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Lecture I--The Idea of Theology

A Treatise on Systematic theology usually begins with a definition,

the analysis and defense of which may show all that the theologian

has to teach us. For the purpose which I have in view, it is not

necessary that I should aim here at excessive precision; but it is

necessary to indicate what I conceive the subject to be, what can be

made of it, and what a fair treatment of it requires. If this lecture

seems too abstract or indefinite, I can only hope that this

appearance will be removed when we come to consider the various

special topics.  

Theology is the doctrine of God: systematic theology is the

presentation in a systematic form of that doctrine. But the doctrine



of God, in the very nature of the case, is related to everything that

enters into our knowledge; all our world depends upon Him; and

hence it follows that a systematic presentation of the doctrine of God

involves a general view of the world through God. It must contain

the ideas and the principles which enable us to look at our life and

our world as a whole, and to take them into our religion, instead of

leaving them outside. What, however, we have specially to deal with

is not theology, but Christian theology--that knowledge of God

which belongs to us as Christians, and which is traced back to Christ.

We know that Christ claimed to possess a unique and perfect

knowledge of God, and to impart that knowledge to His disciples; if

we are really Christians, we must be sharers in it; we must know

God; and our task, when we theologize, is to define our knowledge;

to put it in scientific and systematic form, and to show, at least in

outline, that general view of the world which it involves. The

Christian Religion, it has been said truly enough, is not a revealed

metaphysic; still less is it a revealed natural science; nevertheless,

the Christian mind which would understand the truth which it

possesses--which would not keep its religious convictions in one

compartment of the intelligence, and all its other operations in

others--must not be afraid of as much metaphysics as is implied in

this general view of the subject. 

I put this in the foreground, because by far the most influential,

most interesting, and in some ways most inspiring, of modern

theologians virtually makes the denial of it a great principle of his

theology--I refer to the late Professor Ritschl. Religion, according to

Ritschl, is one thing; metaphysic is another: theology has to do only

with religion; of metaphysics it must be carefully kept clear. The

Christian knowledge of God is not scientific; it is not a ‘natural

theology,’ derived from principles of reason; it has not even a

relation to such a natural theology; it depends simply and solely on



the revelation made of God in Christ. The certainty we have of this

revelation, the knowledge of God which we have through it, are not

scientific, but religious; our judgment upon these things is not a

theoretic one, which can be made good to anybody indifferently; it is

what Ritschl calls a Werthurtheil--a value-judgment; it has validity

only for those who happen to be impressed as we are by the

revelation on which it rests; and it must not be carried out in its

consequences into other spheres than the strictly religious one. In

other words, it has no scientific validity. Theology, instead of

involving such a general view of the world and life as I have spoken

of--instead of standing in direct and vital connection with the whole

framework of our knowledge--is shut up into itself, and, doctrine of

God though it be, neither affects, nor is affected by, any independent

scientific interpretation of God’s world.

It is easy to see the superficial attractions of this conception. I

presume you are as familiar in America as we are in Scotland with

the idea that religion and science can never come into conflict,

because each has a sphere of its own. Let the theologian confine

himself to religion, people say, and the scientific man to nature, and

they will never meet, and therefore never come into collision. But it

is a superficial platitude all the same. The theologian cannot think of

God and leave out of sight the fact that the nature with which the

scientific man is busy is constituted by God and dependent on Him;

and one would hope that the scientific man also, living not only in

nature but above it, and as its interpreter, would feel the need of

defining the relation of nature as a whole to the spiritual power

which can be recognized both in it and in himself. The religious man

has to live his religious life in nature, and to maintain his faith in

God there; the scientific man, if he be religious, has precisely the

same task; and they are bound, by the very nature of intelligence, to

come to an understanding. They cannot agree to differ; they cannot



agree to ignore each other. All that man knows-of God and of the

world--must be capable of being constructed into one coherent

intellectual whole. All that anyone of us knows, as a Christian, or as

a student of science, physical, historical, anthropological,

archaeological, must be capable of such a construction; and our

doctrine of God, instead of being defiantly indifferent here, must

involve the principles on which this construction shall proceed. We

deceive ourselves, and try to evade the difficulties of the task which

is laid on us, when we deny the essential relation in which theology

must stand to all the contents and problems of our mind and life. 

The world is all of a piece; man’s mind is all of a piece; and those

easy and tempting solutions of our hardest problems, which either

arrange the world or the activities of the mind in compartments

having no communication with each other, are simply to be rejected.

It is quite true that a man may be a very good Christian without

being either a physicist or a metaphysician; but the moment one

begins to reflect on the contents of his intelligence, he must be able

to bring them all--religious, physical, or metaphysical--to harmony

among themselves. In particular, he must be able to bring

everything else into subordination to his idea of God: it must not be

a separate thing, but the explanation and interpretation of all his

science, physical, historical, and moral.  

These generalities, I fear, may not be very impressive, and I will try

by one or two examples to show the results to which this separation

of the religious and the scientific leads. Made avowedly, at least by

theologians, in the interest of religion, it ends, as a rule, in leaving

religion without its indispensable supports. 

1.                                   As a first example, take the fundamental doctrine of the

being of God itself. It is granted, of course, that we owe to Christ our

specifically Christian thoughts of God. But for the revelation in the

Son, we should not have known the Father. We call God the God and



Father of our Lord Jesus Christ: that is the very soul of our

knowledge of Him, the most intimate and adequate expression we

can give to it. But is it a wise or right thing, on the strength of this

fact, to discredit the arguments by which the human mind has

sought to explain and vindicate its belief in God on other grounds,

and to deny them either place or consideration in theology? Granted

that we could never attain, simply along the line of these arguments,

to that idea of God which is given in the Christian revelation, does it

follow that the Christian idea of God stands in no relation to them,

that it does not need their support, that all that labor of the human

mind on its religious convictions and instincts is simply an

irrelevance to the pure and perfect religion? I do not believe it; and I

am sure the result which follows from the contempt with which

these philosophical arguments are treated by most of Ritschl’s

school, is not that theology is kept more purely Christian, but that it

loses in solidity and in objective value. The Christian thoughts of

God are not wrought into a piece with the instinctive movement of

intelligence toward its author; the mind is, as it were, discredited by

revelation, and divided against itself. This is an intellectual

condition which cannot be permanent. Even before Christ came,

God did not leave Himself without a witness in man; there was that

which testified of Him not only in the chosen people of the Old

Testament, but in every race, and under every sky; there is still a

witness, wider than the proclamation of the gospel; and it is surely

the business of the theologian, not to flout it as superfluous, now

that Christ has come, but to understand it, to interpret it, to set it in

its proper relation to Christ; and in so doing to reconcile all

revelation with that in which the Christian rejoices. For the essential

point to notice in all the arguments, as they are called, for the being

of God, is this: they are not mere fantasies; they are attempts to

construe to intelligence the impression which we have received,

directly or indirectly, of something divine in nature, or in man, or in



the relations of nature and man to each other. They are not meant to

create, but to interpret, impressions; and impressions just as real, if

not as important, as the impression produced by the revelation of

God in Christ. The interpretation may be mistaken or inadequate,

but so it may be also where the Christian revelation is concerned:

