The Self-Understanding of
Jesus

Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines some sayings and deeds of Jesus,
accepted by many critical scholars as historically authentic,
to see what they imply about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Scholars

You might be surprised to learn that today many New Testament
scholars don’t believe that the historical Jesus ever claimed
to be the Son of God, the Lord, or even the Messiah.{1} But if
that’'s the case, how do they explain the presence of such
claims in the Gospels? They believe the Gospel writers put
them there! The actual Jesus of history never made such
exalted claims for himself. It was the early church that
started all that business.

Is this true? What are we to make of all this?
Let’s begin with a deceptively simple question: How did the
early church come to believe in-and even worship—Jesus as both
Lord and Messiah, if he never actually claimed such titles for
himself? Just think for a moment about how strange this would
be. Jesus’ earliest followers were Jews. They firmly believed
that there is only one God. And yet, shortly after his
crucifixion, they began worshiping Jesus as God! As Dr.
William Lane Craig asks, “How does one explain this worship by
monotheistic Jews of one of their countrymen as God incarnate,
apart from the claims of Jesus himself?”{2} In other words, if
Jesus never made such exalted claims for himself, then why
would his earliest followers do so? After all, on the surface
such claims not only seem blasphemous, they also appear to
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contradict the deeply held Jewish conviction that there 1is
only one God.

But there’s another 1issue that needs to be considered.
Although many critical scholars don’t believe that Jesus ever
made such radical personal claims, nevertheless, they do
believe that he said and did things that seem to imply that he
had a very high view of himself. In other words, while they
might deny that Jesus ever explicitly claimed to be Israel’s
Messiah, or Lord, they acknowledge that he said and did things
which, when you get right down to it, seem to imply that
that’'s precisely who he believed himself to be! If this 1is
correct, if Jesus really believed himself to be both Israel’s
Messiah and Lord, then notice that we are brought back once
again to that old dilemma of traditional apologetics.{3} Jesus
was either deceived in this belief, suffering from something
akin to delusions of grandeur. Or he was a fraud, willfully
trying to deceive others. Or he really was who he believed
himself to be-Messiah, Lord, and Son of God.

In the remainder of this article, we’ll examine some of the
sayings and deeds of Jesus that even many critical scholars
accept as historically authentic to see what they might tell
us about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Twelve

Today, even most critical scholars agree that Jesus probably
chose a core group of twelve disciples just as the Gospels say
he did. In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman refers to this event as “one
of the best-attested traditions of our surviving sources
."{4} Now you might be thinking that this sounds like a rather
insignificant detail. What can this possibly tell us about the
self-understanding of Jesus? Does his choice of twelve
disciples give us any insight into what he believed about
himself?



Let’s begin with a little background information. E. P.
Sanders, in his highly acclaimed book, Jesus and Judaism,
observes that “. . . in the first century Jewish hopes for the
future would have included the restoration of the twelve
tribes of Israel.”{5} Now this hope was based on nothing less
than God’'s prophetic revelation in the Hebrew Bible. Sometimes
the primary agent effecting this restoration is said to be the
Lord (e.g. Isa. 11:11-12; Mic. 2:12). At other times it’s a
Messianic figure who 1is clearly a human being (e.g. Isa.
49:5-6). Interestingly, however, still other passages describe
this Messianic figure as having divine attributes, or as being
closely associated with the Lord in some way (e.g. cp. Mic.
2:13 with 5:2-4). But why is this important? And what does it
have to do with Jesus’ choice of twelve disciples?

Many New Testament scholars view Jesus’ choice of twelve
disciples as symbolic of the promised restoration of the
twelve tribes of Israel. The restoration of Israel is thus
seen to be one of the goals or objectives of Jesus’ ministry.
As Richard Horsley observes, “One of the principal indications
that Jesus intended the restoration of Israel was his
appointment of the Twelve.”{6} But if one of Jesus’
consciously chosen aims was the restoration of Israel, then
what does this imply about who he believed himself to be?
After all, the 0ld Testament prophets attribute this
restoration either to the Lord or to a Messianic figure
possessing both divine and human attributes.

Might Jesus have viewed himself in such exalted terms? Some
scholars believe that he did. Dr. Ben Witherington poses an
interesting question: “If the Twelve represent a renewed
Israel, where does Jesus fit in?” He's not one of the Twelve.
“He’'s not just part of Israel, not merely part of the redeemed
group, he's forming the group—just as God in the 0ld Testament
formed his people and set up the twelve tribes of Israel.”{7}
Witherington argues that this is an dimportant clue 1in
uncovering what Jesus thought of himself. If he’s right, then



Jesus may indeed have thought of himself as Israel’s Messiah
and Lord!

Jesus and the Law

What was Jesus’ attitude toward the Law of Moses? Some
scholars say that Jesus was a law-abiding Jew who “broke
neither with the written Law nor with the traditions of the
Pharisees.” {8} Others say the issue is more complex. Ben
Witherington observes that Jesus related to the Law in a
variety of ways.{9} Sometimes he affirmed the validity of
particular Mosaic commandments (e.g. Matt. 19:18-19). At other
times he went beyond Moses and intensified some of the
commandments. In the Sermon on the Mount he declared, “You
have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has
already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt.
5:27-28). We shouldn’t skip too lightly over a statement like
this. The prohibition against adultery is one of the Ten
Commandments. By wording the statement as he did, Jesus
apparently “equated his own authority with that of the
divinely given Torah.”{10} Indeed, it’'s because of sayings
like this that one Jewish writer complained: “Israel cannot

accept . . . the utterances of a man who speaks in his own
name—not ‘thus saith the Lord,’ but ‘I say unto you.’ This ‘I’
is . . . sufficient to drive Judaism away from the Gentiles

forever.”{11}

But Jesus went further than this! In Mark 7 he declared all
foods “clean” (vv. 14-19). That is, he set aside the dietary
laws found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. To really grasp the
radical nature of Jesus’ declaration one must only remember
that these dietary laws had been given to Israel by God
Himself! But what sort of person believes he has the authority
to set aside the commandments of God? Ben Witherington notes,
“Jesus seems to assume an authority over Torah that no
Pharisee or 0ld Testament prophet assumed-the authority to set



it aside.”{12} And Jacob Neusner, a Jewish scholar, seems to
agree: “Jews believe in the Torah of Moses . . . and that
belief requires faithful Jews to enter a dissent at the
teachings of Jesus, on the grounds that those teachings at
important points contradict the Torah.”{13}

How does this relate to the self-understanding of Jesus? Think
about it this way. What would Jesus have to believe about
himself to seriously think he had the authority to set aside
God’s commandments? Although it may trouble some critical
scholars, the evidence seems to favor the view that Jesus
believed that in some sense he possessed the authority of God
Himself!

