal relations, giving 
them care in their hearts for others (2 Cor. 8:16) and different spiri-
tual gifts that cause the body of Christ to function together (Rom. 
12:6). The believer is motivated to show practical grace to others. 
Jesus applies charis (translated “credit,” “benefit,” or “thanks’” to the 
act of doing something kind for someone who has not earned and 
does not deserve it (Lk. 6:32-34). The Christian knows that no matter 
the level of suffering or weakness in life, Christ’s grace toward them 
is sufficient (2 Cor. 12:9), allowing them to “approach the throne of 
grace with confidence in order that we may receive mercy and find 
grace to help us in our time of need” (Heb. 4:16). Dependence on 
Christ’s power and grace causes an overflow of thanksgiving (2 Cor. 
4:15). (Mounce 304)
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Specifically, all of this should cause us to inquire:
1. God is forgiving toward us. Are we forgiving toward others? 

When offended, do our emotions move immediately to revenge 
or recovery? When people have hurt us, do we want to hurt them 
back, or help them back? God’s model of forgiveness cannot be 
ignored by his people without grieving the Holy Spirit. “And do 
not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the 
day of redemption. Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and all 
evil speaking be put away from you, with all malice. And be kind 
to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God 
in Christ also forgave you. Therefore be followers of God as dear 
children” (Eph. 4:30-5:1).

2. God informs us. Do we inform others? God, by his grace, has 
revealed himself to man (Rom. 1:20; Heb. 1:1-2), telling us clear-
ly our problem and his solution, then appealing to us to come to 
Him. God tells us what to do to be saved and to keep saved (Tit. 
2:11-14). How are we doing imitating this act of grace? Do we speak 
the truth in love (Eph. 4:15), and are we ready to give an answer? 
(1 Pet. 3:15). Evangelism ought to move from this motive of God’s 
grace. D. T. Niles once said, “Evangelism is just one beggar telling 
another beggar where to find bread.” God has spread before us the 
healing and nutrition we need to be right with him. Are we de-
voted to the task of sharing the meal? 

3. God promises to help us do what is right. Do we help others 
do right? We can “come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may 
obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:16), 
and “if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives 
to all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to him” 
(Jas. 1:5). While we do not have the divine power to hear and an-
swer prayers, we can imitate God’s gracious helpfulness. We can 
make and keep promises to people who depend on us yet may not 
deserve all we do for them. We can become gracious care-givers, 
servants, patient listeners, and helpers, and by this reflect that we 
are recipients of his care and grace.

4. God does not forsake us. Do we forsake people who need us? 
“I will never leave you nor forsake you,” is God’s attitude toward 
us (Heb. 13:5). Do we sometimes just abandon people because it 
is too hard to deal with them, or are we too busy to respond? Do 
we ever encounter people in life who are undeserving? I’m not 
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talking about good, sincere people who need your help. This is 
not about benevolence for people who are truly and legitimately 
destitute (like a victim of a natural disaster.) Right now I’m talk-
ing about people who are undeserving and guilty; perhaps what 
they have done has hurt you! Do you want to say, “Father, forgive 
them, for they know not what they do”? Or, “Father, there he is…
get him…he is the one who hurt me…she did it; it was wrong—
busted. Put her in jail and throw away the key”? Are we forsaking 
the forsaken? Are we taking some of the first steps to help the 
undeserving, then growing weary?

I’m going to say to us something that may need to hurt us first 
before it can help us. Our reception of God’s favor, our under-
standing of his grace, is not just displayed by baptism, attendance, 
and being able to win a debate! We ought to want to be baptized, 
come to worship with joy, and be ready to give an answer to every-
one. But his grace should be reflected in all the components of our 
responses to people and events. Are we receivers of grace from God, 
but negligent in being gracious? Are we givers, or just receivers?

The question here is, do we show toward others the grace he 
shows to us? How do we respond to the undeserving, the guilty, 
those who have nailed us to the cross? Are we willing to forgive 
and then help lift up our worst offenders? The whole idea is not just 
to get out of sin and stay out of hell, or just avoid getting what we 
deserve. The higher motivation is to give what we receive. Recipi-
ents of mercy who are genuine and grateful become dispensers of 
mercy (see Jude 23).

“Grace can pardon our ungodliness and justify us with 
Christ’s righteousness; it can put the spirit of Christ within us; 
it can help us when we are down; it can heal us when we are 
wounded; it can multiply pardons, as we through frailty multiply 
transgressions” (Bunyan).

Grace should also cause us to be gracious people. Perry Hall has 
it right: “Christians are simply conduits for God’s grace (Hall 107).

This has application in evangelism, edification, marriage, par-
enting, relationships with members, and strangers. It works out 
through hospitality, giving, serving, praying, and lecturing! Our 
dependence on the God of all grace and the death of Christ should 
have impact in all we think, all we say, all we feel, all we do, and 
all we hope.

62  Warren E. Berkley

Lectures.2012.indd   62 12/13/2011   4:07:29 PM



God’s grace, received and applied through us, blesses us and 
sustains us “through many dangers, toils and snares.” Beyond this 
brief existence, grace will lead us home and “when we’ve been 
there ten thousand years, bright shining as the sun. We’ve no less 
days to sing God’s praise than when we’ve first begun.”

Here’s something every one of us can do, beginning immedi-
ately after this lecture. Engage in a personal review of your giving, 
not just financial. Think of all the gifts you can give. God has given 
generously to you, not just to save you, but to nurture generosity in 
you. Focus on how you can give generously to others: praying for 
people, listening to people, encouraging people, being patient with 
people, teaching people, helping people, forgiving people, etc. In 
all these acts of grace, you help others acknowledge and respond 
to your gracious Father.

Hebrews 2:9 makes this connection between the grace of God 
and the death of Christ that ought not to be put into our men-
tal background. The grace of God is a foundational pillar, and 
the death of Christ the pinnacle of the structure. We have access 
into God’s place by the activity of our faith. But that obedience 
would avail nothing without God’s grace and Christ’s death that 
supremely expressed it. This beautiful and simple truth has been 
subjected to silence, subjectivism, relativism, and misrepresenta-
tion.

It is grace that can take us out of sin and bring us to God 
through the death of Christ. It is grace that supplies the discipline 
to resist the world (Tit. 2:11-14). It is grace that equips us to serve 
others in genuine ways. It is grace that enriches our hope and pro-
duces the passion to preach the gospel and edify God’s people.

Conclusion
We really need two basic things, forgiveness and transformation. 

Sinners need some means outside themselves (since pardon cannot 
be self-conferred), to be relieved of the guilt of their sin. Then sin-
ners also need information with motivation that provides transfor-
mation (to walk in newness of life after baptism; see Romans 6). God 
provides both for us through Jesus, “who was made a little lower 
than the angels, for the suffering of death crowned with glory and 
honor, that He, by the grace of God, might taste death for everyone.”

A man said to a preacher one time, “Why are you people al-
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ways talking about the death of Christ.” He said, “why not talk 
about his life. Talk about his teaching and his great example. 
Why all this interest in his death. Just give us his example and 
teaching. That’s what we need!” The preacher said, “Really? That’s 
all you need. You will follow him and be a Christian, without all 
this morbid death history?” The man said, “Yes, that’s it.” “All 
right,” the preacher said, “let’s take the first step. The first thing 
you need to know about Jesus is that he never sinned. Can you 
do that?” “Of course not,” the man replied, “I sin every day.” The 
preacher said, “Sounds to me like you not only need an exam-
ple and teaching—you need a Savior!” Then the preacher quoted 
John 1:29: “Behold, the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world!” (Illustrations).

He is the author of eternal salvation to all who will obey him 
(Heb. 5:9). And you can obey him and have eternal salvation be-
cause “we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, 
for the suffering of death crowed with glory and honor, that He, by 
the grace of God, might taste death for everyone” (Heb. 2:9).

What in your life can be traced back to the grace of God? Ev-
erything good (Acts 17:25; Jas. 1:17; 1 Cor. 15:10; Rom. 8:32). We 
display the grace of God, not by continuing in sin, but by continu-
ing in obedience to God (Rom. 5:21–6:18). In fact, apostles were 
divinely chosen and empowered by the Spirit to tell the world of 
God’s grace “for obedience to the faith” (Rom. 1:5).

God loves for us to cheerfully reflect his grace through our giv-
ing to others, of all we have to give (Rom. 12:3, 6; 1 Pet. 4:10).

For the Jewish Christians who received the Hebrew epistle, 
grace received and lived was essential. “In facing such problems, 
the readers would need plenty of God’s grace that would supply 
them with the solutions. Hebrews is no different. By his grace God 
has given us Jesus (2:9) and the opportunity to escape the divine 
wrath (12:15), and the author had already encouraged them to go 
to the throne of grace for help (4:6). He thus closes with the ex-
pressed wish that the same divine grace would sustain them in 
their present difficulty” (McClister 526).

“Grace be with you all. Amen” (Heb. 13:25).

Notes
1. There is a technical/textual issue that comes up in some com-
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mentaries; some argue “apart from God” is preferred over “by the 
grace of God.” F.F. Bruce concludes, “Whatever may be said of the 
textual warrant for the phrase, ‘by the grace of God,’ it is entirely 
appropriate in the context and makes for a smooth transition to 
the words which follow” (40).

2. Robert Mounce argues that pagan gods did not care about their 
worshippers (83).

3. Preachers beware of using those charts, “God’s Part” and “Man’s 
Part.” Let’s be careful to give clarity to this point. We are not equal 
partners with God in the plan of salvation.

4. C. S. Lewis has well said, “A man whose hands are full of parcels 
can’t receive a gift” (272).

5. “…grace makes forgiveness freely available, but…there are two 
reasons why this is not at the expense of holiness. The first reason 
is the cross, and now the second reason is the fact that forgive-
ness is actually given only to those who are willing to receive it in 
repentance. God is ready to forgive, but he guards his holiness by 
bestowing the gift only on those whose attitude toward sin is the 
same as his own, i.e., when they have come to hate it and despise it 
and want to be rid of it” (Cottrell 375).

6. Consider also the “Christian graces” in 2 Peter 1:5-8.
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The Humility of God
He Did Not Regard Equality with God  

a Thing to Be Grasped
David McClister

It can be said without danger of exaggeration that Philippians 
2:5ff is one of the most significant passages in all the New Testa-
ment. It is so momentous that at least one scholar has proclaimed 
it to be Paul’s “master story” (Gorman 12). And yet the passage 
has seemed to be oddly contradictory to many, and its profound 
paradox has become a stumbling-block to many who have tried 
to plumb its depths. The paradox, however, lies at the heart of 
Christianity and its doctrines about both God and Jesus. In fact, 
there seems to be no better way to express it in human language 
than as a paradox. It is precisely here—in the apparent “yes” and 
“no” of the text at the same time—that one of the most profound 
truths about God is revealed.

The World of Roman Philippi
We sometimes shake our heads in amazement at the increas-

ing importance of the ego in our culture. The 1970’s, 80’s, and 90’s 
have been called “Generation Me,” but it is arguable whether this 
is really something new because ancient Hellenistic culture was 
just as me-centered as our culture, and maybe even more so. There 
were three facets of Hellenistic culture in this connection that are 
pertinent to our study of Philippians chapter 2. The first was Ro-
man imperialism and its hierarchical structure of authority. At 
the apex of Roman society stood the emperor, the princeps (“first 
one”) as he was called. In this connection it is important to note 
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that the ancients often thought of greatness in terms of space or 
position. That which was “high” or “above” was, by virtue of its 
position, greater than what was below it. As the “highest” man in 
the empire the emperor was also the chief patron of the Roman 
world, but he was thereby also the one who demanded the greatest 
honor (an idea that eventually led to the rise of the emperor cult in 
the provinces). Even more importantly, the emperor also wielded 
the power of the empire primarily through the Roman legions. 
This is a critical point, because the Roman concept of greatness 
was founded and maintained largely on military might, and it is 
no coincidence that most of Rome’s emperors were men who had 
proven themselves on the battlefield and who had distinguished 
themselves as capable of directing Roman power efficiently. In a 
sense, Roman power was military power, and the ability to handle 
that power (especially against Rome’s enemies) was a path to great-
ness. Those who dared to challenge the authority of the emperor 
or of Rome paid for their rebellion usually with their lives, and in 
a publicly humiliating way. Control over the provinces was main-
tained mostly by the threat of violent retaliation, and Roman peace 
was bartered over the dead bodies of her enemies. In that world, 
greatness was a function of overwhelming power.

In connection with this, we would also do well to remember 
that the Philippi of Paul’s day was a Roman colony populated by 
the descendants of retired Roman soldiers. In this way Philippi 
was not the typical Hellenistic city. Patriotism and pride in Ro-
man power would have been strong in this city. The inhabitants 
of Philippi were generally so sensitive to their Roman roots that 
(you will remember) when Paul first preached the gospel there, his 
message was perceived as being anti-Roman. “These men are…
proclaiming customs which it is not lawful for us to accept or to 
observe, being Romans” (Acts 16:20-21). While we are not told ex-
actly what Paul had said, it is easy enough to figure out. Paul had 
preached that Jesus was the reigning Lord of all, and this was taken 
as an affront to the power of the Roman emperor.

The second facet of Hellenistic culture that concerns us here 
was the structure of Roman society itself. Hellenistic Roman cul-
ture was one in which honor was everything, and the acquisition, 
increase, and display of status was a constant endeavor in the world 
in which Paul lived and wrote. The elites, of course, inhabited a 
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stratified upper level in ancient society, and it was important for 
them not only to have elite status, but also to display it. The clothes 
one wore, the place where one was allowed to sit in public events, 
the house one lived in—all of these proclaimed the elite person’s 
status clearly. If you were not one of the elite, you were reminded 
of it at every turn. Statues in the marketplaces, honorific inscrip-
tions, and special associations reminded the common man exactly 
where he stood relative to them. But the importance of attaining 
and displaying status and honor extended even to the non-elites. 
Even among the lower Roman classes there was a hierarchical 
structure that mimicked that of the elites (Hellerman 322f). Com-
moners created various kinds of associations and organizations of 
limited membership which gave them the sense of special belong-
ing and special status. In a way, these associations gave them some 
of the privilege (or at least a sense of it) denied to them by the 
elites. For either group, however, progress up the social ladder was 
marked by a clearly defined and regulated series of steps. For the 
elite, the upward career path (or cursus honorum, as it was known) 
was actually regulated (and thus protected) in Roman law. For the 
non-elite, the path to higher status was through local civic honors, 
membership in associations, and positions of public service.