the point is, that justice must be done to it in the one case as well as

the other, and that the revelation which is consummated in Christ

must not be divorced from, but shown in its real connection with,

those obscurer revelations which have been interpreted in the well-

known and muchcriticized arguments for the being of God. Christian

theology is not a separate department of intelligence, having no

connection with others; just because it is a doctrine of God, it must

have a place and recognition for all those impressions and

convictions about God which have exerted their power in man’s

mind, even apart from the perfect historical revelation. It is not

meant at all that no one can be a Christian unless he understands

the arguments called cosmological, teleological, or ontological; still

less, that he is not a Christian unless he understands these names;

but this is meant, that after all criticism, these arguments do

interpret, more or less adequately, impressions made on the human

mind by God and His works--in other words, revelations; and that

for that reason they ought not to be summarily ruled out of court,

but treated seriously, and shown in their true connection with the

full Christian truth. To pooh-pooh them because they never made

anybody religious is unintelligent; what is really claimed for them is

that there is a truth of God in them, especially in their combination,

a truth which Christianity presupposes, a truth without which it

could not stand; a truth, therefore, which must have an organic

place in a true Christian theology. It is not safe to say that in Christ

we have everything we can know of God or need to know, and that

when we say ‘God,’ as Christian people, we mean nothing but the

Personal Character revealed in Christ; the idea of God must be



essentially related to all we know; all our knowledge must have

something of revelation in it, and must contribute to our theology.

An extreme result of the tendency I have been combating is seen in

the view expressed by Herrmann, one of the chief adherents of

Ritschl, that as far as maintaining the impulse to religious faith is

concerned, it does not matter whether our conception of the world is

theistic, pantheistic, or materialistic; its general religious character

is unaffected. Ritschl himself, with the same surrender of science,

and indeed of reason, in theology, had even spoken of God, not as

the most real of realities, but as a Hülfsvorstellung--a help-

conception--for the attainment of the believer’s practical ends.

God, in other words, is a necessary assumption of the Christian view

of man’s chief end; but scientifically-in its bearing on the

interpretation of nature and history, for example--it may be left an

open question whether there is a God or not. In principle, this

attempt to distinguish between the religious and the theoretic, to

assign separate spheres to reason and faith--for that is what it comes

to--amounts to a betrayal of the truth; it is really an attempt to build

religious certainty on indifference to reason, or skepticism of it; and

reason always avenges itself by keeping in its own power something

which is essential to faith. 

2.                                   Another example, which seems at first to be on a smaller

scale, yet in its consequences reaches very far, may be found in the

treatment, by this same school, of the idea of the supernatural. Here

also the avowed intention is to exclude the metaphysical, and to do

justice to the religious. It is carefully pointed out, for instance, that

the Bible never defines miracle as the apologists or dogmatists of a

scholastic theology try to define it. Peter and John knew nothing

about laws of nature; they could not have understood such an

expression, to say nothing of defining it as it would be defined by



Herschel or Mill; hence it is absurd to define what they called

miracles by any relation to laws of nature, whether as the violation

of them, their suspension, their modification, combination, or what

not. Instead of aiming at such pseudo-scientific precision we should

seek for a, purely religious definition, and say that anything is a

miracle in which the religious man recognizes that God has

powerfully interposed in the interests of His kingdom. What the

relation of such interposition may be to what the scientific man calls

laws of nature is not a religious, and therefore not a theological,

question. The scientific man may have his own explanation of what

the religious man calls a miracle; but with that the religious man has

nothing to do. It does not concern him at all. He has no more right

to interfere with the man of science in his merely mechanical

explanation of what has happened, than the man of science has to

interfere with him in his religious explanation. 

Here again, we are compelled to remark, the solution is too easy. I

agree entirely that we ought to keep in the forefront the religious

conception of a miracle; the main thing in it is that it is a great

interposition of God, in furtherance of the interests of His kingdom

and people; not that it is related in this or that way to the order of

nature. But the mind cannot have two unrelated explanations of the

same thing; it cannot interpret it, in the first place religiously, and in

the second scientifically, without being compelled to define the

connection of the two interpretations with each other. If they are

both true, it will not be impossible to do so; but if we cannot do so,

the impression will be irresistible that one or other of them is not

true. And the true, we may be sure, or the one which is regarded as

true, will simply displace the other. 

It is doing no injustice to the whole school of writers, which has

magnified the religious at the expense of the scientific conception of



miracle, and declined to acknowledge any obligation to be scientific

in the matter, to say that in point of fact they reject miracle

altogether, in any sense which gives it a hold on man’s intelligence

or a place in his creed. Thus Ritschl himself says frankly that if

certain narratives of miracles in the Bible seem to conflict with the

rule that the whole world is bound together by inviolable physical

laws, it is neither a scientific problem to explain away that seeming

conflict, nor to establish it as a matter of fact; nor is it a religious

problem to recognize the events in question as effects produced by

God counter to natural laws. In plain English, it does not matter

whether the Bible miracles happened as they are recorded or not.

Every believing man, Ritschl goes on, will have miracles in his own

life; he will be able to point to occasions on which God has

wonderfully interposed for him; and in comparison with this

nothing could be more superfluous than that he should grope and

grub over those that are said to have been experienced by others. 

There are those, perhaps, to whom this will seem fascinatingly

religious; those also to whom it will seem brusque, peremptory, and

possibly insolent; but surely everyone will feel on reflection that the

division which it establishes between the religious and the scientific

interpretation of events is one to which the very nature of

intelligence must refuse its consent. In point of fact, the scientific

interpretation is regarded as the only objectively true one by those

who write in this strain; the religious one is a mere pious opinion

which the pious man may hold for himself, but which he has no right

to impose, and no means of imposing, on others. Now, if the

Christian religion, when it referred to the supernatural, had in view

only what could plausibly be considered a number of lucky chances

or coincidences, in which pious people had seen God’s special favor

to them, there might be something to say for this way of looking at

the subject. But this is far from the case. Take the supreme miracle



of the Resurrection, on which, according to the New Testament

itself, the whole Christian system--with its belief in a life triumphant

over death--depends. Granted the fact, and the religious

interpretation of it is clear. It is a supreme interposition of God in

vindication of His Son, and in pursuance of the work of Redemption.

Those who believed in it could only say, God hath raised Him up.