Jesus and the Demons

One of the amazing feats attributed to Jesus in the Gospels is
the power of exorcism, the power to cast out demons from human
beings. Although this may sound strange and unscientific to
some modern readers, most critical scholars agree that both
Jesus and his contemporaries at least believed that Jesus had
such power. Of course, this doesn’t mean that the majority of
critical scholars believe that demons actually exist, or that
Jesus actually cast such spirits out of people. Many of them
do not. But they do think there is persuasive historical
evidence for affirming that both Jesus and his contemporaries
believed such things.{14} In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman notes that
“Jesus’ exorcisms are among the best-attested deeds of the
Gospel traditions.”{15} But why is this important? And what
can it possibly tell us about Jesus’ self-understanding?

Most scholars are convinced that the historical Jesus
declared, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God,
then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28).
Prior to making this declaration, the Pharisees had accused
Jesus of casting out demons “by Beelzebub, the ruler of the
demons” (12:24). Jesus responded by pointing out how absurd it



would be for Satan to fight against himself like that (v. 26).
What’'s more, the charge was inconsistent. There were other
Jewish exorcists in Jesus’ day and it was widely believed that
their power came from God. Wouldn’'t it be more reasonable,
then, to conclude that Jesus’ power also came from God?

If so, then notice the startling implications of Jesus’ claim:
“If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom
of God has come upon you."” At the very least, Jesus appears to
be claiming that in himself the kingdom of God is in some
sense a present reality. But his claim may actually be even
more radical. Some scholars have observed that in ancient
Jewish literature the phrase, ‘kingdom of God,’ is sometimes
used as a roundabout way for speaking of God Himself. If Jesus
intended this meaning in the statement we are considering,
then William Lane Craig’s conclusion is fully warranted: “In
claiming that in himself the kingdom of God had already
arrived, as visibly demonstrated by his exorcisms, Jesus was,
in effect, saying that in himself God had drawn near, thus
putting himself in God’'s place.”{16}

It increasingly appears that Jesus thought of himself as much
more than just another teacher or prophet. Even when we limit
ourselves to material accepted as authentic by the majority of
critical scholars, Jesus still seems to unquestionably
communicate his divinity!

Jesus and the Father

In one of the most astonishing declarations of Jesus 1in
Matthew's Gospel he states, “All things have been handed over
to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son, except the
Father; nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and
anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him” (11:27). Many
scholars believe that this verse forms a unit with the two
preceding verses. It's clear from the context that the
“Father” referred to by Jesus is God, for Jesus begins this



section by saying, “I praise Thee, 0 Father, Lord of heaven
and earth” (11:25). So in the verse we are considering, Jesus
claims to be God’'s Son in an absolutely unique sense. He
refers to God as “My Father,” and declares that no one knows
the Father, “except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills
to reveal Him.” Jesus not only claims to be God’s unique Son,
he also claims to have special knowledge of the Father that no
one else can mediate to others!

Because of the radical nature of these claims, it’s hardly
surprising to learn that some critical scholars have denied
that Jesus ever really said this. Nevertheless, other scholars
have offered some very good reasons for embracing the saying’s
authenticity. Dr. William Lane Craig notes that this saying
comes from the hypothetical Q source, a source that both
Matthew and Luke may have used in writing their Gospels. If
that’s true, then the saying is quite early and thus has a
greater likelihood of actually going back to Jesus.
Additionally, “the idea of the mutual knowledge of Father and
Son is a Jewish idea, indicating its origin in a Semitic-
speaking milieu.”{17} Finally, Dr. Ben Witherington notes that
the eminent New Testament scholar Joachim Jeremias showed “how
this saying goes back to an Aramaic original” which “surely
counts in favor of it going back to Jesus.”{18} Aramaic was
probably the language most often used by Jesus and his
disciples. After discussing this saying in some detail,
Witherington concludes, “In the end, all the traditional bases
for judging this saying to be inauthentic no longer will bear
close scrutiny.”{19}

In this brief overview of the self-understanding of Jesus,
I've attempted to show that even when we limit ourselves to
Gospel traditions that are generally considered historically
authentic by a majority of scholars, Jesus still makes
impressive claims to deity. But as Dr. Craig observes, “ :
if Jesus was not who he claimed to be, then he was either a
charlatan or a madman, neither of which 1s plausible.



Therefore, why not accept him as the divine Son of God, just
as the earliest Christians did?”{20}
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Law and Grace: Combating the
American Heresy
of Pelagianism

The American Church has fallen under the error of Pelagianism.
Law and Grace do not represent two plans of God, but two
phases of the same plan of redemption: preparation and
fulfillment.

“For the Law was given through Moses; grace and truth were
realized through Jesus Christ.” (John 1: 17, NASB)

A young college student once told me that a pastor’s son
argued with him that no religion—-and especially not
Christianity—was about faith in any God, but rather the good
works that we do for others. Christianity, so the preacher’s
boy said, concerned doing to others what we would have done to
us; it does not even matter if God exists or not, only the
good we do for people counts—philanthropy, morality and being
a good person matters most, not faith in Jesus Christ as the
Son of God.

What the young theologian argued was that all religions are
basically the same. They are moralistic[l], which means they
inspire people to do good works and that any metaphysical
aspect, such as who God is or what he may have done for
humanity is irrelevant. Similarly, we often hear that people
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choose to do evil and that they are not born that way, it is
the environment that makes us corrupt-—that we are not corrupt
by nature.

This all sounds like common sense, but amounts to a denial of
the central Christian belief in salvation by grace through
faith alone. If we are not sinners by nature but only by
choice than we can conceivably make more good choices than
evil ones in order to redeem ourselves and then there would be
no need for faith or a savior. Good works and keeping either
the internal law of conscience or the old Mosaic Law would
suffice.