The third facet of ancient life pertinent to Philippians 2 was 
traditional Greco-Roman religion. While the empire was awash 
with eastern influences and imported deities which some Romans 
found novel or exotic, the traditional pantheon of classical gods 
was still recognized, venerated, and even defended by the emper-
ors. However, by the first century there was an ever-growing dis-
satisfaction with classical religion. It had long been recognized 
that the gods themselves did not act as good moral models for hu-
mans (for this reason ethics was not the domain of religion, but 
of philosophy). Furthermore, while the gods involved themselves 
in human affairs, or sometimes even came to earth as humans, 
there was no sense that the gods cared for, much less loved, hu-
man beings. The gods were prejudiced, manipulative, deceptive, 
and even antagonistic toward people. They inhabited the ultimate 
elitist strata of ancient society, and they were viewed basically as 
heavenly patrons. It is no surprise, then, that it was believed that 
Roman emperors ascended to the company of the gods (apotheo-
sis) after they left this world. It was the next step up the ladder of 
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status. In such a system, men worshipped the gods not because the 
gods loved men, or for their goodness, but because gods and wor-
shippers lived in a patron-client relationship with each other, and 
offering proper worship to a god obligated the deity to reciprocate. 
Thus it was possible to get good things from a god, but not because 
this was the nature of the god to do so.

The picture that emerges from these facets of the ancient world 
is of a fiercely competitive society obsessed with notions of power, 
honor, and status. Getting these things, increasing in them, and 
displaying them before others were vitally important to them. 
People were always compared to, or compared themselves to, oth-
ers. The further up the social ladder one climbed, the greater his 
prestige and the more worthy of honor he became. Greatness was 
viewed as a matter of increase and gain, of upward movement in 
society. But the entire system, from the honor available to the 
common man at the bottom to the honor enjoyed by the emperor 
and the gods at the top, was not based on an ethic of the inherent 
value of good will toward others. Goodness to others was simply 
a tool for the advancement of self. Once we see this about the Ro-
man world, we are in a position truly to appreciate Philippians 2.

What Philippians 2 Is Not Saying
Before we proceed to explore our text, it is necessary to dispel 

some long-standing and firmly-entrenched misunderstandings. 
One of the chief culprits in contributing to the misunderstanding 
and mishandling of this text is the Greek philosophical tradition 
and its application in the classic statements about the deity and 
humanity of Jesus that are embodied in the Chalcedonian state-
ment of faith (the “Chalcedonian symbol”). For those who are not 
familiar with this, in the centuries immediately after the time of 
the apostles more and more attention was given to the question of 
the person of Jesus. The New Testament affirms that he was fully 
human, but it also affirms that he was (and is) equal to God. The 
question became, then, how can these two qualities be affirmed 
at the same time? How are we to understand who Jesus was? How 
can a person be fully divine and fully human at the same time? 
That is, how can one person have two natures? The matter was 
debated for years.

Now this is one of the great intellectual “puzzles” of theology, 
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and many great minds have been seduced by its challenge. After 
years and years of debate and frustration, the Council of Chalce-
don produced in a.d. 451 some famous statements that have been 
considered the orthodox way to think and speak about this ques-
tion ever since. The Chalcedonian creed says that Jesus was

truly God and truly man, of a reasonable soul and body; consubstan-
tial with the Father according to the Godhead, and consubstantial 
with us according to the Manhood; in all things like unto us, without 
sin;…to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchange-
ably, indivisibly, inseparably; the distinction of natures being by no 
means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each na-
ture being preserved, and concurring in one Person and one Subsis-
tence, not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same 
Son, and only begotten, God the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ….

There are three things to notice about this. First, the statement 
is based on Greek categories of thought. Readers familiar with 
biblical expressions will immediately spot the strange-sounding 
terminology. Yet nowhere do any of the New Testament authors 
(most of whom were strict Jews) ever speak about Jesus’ two na-
tures, his “substance,” his subsistence, or his essence. This is a 
large part of the problem with the Chalcedonian statement, since 
these categories are being imposed on a phenomenon that was 
never described in this way by the original authors. The fact is 
that Paul was a Jew, and his statements about the deity of Jesus 
should be understood from that background, not from the Greek 
philosophical tradition.1 As Richard Bauckham has put it, the 
Bible focuses not on the nature of Jesus (what he is), but on the 
identity of Jesus (who he is) (7).

Second, the Chalcedonian statement is more about what we 
cannot affirm about Jesus than what we can say with confidence, 
and even when the statement does make affirmations, they are 
just that: they are affirmations, but not elucidations. However we 
might think about the question of “two natures,” the statements 
tell us that we may not speak in such a way as to suggest some 
kind of division within the person of Christ. In essence, the Chal-
cedonian statements leave the matter as a mystery; they are not 
explanations at all.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, there seems to be an un-
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derlying assumption behind all of this talk of “two natures” that 
the two are somehow inherently incompatible, and yet the state-
ment goes on to affirm that these incompatible things are myste-
riously linked in the person of Jesus. That is, the matter of Jesus’ 
natures has been viewed as if the question were akin to asking if 
God could make a square circle. But this is a false assumption, a 
false dilemma. Deity and humanity might be different from each 
other in many ways, but they are not opposites. If they were, the 
incarnation could not have happened nor could man have been 
made in God’s own image.

It is amazing how much weight has been attached to the Chal-
cedonian statement not only by Roman Catholics (which we would 
expect), but also by mainline conservative evangelicals. Even 
among those as conservative as Baptists, scholars have taken the 
Chalcedonian statements as if they were the last word, the bench-
mark of orthodoxy, or some inviolable and unquestioned starting-
point and ending-point regardless of however else the discussion 
might proceed. This is even more astonishing in light of the creed’s 
poverty of explanation. Yet the Chalcedonian statement has had a 
tremendous influence on the way Philippians 2:5ff has been read. 
Specifically, many exegetes have tried (either intentionally or by 
reason of the subtle weight attached to the creed) to interpret Phi-
lippians 2:5ff in terms of the Chalcedonian symbol. The result is 
that our text has been read as if Paul were discussing the two na-
tures of Jesus. But even more, our text has also been read as if Paul 
were saying that Jesus gave up part of his deity in order to take 
on humanity (especially vv. 6-7). It is quite common in the litera-
ture—and among our own people—for this text to be expounded 
as a discussion of which divine attributes Jesus gave up in order to 
come to this earth and live as a man.

I suggest that no such thing is going on in Philippians 2, and 
that Paul was thinking nothing like the classic Chalcedonian state-
ment. How Jesus could be both divine and human at the same time 
is not, as far as I can tell, ever discussed in the writings of Paul, nor 
anywhere else in the New Testament for that matter. Theologians 
have a saying: “If the Bible does not answer your question, it means 
you are asking the wrong question.” And so it is with all this talk 
of two natures, or of what Jesus gave up of his deity in order to 
become a man. The Bible does not discuss it. It affirms both the 
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humanity and deity of Jesus, but it does not attempt to explain the 
matter. It is simply a “given.” The early Christians knew Jesus to be 
fully human (in fact, they knew him this way first), and through 
their experience with him they came to the conclusion that he was 
not just a man, but that he was the Son of God (John 1:49; 20:31), 
the Holy One of God (John 6:69). For them, this is just the way it 
was, and as far as we know they did not devote discussions or writ-
ings to the question of how these two things could be affirmed at 
the same time. Regardless of how it happened, the early Christians 
knew, from their own experience of Jesus, that it had happened.

What Philippians 2:5-11 Is Saying
A word or two is necessary about the details of the text, but 

we must not let these matters obscure the larger and more sig-
nificant point Paul is making. As for the text itself, Paul did not 
suddenly get the urge to discuss abstract theology in Philippians 
2. The exhortation begins in 1:27: “Only conduct yourselves in a 
manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and 
see you or remain absent, I will hear of you that you are standing 
firm in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of 
the gospel.” As the context proceeds, Paul explains how they may 
attain this goal, namely, by adopting the attitude Jesus had in him-
self.2 This is the context for Philippians 2:5ff. The “gospel of Christ” 
is the story about Christ (1 Cor. 15:3ff), and it is from that story 
that Paul derived the ethics which he presented to the Philippian 
Christians. Behind the deeds of Jesus—and most importantly his 
death—lay an attitude (v. 5) that was the reason and motive for it. 
Paul wished to explore the story of Jesus to expose this attitude 
and commend it to his readers.

 The introductory statement (v. 6) is crucial, but unfortu-
nately there is also some debate over its terminology. Paul says that 
Jesus did not regard equality with God to be a prize. The old KJV 
rendering of “robbery” is misleading and confusing. Other transla-
tions have grappled with the precise meaning of the Greek phrase 
ouk harpagmos, with the majority of modern English versions opt-
ing for “not…a thing to be grasped.” The Greek word harpagmos is 
the noun form of a verb that means to seize or snatch, but the word 
was not common in Greek literature so it is difficult to get a pre-
cise sense of the word’s meaning. The word could have the sense of 
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“spoils, booty,” but a good case can be made from the context here 
that the word means “something claimed” or “gain.” Remember 
the context in Philippi: a sense of honor and status pervaded the 
life and thought of this Roman colony. Paul’s point, then, is that 
Jesus was not the honor-grabbing, status-coveting person that was 
common in the ancient world. He did not consider his equality 
with God to be a status or honor that was so valuable that he could 
not sacrifice it for the sake of others. Therefore the passage begins 
by discussing Jesus in his pre-incarnate state; verse 6 is not about 
what Jesus was as a man. Before Jesus came to this world he had 
the highest possible status of all: equal to God. But in his mind, 
this status was not something to be “grasped” or valued as the ul-
timate possession. As Bauckham puts it, “the issue is not whether 
Christ gains equality or whether he retains it, as in some transla-
tions. He has equality with God and there is no question of losing 
it; the issue is his attitude to it” (41). In contrast to the selfishness 
Paul mentions in verse 3, Jesus refused to use his exalted status for 
his own advantage (Hoover 106). He is, then, the ultimate example 
of selflessness and sacrifice with others in mind first.

Note also that the only thing that changes (if that is even the 
proper word for it) about Jesus in the incarnation was the form 
(Greek morphē) in which he existed. He was in the form of God (v. 
6), dwelling in glory (John 17:5), but he took on the form of a man 
(v. 7) with a flesh-and-blood body. The word morphē had a long his-
tory as a Greek philosophical term. It referred to the distinctive 
or characteristic form or structure of a thing (Spicq 2:521), but it 
also denoted the outward form that reflected the essence of a thing 
(Braumann 1:705). However, it is clear not only that the biblical 
writers were reluctant to use Greek philosophical terms (for exam-
ple, this word is used only three times in all the New Testament), 
but also that Paul especially was not using the term exactly the way 
a philosopher would have used it (Strimple 259). In this context, the 
word has the sense of “the unique physical appearance by which a 
person is recognized and is distinguished from others” (Pöhlmann 
2:443). Paul almost goes out of his way to define this term as he sup-
plies two more synonyms (in parallel participial phrases): “being 
in the likeness of men” and “being found in appearance as a man.” 
Paul is not talking about Jesus’ “essence” or divine nature here.

What is more important here is that there was no loss of de-
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ity, no change in Jesus’ “essence” or “nature.” The very most that 
could be inferred from this text is that Jesus exchanged the “form 
of God” for the “form of a slave,” but Paul himself comes short of 
saying this explicitly. He does not use the word “exchange,” nor 
does he speak of Jesus changing this or that quality (but see Phil. 
3:21). He says that Jesus “took” or “took on” the form of a slave, but 
he is also careful not to say that Jesus “lost” or “gave up” anything. 
What he declares is that there was the sacrifice of living in a form 
associated with the highest possible status to take on a form asso-
ciated with the lowest possible status. Jesus retained what he was, 
but in addition he took on lowliness; when the king dresses as a 
commoner, he is still the king. It is this point about status that is 
the main concern of this text, not the “natures” of Jesus. In this 
vein, then, the word “form” here denotes the expression of Jesus’ 
state, his status or role (Brown 1:549).

It is precisely in this connection of the lowliest possible status 
that Paul mentions Jesus’ death on a cross (v. 8). When we think 
about crucifixion, the first thing we think of is its pain. But the 
first thing the ancients thought of was its shame (cf. Heb. 6:6; 
12:2). Crucifixion was a death reserved for slaves and the lowest 
people, and while it was excruciatingly painful it was primarily 
meant to be a public humiliation. The victim was naked (or nearly 
so), and his body was treated with no respect whatsoever. In the 
ancient Hellenistic world, the treatment and protection of one’s 
own body was an indicator of one’s dignity, but in crucifixion this 
dignity was violently taken away from the victim, and his body was 
treated with the utmost contempt. And on top of this, crucifixion 
was known in the first century as the specifically Roman form of 
punishment meted out to those who dared to challenge imperial 
power. That is, we may not separate this mode of execution from 
the people who imposed it. Crucifixion was the Roman way of say-
ing publicly “this is what we think of people who dare to challenge 
our authority.” The Romans used this form of execution on “low-
lifes” (in their thinking) precisely because it was so humiliating, 
and because it so clearly demonstrated Roman power. Crucifixion, 
then, ultimately preserved the authority of the emperor himself, 
who wielded Roman power through military force.

It is in the middle of this context of taking on a lower status 
with respect to the form in which he existed, and the kind of death 
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that he died, that Paul says Jesus emptied himself (v. 7). This is 
the center of the discussion, the main point. Note that the phrase 
does not have a grammatical direct object. That is, Paul does not 
say that Jesus emptied himself of this quality or of that attribute. 
Paul simply says that Jesus emptied himself. It is equivalent to the 
phrase in the next verse, “he humbled himself,” but also rings with 
a loud echo of Isaiah 53:12, “he poured himself out unto death.” 
We may think also of 2 Corinthians 8:9: “For you know the grace 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, that on account of you he became poor, 
even though he was rich.” The participial phrase that immediately 
follows in Philippians 2:7 tells us how Jesus emptied himself: by 
the act of taking on the form of a slave, ultimately reflected in his 
suffering a slave’s death on a Roman cross. That is, Jesus’ emptying 
himself is Paul’s way of talking about Jesus’ humility, his attitude 
of not valuing his status and honor (reflected in his existence in 
the form of God) as something to be retained in selfishness. He 
gave up the greatest claim to honor and status in the universe, and 
humbled himself all the way “down” to the lowest possible exis-
tence among men, including suffering the humiliation of a death 
intended for slaves and for the lowest of humanity.