But writers of this modern school, knowing that science, in its

incapacity to explain the fact in accordance with natural laws, does

not hesitate to reject it, follow suit. Thus Harnack, a leading

representative of the tendency, writes: ‘The historian is not in a

position to reckon with a miracle as a certainly given historical

event; for in doing so he destroys that very method of looking at

things on which all historical investigation rests. Every single

miracle remains, historically, entirely dubious; and no summation of

the dubious can ever amount to a certainty. If, in spite of this, the

historian convinces himself that Jesus Christ has done what is

extraordinary, and even in the strict sense miraculous, he argues

from an ethicoreligious impression which he has received of this

person to a supernatural power belonging to Him. This inference

belongs itself to the domain of religious faith. The underlying

assumption is, that because it belongs to the domain of religious

faith it cannot belong to the domain of assured fact. But surely it is

the grossest of inconsistencies to lay immense stress, as writers of

this school with their anti-metaphysical bias do, on the historical

character of Christianity, and especially of the revelation of God in

Christ; and then to maintain that the historicity of many of the most

characteristic of the facts through which the revelation is made, is

entirely and permanently dubious. Surely also we must feel that the

mind will inevitably revolt against this schism in its life--this clean

cut division between its action in religious faith and its action in

historical investigation. It is the same living being who has to live in

all the characters of historian, physicist, and, if we say it without



scorn, pious theologian; and there must be a way in which he can

bring them all to a unity. It is his task as a theologian not to deny,

but to define, their relations to each other; not to cast the shadow of

subjectivity and unreality on the religious interpretation of life, and

leave objective truth only to an interpretation which dispenses with

God; but rather to vindicate the reality of the religious, and show,

through the true idea of God, that both nature and history may really

be made His instruments, and that both in nature and in history

there may be events and facts the whole character of which is this,

that they are embodiments of divine truth, or manifestations of

divine love and power. When we define the supernatural only in a

religious way, and refuse to form a conception of it in relation to

nature or history, the practical result is that we surrender it

altogether. 

 

3. Perhaps the most important subject to which these considerations

can be applied is that central one in Christian theology--the divinity

or Godhead of Christ. There is nothing to which theologians of the

school of Ritschl have given greater attention; nothing on which they

express themselves with greater amplitude and fervor. But they

make their very devotion a plea for refusing to be more than devout

in the matter. Christ has, they say, for the Christian consciousness

the religious value of God. Our highest thought of God is that which

is revealed in Him; our truest fellowship with God is that which is

mediated through Him; He not only speaks about God, but in Him

God Himself comes to us. All this, of course, the Christian will say;

but it is not possible for him to stop here. He cannot suppress the

instinctive motion of the mind to seek an explanation of this

extraordinary Person. He cannot say, in the long-run, No man

knoweth the Son save the Father, and it is idle for me to seek any

other explanation than the purely religious one--He came from God.



We have no choice in the matter but to seek an explanation. We

must, as rational beings, try to clear up to our own minds what is

necessarily involved in the existence among men of a Person who

has the religious value of God. Theologians who refuse to go beyond

this are invariably found to cover, under the guise of a religious

indifference to metaphysics, a positive disbelief of everything which

gives Christ’s Godhead an objective character. They do not admit the

supernatural birth, they do not admit the preexistence taught by St.

Paul, they do not admit the doctrine of the Incarnation of the Logos,

at least as taught by St. John; in short, though Jesus has for the

Christian consciousness the religious value of God, He has for the

scientific consciousness only the common real value of man. He is,

in truth and reality, to the neutral consideration of science, mere

man like any other; it is only the Werthurtheil, the subjective

estimate of the pious Christian, that gives Him the value of God. But

it can hardly be necessary to say that this is a position in which the

human mind must sooner or later--and it will be sooner rather than

later--refuse to rest. Again and again in the course of history this

idea of two kinds of truth has flitted before men as a way of railing-

in religion and securing for it a province of its own where science

cannot assail it; but we ought to have discovered by this time that it

is a way which never ends in good. Our religious convictions, if they

do not have an objective value which is as real as that of our

scientific convictions, and quite capable of being wrought into one

intelligible whole with them, will simply pass away. The separation

of the religious and the scientific means in the end the separation of

the religious and the true; and this means that religion dies among

true men. 

 

But, you will naturally ask, if the case be as you have represented it,

why should the idea of such a separation have the fascination which



it undoubtedly possesses for many minds? Why should people

snatch at it as a thing which at least promises mental relief? What is

the element of truth in it by which it appeals to them? 

I think it is this, that the apprehension of religious truth is

conditioned in a way in which the apprehension, say, of the truths of

physical science is not. ‘The natural man discerneth not the things of

the Spirit.’ It needs a certain condition of the heart, the conscience,

and even the will, to see the truth of the Godhead of Christ, and

there is such a thing here as resisting the evidence. In physics, again,

nothing is needed but open eyes and a sound understanding; the

evidence cannot be resisted. Nevertheless, the knowledge of Christ’s

Godhead, when we attain to it in the way in which it can be attained,

is no more to be qualified as subjective, than our knowledge of the

law of gravitation. And if it is true knowledge, then it is a problem

which will press upon us, to relate it to all our other knowledge, to

show what it presupposes, and what will flow from it. Take, again, a

truth like that of man’s immortality. It is not easy, it is not possible,

to demonstrate it to every man. The facts which can be urged against

it are so omnipresent, so importunate, so insurmountable; those

which can be urged in favor of it, though far deeper and more

significant, are certainly much less obtrusive. It needs a moral effort

to keep the higher conviction in our grasp; we require, as St. Paul

says, to fight the good fight, and so to lay hold on eternal life. No

truth by which a man is to lift himself to a higher moral level will

ever be won or kept without unceasing effort. Nevertheless, the

conviction we have of immortality is not to be described as religious,

in a sense which implies that we may dispense with treating it as

objective, or scientifically valid; it is objectively valid, though there

are spiritual conditions under which alone it can be gained and held;

if it were not so, it could have no interest for us whatever. But

granted its objective value, it follows immediately that we must



relate it to all our other knowledge; we must have, and be able to

vindicate, a doctrine of human nature to which immortality is not

alien but akin. This remark applies to the whole field of theology,

and to every subject within it. Pectus facit theologum: there can be

no theologian without religious experience. But religious experience

is not a fancy subjective thing, of which there can be no science, or

only a science which declines relations with other departments in

which the human spirit is at work; all knowledge is one, all

intelligence is one; and it belongs to theology, above every science,

not to dissolve, but in the very name of God, to maintain and

interpret that unity.