Salvation by Grace Through Faith Alone

Salvation by grace through faith provides the great
distinctive of the Christian faith compared to the other world
religions. In contrast, the monotheistic religions Islam and
Judaism both present a path of works salvation through obeying
either the Torah or the Qur’an. The pantheistic religions,
like Buddhism and Hinduism, believe in a rigorous path of
enlightenment. While they subscribe to a unique theological
heritage and may even be saved, many within the Christian
sphere tend to under—appreciate and even unintentionally deny
God's free and eternal gift of salvation through a
well-meaning but misdirected emphasis on the Mosaic Code, also
called the Law (or the Ten Commandments) or other moral and
legal codes that operate in a similar fashion, as measuring
sticks for salvation.

Christians continually misunderstand and misuse the Law, thus
placing themselves and others in bondage to a de facto works
salvation mentality. The Apostle Paul argued that we did not
begin with the Spirit in our salvation only to be perfected by
“the flesh” in the works of the Law (Galatians 3: 3). Paul
repeatedly identified legalism as a work of the flesh or
sinful human nature and worldliness. He spoke of “the
elemental principles of the world” (Galatians. 4: 3 and Col.



2: 8, 20) not as secularism, or so called “worldly” practices
such as dancing, smoking or movie attendance, as Christians do
today. Rather, worldliness according to these passages was the
religiosity of the Judaizing heresy that imposed legal

restrictions on believers such as circumcision (as seen in
Galatians) or dietary restrictions, festivals and Sabbath
observance or angel worship (in Colossians). Paul rejected his
great religious inheritance, status and fame as a Pharisee,
considering it all a work of the flesh, so that his
righteousness would not derive from the Law, but from Christ
(Philippians 3: 1-9). Religious legalism represents as great a
threat to grace in the New Testament than any libertine
license for sin.

Works salvation indicates a profound insecurity concerning
individual freedom in the world’s religions and a desire to
impose an authoritarian structure. Christians are not
guiltless either, as they harbor the same tendencies to impose
the Mosaic Code or some form of it on Christians and
non—Christians alike. For example, Torah Observant Christians,
Reconstructionism, Theonomy, and Covenant Theology all hold to
a continuity between law and grace that brings Christians back
under the legal and moral requirements of the Mosaic Code. The
persistence of Christians who want to commit themselves to the
Law, even after 2000 years of Christian history, indicates the
Church’s misunderstanding of the role of the Law after Christ
and the Church’s uneasiness with its own belief in grace.

The Role of the Law Today: Instructive,
not Operative

Preachers and theologians are known to say “We are still under
the 10 Commandments” or “The moral law is still in effect, but
the rest has been fulfilled by Christ.” Although, these
explanations offer some guidance on what to do with the 800
pound gorilla in the room— with the theology of grace-they
ultimately cannot avoid inconsistencies either with the Law or



with the New Testament principle of grace, God’s unconditional
love.

The Mosaic Law was given to Israel on Mount Sinai as their
Constitution and guide to holiness; it was never capable of
bringing eternal salvation, but served as a teacher to the
preservation of Israel in the Promised Land while
demonstrating God’'s righteous character. It was a temporary
operating system, so to speak, that was necessary in order to
display human sinfulness and point to humanity’s need for
grace. But, crucially, it was destined to pass away or be
retired once the plan of God came to fruition in the Life of
Christ (Galatians 3). It showed only humanity’s gquilt, yet
foreshadowed in its practices the promise of God’'s ultimate
work of grace (Hebrews 8: 5; 10: 1). Once grace arrived in the
work of Christ, the Law was no longer necessary (Hebrews 8:
6). The Law only pointed to human need for grace or the
presence of sin. The Law shows people their unrighteousness.
God demonstrates his mercy only after explaining and
portraying his righteousness. God gives the Law first to
demonstrate sin and then sends his Son to reveal His love and
grace.

The Mosaic Law functions similarly to natural law or general
revelation in demonstrating humanity’'s need for God, the
absence of God from the human heart (Romans 1 & 2). The Law
and general revelation both perform a preparatory role: either
telling humanity it does not know God, as with general
revelation, or revealing humanity’s sin, as with the Law
(Romans 3). They give no saving knowledge, but function only
to condemn and never to save. Law and Grace do not represent
two plans of God, but two phases of the same plan of
redemption: preparation and fulfillment.

One Law, Indivisible, With Grace for All

There is only one Law, which must be accepted as a whole. The
unity of the Law applies equally to either 1its total



fulfillment in Christ or to the possibility that the Law
remains operative after Christ. The Law cannot be subdivided
into different sections such as moral, ceremonial and civil
that were applicable before Christ and those sections still
applicable after Christ. Any theological approach to the Law
that states its partial effectiveness misunderstands the unity
of the Law and the work of Christ that has already fulfilled
the Law in its entirety. One either keeps the whole Law or
does not (Galatians 3: 10; James 2: 10; Matthew 5: 19;
Deuteronomy 27: 1; 28: 1; 30: 8). Likewise, either Christ
fulfilled the Law or he did not. Nowhere in the New Testament
does it say the Law was partially fulfilled in Christ, leaving
the Church to fulfill the rest. A change in one aspect of the
Law, such as the 0ld Testament Priesthood, necessitates the
inauguration of a new law and not merely a partial change in
the old law (Hebrews 7: 12). Paul argued against the
Judaizers, who imposed legal restrictions on Christians, that
if they accepted one part of the Law they were “under
obligation to keep the whole Law” (Galatians 5: 3).

Any return to the Law rejects faith in Christ and even creates
a hindrance to the progression of the plan of God in history.
The Book of Hebrews gives a dire warning to all who return to
these former elements: “For if we go on sinning willfully
after we receive the knowledge of the truth, there no longer
remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain terrifying
expectation of judgment... Anyone who set aside the Law of
Moses dies without mercy on the testimony of two or three
witnesses. How much more severe punishment do you think he
will deserve who has trampled underfoot the Son of God, and
has regarded as unclean the blood of the covenant by which he
was sanctified and has insulted the spirit of grace?” (Hebrews
10: 26-29).