Now it is precisely at this juncture that Paul is making one of 
the most profound points in the all the New Testament. And this 
is also why it is so vitally important to get the exegesis of Philip-
pians 2:5ff correct, because if we interpret the text as saying that 
Jesus gave up some attributes or facets of his deity when he became 
a man, then the great point that Paul is actually making here dis-
appears altogether and the entire exhortation (1:27–2:18) becomes 
confused. If we read Philippians 2 to say that Jesus sacrificed some 
attributes of deity in order to become man, then we have come 
functionally close to (if not the same as) simply affirming that Jesus 
was basically just another prophet from God, or that he was akin to 
what the Romans believed about their divinized emperors, or that 
he was something like an angel (a being on an order between God 
and man). That is, this defective view of Philippians 2 actually as-
serts that Jesus had something of the divine in him, but at the end 
of the day he was not fully divine and he is not God in the normal, 
biblical sense of that word. However, Paul has conceded nothing 
about Jesus’ deity neither here nor in any other text. Paul stated 
unequivocally that “in him all the fullness of God was pleased to 
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dwell” (Col. 1:19 RSV), and the author of Hebrews showed powerful-
ly that it would be a fundamental mistake (based on statements in 
the Hebrew Bible itself) to classify the Son of God with the angels 
(ch. 1). If there is anything that is clear, it is that the early Christians 
spoke of Jesus using the Jewish language reserved for the descrip-
tion of God himself (Bauckham 20-31), and they quoted Old Testa-
ment texts about God as referring to Jesus. Not once is there even a 
hint that Paul or any other Christian believed that while Jesus was 
on earth he was less God than he was before his incarnation. 

Once we see that Philippians 2 is not about any supposed sac-
rifice of divine attributes, and that the fullness of Jesus’ deity is 
never in question in this text, then we are ready to see the most 
significant point of the exhortation: Paul is affirming that the self-
emptying, the fullness of sacrificial giving that we see in Jesus is 
the divine essence and nature. Paul is saying that this is what God 
is like, and to diminish the deity of Jesus in any way is to detract 
from what Paul saw as the most wonderful thing about God: his 
great sacrificial love. The humiliation of Jesus is not some strange 
anomaly that is to be rationalized as if it were inherently contradic-
tory to the concept of God’s honor or status as God (although it 
certainly seemed like such to unbelievers). Paul, along with the rest 
of the early Christians, believed that Jesus was the Son of God, that 
Jesus was the exact representation of God’s nature and the radiance 
of God’s very essence (Heb. 1:3). This means, then, that whatever 
we see in Jesus, that same quality exists in God himself. “He who 
has seen Me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). So if we see in Jesus a 
complete and full humility for the sake of man, Paul is thus affirm-
ing that this willingness to take on lowliness, this wholly unselfish 
self-giving for others, is an attribute of deity, it is what God is like.

This is a tremendously profound point, although in typical New 
Testament fashion it is stated with the utmost simplicity. It is what 
John was proclaiming when he said “God is love” (1 John 4:8). This 
is the essence, the most God-like thing about God (to stretch the 
language a little). If you want to know the very essence of God, it is 
seen in the cross, in the outpouring of his love for man sacrificially 
and fully. This is what God is truly like. N. T. Wright put it this 
way: “The real humiliation of the incarnation and the cross is that 
one who was himself God, and who never during the whole pro-
cess stopped being God, could embrace such a vocation. The real 
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theological emphasis of the hymn, therefore, is not simply a new 
view of Jesus. It is a new understanding of God” (84). Similarly, 
Bauckham has recognized that “his [Christ’s] humiliation belongs 
to the identity of God as truly as his exaltation does. The identity 
of God—who God is—is revealed as much in self-abasement and 
service as it is in exaltation and rule” (45).

The apostle John proclaimed this, although he put it in differ-
ent terms. In the prologue to his account of Jesus, John said, “And 
the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, 
glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and 
truth” (1:14). On Jewish lips, the word “glory” was used to describe 
what we would call the “essence” of God. It is that quality of God 
that is not simply an attribute or an effect of his power, but which 
sets him apart and characterizes him as God. To say that God 
dwells in glory is to speak of the divine nature itself. But if you 
have ever read John’s gospel, you know that “glory” is also the way 
Jesus referred to his death on the cross. As his death drew near, 
he said “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified” 
(12:23). John was affirming in the prologue that it is in the cruci-
fied Son of God that we see divine glory. The glory of God consists 
of his great, sacrificial love for man. The magnitude and power of 
that love is such that it is no less than a manifestation of the glory 
of God, the very essence of God himself, and nowhere do we see 
that glory, that essence, any more fully than when we are looking 
at the dead body of Jesus of Nazareth hanging on a Roman cross.

Jesus himself tried to communicate this message to his dis-
ciples. In that upper room shortly before his ordeal, Jesus girded 
himself with a towel and washed his disciples’ feet. When he was 
done, he said: “Do you know what I have done to you? You call Me 
Teacher and Lord; and you are right, for so I am. If I then, the Lord 
and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one an-
other’s feet. For I gave you an example that you also should do as I 
did to you. Truly, truly, I say to you, a slave is not greater than his 
master, nor is one who is sent greater than the one who sent him” 
(John 13:12-16). That is, it is the nature of God to serve; it lies at the 
very core of his being to give in the interests of others. Our God is 
a servant. In John’s characteristic fashion, the last statement in the 
quotation has a double edge to it. On one level Jesus is speaking 
about his disciples whom he would send into the world. If Jesus 
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was not above serving others, neither could they be. But on an-
other level, Jesus was speaking about himself. Since it is the divine 
nature of God himself to serve, the One whom God sent into the 
world (Jesus) was not above serving either.

Now it is not as if no one knew that God was willing to “stoop” 
to help the lowly. Psalm 113, as part of the collection of Psalms that 
commemorated the exodus from Egypt (the “Egypt Hallel”) pro-
vided the prologue to the Passover remembrance by proclaiming 
that God does this very thing. “Who is like the Lord our God, who 
is enthroned on high, who humbles Himself to behold the things 
that are in heaven and in the earth? He raises the poor from the 
dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap, to make them sit with 
princes, with the princes of His people” (Ps. 113:5-8; see also Isa. 
57:15). But no one knew the extent to which God would humble 
himself until Jesus died on the cross. In this way, then, the humil-
ity of God was both known and unknown at the same time. It had 
been heard with the ear, but not seen with the eye. It had been 
announced, but no one could have imagined its true magnitude. 
As a result, it would be a wonder, a marvel, when God brought 
his salvation to his people even though they knew it was coming. 
“Therefore behold, I will once again deal marvelously with this 
people, wondrously marvelous” (Isa. 29:14). When the time came 
to see the execution of God’s plan and the fulfillment of his prom-
ises (that is, to see his righteousness), God foretold that “no one” 
would believe it because his method would be so “unorthodox” by 
human standards, it would be so unexpected so as to seem incred-
ible. “Who has believed our message? And to whom has the arm of 
the Lord been revealed?” (Isa. 53:1). This is exactly what God was 
warning about when he spoke through Habakkuk: “Look among 
the nations! Observe! Be astonished! Wonder! Because I am doing 
something in your days—you would not believe if you were told” 
(Hab. 1:5). What God was going to do was both announced and 
unexpected at the same time, and it was this “unbelievable” nature 
of God’s method that called for faith on man’s part. “The righteous 
will live by his faith” (Hab. 2:4).

But this is actually typical of God’s method. Throughout the 
history of his dealings with man God has repeatedly chosen and 
used lowliness to accomplish his will, but lowliness—especially 
to this extent—was the last thing man expected to see from the 
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great and powerful God of all the universe. Truly, God’s power is 
perfected in human weakness (2 Cor. 12:9), and God’s wisdom is 
showcased in the things men call foolish (1 Cor. 1:18ff). No one 
would have predicted that the crucifixion of the Jewish Messiah 
would usher in the long-awaited, triumphant kingdom of God. No 
one would have thought that a call to become disciples of a man 
condemned and executed as a criminal would be the way to escape 
from the death of this world. And yet it is precisely the upside-
down nature of these things that highlights the power and glory 
of God. If it had been according to human expectation, then men 
would have boasted that they had figured it out, and the results 
would have been accomplished by great feats of human skill, pow-
er, courage, and intelligence. But God used none of these things 
because he wanted to show the world clearly that what was going 
to happen to bring about salvation was not man’s doing, but God’s. 
The lowliness of Jesus was the climax, the apex of this method at 
work. No one ever sacrificed so much, or became lower, than Jesus 
the Son of God. And the lower he stooped, the more he proved the 
greatness of his love. As the equal to God, Jesus was proclaiming 
in his incarnation and humiliating death that this upside-down 
method is the way of God himself.

“Therefore God Also Highly Exalted Him”
Jesus emptied and humbled himself: “therefore God also highly 

exalted him, and God favored him with the name that is above 
every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee might bend, in 
heaven, on the earth, and under the earth, and every tongue might 
confess that Jesus is Lord to the glory of God the Father.” The 
cross, therefore, is a paradox. Philippians 2:5-11 exemplifies, per-
haps more than any other New Testament text, that in the king-
dom of God the way up is the way down. The way to greatness with 
God is the way of lowliness and humility. In the kingdom of Jesus 
greatness is not attained by seeking exaltation, but by seeking low-
liness. “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them…but it is not 
this way with you. Instead the one who is the greatest among you 
must become like the youngest, and the leader like the servant… I 
am among you as the one who serves” (Luke 22:25-27).

A reader in the Roman city of Philippi would have immediately 
been struck by how “upside-down” this text would have appeared 
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when compared to the world around him. Remember we noted that 
the emperor was one who had ascended to the top of Roman soci-
ety, and after his death (if the Senate voted him worthy) he ascend-
ed even further up the ladder to the company of the gods, because 
of his meritorious use of Roman military force. Roman leaders were 
men who wanted to become gods,3 and Roman society itself was 
structured in terms of verticality. Everyone was interested in go-
ing “up.” But the picture Paul paints of Jesus is inverted from this, 
it is completely upside-down from Roman practice. It is the story 
of a God who wanted to become a man, and a lowly man at that. 
Jesus’ greatness lay not in the strength of his passion to rise above 
others nor in his use of force, but in his submission to the will of 
another and for the good of others. His exalted position was the re-
sult not of going up, but of going down, of humbling himself to the 
lowest imaginable state, the state of a slave. And he conquered the 
hearts of those who were now within his kingdom not at the end 
of a sword, but by a love the magnitude and depth of which no one 
had ever imagined nor seen before either from an emperor or a god.

Paul has set the empire of Rome and the kingdom of Jesus side-
by-side, as it were. New Testament scholars have recently become 
more aware of how the Roman terminology of imperial power and 
of the (divinized) Roman emperors pervades the New Testament 
statements about Jesus. Also, the Roman imperial cult had offi-
cials who composed hymns to the emperor, and Philippians 2:5-
11 has long been identified as a hymn to Christ. But the parallels 
also reveal that these are two radically different kingdoms, and the 
Christians’ use of imperial terminology created a counter-imperial 
challenge that eventually reached its apex in John’s Revelation, al-
though it was clear from the very beginning (recall Acts 16:21). 
When we consider that Jesus died on a Roman cross, a method of 
execution designed to proclaim and reinforce Roman authority, we 
are confronted with the irony that the greater ruler of the greater 
kingdom died at the hands of soldiers of the lesser kingdom, and 
yet the death of Jesus was a greater display of power and glory than 
any military action Rome could ever have mustered. The kingdom 
of Jesus outshines the glory of the Roman Empire even on its best 
day, because the power (the imperium) of the empire of Jesus is not 
human military might, but divine love for man—a quality com-
pletely lacking in the pagan gods.
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Paul is also echoing Isaiah 45:23. The context is: “Who has an-
nounced this from of old? Who has long since declared it? Is it not 
I, the Lord? And there is no other God besides Me, a righteous 
God and a Savior; there is none except Me. Turn to Me and be 
saved, all the ends of the earth; for I am God, and there is no other. 
I have sworn by Myself, the word has gone forth from My mouth 
in righteousness and will not turn back, that to Me every knee will 
bow, every tongue will swear allegiance.” This is a clear example of 
what we mentioned above—that the New Testament authors quot-
ed Old Testament texts that referred to God and proclaimed that 
they had been fulfilled in the work of Jesus. In this context, this is 
one of the most powerful assertions of the deity of Jesus in all the 
New Testament. At least one author has suggested that the “name” 
that has been bestowed upon the exalted Jesus is none other than 
the name of God himself (Bauckham 44). When we realize that 
the “name” in biblical parlance signifies the identity and nature of 
a person, this becomes even more powerful. In this context, more-
over, the “high name” is a way of speaking about the fact that Jesus 
has been exalted to the highest position of all and is to be acknowl-
edged exactly as the Father himself is acknowledged. And we must 
not miss Paul’s mention of glory at the end of verse 11. What Jesus 
did glorified the Father (John 12:28) because his death on a Roman 
cross displayed the depth and breadth of God’s love (Rom. 5:6-8). 
In the emptying and humility of Jesus we see the glory of God.

Yet we must be careful to discern the meaning of the opening 
word, “therefore.” I am not convinced that Paul simply has a cause-
and-effect relationship in mind here. While it is true at one level 
that God rewards lowliness with exaltation, we should not think 
of this as some kind of mechanical rule God follows simply for the 
sake of being different. Instead, the point is that Jesus was fit for 
such exaltation to the status of the Father himself because he so 
fully and perfectly displayed the sacrificial and loving spirit that 
is characteristic of God himself. It is not a case of God simply de-
ciding to reward Jesus for exceptionally good service. It is instead 
that Jesus demonstrated his worthiness of all praise because he 
perfectly and fully manifested the glory of God, that is, the great 
love of God. Because he proved his God-likeness completely, it was 
only fitting for God to exalt him to his own status as a public ac-
knowledgement of his true identity and greatness.
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It is here where Paul intended, I believe, for his readers (then 
and now) to see the “practical application” to which this discus-
sion was leading. Glory awaits the children of God, but not be-
cause the things they do (even as obedience to God’s demands) are 
such good things that they earn us this great reward. No, God will 
bring to himself those who are truly his own children, those who 
have exhibited in their own lives the same glory, the same selfless, 
sacrificial love of others that is characteristic of God the Father 
and God the Son. Children are like their parents, and the children 
of God are called to share in the attitude of humility before oth-
ers that lies at the heart and soul of who God himself is. As Jesus 
himself taught, when we learn to love as God loves, then we are 
truly God’s children (Matt. 5:43-48; Eph. 4:32-5:2); it is much more 
than being able to say that you have been baptized in water. Unlike 
what they would have seen every day in the Roman world around 
them, Paul wanted the Philippians—and us—to take on the mind 
of Christ, which turns out to be the mind of God himself, and to 
exhibit the glorious, self-giving, and lowly love of God toward oth-
ers in our own lives, in our words, deeds, and thoughts. When we 
take on the image of the Son—which at its core is the attitude of 
selflessness—then God is glorified in us as well.