 

In giving a short course of lectures on systematic theology, this is the

principle on which I shall proceed. It is granted that the material

with which the theologian deals can only be certified to him through

religious experience; in other words, only a living Christian is

competent to look at the subject. But it is not granted--it is on

principle denied--that theology can do its work without involving

any question either of physics or of metaphysics. The theologian

himself is a creature of body as well as spirit; his roots are in nature;

it is to be hoped, if not presumed, that he has some kind of

acquaintance with the science of his time, physical and mental; and

if he is not to stultify his reason by living two or three separate lives,

he must combine and harmonize in his theology all his knowledge

and experience, physical, metaphysical, historical, and religious.

The starting-point, of course, in Christian theology must be the

revelation of God in Christ. Christ has, to use the form of words

already quoted, for the Christian consciousness the religious value of

God. In a sense, then, it is Christ who is the great problem of the

Christian theologian; our first task is to answer His own question,

‘Whom say ye that I am?’ It accords with this, that from the very



beginning the mind of the Church busied itself with Christology. In

the apostolic writings we find a theology, so to speak, involved; but a

Christology fully and explicitly developed. It did not content the New

Testament writers to recognize that Christ had for their hearts the

religious value of God; they were impelled, or rather, let us say, were

constrained, under the teaching and guidance of the Spirit, to set

Christ in such a relation, objective and real, to God and the world, as

justified that judgment of the heart. This is a fact of great

significance; and it is characteristic that Harnack, a prominent

representative of the theological tendency I have described,

expresses his disappointment with it. To him, it was the first step on

the down-grade, when the Church, forgetting the purely religious

and ethical aims of Jesus, was misled by its faith in the Resurrection

to concentrate all its thoughts on the Person of Christ Himself. This

is an opinion which need not here be discussed: it only shows that in

the sharp line of division that he draws between the religious and

the ‘metaphysical’ view of Christ, Harnack is conscious of having the

apostles against him. We may be content, meanwhile, to be on their

side. 

In starting with Christ, however, it will be necessary to make a

distinction; and so I shall speak, in one lecture, of Christ’s testimony

to Himself, and in another, of the testimony of the apostles to Christ.

In this last, it will be in place to examine the grounds on which the

apostolic interpretations of Christ’s person have been questioned,

and attempts made to do justice to His own claims, and especially to

His own consciousness of what He was, and was doing, while

rejecting the apostolic interpretations as ‘theologoumena’ without

binding authority. After saying what I have time to say on these

subjects, I purpose speaking of man, and especially of man’s

condition as related to the coming of Christ, In other words, I shall

lecture on the nature of man, and especially on sin. In doing so, I



hope to keep in view the state of the question at the present time,

and the bearing upon Bible doctrine and Christian experience of

recent discussions on evolution, heredity, the solidarity of the race,

and so forth. Then I shall take up the work of Christ in relation to

man as sinful--that is, the doctrine of reconciliation. This is the most

urgent, in a religious sense, of all doctrines; it is the one in which

most is revealed of God, and the one of which man has most need to

hear. It is, I believe, the doctrine in which the offence of the gospel is

concentrated, as well as its divine power to save; and for this very

reason, I also believe, it is more apt to be manipulated and tampered

with than any other, both within the Church and without. I shall try

in one lecture to make as clear as I can what I conceive the New

Testament teaching on reconciliation to be--I believe, for my own

part, that it is not ambiguous; and in another I shall speak of those

attempts to construe Christ’s work as a reconciler, which have been

so numerous in all the churches, but which seem to me, for various

reasons, unequal to the problem; and while capable enough of being

incorporated in the apostolic doctrine, yet in no sense capable either

of displacing or of replacing it. After that, I hope to speak of Christ in

His exaltation--the Giver of the Holy Ghost, the Heavenly

Intercessor, the King of Grace. That movement in theology which

has for its watchword Back to Christ, and which has done so much

for the vivification of the gospel record, making us see Jesus again as

they saw Him who walked by His side in the fields and villages of

Galilee, has had its drawbacks as well as its advantages. One of them

is that it has thrust into the background the living Christ. But the

Church lives, not by what Christ was, but by what He is; not by what

He did only, but supremely by what He does. It is His own word,

Because I live, ye shall live also; and though the original application

of that word may have been to a promise of immortality, it is not

forcing it to give it an application to the continued existence of the

Church in the world as dependent on the continued life of the Lord.



After that I shall speak of the Church, as conceived by Christ and His

apostles; of its relation to the great New Testament idea of the

Kingdom of God; and of the bearing which these regulative

conceptions have upon the functions of the Church in our own time,

the claims made on her, and perhaps the charges laid against her.

The next lecture will be on the Bible and its place in the Church. This

has been a burning question in Scotland, and is so, I understand, in

some of the American churches; it is bound to become so, sooner or

later, in them all. What has God given us in the Bible? Is a question

to which the right answer has not yet been found; but we are in

process of finding it. I assume in all the lectures, as the whole

Christian Church does, that we have in it a supreme gift of God,

however it may be defined; and meanwhile I can only hope that the

use which I make of it in passing will be such as to justify itself. In

the Westminster Confession, which is acknowledged by the Scottish

churches, the doctrine of Holy Scripture occupies, as you will be

aware, the very first chapter; but in the original Confession of the

Reformed Church in Scotland, drawn up by John Knox in 1560, it

stood very much later: it came in, indeed, in subordination to the

doctrine of the Church, under the heading of the means of grace.

That, I think, is its true place, and ought to secure for it a treatment

which, while rigorously scientific, will always be controlled by

recognition of the avowedly practical end which the Scripture has to

serve. The last lecture will be on eschatology. Schools which so insist

upon the religious and the historical as to deny the transcendent in

every sense, and make Christ’s resurrection itself permanently

dubious, have, of course, no eschatology at all; it is one of the most

remarkable features in the system of Ritschl that it simply eliminates

this whole department of theology. Of course it cannot be

historically treated, but there are real relations between what now is,

and what is to be--there are words of Christ and Christian

convictions--which claim, as decidedly as any others, systematic



exposition. If we are only humble enough, we may depend on being

shown our way. 

 

It will be seen that this program, though it contains only a limited

number of lectures, covers a very wide field. When the authorities of

this seminary did me the honor of asking me to address their

students, they left it perfectly free to me to choose the subject. I have

thought it better, on consideration, to survey as wide an area as

possible, with reference to present movements and tendencies in

theology, than to devote more minute attention to one or two

leading doctrines. This last work could only be profitably done by a

teacher with whose general ideas and principles students were

familiar; and I believe I shall best consult your interest by following

the other plan, as I have announced. It will sometimes be necessary

to be summary, but never, I hope, in a bad sense superficial. It may

have struck you that the subjects, as I indicated them, came, at least

at the beginning, in the order in which they have emerged

historically in the theology of the Church. Christology comes first.

This was the great subject in the primitive Church--the Church

before the decisive disruption in Christendom had declared itself:

this, and the doctrine of the Trinity as involved in it. Then came, in

the Latin and especially in the African Church, anthropology.