Does Retirement of the Law Mean God



Changed?

The problem many express with notion of the Law’s retirement
is based on this conclusion: God cannot change, so how can He,
in effect, repeal his own law? The Law was given in order to
maintain Israel as a separate people who would act as a
conduit through whom God would send his Messiah to reach the
whole world. “When the fullness of time came, God sent forth
His Son, born of a woman, born under the Law” (Galatians 4:
4). The Law was by its very nature temporary and conditional
to Israel as an operative system in the history of God’s plan
of universal redemption. Once the Law and Israel achieved
their purposes, or were “fulfilled” in Christ they became
obsolete (Hebrews 8: 13). The Law had an expiration date, a
shelf life that only lasted until Messiah arrived. The Law
played a preparatory role for the coming of Christ; it never
had the power to save, but only to condemn in identifying and
demonstrating human sin and inadequacies. Its function was to
ready mankind for salvation. The Law is good and holy, but it
is also obsolete and incomplete (Romans 7; Galatians 3).

Good News! The Law is Fulfilled in Christ

The Law was not abolished, repealed or revamped in any way in
the new age of grace. Jesus himself says that he did not come
to destroy [katalyo] or subvert the Law, but to fulfill
[pléroo] it (Matthew 5: 17), which means to complete, to
finish, accomplish or expire. Paul repeats Jesus’ declaration
by stating that “Christ is the end [telos] of the law,”
meaning he is the termination or conclusion of it (Romans 10:
4). Jesus does not change the Law nor add to it which he
himself admonishes against (Matthew 5: 17-19). The Law was
fulfilled in Christ, meaning he met all of its requirements
and standards as well as the subsequent punishments for
failure. He lived the Law for humanity, keeping it perfectly
as our representative before God, and died for all of us,
meeting its requisite punishment for sin. Jesus’ last words on



the cross “It is finished [teleo]” (John 19: 30), marks the
completion and fulfillment of the Law and effectively
completes all of its requirements, obligations or demands for
us. Any attempt to place believers back under the Law, even
partially, amounts to a rejection of the work of Christ. “You
have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be
justified by law; you have fallen from grace” (Galatians 5:
4) .

The Law is no longer operative because all its demands were
satisfied. Its expiration date has matured and it is no longer
in effect since the death of Christ. The Law then has no
direct application in the new age of grace. The Law is to the
Church what the Articles of Confederation is to the United
States. They serve great historical value in providing a
history that led to the creation of the U.S. Constitution and
contain pertinent principles of government decentralization to
learn from—but no one is obligated to abide by them any
longer. As a system of government it has been retired. The
Mosaic Law, like the Articles of Confederation, today serves a
strictly instructive role; it retains an honorary position as
system emeritus.

Although, the Law as a binding system has been retired in the
plan of God’s redemption, it serves an important role in the
advice and instruction readers learn from it. The Law offers
examples of righteousness and models of holiness. Paul noted
that “whatever was written in earlier times was written for
our instruction” (Romans 15: 4). He adds that the history of
Israel serves as an example of learning for the Church today
(I Corinthians 10: 6) and that “All Scripture is ..profitable
for teaching .. and for training in righteousness” (I Timothy
3: 16). The Church looks back to the Law for guidance and for
the meaning of holiness and righteousness, but never applies
the Law in the same way as Israel did as a civil nation. The
New Testament writers use the Law as examples of righteousness
in the reiteration of the Ten Commandments (Romans 13: 8-10;



James 2: 8-11). The Law must be used “lawfully” (I Timothy 1:
8) as instruction and not as a binding operating systenm.

To argue for subdivision in the Law such as ceremonial,
dietary, moral, sacrificial, etc., in essence denies the Law’s
instructive capacities today. The Law is either obsolete in
its entirety or it is operative in its entirety and if it is
obsolete yet still instructive, it is instructive in its
entirety today. The Law has not been abrogated, as if God
somehow made a mistake. Again it was fulfilled, and hence has
accomplished its purpose; its telos and reason for existence
has been realized. The Law was then retired; it serves now
only to instruct in righteousness and to demonstrate
sinfulness.

The Law never comes to the Church today unmodified from its
original context in ancient Israel. If the so—called “moral
law” was binding, then its enforcement and punishment must
also be binding. Partial Law advocates must change the meaning
of the Law to make it palatable. Every system that adopts an
operative role for the Law modifies it to some extent through
illegitimately subdividing the Law into convenient sections,
in a clear case of selective morality, where only some
principles from a given system are conveniently chosen and
partially applied through abandoning its original meaning and
context to fit a contemporary understanding. For example,
Sabbath observance is now on Sunday instead of Saturday or the
commandment against adultery applying to a monogamous
Christian context instead of its original Hebrew polygamous
one.

Without enforcement of the Law there is, in reality, no Law.
The Church cannot honestly say it is somehow under the
obligations of the Law if also does not keep its enforcement.
This is where the entire operative approach to the Law breaks
apart into utter incoherence in relation to the New Testament
principle of grace. The penalty for most infractions against
the Law was death by stoning and was often administrated by a



civil and religious authority (Deuteronomy 17). Since the
Church does not inherit Israel’s civil authority, enforcement
of the Mosaic Law becomes impossible[2]. (See my article on
the prophetic voice of the Church here.)

As the premiere Law of all time, greater than the Code of
Hammurabi, greater than the Qur’an, greater than Roman law
(Galatians 3:21), the Mosaic Law offers itself as instruction
and example for individual morality and civil society, but
requires no uncontestable obligation regarding its adoption
and enforcement. The Law ceases to be a legalistic code that
must be enforced to the letter upon pain of death. Instead, it
speaks as the Word of God. It now brings life instead of
death. In Christ “the ministry of death” transforms into “the
ministry of the Spirit” and life” (2 Corinthians 3).