Notes
1. Some fruitful studies along this “new,” Jewish line of thought are 
the studies by Bauckham, McGrath, and Hurtado (see the list of 
Works Consulted at the end of this essay).

2. Due to constraints of space, I will here sidestep the debate over 
the proper way to translate v. 5. A good discussion is in Moises 
Silva, Philippians, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Tes-
tament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005) 95-97.

3. Antony called himself the “New Dionysus” and lived accord-
ingly (Plutarch, Life of Antony 60.2). Augustus styled himself after 
Apollo and traced his family roots to the goddess Venus. Caligula 
dressed up like a god, and had the heads removed from statues 
of the gods and replaced with his own likeness (Suetonius, Life of 
Caligula 22.3-4). Nero had a colossal statue of himself in the form 
of Apollo erected at the entrance to his palace in Rome. On the 
power of imperial imagery to evoke divine associations, see Paul 
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Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1990).
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The Power of God
He Made a Public Display of Them,  
Triumphing Over Them by the Cross

Antoine N. Holloway

And you, being dead in your sins and the uncircumcision of your flesh, 
hath he quickened together with him, having forgiven you all tres-
passes; Blotting out the handwriting of ordinances that was against 
us, which was contrary to us, and took it out of the way, nailing it to 
his cross; And having spoiled principalities and powers, he made a 
shew of them openly, triumphing over them in it. (Col. 2:13-15 KJV) 

These verses are pregnant with divine information to assist the be-
liever in understanding the manifestation of God’s power, exhib-
ited in the cross of Christ.

The Person, the People, the Place, and the Plan
The author of this letter is the apostle Paul (Col. 1:1). He is writ-

ing this letter while in prison (4:10). The recipients of this letter are 
the Christians who are residing in Colosse (1:2). They are identi-
fied as both brethren and faithful. Due to their residence being in 
Colosse, they are known as Colossians; thus the name of the letter. 
During the time of this letter, the city of Colosse was located in the 
region of Phrygia (south central Turkey), on the banks of the river 
Lycus, about 100 miles east of Ephesus.

It appears that the purpose of this particular letter was not only 
to emphasize the headship of Christ, but also to purge the leaven 
of philosophers. These Christians are warned by the apostle: 

Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, af-
ter the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after 
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Christ… Let no man therefore judge you in meat, or in drink, or in re-
spect of an holyday, or of the new moon, or of the sabbath days: Which 
are a shadow of things to come; but the body is of Christ. Let no man 
beguile you of your reward in a voluntary humility and worshipping 
of angels, intruding into those things which he hath not seen, vainly 
puffed up by his fleshly mind, And not holding the Head, from which 
all the body by joints and bands having nourishment ministered, and 
knit together, increaseth with the increase of God. Wherefore if ye 
be dead with Christ from the rudiments of the world, why, as though 
living in the world, are ye subject to ordinances, (Touch not; taste not; 
handle not; Which all are to perish with the using;) after the com-
mandments and doctrines of men? Which things have indeed a shew 
of wisdom in will worship, and humility, and neglecting of the body; 
not in any honour to the satisfying of the flesh. (2:8, 16-23)

We can learn a lot about a group of people based upon the em-
phasis of questions and/or information discussed. In just about 
every commentary I have read, the doctrine of Gnosticism is the 
philosophy identified as the problem. “Gnosticism is the belief that 
matter is evil and spirit is good; the body being a prison for the soul. 
Philosophers who tried to combine this belief with Christianity in-
sisted that Jesus could not have had a human body (since bodies are 
evil) and therefore could not have been crucified.” If Gnosticism is 
true, then it renders the crucifixion a mere hoax and our God pow-
erless, for a body was not sacrificed and a slain body was not resur-
rected because there was no body in the first place. Hence, Paul had 
to deal with this heresy with all deliberate speed. In addition, Colos-
sians 2:13-15 provides an irrefutable defense against Gnosticism.

Understanding Key Terms in Colossians 2:13 
“And you, being dead in your sins and the uncircumcision of 

your flesh, hath he quickened together with him, having forgiven 
you all trespasses” (Col. 2:13). “You” is a personal pronoun identi-
fying the Colossians. The apostle Paul may have been specifically 
addressing the Colossians, but the Holy Spirit is directly talking to 
“us” presently, for in my experiences, many modern-day saints can 
be identified as Gentiles like our Colossian brethren. Therefore, 
“being dead” is not dead physically, but dead spiritually. Paul is 
not addressing a separation of the body and spirit (Jas. 2:26); but 
instead he is talking about a separation from God spiritually (Isa. 

86  Antoine N. Holloway

Lectures.2012.indd   86 12/13/2011   4:07:30 PM



29:2). “Being dead” cannot be separated from the phrase “in your 
sins.” By this we know he refers to being spiritually dead, for sin 
separates us from God. This language seems to be characteristic 
of the apostle: “And you hath he quickened, who were dead in tres-
passes and sins” (Eph. 2:1). “Even when we were dead in sins, hath 
quickened us together with Christ, by grace ye are saved” (Eph. 
2:5). “Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto 
sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom. 6:11) 
(Vincent 489). This was the Colossians’ position before Christ. This 
is our position before Christ. Hence, evangelism is mandatory, for 
this is the position of everyone outside of the body of Christ.

“In your sins” is a very poignant phrase. It makes it clear that 
our sin is the reason for our walking dead condition. Sin is the rea-
son for Jesus’ death on the cross at Calvary (1 Cor. 15:3). The wages 
of sin is death (Rom. 6:23). We deserve to die. Death is the wage that 
we have earned for our sins. “In your sins” includes the possessive 
pronoun “your.” The Holy Spirit is making sure that these Colos-
sians (and present day Christians) take ownership of their iniquity. 
Undoubtedly, the worst thing that could happen is to have the body 
of Christ flooded with individuals thinking that they are doing God 
a favor by “joining the team,” when in reality and spirituality, it is 
God who is doing “us” the favor through providing his mercy and 
his grace. An older preacher told me some time ago about the ob-
vious definitions of mercy and grace. He mentioned that mercy is 
God not giving us what we do deserve and that grace is God giving 
us what we don’t deserve. Thus, it is through mercy that the Chris-
tian does not taste the second death and it is through grace the 
Christian dwells with God in heaven forevermore.

What is sin? Sin is the violation of God’s law. In 1 John 3:4, the 
Bible reads, “Whosoever committeth sin transgresseth also the 
law: for sin is the transgression of the law.” Sin is the allowance of 
conceit and arrogance to control us. Proverbs 21:4 reads, “A high 
look, and a proud heart, and the plowing of the wicked, is sin.” Sin 
is the act of thinking foolishly. Proverbs 24:9 reads, “The thought 
of foolishness is sin.” Sin is when we violate our conscience by al-
lowing the example of another to persuade us. In Romans 14:23, 
the Bible reads, “For whatsoever is not of faith is sin.” Sin is the 
negligence of doing well onto God, others, and us. James 4:17 
reads, “Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, 
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to him it is sin.” Sin is all unrighteousness. In 1 John 5:17, the Bible 
reads, “All unrighteousness is sin.” Sin is a horrible condition of 
the soul, a condition that, if left untreated, the only thing that we 
will have to look forward to is a devil’s hell (Matt. 25:41). Therefore, 
it becomes crucial and critical that we obey Jesus because he is the 
authority regarding our eternal salvation (Heb. 2:10; 5:9). 

“The uncircumcision of your flesh” is a phrase similar to “be-
ing dead in your sins.” Therefore, this is a form of parallelism. Par-
allelism is “the repetition of a syntactic construction in succes-
sive sentences for rhetorical effect” (Collins English Dictionary). 
This phrase is talking about that sinful, carnal nature of which 
uncircumcision was the sign, and which was the source of the 
trespasses (Vincent 489).

“He quickened together with Him” discusses what God did for 
us. The word “quicken” contextually means to endow with a new 
spiritual life (Vincent 489). This is made clear by Colossians 2:12: 
“Buried with him in baptism, wherein also yea are risen with him 
through the faith of the operation of God, who hath raised him 
from the dead.”

How did God make us alive with Christ? This brings up the 
next phrase and will lead us into Colossians 2:14. “Having forgiven 
you all trespasses” means that God has removed all things which 
do not belong. This is just one of the benefits that should cause 
all unbelievers to run to the Master. We serve a God who is in 
the business of making our wrongs right. This is why humanity 
desperately needs to be in Christ and Christians need to stay in 
Christ. “Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: 
old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new”  
(2 Cor. 5:17).

Understanding Key Terms in Colossians 2:14
“Blotting out the handwriting of ordinances that was against 

us, which was contrary to us, and took it out of the way, nailing it 
to his cross” (Col. 2:14). Continuing with the thought of how God 
makes us alive with Christ, he does it by “blotting out.” Blotting 
out is removal; hence to smear out, to wipe away (Vincent 490). 
What was blotted out, removed, smeared out, and wiped away? It 
was “the handwriting of ordinances that was against us.”

As stated previously, the Colossians were Gentiles (non-Jews). 
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As far as the Israelites were concerned, the Colossians were spiri-
tually dead, uncircumcised, and hopeless. However, God had a 
plan for those Colossians, just like he had a plan for the Samari-
tans, the Romans, the Corinthians, the Galatians, the Ephesians, 
the Philippians, the Thessalonians, and us. This plan required the 
removal of the handwriting of ordinances that were against us. If it 
is not for us, then it is against us and must be removed.

“Ordinances” means “commands, statutes, or decrees of the 
Law of Moses, which had been put in writing” (Weaver 456). 
Through a casual reading of Paul’s letters to both the Colossians 
and Ephesians, we will begin to see some obvious parallels (e.g., 
Col. 2:14; Eph. 2:15. “Having abolished in his flesh the enmity, even 
the law of commandments contained in ordinances; for to make 
in himself of twain one new man, so making peace” (Eph. 2:15). 
When we allow the Bible to interpret the Bible, then we are able to 
come to the proper understanding of what “the handwriting” was. 

Why was this handwriting of ordinances blotted out? It was 
blotted out because it was “against us,…was contrary to us.” What 
does this mean? The handwriting of ordinances was against us be-
cause it stood to our debit, binding us legally. This phrase, “which 
was contrary to us,” enlarges on that idea, emphasizing the hostile 
character of the bond, as a hindrance. We are told that “the law 
worketh wrath” in Romans 4:15. Offence abounds when law enters 
(Rom. 5:20). According to 1 Corinthians 15:56, sin gets its strength 
from the law. Through the law, faith was shut out (Gal. 3:23). “Law 
is against us, because it comes like a taskmaster, bidding us do, but 
neither putting the inclination into our hearts nor the power into 
our hands. And law is against us, because the revelation of unful-
filled duty is the accusation of the defaulter, and a revelation to him 
of his guilt. And law is against us, because it comes with threatening 
and foretastes of penalty and pain. Thus, as standard, accuser, and 
avenger it is against us” (Alexander Maclaren, qtd. in Vincent 491).

Why was the Law of Moses against the Colossians and also 
against us? The apostle Paul makes the following statement in 
Ephesians 2:11-13: 

Wherefore remember, that ye being in time past Gentiles in the flesh, 
who are called Uncircumcision by that which is called the Circumci-
sion in the flesh made by hands; That at that time ye were without 
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Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers 
from the covenants of promise, having no hope, and without God in 
the world: But now in Christ Jesus ye who sometimes were far off are 
made nigh by the blood of Christ.

Circumcision was a fleshy token of the covenant God made 
with the Israelites and not the Gentiles (Gen. 17:9-14). The law it-
self was given by Moses, but grace and truth came by Jesus Christ 
(John 1:17). If the Law of Moses remained in place, then no room 
would have been made for grace and the Gentile would still be in 
spiritual bondage, for only the truth can make us free (John 8:32). 
For this reason, our Savior took it (the handwriting of ordinances) 
out of the way, because whatever is not a help is a hindrance. The 
work of our Lord positioned himself for us to be able to say with 
the Hebrew writer: “The Lord is my helper, and I will not fear what 
man shall do unto me” (13:6). As Christians, we ought to be thank-
ful that Christ took it out of the midst.

How did God make us alive in Christ? Christ forgave us of all 
our sins and he blotted out (took out of the way) the handwriting 
of ordinances. Why did Christ remove from the midst the hand-
writing of ordinances? It is because it was against us (contrary to 
us). How did Jesus take the ordinances out of the way? Christ did it 
by “nailing it to His cross.” The law with its decrees was abolished 
in Christ’s death, as if crucified with him. Thus, it was no longer in 
the midst, in the foreground, as a debtor’s obligation is perpetually 
before him, embarrassing his whole life. (Vincent 491).

Like the Colossians, we were morally bankrupt and spiritually 
unclean. Our body made demands of our soul rather than our soul 
dictating to our flesh how the body would live. Yet, Jesus came 
along and made us alive with him by forgiving our sins and remov-
ing the contrarian ordinances. Where did this take place? It took 
place at the cross of Christ.

Understanding Key Terms in Colossians 2:15
“And having spoiled principalities and powers, he made a shew 

of them openly, triumphing over them in it” (Col. 2:15). The verb 
“spoiled” means “stripped” or “put off.” Several translations use the 
word “disarm.” “[God] disarmed the principalities and powers that 
were ranged against us and made a bold display and public exam-
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ple of them, in triumphing over them in Him and in it [the cross]” 
(AMP). “And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made 
a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross” 
(NIV). “He disarmed the rulers and authorities and disgraced them 
publicly; He triumphed over them by Him” (HCSB principalities and 
powers, He made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them 
in it” (NKJV). “When He had disarmed the rulers and authorities, 
He made a public display of them, having triumphed over them 
through Him” (NASB). “He disarmed the rulers and authorities and 
put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him” (ESV). 
To disarm carries the basic idea of stripping a weapon away from 
another. I agree with Walton Weaver when he says, “Either mean-
ing makes good sense in the passage” (456).

When the Scripture says “principalities and powers” it refers to 
those who have been spoiled or disarmed. In this text, I have al-
ways understood principalities and powers to be the devil and his 
spiritual minions, for what was accomplished in Colossians 2:15 
is identical to what was accomplished in Hebrews 2:14-15: “For-
asmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he 
also himself likewise took part of the same; that through death he 
might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil; 
And deliver them who through fear of death were all their lifetime 
subject to bondage.” Also consider Ephesians 6:12: “For we wrestle 
not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against pow-
ers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiri-
tual wickedness in high places.”