Augustine occupies a place here as significant historically as that of

Athanasius for the doctrine of the Person of Christ. When the

Reformation came, the great interest was soteriology. Men were

seeking an answer to the question. How shall a sinner be justified

before God? and they found what they sought in the work of Christ.

Justification by faith is the correlate of Christ’s work as reconciler;

and Christ’s work as reconciler is the great theme of the Protestant

theology--Lutheran and Reformed. This sequence probably indicates

that the order in question has something natural and unforced in it,



and I hope this will come out as we proceed. The other subjects,

important as they are, have never occupied the attention of the

Church to the same extent; one is less guided, but at the same time

less overawed in the discussion of them. But even in the earlier ones

it must be our endeavor to come to convictions, to an insight, and, as

far as we can, to a system of our own. Recognizing the importance of

great historical decisions and formulations of the faith, we shall feel

that the ground on which these were made must be as accessible to

us as to those who have gone before; and that the mind’s mastery of

itself and of the world around it may have given us instruments of

precision which in earlier times were wanting. Our intellectual

environment, at all events, whatever be said of our intellectual

equipment, is not that of the Nicene Age, or the Augustinian, or even

of the Reformation; our religious experience with all that it

presupposes and involves has to be read in new light, and set in

relation to a new world. It will be the utmost I aim at if I can assist

any of you in any degree in your work as theologians; if I can help

you to be true to all you know, and at the same time to keep a

complete and joyful faith as Christian men.

Lecture II--The Witness of Jesus to

Himself

1.                  CHRIST occupies, in the faith of Christians, a position quite

distinct from that which is occupied, in the minds of their adherents,

by the founders of other religions. He is more to us who believe in

Him than Moses to the Jew, Sakya Muni to the Buddhist, or

Mohammed to the Moslem. The importance of these great men,

whose ideas dominate to this day the minds of millions, is mainly

historical. They stood at the head of movements which have had a

grand fortune in history; they communicated to them the initial



impulse, stamped upon them, to a certain extent, their own

individuality; but that was all. It is not so with Christ. The Christian

religion depends not only upon what He was, but upon what He is. It

involves in the individual believer a direct relation to Him, not

simply an appropriation of His ideas, but a devotion to His person.

It involves an interpretation of human life, and of nature as the

background and palestra of humanity, in which everything is

referred to Him both as Originator and as End. This present,

permanent, and all-embracing significance of Christ is the mark of

the Christian religion in all its historical forms; it is thoroughly

defined in the earliest Christian writings, the epistles of the New

Testament; and it is the purpose of this lecture to inquire how far it

is based upon Christ’s witness to Himself; in other words, how far

our way of thinking about Christ answers to His own; how far our

conception of what faith in Christ involves is supported by the

demand for faith made by the Master Himself. 

2.                  We may remark, by way of introduction, that Jesus, in all the

accounts we have, speaks much about Himself. He knows that He is

a problem to those by whom He is surrounded, and that on the true

solution of the problem everything depends. When His death has

come within a measurable distance, and He wishes to be assured

that the disciples to whom His work will be left are fit to undertake

it, the testing question He asks is, ‘Whom say ye that I am?’ If they

have found out that, they have found out the great open secret, and

are equipped for the future. But though this discovery of what Christ

is the one thing needful--and therefore must be of cardinal and

comprehensive importance--though Christ pronounces the man

blessed to whom the secret has been revealed. He does not, as a rule,

tell it Himself in so many words. No religious truth, no spiritual

truth, can be communicated in this way. On the one side there must

be revelation, or unveiling; on the other, intuition, or perceiving at



first-hand; mere telling is nothing. Not direct dogmatic assertions of

Jesus about Himself led up to the first Christian confession--Thou

art the Christ, the Son of the living God--but the sumtotal of all His

words and works, the united and accumulated impression of all He

was and did, upon a sincere and receptive soul. It is in this way also

that we must approach the subject, for it is in this way only that we

can appreciate and appropriate those apostolic words. 

3.                  What, I think, strikes every reader of the gospels, and what

must have been immensely more striking to those who heard Him

speak, is the moral authority claimed and exercised by Jesus. The

first evangelist, after giving a specimen of His teaching in the

Sermon on the Mount, adds that the multitudes were astonished at

it, for He taught them as one having authority, and not as their

scribes. That was the dominating impression which remained. In

olden times there had been authoritative teaching in Israel, when

prophets introduced their oracles with Thus saith the Lord; but the

claims of Jesus surpassed even that high measure; His solemn

asseveration is. Verily, I say unto you. He once confessed ignorance,

but he never betrayed doubt. This is, of course, a commonplace, but

it is a fundamental one; the whole of Christianity goes back to it; and

it is, I believe, far oftener than anything else, the starting-point of a

living Christian faith. For these reasons, it will repay us to examine it

more closely. 

(a.) Christ claimed, authoritatively, to be the consummator of the

old religion. He recognized in it, as we should expect, a real

revelation of God. He called the temple His Father’s house. He said

salvation was of the Jews. He was familiar with the scriptures of the

Old Testament--the law and the prophets, as they were usually

called--and did not dispute their value. But He said in every kind of

way, expressly and by implication, that that whole dispensation had



a forward look which terminated on Him. He traced in the loftiest

passages of ancient prophecy the outline of His own features--the

dim shadow cast before by Him who should come. He applied the

most sacred oracles to Himself; in the synagogue at Nazareth that

gracious one in the 61st of Isaiah--‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

Because He hath anointed me to preach glad tidings to the poor;’ in

the upper room that far-reaching one in the 31st of Jeremiah--the

new covenant based on the forgiveness of sins. In the one case as in

the other He says. This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears.

And these are only illustrations of the consciousness which underlies

all His words, that the Law and the Prophets--which means not

merely the words of the Bible, but the Old Testament religion as a

whole-were consummated, and because consummated, superseded,

in Him. Consider now how great this person was, at least in His own

consciousness, who felt that He was the end aimed at in the very

existence of the true religion in the world. It was for Me, He virtually

said, that God called Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; for Me that He led

Israel out of Egypt and gave them laws by Moses, and read the

lessons of history, and adumbrated the future, by the prophets; it is

for Me that the whole course of God’s providence and redemption

has been working through the ages; all these laws, prophecies,

institutions, catastrophes, deliverances, revelations, are justified--

they are shown to have a divine right to exist--because they end in

Me. Consider, I say, how great a claim is involved here, and how

unique. We sometimes feel that it means little or nothing now to say

that Jesus is the Christ. This is what it means, this at the very least,

when the claim is made by Him; and if the claim is justified, which

here is taken for granted, it puts Jesus in a place which no one can

share with Him. 