A New Commandment

Though the Law was fulfilled, accomplished and expired in
Christ, and its requirements and penalties no longer directly
apply today. This does not mean the Church lives lawlessly and
without moral standards. The fulfillment of the Law in Christ
means the fulfillment of the Law in his Body, the Church.
Jesus and both the Apostles Paul and James stated that the
commandment of love fulfills the Law (Matthew 22: 37-40; Mark
12: 29-31; Romans 13: 8-10; Galatians 5: 14; James 2: 8).
“Love .. 1s the fulfillment [pléroma] of the Law” (Romans 13:
10) The Church, as well as Christ, bring a completion and
conclusion to the Law. Jesus left the Church with a new
commandment of love that fulfills the old Law. Just as the old
Law marked the distinction of Israel as a holy people from the
rest of the pagan nations (Deuteronomy 28: 1-2), so the new
commandant of love distinguishes the Church from a hostile
world system: “A new commandant I give to you, that you love
one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one
another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples,
if you have love for one another” (John 14: 34, 35).


https://www.probe.org/romney-vs-obama-and-beyond-the-churchs-prophetic-role-in-politics/

The old Law was not a failure, so that God had to begin again
with a New Commandment of Love. The Law was as Paul said,
“weak .. through the flesh,” (Romans 8: 3), meaning it was
simply incapable of producing anything other than the
recognition of sin and condemnation (Romans 7: 7-13). It could
never save and transform humanity. For that purpose God sent
his Son and “condemned sin ..in order that the requirement of
the Law might be fulfilled [pléroo, completed, finished or
accomplished] in us who do not walk according to the flesh
[sinful human nature] but according to the Spirit” (Romans 8:
4) .

Because believers now have the Holy Spirit, they are new
creations (2 Corinthians 5: 17) and the Law is accomplished in
them. This does not mean Christians live perfectly as Christ
did, but that there are no moral or legal requirements that
they must meet as a sign of their acceptance by God; instead
of living up to a standard, they live out of the sufficiency
of Christ. They are guided by the Holy Spirit to accomplish
the New Commandment of Love, also called “the law of the
Spirit” (Romans 8: 2), “the law of faith” (Romans 3: 27), “the
law of Christ” (Galatians 6: 2) and “the royal law” (James 2:
8), reflecting the image of God in Christ. Jesus did not leave
a legal code to regulate every aspect of life, like Moses;
instead he gave the Church an orientation of love and freedom.
Law compels obedience through fear of punishment. It dominates
the individual’s will so that his choices are not his own.
Grace inspires obedience through the revelation of God’s love;
“the goodness of God leads to repentance” (Romans 2: 4). Law
is for the immature or those who cannot act responsibly
without it. They need to be told what to do in external and
institutional codes. Grace is for the mature who act according
to the Law of the Spirit or the spirit of the Law residing
internally in every believer. They live by the Spirit at a
higher standard of personal accountability to God and not
according to the letter of the Law (Matthew 19). Law is for
the lawless, not the righteous (I Tim 5: 5-10).



The Internal Law of the Spirit

The Law of the Spirit expresses the fulfillment of the 0Old
Testament promise that the Law will be written on the hearts
of God’s people in a new covenant after God fills them with
his Spirit and forgives their sin (Jeremiah 31: 31-34; Ezekiel
36: 24-27; Hebrews 8: 7-13; 12: 24). Believers are not
accountable to the Law, but may approach God through Jesus
Christ, the Great High Priest and Mediator between God and man
(I Timothy 2: 5; Hebrews 4: 14; 7: 18-19). Grace supplies
believers with a greater righteousness and accessibility
directly to God, in contrast to the Law of Moses, because as
grace fulfills all the requirements of the Law, it also
provides both personal transformation and purity of heart
through faith. It is not enough to simply not commit murder or
adultery. One must not harbor hate or lust also (Matthew 5).
The Law—is now internalized in believers through the Holy
Spirit.

The new Law of the Spirit (i.e., the Law of Love) continues
where the old Law left off. But this new law is different from
the old because it can only be accepted by faith, a committed
trust in the unseen Word of God (2 Corinthians 4: 16-5:7;
Hebrews 11: 1-12: 3) as a gift of God’s grace, which makes the
old Law a law of works, not a law of faith (Romans 3: 27).
Abraham understood that “the just shall live by faith” (Romans
1:17). Anyone living righteously knew it even when they were
under the Law—that keeping the Law was impossible, requiring
grace (Romans 4). The Law required moral and legal perfection,
complete and total obedience or works, requiring human effort
in order to achieve acceptance with God. Any attempt to work
one’s way back to God on the basis of keeping the Law
disqualifies one from salvation by grace through faith (Romans
3-5). “I do not nullify the grace of God; for if righteousness
comes through the Law, then Christ died needlessly” (Galatians
2: 21).



Christians are not justified by grace through faith, only to
be sanctified by works either the works of the Law or any
other code of conduct. Theologically, Evangelicals typically
divide the term salvation into three stages: justification, a
positional salvation that <can never be revoked;
sanctification, a lifestyle that reflects justification, and
glorification, the end result of salvation when believers are
restored to the complete image of God in the eschaton[3]. The
Church often struggles the most with the middle stage of
sanctification, asserting the need for a code of conduct as
many Evangelicals do or even a sacramental merit system as
Roman Catholics accept that measures the believer’s progress
and growth towards Christlikeness. Although most Evangelicals
will hotly deny that they are setting up a new works salvation
system in their codes, the practical effects are the same:
justification is by faith and sanctification is by works.

The Ontology of Salvation

Grace represents a temporal discontinuity in the plan of God
within an overall eternal continuity. The coming of Christ was
a radical disruption in the nature of things (ontology) and
punctuated history with grace. The new age of grace, only
foreshadowed and hoped for in the previous time, was always in
view in God’s plan of redemption. But until the coming of
Christ there was no tangible mechanism to dispense Grace to
humanity. Law never acts as a means of salvation, even if
there was someone who kept it perfectly, such as Saul of
Tarsus (Philippians 3: 6)

Good behavior does not eradicate the guilt of original sin,
simply doing more good works to outweigh our evil ones will do
nothing to accomplish salvation, which is the whole substance
of the ancient debate between law and grace from Jesus and the
Pharisees, to Paul and the Judaizers, to Augustine and
Pelagius to the Reformers and the Catholics. It manifests
today in the Free Grace Gospel versus Lordship Salvation



position as well as the numerous attempts to reassert the
principle of law in the Church to act as a hedge against
antinomianism and moral libertinism.