God made a show of the principalities and powers. The word 
“show” means to “display; exhibit” (Vincent 492). The word “open-
ly” means “boldly.” This was not private, but it was public (Vincent 
492). “Triumphing over them in it” refers to victory. How did God 
triumph over the Devil? He did it in the cross.

The Power of God According to the Scriptures
The Bible has many things to say about the power of God. The 

first thing that is said is that error is the inevitable result of not know-
ing the power of God. “Jesus answered and said unto them, Ye do 
err, not knowing the scriptures, nor the power of God” (Matt. 22:29; 
Mark 12:24). Secondly, Jesus performed his miracles by the power 
of God. “And they were all amazed at the mighty power of God. 
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But while they wondered everyone at all things which Jesus did, he 
said unto his disciples, Let these sayings sink down into your ears: 
for the Son of man shall be delivered into the hands of men” (Luke 
9:43-44). Thirdly, God invested his power to save man in the gospel 
message. “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the 
power of God unto salvation to everyone that believeth; to the Jew 
first, and also to the Greek” (Rom. 1:16). Fourthly, the power of God 
stands in opposition to the wisdom of men. “And my speech and 
my preaching was not with enticing words of man’s wisdom, but in 
demonstration of the spirit and of power: That your faith should not 
stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God” (1 Cor. 2:4-5). 
As a fifth point, it was by the power of God the apostles proved they 
were the servants of God. As Paul wrote to the Corinthians: 

Giving no offence in anything, that the ministry be not blamed: But 
in all things approving ourselves as the ministers of God, in much pa-
tience, in afflictions, in necessities, in distresses, In stripes, in impris-
onments, in tumults, in labours, in watchings, in fastings; By pure-
ness, by knowledge, by longsuffering, by kindness, by the Holy Ghost, 
by love unfeigned, By the word of truth, by the power of God, by the 
armour of righteousness on the right hand and on the left, By hon-
our and dishonour, by evil report and good report: as deceivers, and 
yet true; As unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and, behold, we 
live; as chastened, and not killed; As sorrowful, yet alway rejoicing; 
as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing 
all things. (2 Cor. 6:3-10)

As a sixth addition, the power of God demands we become par-
takers of the affliction, which come by way of submitting to the 
gospel. Paul exhorted Timothy: 

Be not thou therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of 
me his prisoner: but be thou partaker of the afflictions of the gospel 
according to the power of God; Who hath saved us, and called us with 
an holy calling, not according to our works, but according to his own 
purpose and grace, which was given us in Christ Jesus before the world 
began, But is now made manifest by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus 
Christ, who hath abolished death, and hath brought life and immortal-
ity to light through the gospel: Whereunto I am appointed a preacher, 
and an apostle, and a teacher of the Gentiles. (2 Tim. 1:8-11)

As a final point, the Christian’s inheritance is kept in heaven 
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by the power of God, as we read in 1 Peter 1:3-5: “Blessed be the 
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, which according to his 
abundant mercy hath begotten us again unto a lively hope by the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, To an inheritance in-
corruptible, and undefiled, and that fadeth not away, reserved in 
heaven for you, Who are kept by the power of God through faith 
unto salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.”

Ultimately, the power of God is designed to deliver man from 
destruction through these methods. Nevertheless, Colossians 2:15 
teaches us that God triumphed over evil by the cross of Christ. But 
some may ask, why the cross of Christ?

The Cross of Christ According to the Scriptures
When we think about the cross of Christ, we think about the 

awful events which surrounded the crucifixion and the actual cru-
cifixion itself. Jesus was betrayed by friends (Matt. 26:47-50). Jesus 
was forsaken and left alone (Matt. 26:56). Jesus was lied on and 
led away (Matt. 26:57-65). Jesus was found guilty and put to death 
(Matt. 26:66). Jesus was spit on and teased (Matt. 26:67-68). Jesus 
was denied by a close friend (Matt. 26:69-75). Jesus saw how his en-
emies, nemeses, antagonists, and adversaries had to call for assis-
tance to destroy him (Matt. 27:1-2). With that said, Jesus saw first-
hand how foolishness and ignorance prevailed (Matt. 27:15-21). He 
also witnessed how boldly cowards speak (Matt. 27:22-25). Jesus 
was scourged, stripped naked, mocked, humiliated, and crucified 
(Matt. 27:26-49). Ironically, some may ask, “Why would a carpen-
ter allow himself to be executed, especially with the identical tools 
for his trade i.e. wood and nails?” But the answer is simple; it is 
because this was God’s power at work.

The Power of God Displayed by the Cross of Christ
The apostle Paul writes the following in 1 Corinthians 2:2: “For 

I determined not to know anything among you, save Jesus Christ, 
and him crucified.” Guided by the Holy Spirit, the apostle knew 
something all Christians should know. Christians must make an 
effort to emphasize Jesus and his crucifixion. Everything we teach, 
preach, and believe hangs on the evidence of a slain Savior. If Jesus 
did not die on the cross, then everything we teach and believe from 
Bible authority to baptism, from Old Testament done away to New 
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Testament in force, and from being lost in sin to being delivered 
by the Redeemer is called into question. Therefore, for this reason, 
the Jews do not deny that a crucifixion took place, but they do deny 
that Jesus was the Christ, thus reducing him to a blasphemer wor-
thy of death (Matt. 28:11-15). Furthermore, the Muslims do not 
deny a crucifixion took place, but they do deny it was Jesus who 
was hung on the cross.1 However, the cross of Christ makes both 
Judaism and Islam invalid present-day religions.

Paul wrote, “For Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach 
the gospel: not with wisdom of words, lest the cross of Christ 
should be made of none effect” (1 Cor. 1:17). As stated previously, 
the power of God stands in direct opposition to the wisdom of 
man. If man’s wisdom becomes essential to preach the gospel, then 
it makes the power of God insufficient and ineffective. When we 
preach the gospel in its purity and simplicity, then the power of 
God is displayed in the method (preaching), the means (Bible), and 
the message (the cross of Christ), not in the messenger (preacher) 
(1 Cor.1:18, 22-24).

In Ephesians 2:14-17, Paul wrote, 

For he is our peace, who hath made both one, and hath broken down 
the middle wall of partition between us; Having abolished in his flesh 
the enmity, even the law of commandments contained in ordinances; 
for to make in himself of twain one new man, so making peace; And 
that he might reconcile both unto God in one body by the cross, hav-
ing slain the enmity thereby: And came and preached peace to you 
which were afar off, and to them that were nigh.

This further explains the text of Colossians 2:14. Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. once gave the following definition of peace: “Peace 
is not the absence of tension, but the presence of brotherhood.” 
This is what Jesus did by dying on the cross. He not only reconciled 
man to God, but he also brought Jews and Gentiles together by 
breaking down the middle wall of partition (something that sepa-
rates or divides) between us. When the cross is the central part of 
our message, then the power of God is a drawing power to all.

In Acts 2:22-24, Peter addressed the people on Pentecost: “Ye 
men of Israel, hear these words; Jesus of Nazareth, a man approved 
of God among you by miracles and wonders and signs, which God 
did by him in the midst of you, as ye yourselves also know: Him, 
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being delivered by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of 
God, ye have taken, and by wicked hands have crucified and slain: 
Whom God hath raised up, having loosed the pains of death: be-
cause it was not possible that he should be holden of it.”Although 
the emphasis of this particular text is on the power of God through 
the resurrection of Christ, it is preceded by the crucifixion of Je-
sus. Peter’s comment sounds a lot like the affirmation of the Savior 
himself before Pontius Pilate. “Then saith Pilate unto him, Speak-
est thou not unto me? knowest thou not that I have power to cru-
cify thee, and have power to release thee? Jesus answered, Thou 
couldest have no power at all against me, except it were given thee 
from above: therefore he that delivered me unto thee hath the 
greater sin” (John 19:10-11). 

The power of God is displayed in the will of God. God’s desire 
to save man is stronger than Satan’s desire to destroy man. As free 
moral agents, we have a choice to make; either submit to God and 
be saved by him or submit to Satan and miss out on heaven. The 
cross is essential in making this point clear to humanity. “For if we 
have been planted together in the likeness of his death, we shall be 
also in the likeness of his resurrection: Knowing this, that our old 
man is crucified with him, that the body of sin might be destroyed, 
that henceforth we should not serve sin” (Rom. 6:5-6). 

It was at the cross of Christ where God made it possible for 
man to be delivered from the penalty of sin. It is through the gos-
pel message, where God invested his power, that sin is completely 
destroyed by our willingness to mortify the deeds of the flesh (Gal. 
5:24; Col. 3:5-7).

Christ’s Shame Became Satan’s Shame by God’s Supremacy
The writers of the New Testament make no secret about the 

passion of Jesus. The apostle Paul said: “Let this mind be in you, 
which was also in Christ Jesus: Who, being in the form of God, 
thought it not robbery to be equal with God: But made himself 
of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant, and 
was made in the likeness of men: And being found in fashion as 
a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, 
even the death of the cross” (Phil. 2:5-8). The power of God is 
displayed in the humility of Christ. Jesus left glory and came 
down to earth for the ultimate purpose of dying for man’s sins 
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(John 12:27-28). He could have made himself a man of means 
and reputation, but he made himself of no reputation by taking 
on the form of a servant (Matt. 20:25-28). He came to earth, not 
in the form of an angel, but in the likeness and fashion of a man, 
thus showing us how to overcome temptation and live a sinless 
life (Matt. 4:1-11; Heb. 2:18; 4:15; 1 Pet. 2:21-24). Jesus submitted 
himself to death; not any death, but the death of the cross. There 
were many opportunities for the enemies of God to eliminate 
the Lord of glory (John 5:18; 7:1, 19, 25; 8:37, 40). Nevertheless, 
Jesus chose the cross and the nails. For this reason, the Hebrew 
writer says: “Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with 
so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the 
sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the 
race that is set before us, Looking unto Jesus the author and fin-
isher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured 
the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand 
of the throne of God” (12:1-2). 

Christ, understanding his mission, focused on the joy set be-
fore him. This gave him the strength to endure the cross by not 
calling twelve legions of angels to rescue Him (Matt. 26:53-54). 
Jesus, being the living Word of God (John 1:1-3), knew the pro-
phetic account of the shame he would experience (Ps. 22), which 
is the same shame we bring upon Christ when we totally abandon 
him (Heb. 6:6). Yet God presenting his power was Jesus’ priority. 
Through Christ not forsaking the mission of the cross, he success-
fully made a show of Satan openly.

How did the cross of Christ make a show of Satan openly? 
After all, it was Jesus who was humiliated, mocked, spit upon, 
stripped, and nailed to a cross. The answer is given in 1 Corinthi-
ans 2:6-8: “Howbeit we speak wisdom among them that are per-
fect: yet not the wisdom of this world, nor of the princes of this 
world, that come to nought: But we speak the wisdom of God in 
a mystery, even the hidden wisdom, which God ordained before 
the world unto our glory: Which none of the princes of this world 
knew: for had they known it, they would not have crucified the 
Lord of glory.” 

If Satan knew that his anger and ambition to kill the Son of 
God would lead to the redemption of all mankind, then he would 
have done everything in his power to keep Christ from the cross. 
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However, the devil was actively involved in “blinding minds” and 
influencing men to do evil, which led to Christ being nailed to the 
cross. The more Satan shamed Christ, the more he openly shamed 
himself. Satan had humanity believing that he was powerful, but 
the cross of Christ proved God to be omnipotent and Satan im-
potent. This public humiliation of evil far surpasses the humili-
ation that Pharaoh experienced when he created and executed a 
plan to kill all newly born Hebrew males. One was spared and 
raised in his house. This child grew up and was used by God to 
bring freedom to the Hebrew slaves under Pharaoh’s government 
(Exod. 1-14). If Pharaoh had any idea that Moses would be the one 
whom God would use to bring redemption to the Israelites, then 
his life would not have been spared 80 years earlier. Just as the 
birth of Moses disarmed the power of Pharaoh, the cross of Christ 
disarmed the power of Satan.

How did the cross of Christ disarm Satan? 
1. The cross of Christ disarmed the stigma of crucifixion by 

Satan. “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but 
Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live 
by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for 
me” (Gal. 2:20). In the first century, the cross represented capital 
punishment, guilt, hurt, shame, defeat, and death. However, the 
cross now brings life to the spiritually dead. 

2. The cross of Christ disarmed Satan of his power over man. 
“For though he was crucified through weakness, yet he liveth by 
the power of God. For we also are weak in him, but we shall live 
with him by the power of God toward you” (2 Cor. 13:4). Through 
obedience by dying to sin, God’s power is displayed in our lives. 
Through the faithful, God is able to show others how he can trans-
form a sinner into a saint. 

3. The cross of Christ disarmed Satan’s claim of authority. Peter 
concluded his Pentecost sermon, “Therefore let all the house of 
Israel know assuredly, that God hath made that same Jesus, whom 
ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36). Satan thought 
he was killing a threat to his authority on Calvary, when God was 
using the cross to crown the Christ; thus, making him King. The 
King is supreme in His kingdom and has all authority (Matt. 28:18).
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How Does the Power of God Displayed in the Cross of Christ 
Help the Christian Live Powerfully Today?

1. The Christian is reminded of the omnipotence of God. We 
serve a God who can do anything except fail. Our impossibilities 
are made possibilities with God (Matt. 19:26). This is made pos-
sible by the power of God through the cross of Christ.

2. The Christian is encouraged never to abandon Christ be-
cause of the shame our Savior experienced from his abandonment 
on the cross (Heb. 6:6). When we sin and fall away, we become 
enemies of the cross, which puts us in direct opposition to God’s 
power (Phil. 3:18-19). This is a battle that we will always lose on 
earth and ultimately at the judgment, and we will suffer the con-
sequences for all eternity in hell. For this reason, we must remain 
faithful to the end.

3. The Christian’s pain and suffering are put into perspective. 
The pain, affliction, trials, tribulations, and persecution we must 
suffer for living godly in this present world are troubling indeed, 
but they are nothing in comparison to what Jesus went through for 
us (Acts 14:22; 2 Tim. 3:12; 1 Pet. 4:16; 2 Cor. 4:17-18). No matter 
the problem that people present in our lives, through God’s power 
we are able to overcome because we can honestly say, “At least they 
are not putting nails through our hands.” This is made possible by 
the power of God through the cross of Christ.