(b.) Again, it was part of the moral authority exercised by Jesus that

He criticized, and where He thought fit, abrogated, even what had



hitherto possessed divine authority. ‘Ye have heard that it was said

to them of old time . . . but I say unto you.’ He compared Himself, to

their disadvantage, with the most venerated persons and institutions

in the sacred history. A greater than Jonas--or rather, more than

Jonas--more than Solomon, more than the Temple, was there. By a

word He made all meats clean, virtually abolishing the Levitical law;

by another word. He replaced the Jewish law of the Sabbath by its

divine intention; and by yet another displaced the Jewish law of

marriage to introduce its divine ideal. These, indeed, are but

consequences of what has been said under the last head; but in the

naturalness and decision with which Jesus speaks and acts, we see

how deep and untroubled was His consciousness of being a spiritual

authority to which every other is subordinate. He is not a critic, but a

judge; his sentence is not the expression of a private opinion, but

carries the weight of law; it is at once annihilating and creative. The

more fully we appreciate this side of His work, the more we shall feel

that here also He stands alone. 

(c.) But Christ’s authority is principally exercised, in the first

instance, in the demand for personal obedience and personal

confidence. Follow me is a summary of all He has to say to men. We

attenuate its meaning when we take it, as we almost instinctively do,

metaphorically; those to whom it was first addressed had to take it

literally as well. So taken, it meant a complete abandonment of life

to Christ. When we regard the gospel as an order of grace, we are apt

unconsciously to cheapen it; but Jesus never does this. The salvation

which is in Him is not merely a gift, but a vocation; it is a high

calling, meant for all who are ready to count the cost and to pay it;

and there is no sacrifice which He hesitates to ask from men. ‘If any

man come to Me, and hate not his father and mother, and wife and

children, and brethren and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he

cannot be My disciple. . . . Whosoever he be of you that forsaketh not



all that he hath, he cannot be My disciple.’ A truly noble man is

overwhelmed with the responsibility of asking others to make

sacrifices like these even in a public cause: it pierced the great heart

of Mazzini with the sharpest pain to think that young Italy had been

roused by his voice to shed its blood, even for freedom, and in vain.

But Christ never betrays the faintest hesitation in asking the most

stupendous sacrifices for His own sake, in demanding the most

unhesitating trust and obedience for Himself. It is true that He

combines with Himself sometimes the gospel, sometimes the

Kingdom of God, as when He says, ‘Whosoever shall lose his life for

My sake and the gospel’s;’ but the very simplicity with which He

identifies these universal interests with Himself is only another

aspect of His unique position and unique authority. Now to give

ourselves up entirely to another, as

Jesus requires men to give themselves up to Him, is the very essence

of religious faith. ‘The believer,’ as Didon has finely said, ‘no longer

belongs to himself; he renounces his own thoughts, his own

interests, his own initiative; everything, in short; and belongs

without reserve to Him in whom he believes. He dies to himself in

order to live morally in another: he exchanges his own life for the life

of another. No one but God has the right to demand absolute faith;

for every man has his errors, his faults, his imperfections, and in

abdicating before a man, one would become the slave of this man’s

weaknesses. Jesus claimed this complete faith, a sign that He

claimed the prerogative of God.' 

4.                                   But to draw this inference at this point is to anticipate the

conclusion of an argument, the force of which is really cumulative. It

is enough if we say that the facts just adduced--Christ’s claim to be

the consummator of the Old Testament religion, and therefore to

occupy a place which no other could share in the working out of

God’s redemptive purpose; His claim to criticize, and where



necessary to abrogate, the old revelation; His claim to implicit

confidence and obedience from His disciples--it is enough if we say

that these facts imply in Jesus a unique knowledge of God and of His

will, and a unique relation to God. Even if such a knowledge and

such a relation were never expressly asserted, we should be justified

in assuming them on the ground of the facts. Such a dignity, we

should feel certain, and such a practical sovereignty over man’s

conscience, will, and affections, as Christ not only exercised, but felt

entitled to exercise as a right, could never be treated as accidental;

they must have a real basis and background in the nature of the

Person to whom they belong. This inference is put beyond doubt

when we find that it is supported by the explicit testimony of Jesus

to Himself: it is an anticipation of our own minds, but it is verified

by His self-consciousness. If there is one thing which the gospels

make more indubitable than another, it is that He claimed a unique

knowledge of God, and claimed it on the basis of a unique relation to

Him. He revealed God as the Father, and He was able to do so

because He knew Himself as the Son. Even if we leave the fourth

gospel out of account, this is one of the certainties of the case. It is

true that in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, Jesus never calls Himself in

so many words ‘the Son of God’; but again and again He calls God

his Father. Recent theology has magnified the idea of the divine

Fatherhood, and spent much of its best strength in trying to define it

in relation to mankind in general; but our interest in this question

should not blind us to the truth that the relation claimed by Jesus to

the Father was something quite other than that in which all men

stand to God as the author of their being. He was not a son among

others, but the Son through whom alone the Father was interpreted

to the world. His Sonship was as much a mystery in the world as the

divine Fatherhood; the two were in necessary and indissoluble

relation. ‘No man,’ He said, ‘knoweth the Son save the Father;

neither knoweth any man the Father save the Son, and he to



whomsoever the Son willeth to reveal Him.’ This incomparable

relation to God--this relation to God which was His and His only--

was part of the consciousness of Christ; He knew Himself only in it,

and not apart from it. He knew Himself, in virtue of it, as the only

source from which the knowledge of the Father could flow to men;

the only luminary from which that great light could shine out on

those who were sitting in darkness and the shadow of death. How

He came to this knowledge of Himself-what, in other words, was the

growth of the filial consciousness in Christ--is an interesting

question, but one which need not detain us here. It is sufficient to

say that it had attained to complete serenity and certainty by the

time He entered on His public ministry, and that it was attested by

especially impressive revelations at the great crises of His life. At His

baptism, when He deliberately committed Himself to His work--at

His transfiguration, when He turned His back on the heavenly glory,

and with the Cross now full in view, set His face steadfastly to go to

Jerusalem,--a heavenly voice was heard, ‘This is My beloved Son, in

whom I am well pleased.’ On these high occasions, on which He gave

Himself obediently to His Father’s will, taking from His hand our

bitter cup, the consciousness of His Sonship was, as it were,

intensified in Jesus; He had a triumphant heavenly assurance of it.

This reminds us that, with all its uniqueness, it was not something

quite alien and incomprehensible to us. We can understand, in a

measure, what it means that in solemn acts of selfdedication and

self-devotion the Son received from the Father such attestations of

His Sonship as the gospels record. With such acts the Father was

well pleased; they were worthy of the Son of His love (Col. 1:13).