The human condition remains so stricken with sin that only a
divine intervention will save people from condemnation. No
amount of good deeds—even if they were perfect—could erase the
curse of sin inherited from the First Adam (Romans 5: 12-21 ).
Salvation must be ontological and not simply moral. There must
be a change in being and not merely a change in doing. This
means there must be a change in the spiritual condition of
people and not simply a moral or behavioral change. God does
not forgive sin without compensation for sin. Salvation
requires more than just a divine act of will to rescue
humanity, which then translates to morality and law (or
contemporary manifestations of moralism and legalism). This
bears out in the New Testament in the struggle between law and
grace or works and faith. One position focuses on ontology
(the transformation of the spiritual condition or essence) and
the other on morality (human effort or works). Salvation
focuses on either God or man; either God saves humanity by
grace or humanity contributes through its merits to 1its own
forgiveness and restoration.

Human nature tends to self-righteousness and belief in its own
ability to earn the grace of God expressed in morality and
law, or what Paul called “works.” Morality means the choices
people make based on what they think is right or wrong. Law,
that is “Policy” in human terms, is the morality of a few
people enforced on the majority, through institutional and
legally binding codes of behavior. The modern world has
adopted a humanistic perspective that sees humanity as
preeminent, not God; it has abandoned ontology and
metaphysics.[4] In lieu of metaphysics, the modern world uses
morality and law as a guide to life; 1t creates an
understanding of God in its own moral image as glorified
law—giver and not the Spirit who changes hearts, minds and



lives. Thus Christianity and all religion are reduced to
morality as opposed to faith, which is irrelevant to the
modern world.

Christianity appears increasingly moralistic and legalistic
where a code of behavior replaces living faith in God. This
manifests in everything from health and eating rules and dress
codes, to Prohibition and club or church membership; middle
class family values become identical with Christianity: ideals
such as a high work ethic, patriotism, and belief in Christian
America. Voting becomes a sacred duty, keeping the Ten
Commandments becomes emphasized, along with political
activism, and so forth. None of these are bad, but they are
never a replacement for faith. Yet, they often are made the
test of faith and their presence is often mistaken for a vital
life in Christ. These things represent morality and even
Christian morality, but morality should never be confused with
faith and salvation. Salvation is not morality, it is an
ontological change in the condition of the human heart and its
relationship with God through the Spirit that is freely given
and accepted by faith alone. Morality does not constitute the
elements of faith, it follows faith as a natural consequence
(Ephesians 2: 8-10), and must never be the measure of faith
(Romans 14; 1 Corinthians 8; 10: 12-33).

Moralism: The American Heresy

The common sense approach to religion in America argues that
people are responsible for their own actions and therefore can
make amends for their misdeeds with good deeds. Although, this
position is not false, we need to seek to correct and learn
from our mistakes, it makes no difference to one’s spiritual
condition, which can only change by faith in the person and
work of Christ.

Theologically speaking, most of the American Church has
followed the classic heresy known as Pelagianism,[5] a belief
that denies the inherent sinful condition. Pelagius the fourth



century monk and arch opponent of St. Augustine argued that
original sin does not exist as the guilt humanity inherits
from the First Adam and that Adam’s sin was his own. The human
race cannot be held accountable for a sin they did not commit.
People are born innocent into a corrupt environment and only
become sinful after they have sinned. On the surface this
doctrine appears rational and fair, but cuts the heart out of
the principle of grace and throws all religion back into a
legalist and moralist mode. Without a notion of original sin,
today called “radical evil,” or “total depravity,” or simply
the “sinful human nature,” it makes perfect sense that the way
back to God is through being a good person or moral
reformation. As theologian Paul Tillich noted “[Pelagianism] ..
is always effective in us when we try to force God down to
ourselves. This is what we usually call ‘moralism,’... Pelagius
said that good and evil are performed by us; they are not
given [or an ontic condition, meaning we are not born into a
state of sin; rather we become sinners through our own
misdeeds or sins]. If this is true then religion is in danger
of being transformed into morality.”[6]

The principle of grace advocated by the Apostle Paul, St.
Augustine and the Reformers radically opposes moralism and
makes salvation a matter of a divine intervention in the human
condition that can be received only by faith. Works do nothing
to alter the human condition of sin and condemnation. No moral
or legal remedy exists that will change our basic sinful
selves. Moral transformation (works) follows faith, but has no
causal effect on salvation or loss of salvation. What God
gives in grace he will not revoke (Rom 8: 26-39; 11: 29).
Grace 1is not an excuse or license for sin. Those who argue
that way simply do not understand grace and its transforming
effects on moral character, nor have they ever participated in
it (Rom 6). “For sin shall not be master over you, for you are
not under law, but under grace” (Rom 6: 14)!
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to that question seemed obvious, but in the last few decades
pro- homosexual commentators have tried to reinterpret the
relevant biblical passages. In this discussion we will take a
look at their exegesis.

The first reference to homosexuality in the Bible is found in
Genesis 19. In this passage, Lot entertains two angels who
come to the city to investigate its sins. Before they go to
bed, all the men (from every part of the city of Sodom)
surround the house and order him to bring out the men so that
“we may know them.” Historically commentators have always
assumed that the Hebrew word for “know” meant that the men of
the city wanted to have sex with the visitors.

More recently, proponents of homosexuality argue that biblical
commentators misunderstand the story of Sodom. They argue that
the men of the city merely wanted to meet these visitors.
Either they were anxious to extend Middle-eastern hospitality
or they wanted to interrogate the men and make sure they
weren’t spies. In either case, they argue, the passage has
nothing to do with homosexuality. The sin of Sodom is not
homosexuality, they say, but inhospitality.

One of the keys to understanding this passage is the proper
translation of the Hebrew word for “know.” Pro-homosexuality
commentators point out that this word can also mean “to get
acquainted with” as well as mean “to have intercourse with.”
In fact, the word appears over 943 times in the 0ld Testament,
and only 12 times does it mean “to have intercourse with.”
Therefore, they conclude that the sin of Sodom had nothing to
do with homosexuality.

The problem with the argument is context. Statistics is not
the same as exegesis. Word count alone should not be the sole
criterion for the meaning of a word. And even if a statistical
count should be used, the argument backfires. Of the 12 times
the word “to know” is used in the book of Genesis, in 10 of
those 12 it means “to have intercourse with.”