4. The Christian is comforted by the following truth I learned 
from an older preacher when starting my walk as a Christian: 
“Nothing happens in the life of the Christian by way of coinci-
dence. It is simply evidence of God’s providence.” Satan meant 
evil for Christ by persuading men to crucify him, yet God’s power 
meant it for good. Satan did not learn this lesson from the mouth of 
Joseph: “But as for you, ye thought evil against me; but God meant 
it unto good, to bring to pass, as it is this day, to save much people 
alive” (Gen. 50:20). Satan still does not get it, but as Christians, we 
must get it in order to live powerfully today. By understanding this 
truth, we are able to rise above the turbulence. We are able not to 
allow our history to destroy our destiny. We have the ability not to 
allow our failures to falter our future. There is no stopping point 
short of victory (Phil. 4:13). This is made possible by the power of 
God through the cross of Christ.

5. The Christian is perpetually revived to enthusiastically tell 
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the “Old Jerusalem Gospel” to a lost and dying world. When the 
devastation of sin, the death of Christ, and the love of God are 
emphasized, then a clear, unadulterated message is presented both 
confidently and boldly, which a child can understand. Therefore, 
“HBRCBF” (Hear, Believe, Repent, Confess, be Baptized, and re-
main Faithful) becomes absolutely essential and understandable 
as God’s powerful solution in solving the sin problem. Hearing 
destroys the ignorance of sin. Believing destroys the love of sin. 
Repentance destroys the practice of sin. Confession destroys the 
allegiance to sin. Baptism destroys the status of sin. Faithfulness 
destroys the power of sin. This is made possible by the power of 
God through the cross of Christ.

Notes
1. “Their hearts were also sealed because of their lack of faith, their 
gravely slanderous accusation against Mary, and their statement 
that they murdered Jesus, son of Mary, the Messenger of God, 
when, in fact, they could not have murdered him or crucified him.  
They, in fact, murdered someone else by mistake.  Even those who 
disputed (the question of whether or not Jesus was murdered) did 
not have a shred of evidence.  All that they knew about it was mere 
conjecture.  They certainly could not have murder Jesus” (Surah 
4:156-57 in the Quran).
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The Holiness of God 
I Will Vindicate the Holiness  

of My Great Name
S. Craig Bean

Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty!
Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee;
Holy, holy, holy, merciful and mighty!
God in three Persons, blessed Trinity! 

Holy, holy, holy! though the darkness hide Thee,
Though the eye of sinful man Thy glory may not see;
Only Thou art holy; there is none beside Thee,
Perfect in power, in love, and purity.

Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty!
All Thy works shall praise Thy Name, in earth, and sky, and sea;
Holy, holy, holy; merciful and mighty!
God in three Persons, blessed Trinity! 

(Reginald Heber, 1826)

God’s Unique Character
How do we define God? What words do we use to describe his at-
tributes? He is beyond human terms or description. Yet he reveals 
himself in his Word—he describes himself—and is known and is 
personal. In a similar way, the concept of “holiness” is something 
that is simple, easily grasped, and described—yet at the same time 
is quite profound, elusive, and beyond our ability to describe.

So let’s begin this simple yet elusive task. What do we mean by 
“holy?” Before we can begin to describe what it means to be holy, 
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we must first come to terms with what it means to say that God is 
holy. God is where our understanding of holiness must begin. In 
many ways “holy” is God’s central attribute. It is his unique char-
acteristic. Holiness is that which makes God God. 

Holiness never occupies second place among his character-
istics. Scripture places a supreme emphasis on the premium of 
God’s holiness. In fact, he is described by the word “holy” more 
than any other term. It is the most central, identifying character-
istic of God’s being. As an epithet to God’s Name, “Holy” is what 
is found most throughout God’s Word, not “His mighty name” 
or “eternal name.” Occasionally one reads “His great name,” but 
most of all, it is either “My holy name,” or “His Holy Name.” It is 
this perfect, all-encompassing character of God’s being—and no 
other—that is shouted by the seraphim in Isaiah 6:3. Why? Search 
the context and the details of Isaiah’s vision. No other word, in 
human as well as angelic terms, gives a greater expression of 
God’s total nature and divinity than “holy.” God himself said, “I 
have sworn by My holiness” (Ps. 89:35). No doubt, God could have 
sworn by any of his perfections, but he swore by his holiness be-
cause it is this characteristic or attribute which gives the greatest 
meaning to all the others.

As already suggested, when we use the word holy to describe 
God, we face a problem. We often describe God by compiling a list 
of qualities or attributes that we call “characteristics.” We say that 
God is a spirit, that he is all-knowing, that he is loving, powerful, 
just, patient, gracious, and so on. The tendency is to add the idea 
of “holy” to this long list of characteristics as one attribute along 
side of many others. But when the word holy is applied to God, 
it does not simply signify one single characteristic alone. On the 
contrary, God is called holy in a comprehensive sense. In fact, the 
word is often used as a synonym for his deity. That is, the word 
holy calls attention to all that God is. It reminds us that his love is 
a holy love, his power is a holy power, his justice is a holy justice, 
his knowledge is a holy knowledge, and his grace is a holy grace. 
 The Hebrew term for “holy” (kadosh) is thought to carry an origi-
nal meaning of “to cut” or “to cut off” and communicates the idea 
of being “set apart” (Myers 493). A thing, person, or place is holy 
if it is set apart for a special use. Other words one might use are 
words like “distinctive” or “different.” As applied to God, holiness 
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is that characteristic that sets him apart from his creation. There 
are many biblical verses that speak of God being “on high,” “in 
His holy temple,” “looking down,” “reigning,” “exalted above,” or 
“seated above the heavens.” These verses all picture God as sepa-
rate from his creation and reigning over it.

Although God is separate from his creation, in truth, God has 
always been separate. He has always been holy. Even before the 
creation, when God alone existed, he was still holy. There has never 
been a time when God was not utterly and completely holy. God is 
not now any holier than he ever was in the past. God is unchang-
ing and unchangeable (Jas.1:17); therefore he can never become 
any holier than he is at this moment. He never was holier than he 
is right now, and he will never be any holier than he is right now. 
In fact, this central characteristic of God implies self-existence, 
for he did not get his holiness from anyone or from anywhere. He 
is himself the Holiness. He is Kadosh, the Holy [One] (Isa. 40:25). 
He is Yhvh ha’elohim hakkadosh, the Lord, the Holy God (1 Sam. 
6:20). He is K’dosh Yisrael, the Holy One of Israel (Ps. 71:22). He is 
holiness itself, beyond the power of mere words to express.

Since language cannot fully express the holy, God resorts to 
association and illustration. A. W. Tozer suggests that God can-
not say it outright because he would have to use words for which 
we know no meaning. He would have to translate it down into our 
“unholiness.” If God were to tell us how pure and white he is, we 
could only understand it in terms of dingy gray. God cannot tell 
us fully by language, so he uses illustrations and associations to 
demonstrate how holiness affects the unholy. So God shows us 
Moses at the burning bush before the holy, fiery Presence, kneel-
ing down to remove his shoes from his feet, hiding his face, for he 
was afraid to “look upon God” (Exod. 19:9, 10, 11f). Everything 
about that scene—the smoke, the earth tremors, the flashes of 
lightening, the thunder, and the ear piercing trumpet blasts—this 
was God saying by illustration and association what we couldn’t 
understand in words (157-60).

The holiness of God is difficult to explain, in part, because it 
is the essential characteristic that Deity does not share with man. 
Yes, sinners are called to “be holy for [He is] holy” (1 Pet. 1:15). 
Yes, we were created in God’s image, and share many of his char-
acteristics. Mankind was designed to show love, mercy, faithful-
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ness, jealousy, etc. all because we were created in his likeness. But 
some of God’s characteristics will never be shared by created be-
ings—omnipotence, omnipresence, omniscience, and holiness. 
God’s holiness is what separates him from all other beings; it is 
what makes him distinct and separate from everything else. God’s 
holiness is the essence of his “other-ness,” his transcendence. Only 
God is absolutely holy because only God is God. “There is no one 
holy like the Lord” (1 Sam. 2:2). The words “there is no” translates 
a Hebrew word that means, “nothing,” or “naught” (Keil 382). It 
emphatically negates or denies existence totally. Who can be holy 
like God? Answer: absolutely no one. Hannah recognized and de-
clared that God alone is absolute holiness. Men and angels only 
have derived holiness from him. Revelation 15:4 says, “Who will 
not fear you, O Lord, and bring glory to your name? For you alone 
are holy. All the nations will come and worship before you, for your 
righteous acts have been revealed” (NIV). 

 How important is this characteristic of God’s holiness? Ho-
liness is the only attribute of God mentioned in triplicate. Two 
times the Bible tells us that God is “holy, holy, holy” (Isa. 6:3; Rev. 
4:8). Think about that for a moment. The Bible never says that God 
is love, love, love; or strong, strong, strong; or wise, wise, wise. But 
it does say that he is “holy, holy, holy.”

Isaiah was a firsthand witness of God’s holiness in his vision 
described in Isaiah 6. Even though a prophet of God and a righ-
teous man, Isaiah’s reaction to the vision of God’s holiness was to 
despair of life because of an acute awareness of his own sinfulness 
(Isa. 6:5). Even the sinless seraphim in God’s presence, those who 
were crying, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty,” covered their 
faces and feet with four of their six wings. Covering the face and 
feet no doubt denotes the reverence and awe inspired by the im-
mediate presence of God (Exod. 3:4-5). In Hebrew the word for feet 
and the word for genitalia are the same (Goodrick 1487). Pardon 
the bluntness of this thought, but the continual confession of these 
mightiest of heavenly beings is that they are completely impotent 
in the presence of Almighty God! The seraphim stood covered, 
as if concealing themselves as much as possible, in recognition of 
their unworthiness in the presence of the Holy One. 

John’s vision of the throne of God in Revelation 4 is similar 
to the vision of Isaiah. Once again, there are mighty “living crea-
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tures” around the throne crying, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God 
Almighty” (Rev. 4:8) in reverence and awe of the Holy One. John 
describes these creatures as giving glory and honor and worship to 
God continually around his throne. Interestingly, John’s reaction 
to the vision of God on his throne is different from Isaiah’s. There 
is no record of John falling down in terror and awareness of his 
own sinful state, perhaps because John had already encountered 
the risen Christ at the beginning of his vision (Rev. 1:17). The One 
who “holds the keys of death and Hades,” “the Living One,” had 
placed his hand upon John and told him not to be afraid. 

But why the three-fold repetition “holy, holy, holy,” sometimes 
referred to as the trihagion? The repetition of a name or a state-
ment three times was quite common in Hebrew thought and ex-
pression. In Jeremiah 7:4, the prophet depicts the attitude of the 
people. He quotes them as saying, “The temple of the Lord, the 
temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord,” three times express-
ing their intense confidence in their own worship, even though it 
was hypocritical and corrupt. Jeremiah 22:29, Ezekiel 21:27, and 
possibly 1 Samuel 18:23 contain similar three-fold expressions of 
intensity. From this Hebrew equivalent to “bold type” we can dis-
cern the following:

1. If God states something about his character once, that’s enough to 
settle the matter forever. 

2. When the Bible states it twice, that’s for emphasis. 

3. When inspiration states it three times, it is of supreme importance. 

Therefore, when the angels around the throne call or cry to one 
another, “Holy, holy, holy,” they are expressing with force and pas-
sion the truth of the supreme holiness of God, that essential char-
acteristic which expresses his perfect and comprehensive nature. 

In addition, some see in the trihagion an expression of the tri-
une nature of God, the three persons of the Godhead, each equal 
in holiness and deserving of praise. God the Father is the Holy 
One, the Ancient of Days with “eyes too pure to look upon evil” 
(Hab. 1:13). Jesus Christ is the Holy One who would not “see de-
cay” in the grave, but would be resurrected and exalted to the right 
hand of God (Acts 2:26; 13:33-35). Jesus is the “Holy and Righteous 
One” (Acts 3:14) whose death on the cross allows sinners to stand 
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before the throne of the holy Judge unashamed. The third person 
of the trinity, the Holy Spirit, by his very name denotes the impor-
tance of holiness in the essence of the Godhead.

Finally, the two visions of the heavenly beings around the 
throne crying, “holy, holy, holy” clearly indicates that God is the 
same in both testaments. Some think of the God of the Old Testa-
ment as a God of wrath and the God of the New Testament as a 
God of mercy. But Isaiah and John present a unified picture of the 
holy, perfect, and majestic God who does not change (Mal. 3:6), 
who is the same yesterday, today and forever (Heb. 13:8), and “who 
does not change like shifting shadows” (Jas. 1:17). God’s holiness is 
abiding and eternal, just as he is abiding and eternal.

Holiness can be a difficult attribute to define because, as we are 
beginning to see, it deals with the essence of God’s character. It sim-
ply can’t be communicated completely with mere human words. 
However, God’s inspired word gives us ample information to begin. 
We can describe holiness and find abundant illustrations of it, but 
we can’t define it entirely. Defining holiness is like defining God! 

God’s Unique Character and the Problem of Sin 
 There is yet another important consideration of the word 

“holy” as it applies to the foundational character of God. Holiness 
is that which is “utterly pure, and separated from sin” (Myers 493). 
God’s holiness is the absolute purity of his goodness and nature. 
When one speaks of God as holy it is meant that, along with the 
magnitude of his greatness, he cannot be charged with any wrong. 
His character is blameless and beyond reproach. God is unim-
peachable. He has an infinite love for what is infinitely good and 
an infinite hated for what opposes the infinitely good. His delight 
in praiseworthy things is unlimited, and his abhorrence of what is 
blameworthy is perfect and absolute. As Habakkuk 1:13 says, his 
“eyes are too pure to look on evil” and he “cannot tolerate wrong.”

The profound emphasis of God’s separation from sin in the 
Hebrew Scriptures contrasts him with the gods of surrounding 
nations. Those deities were gods of power rather than gods of 
principle. Their actions did not rise above the depraved behavior 
of those who conceived them. Even their worship incorporated 
and exalted the lowest forms of human debauchery and degrada-
tion. Men feared those gods because of their might and served 
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them in hopes of receiving some favor. Such gods were guided by 
whim instead of by values. Understanding that God is a God of 
principle, not just a God of power, is to understand that he con-
ducts himself by values instead of by drives. God is a spirit, who 
does not possess human weaknesses and vices bases on the flesh. 
In contrast to the carnal character of pagan deities, The Holy One 
of Israel subjects himself to his own internal controls of his self-
consistent nature. He “cannot deny Himself” (2 Tit. 2:13). He is 
separate from all that is sinful.