They warn us that the relation of Father and Son is not to be

conceived abstractly, or without spiritual contents; it may involve

metaphysical presuppositions, but these alone do not constitute it;

we miss the mark altogether if we do not see that it is constituted out

of love, confidence, obedience, fellowship in a work for men. On the



other hand, express words of Jesus warn us against reducing it to a

relation which can be paralleled in every man. No man knoweth the

Father save the Son. Jesus makes common cause with us in

everything, as far as possible, but He does not identify Himself with

men here. Candid Unitarians have admitted that it is a striking fact,

that while Jesus often speaks of God as the Father, My Father, your

Father, He never associates Himself even with His disciples to say

Our Father. ‘My Father and your Father,’ He says, after the

Resurrection, ‘My God and your God’--keeping up the distinction to

the very last. 

 

Jesus, then, was the Son of God in a peculiar and unique sense: this

was how He conceived Himself, and this is, fundamentally, how we

have to conceive Him. The Jews sometimes used this expression--

Son of God--in a kind of official way, which we must be careful to

exclude. Prophets had spoken of Israel as God’s son, His firstborn;

(Ex. iv.22; Hos.ix.1; Jer. xxxi.9) and Psalmists had applied these

titles to the hoped-for Messianic king. (John i.49) It is probably in

this quasi-official sense that Son of God is used in the gospels by

other speakers than Jesus. Thus when Nathanael exclaims ‘Rabbi,

thou art the Son of God, thou art the King of Israel,’ Son of God and

King of Israel are convertible terms. (Psalms ii.7; lxxxix.27) So when

the high priest asks Him at his trial, ‘Art thou the Christ, the Son of

the Blessed?’ the Son of the Blessed means no more than the Christ.

(Mark xiv.61) It is an official title, not a personal name: it denotes

dignity, not nature. But Jesus is in no sense an official, and He has

no titles which are not real names. When He calls Himself the Son, it

is because He is conscious of being the peculiar object of the Father’s

love, the peculiar possessor of the Father’s mind, the peculiar organ

of the Father’s will, for the salvation of men. The name is personal,

not official; its content is spiritual, not legal. We cannot define it



apart from Christ, and then see whether He answers to the

definition; the only definition of it must be sought in Him. Its

content is revealed to us in a religious experience in which the

Father draws us to the Son, and the Son interprets to us the Father;

it is on such a religious experience alone that our theology can be

built. It is revealed to us, as it was to His disciples, in actual

intercourse with Jesus; it must impress itself on our hearts before

we can make a confession of Christ that shall answer to what He

really is. And the Christ in whom the Son of God has to be discerned

is He with whom men associated from His Baptism to His

Crucifixion; it is the man Christ Jesus, as He lived and moved

among men, in whom the unique relation to God is to be discovered.

If we cannot find it there, we will not find the true import of it

through anything that went before or anything that came after.

Neither the miraculous conception nor the Resurrection from the

dead can reveal what the divine Sonship of Jesus means to one who

is blind to the witness to it in His life. What they do mean and teach

I will consider further on; meanwhile, let us remember that the Son

of God has to be found, confessed, and believed in, in one who lived

a truly human life, and in that truly human life itself. Not apart from

but in our human nature, did Jesus know Himself to be in this

unique, this for all other men mediatorial sense, the Son of God. In

other words, we have to find, confess, and believe in the Son of God,

in one who was a son of man. 

5.                  This name--the Son of Man--brings us to another important

element in the self-consciousness of Christ-one of unsurpassed

importance, to judge by the frequency with which it rose to His lips.

It has the rare distinction, also, of being used in His lifetime by

Himself alone. It has been the subject of infinite discussion, and it

lends itself so readily to all sorts of philosophical, dogmatic, and

pious uses, that the discussion has been even less limited by



reference to the facts than such discussions usually are. But some

points are very generally accepted now. One is the original

dependence of the name on the Book of Daniel. This is put beyond

doubt by the solemn answer of Jesus to the high priest on the

occasion of His trial. To the query already referred to, ‘Art thou the

Christ, the Son of the Blessed?’ He answers: ‘I am, and ye shall see

the Son of Man sitting on the right hand of power, and coming with

the clouds of heaven.’ This description of His majesty is borrowed

from Dan. 7:13ff, and it is hardly open to doubt that this passage is

the basis on which the conception of ‘the Son of Man’ rests. Daniel’s

vision contains, in the briefest outline, a religious philosophy of

history--a sketch of the rise and fall of powers in the world till the

final sovereignty comes. The prophet sees four great beasts come up

from the sea and reign in succession. What they have in common is

that they are beasts--brutal, rapacious, destructive. But they have

their day; the dominion they exercised is taken away from them; it is

transferred--and here the vision culminates--to one like a son of

man. The brute kingdoms are succeeded by a human kingdom, the

dominion of selfishness and violence by the dominion of reason and

goodness; and this last is universal and everlasting. This is the

historical antecedent of that name, at once so intimate and so

mysterious, which Jesus appropriated to Himself--the Son of Man.

It had an apocalyptic side, which, as we shall see, He did not

disclaim; but what primarily determined its significance was its

contrast to the lion, the bear, the leopard, and the terrible beast with

iron teeth. When Jesus defined it and made it His own--when he

turned ‘one like unto a son of man’ into ‘the Son of Man,’ and used

the name almost as a periphrasis for ‘I’--He intimated to those who

were able to understand it His consciousness of being head of a new,

universal, and everlasting kingdom, in which all that was truly and

characteristically human should have authority. The wild beasts had

had their time; now the hour had come for the dominion of the



human; man claimed his sovereignty in Jesus. This is the root idea

in the name--the Son of Man--and it covers and explains all that has

been legitimately connected with it. For instance, many have

interpreted the words as if they meant ‘the ideal man,’ he who is all

that God designed man should be. This is included in the true

meaning, for as head and founder of the coming human kingdom

the Son of Man is the true representative of the race; but as an

explanation it is inadequate for its presuppositions are,

philosophical, not religious, and it stands in no relation to the

historical purpose of God, in carrying out which Jesus felt the

appropriateness of the name to Himself. Others, again, have

interpreted it as a symbol of Christ’s tenderness, compassion, and

condescension to human weakness, and have felt something

inappropriate in associating ‘the Son of Man’ closely with the idea of

sovereignty. But we lose the very graciousness of our Lord Jesus

Christ if we shut out this. It is one great part of His work, in this very

character of the Son of Man, to revolutionize the current idea of

sovereignty by exhibiting the true and everlasting one. ‘Ye know,’ He

said to His ambitious disciples, ‘that they who are accounted to rule

the nations--accounted only, for it is no real sovereignty they wield--

they who are accounted to rule the nations lord it over them, and

their great ones deal arbitrarily with them. But it shall not be so

among you. Whosoever is minded to be great--to be a ruler-among

you, shall be your servant; and whosoever is minded to be first

among you--to be actually sovereign-shall be your slave; for even the

Son of Man--the Head and Founder of the one everlasting universal

dominion, in whom humanity really comes to its sovereignty--even

the Son of Man came not to be ministered unto but to minister, and

to give His life a ransom for many.' (Mark 10:42ff) It is not, then,

simply nearness to us, brotherly tenderness and sympathy, that the

name ‘the Son of Man’ expresses; it is nearness, brotherly

tenderness and sympathy, ministering life and ransoming death, as



the essential marks and attributes of the one true King of our race.