Second, the context does not warrant the interpretation that
the men only wanted to get acquainted with the strangers.
Notice that Lot decides to offer his two daughters instead. In
reading the passage, one can sense Lot’s panic as he foolishly
offers his virgin daughters to the crowd instead of the
foreigners. This is not the action of a man responding to the
crowd’s request “to become acquainted with” the men.

Notice that Lot describes his daughters as women who “have not
known” a man. Obviously this implies sexual intercourse and
does not mean “to be acquainted with.” It is unlikely that the
first use of the word “to know” differs from the second use of
the word. Both times the word “to know” should be translated
“to have intercourse with.” This is the only consistent
translation for the passage.

Finally, Jude 7 provides a commentary on Genesis 19. The New
Testament reference states that the sin of Sodom involved
gross immorality and going after strange flesh. The phrase
“strange flesh” could imply homosexuality or bestiality and
provides further evidence that the sin of Sodom was not
inhospitality but homosexuality.

Contrary to what pro-homosexual commentators say, Genesis 19
is a clear condemnation of homosexuality. Next we will look at
another set of 0Old Testament passages dealing with the issue
of homosexuality.

Mosaic Law-Leviticus 18, 20

Now we will look at the Mosaic Law. Two passages in Leviticus
call homosexuality an abomination. Leviticus 18:22 says, “Do
not lie with a man as one lies with a women; that 1is
detestable.” Leviticus 20:13 says, “If a man lies with a man
as one lies with a woman, both of them have done what 1is
detestable.” The word for “abomination” is used five times in
Leviticus 18 and is a strong term of disapproval, implying
that something is abhorrent to God. Biblical commentators see



these verses as an expansion of the seventh commandment.
Though not an exhaustive list of sexual sins, they are
representative of the common sinful practices of nations
surrounding Israel.

Pro-homosexual commentators have more difficulty dealing with
these relatively simple passages of Scripture, but usually
offer one of two responses. Some argue that these verses
appear in the Holiness code of the Leviticus and only applies
to the priests and ritual purity. Therefore, according to this
perspective, these are religious prohibitions, not moral
prohibitions. Others argue that these prohibitions were merely
for the 0ld Testament theocracy and are not relevant today.
They suggest that if Christians wanted to be consistent with
the 0ld Testament law code in Leviticus, they should avoid
eating rare steak, wearing mixed fabrics, and having marital
intercourse during the menstrual period.

First, do these passages merely apply to ritual purity rather
than moral purity? Part of the problem comes from making the
two issues distinct. The priests were to model moral behavior
within their ceremonial rituals. Moral purity and ritual
purity cannot be separated, especially when discussing the
issue of human sexuality. To hold to this rigid distinction
would imply that such sins as adultery were not immoral
(consider Lev. 18:20) or that bestiality was morally
acceptable (notice Lev. 18:23). The second argument concerns
the relevance of the law today. Few Christians today keep
kosher kitchens or balk at wearing clothes interwoven with
more than one fabric. They believe that those 0ld Testament
laws do not pertain to them. In a similar way pro-homosexual
commentators argue that the 0ld Testament admonitions against
homosexuality are no longer relevant today. A practical
problem with this argument 1is that more than just
homosexuality would have to be deemed morally acceptable. The
logical extension of this argument would also have to make
bestiality and incest morally acceptable since prohibitions to



these two sins surround the prohibition against homosexuality.
If the Mosaic law is irrelevant to homosexuality, then it is
also irrelevant to having sex with animals or having sex with
children.

More to the point, to say that the Mosaic law has ended is not
to say that God has no laws or moral codes for mankind. Even
though the ceremonial law has passed, the moral law remains.
The New Testament speaks of the “law of the Spirit” (Rom. 8:2)
and the “law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2). One cannot say that
something that was sin under the Law is not sin under grace.
Ceremonial laws concerning diet or wearing mixed fabrics no
longer apply, but moral laws (especially those rooted in God’s
creation order for human sexuality) continue. Moreover, these
prohibitions against homosexuality can also be found in the
New Testament as we will see next as we consider other
passages reinterpreted by pro-homosexual commentators.

New Testament Passages

In our examination of the 0ld Testament teachings regarding
homosexuality, we found that Genesis 19 teaches that the men
of Sodom were seeking the strangers in order to have sex with
them, not merely asking to meet these men or to extend Middle
Eastern hospitality to them. We also discovered that certain
passages in Leviticus clearly condemn homosexuality and are
relevant today. These prohibitions were not just for the 0ld
Testament theocracy, but were moral principles binding on
human behavior and conduct today.

At this point we will consider some of the New Testament
passages dealing with homosexuality. Three key New Testament
passages concerning homosexuality are: Romans 1:26-27, 1
Corinthians 6:9, and 1 Timothy 1:10. Of the three, the most
significant is Romans 1 because it deals with homosexuality
within the larger cultural context.

Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even



their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones.
In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with
women and were 1inflamed with lust for one another. Men
committed indecent acts with other men, and received 1in
themselves the due penalty for their perversion.

Here the Apostle Paul sets the Gentile world’s guilt before a
holy God and focuses on the arrogance and lust of the
Hellenistic world. He says they have turned away from a true
worship of God so that “God gave them over to shameful lusts.”
Rather than follow God'’s instruction in their lives, they
“suppress the truth in unrighteousness” (Rom. 1:18) and follow
passions that dishonor God.

Another New Testament passage dealing with homosexuality is 1
Corinthians 6:9-10. ” Do you not know that the wicked will not
inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the
sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male
prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the
greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit
the kingdom of God.” Pro- homosexual commentators make use of
the “abuse” argument and point out that Paul is only singling
out homosexual offenders. In other words, they argue that the
Apostle Paul 1is condemning homosexual abuse rather than
responsible homosexual behavior. 1In essence, these
commentators are suggesting that Paul 1is calling for
temperance rather than abstinence. While this could be a
reasonable interpretation for drinking wine (don’t be a
drunkard), it hardly applies to other sins listed in 1
Corinthians 6 or 1 Timothy 1. Is Paul calling for responsible
adultery or responsible prostitution? Is there such a thing as
moral theft and swindling? Obviously the argument breaks down.
Scripture never condones sex outside of marriage (premarital
sex, extramarital sex, homosexual sex). God created man and
woman for the 1institution of marriage (Gen. 2:24).
Homosexuality is a violation of the creation order, and God
clearly condemns it as unnatural and specifically against His



ordained order. As we have seen in the discussion thus far,
there are passages in both the 0ld Testament and the New
Testament which condemn homosexuality.