The Bible states that God is in complete and total opposition 
to sin. In fact, the Bible emphatically states that God hates sin 
(Ps. 5:4-6, Prov. 6:16; 8:13; Isa. 61:8; Jer. 44:4; Zech. 8:17). God is 
so holy that he cannot tolerate sin in any form in his presence. 
The holiness of God demonstrates itself in the punishment of 
sinners. As the Holy One passed by Moses hidden in the cleft of 
the rock, he proclaimed, 

The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to 
anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thou-
sands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not 
leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their chil-
dren for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation. (Exod. 
34:6-7, emphasis mine, scb) 

Israel’s King David declared in song: 

You are not a God who takes pleasure in evil; with you the wicked 
cannot dwell. The arrogant cannot stand in your presence; you hate 
all who do wrong. You destroy those who tell lies; bloodthirsty and 
deceitful men the Lord abhors. (Ps. 5:4-6)

One day God will destroy sin forever. 
All the evil in the world is an offense against the holiness of 

God and is preparing this world for an ultimate and divine vindi-
cation. The zeal of God burns for the holiness of his great name. 
Consider God’s words through his servant Ezekiel:

Therefore say to the house of Israel, “Thus says the Lord God, ‘It is not 
for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to act, but for My holy 
name, which you have profaned among the nations where you went. I 
will vindicate the holiness of My great name which has been profaned 
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among the nations, which you have profaned in their midst. Then the 
nations will know that I am the Lord,’ declares the Lord God, ‘when 
I prove Myself holy among you in their sight.’” (Ezek. 36:22-23)

God defends his holiness and cherishes his purity. “Not for your 
sake,” that is, not because of anything Israel had done or deserved, 
but for My holy name’s sake, I will show as holy the name that has 
been profaned among the pagans. The sins of Israel—the nation 
that was to be holy and separate among all the nations of the earth 
(Exod. 19:5-6)—had caused God’s holy name to be profaned. God 
promised that he would vindicate his honor among the nations; 
indeed, before the entire universe. 

God does not punish sinners merely because it is in the sinner’s 
best interest. God is Holy. God hates sin. His holiness and hatred 
of sin are like two sides of the same coin. And like each of his attri-
butes, his holiness/hated of sin is living and active and must mani-
fest itself. His holy wrath at sin must strike. The “cup of His wrath” 
must be poured out (Isa. 51: 17-21; Jer. 25:15). Not only is he justified 
in doing so, he must. Justice demands it. His holiness demands it.

This is the starting point for understanding God and man and 
the world. If we do not begin here with this vital issue of God’s 
holiness, then everything goes askew. If we do not understand and 
feel a sense of awe and fear and admiration for the infinite holiness 
of God which opposes evil with wrath and fury, then all of our 
other understandings, thoughts, and descriptions of God will be 
defective at best. 

 That leads to an important implication: holiness and sin can-
not coexist. Because God is the Holiness, not only can God not 
take part in sin himself but he cannot condone, approve, or al-
low sin to remain in others. The ultimate conflict of the Biblical 
storyline—the conflict that must be resolved—is this: What does 
a holy God do with a sinful humanity? The correct and expected 
sentence for each member of humankind is death! “For all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3: 23). Is total an-
nihilation, then, the only answer? 

God’s Unique Character and the Cross of Christ
Any view of the punishment of sin that leaves out the thought 

of its being an expression of God’s holy hatred of sin, is not only 
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shallow, but unbiblical, incorrect, and dishonoring to God. God is 
holy, infinitely holy, and he infinitely hates sin. 

 God is love, it is true. And we stand in awe of his love towards 
us. But we must never forget that the Judge of all the earth (Gen. 
18:25) is a consuming fire (Heb. 12:29)! These two thoughts are 
held in tension. When we keep this in mind, there are some false 
notions that are more easily avoided. One such false notion is that 
God is love to the exclusion of everything else. When we affirm 
that God’s love must be and cannot be anything but holy love, then 
we begin to understand the quality of that love; and what John 
meant when he said: 

In this was manifested the love of God toward us, because that God 
sent his only begotten Son into the world that we might live through 
him. Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and 
sent his Son to be the propitiation of our sins. (1 John 4:9-10 emphasis 
mine, scb) 

God’s love to sinners, as seen through the sacrifice of his Son, 
will never be appreciated until seen in the light of his blazing 
wrath at sin.

In the dark hour when God the Father blotted out the view of 
Christ the Son on the cross, Jesus cried out the prophetic words, 
“My God, my God, why have You forsaken Me?” (Matt. 27:46; Ps. 
22:1). In Psalm 22:3 we learn the reason why Jesus was forsaken by 
the Father. The response to Jesus’ question is that God is holy and 
cannot tolerate sin. In the context of Psalm 22:3, Jesus proclaims, 
“But You are holy.” At the cross, we are permitted to view God’s 
abhorrence of sin, and perceive something of the magnitude of the 
holiness of God.

Seven and one-half centuries before that darkest of days, the 
prophet Isaiah wrote: “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each 
of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him 
the iniquity of us all” (Isa. 53:6). On him. A literal understanding 
of the Hebrew for the words “has laid on” could be “has caused 
to strike upon.” The full-to-overflowing cup of God’s wrath was 
poured out “to the dregs” upon the one who hung on the center 
cross of Calvary.

In God’s eternal purpose of salvation, justice and mercy are 
reconciled only through the foreseen and predetermined sacrifice 
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that was accomplished on Calvary. The proclamation that Jesus 
is “the Lamb...slain from the foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8) 
implies the existence of a principle which dwells in the very nature 
and character of God which requires satisfaction, before God can 
undertake and enter into the work of redemption. That principle 
can be none other than his eternal holiness.

We have considered the idea that God has always been holy. 
There has never been a time when God was ever less holy than he 
is right now. Even when nothing else existed but God, God was 
holy. The conversations among the Godhead—when nothing but 
the Godhead existed—have always been truth, for God “cannot 
lie” (Tit. 1:2; Heb. 6:18). God could never speak anything but truth 
to himself. There has never been a time when God was amoral, or 
morally “neutral.” Even when sin did not exist, God was against it! 
Sin existed “in theory” for God had foreseen it. In his foreknowl-
edge he saw the devastation to his creation and to his offspring 
that sin would havoc and God “schemed” (thank you Ferrell Jen-
kins!) a plan to overcome it. Before the foundation of the world was 
laid, God determined the solution to the Great Dilemma. 

The inevitable and overwhelming antagonism between the 
holy justice of God and the holy mercy of God, exercised toward 
sinners of the human race, is removed only by the atoning death 
of the God-man on the cross. But their opposing claims cannot be 
presented as if God is at war with himself. Both aspects of God’s 
eternal character are satisfied. This ultimate, eternal reconcilia-
tion was forged in the eternal counsels of God. “The Lamb that 
was slain [in sacrifice] from the foundation of the world” (Rev. 
13:8 Amplified) is not only the answer to the dilemma, it is the 
payment and the solution. It was foretold and intimated in Psalm 
85:10: “Mercy and truth have met together; righteousness and 
peace have kissed each other.”

In providing salvation God not only remains just but provides 
salvation to a lost humanity to prove how just he is. “That He 
might be just, and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus” 
(Rom. 3:26)! 

At the cross we see the dreadful anger of a sin-avenging, holy 
God. Not all the acts of divine judgment from one end of the Old 
Testament to the other, not all the weeping and gnashing of teeth 
that those of the lake of fire give forth, ever gave such a demon-
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stration of God’s resolute justice and indescribable holiness, of his 
infinite hatred of sin, as did the wrath of God which raged against 
his own Son on the cross. Because Christ was enduring sin’s hor-
rific judgment he was forsaken of God. He who was the Holy One, 
whose own abhorrence of sin was infinite, who was purity incar-
nate (1 John 3:3) was “made sin for us” (2 Cor. 5:21). On the cross 
Christ bowed his own will to the storm of wrath, in which was dis-
played the full and complete divine enmity against every sin com-
mitted by every human being. This, then, is the true explanation of 
Calvary. God’s holy character could do no less than judge sin even 
though it be found on Christ himself. At the cross we grasp that 
God’s justice was satisfied and his holiness vindicated.

Throughout the years some have suggested that God could have 
brought about salvation through some other way. God could have 
developed some other plan or implemented some other method to 
secure humankind’s redemption. Such reasoning denies the real-
ity of the agony of Jesus in Gethsemane. “My Father, if it be pos-
sible” (emphais mine, scb), he cried, “may this cup be taken from 
me” (Matt. 26:39). The answer from heaven—which the Christ al-
ready knew—was: There is no other way. Only the perfect atoning 
sacrifice of the perfect sinless Christ on the cross could satisfy all 
the requirements of justice and mercy, holiness and love, God’s 
eternal nature and our deepest need.

In a very profound sense, which the modern church does not 
seem to appreciate, the atonement, if man was to be saved, was 
necessary, not primarily on man’s account, but on God’s account. 
This, then, is how God ultimately “vindicates his holy name.” This 
is how God “proves himself holy among the nations.” And now 
“the nations know that he is Lord” by way of the cross.

God’s Unique Character among His People
God is totally untouched and unstained by the evil of the world. 

Yet nothing has ever impacted the Godhead more than the prob-
lem of sin and the remedy for it! And now we, from the vantage 
point of being on this side of the cross and having received the ful-
ly reveled revelation, simply must fall on our knees in thanksgiving 
and gratitude. We will adore where we cannot fully comprehend. 
Our lives are changed. By way of the cross we come into the pres-
ence of the Holy. And he calls us to be holy (1 Pet. 1:16).
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We need to be holy. The need for a personal holiness within us 
comes from the holiness of God; his nature and character set the 
standard for human conduct. God is holy because he sets himself 
apart from a worthless and sinful world; he sets himself apart to 
acting consistently with the eternal principle of his holiness. He 
calls upon us, his moral and rational creations, to do the same. We 
must set ourselves apart from the world and to his purposes and 
thereby sanctify ourselves to our sanctified God.

 When we grasp a glimpse of the holiness of God, we are 
changed. When Abraham stood before the Holy One, he cried, 
“I am nothing but dust and ashes” (Gen. 18:27). When Job came 
into the presence of Almighty God he said, “Therefore I despise 
myself and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:6). When Isaiah saw 
firsthand the holiness of God he exclaimed, “Woe is me, for I am 
ruined!...for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts” (Isa. 
6:5). When Daniel came face to face with the holiness of God’s 
messenger he declared, “no strength was left in me, my face turned 
deathly pale, and I retained no strength” (Dan. 10:8). The cross 
is our face-to-face moment with God. The cross allows us to see 
the holiness of God in all of its ineffable magnitude. At once, we 
are “undone,” “nothing but dust and ash,” “ruined,” “unclean.” At 
the foot of the cross, we see plainly that we have no resources, no 
strength, and no life in ourselves!

 This is a humbling reality. We do not have what it takes to 
stand, much less be holy, before such a God! The same Word that 
wounds us also heals us. Our remedy is found in the perfect, 
complete, atoning, substitutionary sacrifice of Jesus Christ. It is 
in him alone that we take our stand and are considered holy. It is 
in Christ that we are called “saints” or “holy ones.” Not because 
we are holy in ourselves, but because Jesus gives us his holiness so 
that we may be able to stand before God (2 Cor. 5:21). This is the 
cross that we come to.

 By way of the cross we come into the presence of God and 
there the Holy One speaks to us. He says, “Be holy, for I am holy” 
(Lev. 11:44-45; 1 Pet. 1:16). Not “be holy as I am holy,” for any and 
all of God’s created beings that would be an impossible task, but 
rather “Be holy, for I am holy.” Because I am holy, I require that you 
be holy. God’s holiness is the standard for our moral character, 
and the motivation for the way we are to live our lives. The Lord 
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commands us to be “holy in all that [we] do” (1 Pet. 1:15-16). This 
practical holiness is to encircle our lives daily and completely. As 
we have seen, holiness is the very character of God and of his Son, 
and our holy Father wants us, his children, to act and look like 
him. We are called to be a “holy nation” (1 Pet. 2:9), we are called to 
be a “holy temple” collectively as well as individually (1 Cor. 3:16-
17; Eph. 2:17-18; 1 Cor. 6:16). In Christ, we are “holy and dearly 
loved (Col. 3:12), and the Lord Jesus is coming back a final time for 
a holy Church, “without stain or wrinkle or any blemish, holy and 
blameless” (Eph. 5:27). 

 God calls us to be holy (1 Cor. 1:2). He determined before the 
world was created that we should be holy. In the same way that 
God schemed to justify us through the sacrifice of his Son on the 
cross, so he schemed that those justified should live for him, cov-
ered by the blood of the cross, separated from the world. “For he 
chose us in Him before the creation of the world to be holy and 
blameless in His sight” (Eph. 1:4 NIV). 

At the cross the debt of sin was paid. At the cross the fury of 
God’s wrath toward sin was satisfied. At the cross the Just became 
the Justifier. At the cross mercy and truth met. At the cross righ-
teousness and peace kissed each other. At the cross God vindi-
cated the holiness of his Great Name.
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The Passover
Christ Our Passover Has Also  

Been Sacrificed
Randy Harshbarger

“What a friend we have in Jesus….” “I will sing the wondrous story….” 
“Out of my bondage, sorrow and night, Jesus, I come….”