“God Made Me Gay,” Part 1

At this point in our discussion, we need to consider the claim
made by some homosexuals that, “God made me gay.” Is this
true? Is there a biological basis to homosexuality? For the
remainder of this essay, we will consider the evidence usually
cited. Simon LeVay (a neuroscientist at the Salk Institute)
has argued that homosexuals and heterosexuals have notable
differences in the structure of their brains. In 1991, he
studied 41 cadavers and found that a specific portion of the
hypothalamus (the area that governs sexual activity) was
consistently smaller in homosexuals than in heterosexuals. He
therefore argued that there is a distinct physiological
component to sexual orientation. There are numerous problems
with the study. First, there was considerable range in the
size of the hypothalamic region. In a few homosexual men, this
region was the same size as that of the heterosexuals, and in
a few heterosexuals this region was a small as that of a
homosexual.

Second is the chicken and egg problem. When there 1is a
difference in brain structure, is the difference the result of
sexual orientation or is it the cause of sexual orientation?
Researchers, for example, have found that when people who
become blind begin to learn Braille, the area of the brain
controlling the reading finger actual grows larger. Third,
Simon LeVay later had to admit that he didn’t know the sexual
orientation of some of the cadavers in the study. He
acknowledged that he wasn’'t sure if the heterosexual males in
the study were actually heterosexual. Since some of those he
identified as “heterosexual” died of AIDS, critics raised
doubts about the accuracy of his study.

In December 1991, Michael Bailey and Richard Pillard published



a study of homosexuality in twins. They surveyed homosexual
men about their brothers and found statistics they believed
proved that sexual orientation is biological. Of the
homosexuals who had identical twin brothers, 52 percent of
those twins were also homosexual, 22 percent of those who had
fraternal twins said that their twin was gay, and only 11
percent of those who had an adopted sibling said their adopted
brothers were also homosexual. They attributed the differences
in those percentages to the differences in genetic material
shared.

Though this study has also been touted as proving a genetic
basis to homosexuality, there are significant problems. First,
the theory is not new. It was first proposed in 1952. Since
that time, three other separate research studies come to very
different conclusions. Therefore, the conclusions of the
Bailey-Pillard study should be considered in the light of
other contrary studies. Second, most published reports did not
mention that only 9 percent of the non- twin brothers of
homosexuals were homosexuals. Fraternal twins share no more
genetic material than non-twin brothers, yet homosexuals are
more than twice as likely to share their sexual orientation
with a fraternal twin than with a non-twin brother. Whatever
the reason, the answer cannot be genetic.

Third, why aren’t nearly all identical twin brothers of
homosexuals also homosexual? In other words, if biology 1is
determinative, why are nearly half the identical twins not
homosexual? Dr. Bailey admitted that there “must be something
in the environment to yield the discordant twins.” And that is
precisely the point; there is something (perhaps everything)
in the environment to explain sexual orientation. These are
two studies usually cited as evidence of a biological basis
for homosexuality. Next we will consider a third study often
cited to prove the claim that “God made me gay.”



“God Made Me Gay,” Part 2

Now let’s look at another study often cited as proof of this
claim. This study is often called the “gay gene” study. In
1993, a team of researchers led by Dr. Dean Hamer announced
“preliminary” findings from research into the connection
between homosexuality and genetic inheritance. In a sample of
76 homosexual males, the researchers found a statistically
higher incidence of homosexuality in their male relatives
(brothers, uncles) on their mother’s side of the family. This
suggested a possible inherited link through the X chromosome.
A follow-up study of 40 pairs of homosexual brothers found
that 33 shared a variation in a small section of the X
chromosome. Although this study was promoted by the press as
evidence of the discovery of a gay gene, some of the same
concerns raised with the previous two studies apply here.
First, the findings involve a limited sample size and are
therefore sketchy. Even the researchers acknowledged that
these were “preliminary” findings. In addition to the sample
size being small, there was no control testing done for
heterosexual brothers. Another major issue raised by critics
of the study concerned the lack of sufficient research done on
the social histories of the families involved.

Second, similarity does not prove cause. Just because 33 pairs
of homosexual brothers share a genetic variation doesn’t mean
that variation causes homosexuality. And what about the other
7 pairs that did not show the variation but were homosexuals?

Finally, research bias may again be an issue. Dr. Hamer and at
least one of his other team members are homosexual. It appears
that this was deliberately kept from the press and was only
revealed later. Dr. Hamer it turns out is not merely an
objective observer. He has presented himself as an expert
witness on homosexuality, and he has stated that he hopes his
research would give comfort to men feeling gquilty about their
homosexuality.



By the way, this was a problem in every one of the studies we
have mentioned in our discussion. For example, Dr. Simon LeVay
said that he was driven to study the potential physiological
roots of homosexuality after his homosexual lover died of
AIDS. He even admitted that if he failed to find a genetic
cause for homosexuality that he might walk away from science
altogether. Later he did just that by moving to West Hollywood
to open up a small, unaccredited “study center” focusing on
homosexuality.

Each of these three studies looking for a biological cause for
homosexuality has its flaws. Does that mean that there is no
physiological component to homosexuality? Not at all.
Actually, it 1is probably too early to say conclusively.
Scientists may 1indeed discover a clear biological
predisposition to sexual orientation. But a predisposition is
not the same as a determination. Some people may inherit a
predisposition for anger, depression, or alcoholism, yet we do
not condone these behaviors. And even if violence, depression,
or alcoholism were proven to be inborn (determined by genetic
material), would we accept them as normal and refuse to treat
them? Of course not. The Bible has clear statements about such
things as anger and alcoholism. Likewise, the Bible has clear
statements about homosexuality.

In our discussion in this transcript, we have examined the
various claims of pro-homosexual commentators and found them
wanting. Contrary to their claims, the Bible does not condone
homosexual behavior.
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