One song or many songs, one sermon or many sermons, yea, one 
lifetime or a thousand lifetimes are not enough to begin to fathom, 
much less express, the greatness of God’s loving sacrifice for us. 
Benjamin B. Warfield said, “The interpretation of Christ’s death as 
a sacrifice is imbedded in every important type of New Testament 
teaching” (391). Warfield, sometimes wrong, is correct this time. 
Christ is our sin offering; what a law system could not do, God 
did by sending his Son (Rom. 8:3). Christ is the covenant-sacrifice; 
his death guarantees the covenant; the promises of God are sure 
because of the gift of the guarantor (Heb. 7:22; 9:15). Christ is the 
ultimate Day of Atonement; identifying with humanity, he became 
a merciful and faithful high priest; he is our atonement (Rom. 3:25; 
Heb. 9:12) (Thompson 66-67, 160). Jesus gave his life a ransom for 
all (Matt. 20:28). These New Testament passages tell the story of 
salvation through Christ. Too, they clearly show the correspon-
dence between the death of Jesus and Old Testament concepts of 
sacrifice. The operative passage for this study, though, is 1 Corin-
thians 5:7: “Therefore purge out the old leaven, that you may be a 
new lump, since you truly are unleavened. For indeed Christ, our 
Passover, was sacrificed for us” (unless otherwise noted all pas-
sages are from the NKJV). 
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The Passover lamb was sacrificed on the night Jehovah sent 
the tenth plague—the death of the firstborn. The Israelites killed a 
male lamb, one year old and without blemish, and then in a state 
of readiness ate the flesh of the lamb (or goat). They sprinkled 
the animal’s blood on the doorposts and lintels of their houses. 
As the Lord passed over the land of Egypt, every house with the 
blood applied was spared (Exod. 12:1-13). The firstborn was not 
killed because the lamb had been killed. The Israelites purged 
their houses of any leaven before killing the lamb; this began the 
Feast of Unleavened Bread (Exod. 12:15). Passover and the Feast of 
Unleavened Bread are used interchangeably to refer to the entire 
eight-day feast (Luke 22:1; Lev. 23:5-8; Num. 28:16-25; Deut. 16:1-
8). “Technically, the Passover was a one-day feast, immediately fol-
lowed by the Feast of Unleavened Bread which was a seven day 
feast.”1 After Israel arrived in Canaan, there were slight variations 
in the observance of the Passover (Waldron 214-217). 

What did the Passover mean to the Jews? “At the heart of the 
Passover ritual is the slaying of a lamb or kid, the smearing of the 
blood on the door posts and the eating of its meat.” It was the “Pass-
over sacrifice of the Lord” (Exod. 12:27). The blood of the animal 
was applied thus protecting the Israelites from the tenth plague 
(Exod. 12:13). Every member of the community was to participate 
in eating the meat (Exod. 12:47). Other Old Testament connec-
tions include the consecration of the Aaronic priesthood (Exod. 
29) and the general call to holiness in the Leviticus legislation 
(Alexander 77). Cunningham Geikie said, “And now, as the first 
step towards an independent national organization under Jehovah, 
their invisible king; as the formal inauguration of His worship as 
the national God, and in recognition of their emancipation being 
due to Him alone, a sacrificial feast—the Passover—was instituted” 
(181). These momentous events were meant to mark Israel as God’s 
chosen people—a kingdom of priests, a holy nation emerged from 
bondage (Exod. 19:5-6). The firstborn sons in Egypt were dead; Is-
rael’s firstborn were spared (Exod. 11:5). Israel left Egypt with an 
annual commemoration of their deliverance, a reminder of God’s 
power and love (Exod. 12:25). In observing the Passover each year, 
Israel reenacted this deliverance from Egypt. Ultimately, it was (is) 
all about God! Truly, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you 
out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage” (Exod. 20:2). 
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Gleason Archer (235) posits six types of salvation from the cen-
tral section of Exodus (12:1–18:27). These are:
1. Passover: Calvary symbolized and appropriated (12:1–13:22).

2. Red Sea Crossing: the plunge of faith (baptism) (14:1–15:27).

3. Manna from heaven: the bread of life (Eucharist) (16:1-36).

4. The cleft rock: the water of life (17:1-7).

5. Rephidim: foretaste of victory over the world (17:8-16).

6. Appointment of elders: organization for religious fellowship 
(18:1-27).

While complete agreement with Archer’s correlations is un-
likely, we can see some parallels. From Exodus we see Israel’s es-
cape from bondage. Exiting from Egypt, Israel left bricks and straw 
behind; we leave sin behind (Exod. 15:13; Eph. 1:7). Israel was test-
ed during the wilderness wanderings. Their sojourning presented 
opportunities to turn to Jehovah in complete faith and obedience; 
instead, they spent forty years taking a month long trip. Christians 
sojourn by faith, refusing the flesh pots of our culture (1 Pet. 2:11). 
Learning from Israel’s example, we resist provoking the Lord as we 
make our way to the promised rest (Heb. 4:1).

Several New Testament passages help us transition from the 
Old Testament as we connect the Passover with Jesus’ mission as 
the world’s sacrifice. For example, John 6:4 says: “Now the Pass-
over, a feast of the Jews, was near.” Jesus’ first two miracles were 
performed in Cana of Galilee. The two miracles in John 6 were 
performed in the shadow of the Passover. Now, in spite of increas-
ing hostility from the Jewish leaders (John 5), Jesus continued his 
work (John 6) as the world’s Savior. Reminiscent of the Exodus, 
Jesus crossed the sea, stopping in the arid mountains surrounding 
Galilee. Here he would provide food for the multitude, just as Jeho-
vah had done for Israel long ago. People came seeking signs. First 
testing the faith of his disciples about how to get the needed food, 
Jesus ended up with five loaves and two fish. From these he fed 
the multitude in abundance; all four gospels mention the leftovers 
(Matt. 14:20; Mark 6:43; Luke 9:17; John 6:12-13). The messianic 
hopes of the Jews were aroused by this abundance; however, Jesus 
would not deliver them from Roman bondage. He would, though, 
offer them the bread of life! Moses worked miracles before Pha-
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raoh and also worked miracles in the wilderness (Deut. 34:10-12). 
Moses fed the Israelites. “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Behold, 
I will rain bread from heaven for you’” (Exod. 16:4; Ps. 78:24-25). 
The manna continued until Israel celebrated the Passover on the 
plains of Jericho; then the manna ceased (Josh. 5). Jesus, the anti-
type to Moses, gave himself as the life-giving bread. Jesus fulfilled 
the hopes and joys of the Passover (Kim 307-322). While John may 
have mentioned the Passover to inform non-Jewish readers about 
Jewish customs, it is still true that the Passover would help to re-
mind the Jews about Moses, the food, the flesh, and the blood.

The connection between the Passover and Christ’s supper is 
clear. Passover remembered God’s salvation of his people; the 
Lord’s Supper reminds Christians of God’s provision of the means 
of our salvation, the blood of Christ. It was the night of the Pass-
over that salvation occurred. Passover anticipated and guaranteed 
not only the furthering of God’s plans for his chosen people but 
the ultimate deliverance for all by the Messiah. Jesus’ death, typi-
cal of Passover lambs, was (is) the means for redemption. For some 
time, the religious leaders in Jerusalem sought to kill Jesus (Luke 
19:47). Now it was time for Jesus to die; his death would take place 
in Jerusalem (Luke 9:31). Luke not only tells us where, but when, 
this would happen: “Now the Feast of Unleavened Bread drew 
near, which is called Passover” (22:1). The doctor, who wrote in 
an orderly fashion (Luke 1:1-4), does not distinguish between the 
Feast of Unleavened Bread, a seven-day feast that celebrated leav-
ing Egypt, and the Passover, a reminder of the Lord passing over 
the houses where the blood had been applied (Exod. 12:6, 15; Lev. 
23:5-8). Luke 22:7 says, “Then came the Day of Unleavened Bread, 
when the Passover must be killed.” This was the first day of unleav-
ened bread (Matt. 26:17; Mark 14:12). Jesus and his disciples par-
ticipated in the Passover meal that began the Feast of Unleavened 
Bread. Anticipating eating the Passover meal with his disciples be-
fore his death (Luke 22:15), he told Peter and John to make prepa-
ration in order to do so (Luke 22:8). Colly Caldwell has written, 
“The service Peter and John would render was an all-day job. They 
were to find the facility and prepare it for the feast…ceremonially 
searching the room for leaven and being certain that all the ac-
commodations were met” (1180). They would “have to provide for 
the lamb” that was then killed, dressed, and roasted. “They would 
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also have to buy and/or prepare bread and the other items for the 
meal itself” (1180-81). Peter and John did what Jesus told them to 
do (Luke 22:13). The room was prepared; the needed items (bread, 
wine, herbs, a lamb) were provided. The bread was unleavened; the 
bones of the animal were not broken (John 19:31-33; Exod. 12:46; 
Num. 9:12). The bitter herbs were reminders of the oppression of 
Egypt (Num. 9:11). Blood was applied to the doorpost. 

What possible reason could we have for thinking that Jesus 
did not intend to observe the Passover? Matthew (26:17), Mark 
(14:12), and Luke (22:7-8) speak of Christ’s participation in this, 
his last Passover. Jesus, in this final meal with his closest disciples, 
instituted his supper, the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:23-33) (Crad-
dock, 251-60). As Dan Petty said regarding Jesus and his disciples 
eating the Passover together, “How fitting! God’s redemption of 
Israel from Egyptian bondage was commemorated every Passover 
(Exod. 12:23-27). That historic event foreshadowed Jesus’ own re-
demptive sacrifice. So it was necessary for Him to eat the Passover 
meal with His disciples the night before His death. The Passover 
was perhaps the most appropriate setting for Him to convey to 
them the meaning of His impending death for all men” (15-16). As 
the Passover meal ended, and the disciples finished eating, Jesus 
“took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, 
‘This is My body which is given for you; do this in remembrance 
of Me.’ Likewise He also took the cup after supper, saying, ‘This 
cup is the new covenant in My blood, which is shed for you’” (Luke 
22:19-20). After the supper, Jesus and his disciples left the upper 
room, going the short distance to Olivet. He would soon be hang-
ing on a Roman cross.

When New Testament Christians look at the Passover they see 
the cross. At the heart of the New Testament—yea, the entire Bi-
ble—is the death of Jesus. The central redemptive act of history is 
linked to the Passover. Passover reminded the Jews of their salva-
tion from Egypt; Passover reminds us of the messianic deliverance 
of all people. John connected the death of Jesus to the Passover 
sacrifice (19:36; Exod. 12:46).2 Paul (1 Cor. 5:7) and probably Peter 
(1 Pet. 1:18-19) connect the death of Jesus with the Passover sac-
rifice (Alexander 77-80). The slain lamb is featured by John in his 
apocalyptic visions (Rev. 4-5). Christ is our Passover! The Passover 
lamb prophetically pictures Christ and his atoning death. John the 
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Baptist in speaking of the Messiah introduced Jesus as the “lamb 
of God.” The Father sent his Son as a sacrifice for the world’s sins. 
If the world accepts this message, life in the Son is possible (John 
1:29-31; 20:30-31). Jesus was “without blemish.” He was sinless (1 
Pet. 1:19; 2:22). His blood is the propitiation for sin. All who obey 
him have access to that sacrifice (Matt. 27:46; Rom. 3:25; Heb. 5:9). 
His blood cleanses us (Heb. 9:14). Just as Abraham offered a ram 
in the place of Isaac, the Israelites offered a lamb in the place of 
their firstborn. Without that sacrifice the privileged member of 
the family, the firstborn son, would have perished. God offered his 
Son; without our Passover we would perish! 

The Passover meal anticipated the messianic meal, the kingdom 
meal. Jesus said, “I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the 
kingdom of God comes” (Luke 22:18). While God acted in history to 
save Israel, the death of Jesus, commemorated by his supper, looked 
at the past and to the future. It would be in the messianic king-
dom that Jesus and the true Israel of God would commune together. 
In his birth narrative, Luke points to the true descendant of Da-
vid (1:32). Jesus “is the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel.” The 
Messiah would be given the throne of David. Mary jubilantly said, 
“He has helped His servant Israel, In remembrance of His mercy, As 
He spoke to our fathers, To Abraham and to his seed forever” (Luke 
1:54-55). Zechariah, too, spoke of God’s deliverance of his people 
(Luke 1:68-75). Indeed, “the consolation of Israel” had arrived (Luke 
2:25). Yet, in time the soon to appear Son would ultimately divide 
those who accepted him as the Messiah from those who did not. 
“Then Simeon blessed them, and said to Mary His mother, ‘Behold, 
this Child is destined for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for 
a sign which will be spoken against (yes, a sword will pierce through 
your own soul also), that the thoughts of many hearts may be re-
vealed’” (Luke 2:34-35). Zacchaeus and the crippled woman turned 
to Jesus in faith (Luke 19:1-10; 13:10-17); they were truly children of 
Abraham. The synagogue ruler, though, was “put to shame” (Luke 
13:17). Jesus became a stone of stumbling to Israel (Isa. 8:14-15). Pe-
ter’s preaching (Acts 3:22-26), and later, Paul’s preaching produced 
similar results (Acts 13:44-45) (Hays 417-21).

Jesus said that his kingdom was coming (Matt. 4:17, 23; Mark 
9:1). This is the kingdom the prophets spoke of (Isa. 2; Dan. 2; Joel 
2). Now, the new Israel eats the Lord’s Supper together, as the ideal 
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kingdom of priests. In doing so, they anticipate the return of the 
Lord. The memorial is to be taken “until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26). 
This “eschatological reference” connects the past with the present 
but also with the future. The Jews anticipated a banquet (Isa. 25:6; 
Matt. 8:11). The church lives between the past (the cross) and the 
future (the everlasting kingdom) (2 Pet. 1:11) (Ferguson 253-54). 

Practical Meaning of the Passover in the Life of the Christian
If there are misunderstandings about the Lord’s Supper, what 

will help us better understand when we partake? William Barclay 
writes about the “sacraments” and the danger of turning a reality 
into merely a ritual. Discounting his denominational jargon, and 
substituting “Lord’s Supper” for “sacrament,” we might learn from 
the following. First, the importance of the Lord’s Supper can be 
diminished when we fail to actually study what God’s word says 
about this aspect of our worship. For many the very act of eating 
the elements is incomprehensible; Bible study helps bridge the gap 
between ritual and reality. Studying God’s word teaches us that 
the Supper is more than a piece of bread and a sip of grape juice. 
Second, Christians in the first century were better acquainted 
with and better understood the concept of sacrifice. After all, the 
temple was the gathering place for countless sacrifices. Jew or not, 
anyone in Jerusalem would have understood that animals were be-
ing sacrificed. Bible teaching, particularly from the Old Testament, 
helps us make the leap from then to now (from the shadows to the 
heavenly realities, Heb. 10:1-4). Third, Catholicism’s teaching of 
transubstantiation helps confuse the true meaning of the Lord’s 
Supper. We do not have to have the real body of Jesus with us when 
we partake of his supper. When Jesus said “this is my body” and 
“this is my blood” he took two elements used in the Passover sup-
per and made a symbolic or figurative reference to himself. No 
miracle took place; the bread did not literally become his body. 
This false teaching confuses Bible teaching about Christ’s sacri-
fice. Fourth, to partake of the Lord’s Supper is an expression of the 
Christian’s faith. Yet, we live in an increasingly secular world; our 
world often discounts the very notion of faith. How can one find 
power or spiritual significance in a ritual that focuses on a bloody 
sacrifice? (Barclay 7-14; Caldwell 1190-91). As we sing, though, the 
power is in the blood!
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