The brute kingdoms of violence and selfishness pass, and the

kingdom of God comes, where sovereignty is exercised in the spirit

of Jesus, and inspires its subjects with its own truly human

character. 

 

No doubt these names--the Son of God and the Son of Man--in some

sense correspond to each other. As the first expresses a unique

relation to God, so does the other a unique relation to our race. Each

of us is a son of man; each of us is, or may be, a son of God; but there

is one only who is at once the Son of God and the Son of Man. The

first name expresses, at the very lowest, an entire oneness with God

in love, in will, and in purpose; the second an entire oneness with

man in sympathy, in experience, and in interest. When Christ calls

Himself the Son of God He means that He is to God, and for God’s

work in the world, what no other could be; and when He calls

Himself the Son of Man He means that He is to our race and to its

hopes what no other can be. He makes common cause with us in our

actual life, taking to Himself, and feeling as His own, all that is ours,

of pain and sickness, of shame, defeat, sin and death; but He is at

the same time the bearer of victory to our beaten company, the

Sovereign Man who overcomes all that has overcome us, and makes

us partakers of His triumph. It is for this reason, I think, that what

Christ does for our race, especially in the way of deliverance or

redemption, is regularly associated with this name. ‘The Son of Man

came to seek and to save that which was lost.’ ‘The Son of Man came,

not to be ministered unto but to minister, and to give His life a

ransom for many.’ ‘The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath,’ and

entitled to see that the mode of its observance makes it a boon and

not a burden to the race. ‘The Son of Man hath power on earth to

forgive sins’--to lift the weight from the conscience, to liberate the



enslaved will or the paralyzed limbs, and enable those who have

defeated and destroyed themselves to become free men again. In all

these passages, and in many more, the point of the name lies in its

combination of two things in one person--an entire identification

with men, which makes all that is theirs His; and a sovereignty

exercised in purest humanity which makes this true brother the

Redeemer of His kind. 

6.                  This last idea leads me to notice another which is related to

it: with all His identification of Himself with our interests--making

common cause with us as men to the very uttermost--Jesus, it is

plain on every page of the gospel, was conscious of the immense

interval which separated Him from us. This comes out in many

distinct ways. Earlier messengers of God to Israel were only

servants; He is the Son, only and well beloved. Other men are lost

sheep; He is the good shepherd who has come to gather them into

the fold. Other men are stricken with disease; He is the physician

who has come to heal. Other men have consciences laden with guilt;

He is the sacrifice whose blood is to be shed for the remission of

sins. The lives of other men are forfeited; His is the one free life

which is to be given a ransom for them. At the present time, I

imagine, there are few elements in the self-consciousness of Jesus

which have less justice done to them than this. Yet this is a true and

an essential element in it. This it was which was formulated in the

apostolic doctrine of the sinlessness of Jesus, and which is a

presupposition of every Christian creed. This doctrine of the

sinlessness of Jesus has been criticized as meagre and misleading,

and so it would be if it were supposed to exhaust the character of

Jesus. It does not suggest the fullness of His love, the overflowing

communicative goodness and purity of His spirit; but it is not meant

to do so. It is negative merely, but intentionally so. It maintains a

distinction between Jesus and all others, in spite of the perfection of



His nature and His sympathy; He was not one thing which we all

are; He was not a sinner. It was part of His consciousness that He

was not; it would have been the worst insincerity if, when He

challenged others, or rather defied them, to convict Him of sin, He

had been able to convict Himself. When we consider His knowledge

of the human heart, and how His words are able to wake the

sleeping conscience and make it tell over to us all things that ever we

did; when we consider how our knowledge of Him is the very

standard by which we measure ourselves, and develop whatever

tenderness of conscience in regard to sin we have, we feel how

absolutely alone Christ stands in the world, and by how deep--and

from our side how impassable--a gulf He is separated, as sinless,

from all men. This separateness from sinners is not a little, but a

stupendous, thing; it is the presupposition of redemption; it is that

very virtue in Christ without which He would not be qualified to be a

Savior, but would, like us, need to be saved. Few doctrines have

greater apologetic interest and value than this. If the impression can

once be made upon the mind--and an open unbiased mind is very

accessible to it--that Jesus, to His own self-consciousness, stood

solitary among men, alone untainted by the universal disease, alone

unburdened in conscience, alone with unimpaired vigor of will, a

great step has been taken toward complete Christian faith. A moral

miracle has been admitted--a new beginning found for a new course

of human life and history. It is comparatively easy, then, to

acknowledge Christ’s other claims; He has begun to take possession

of the soul, and will carry His work through. 

7.                  But there is one character of supreme importance in which

Jesus often puts Himself forward and I to which I have not yet

referred--I mean the character of a Judge. He is a supreme moral

authority, legislating without misgiving, and demanding implicit

obedience; He is the Son of God, uniquely related to the Father; He



is the Son of Man, uniquely related to the race as its ministering and

redeeming King; He is separate from sinners, that He may be able to

save. Beyond all this, He is the Judge of men. In a later lecture I

shall have occasion to inquire what is meant by such statements as

that all men are judged by their relation to Him; here, what I wish to

insist upon is not the principle of the judgment, but the fact. Man’s

life is not a natural, but a moral concern; it is subject not only too

physical, but to divine laws. The meaning and worth of it may be

obscure here, but a day is coming when they will be made plain; and

on that day Jesus Christ will be the revealer and the Judge. He

judged men while He lived; He read hearts and pronounced

sentences. But especially He spoke of His coming again as Judge at

the end of the world. This is an extraordinarily important conception

when we remember the history of the Jewish religion. Until He

came, inspired men had always looked’ onward to something that

was to come, something that was not yet there. The future was filled

for them by a Coming One. Jesus also looked into the future, but

what He saw there was not the coming of another, but His own

coming again. In other words, He was no prophet, but the subject of

all prophecy. To His own consciousness, He was the last as well as

the first. In His own consciousness, the revelation which He brought

had the character of finality; there was no more grace to come than

was there already in Him; no more perfect knowledge of God to

come than that which He was there to impart what the future would

disclose would only be the relation which men had assumed to Him,

and this He Himself would declare when He came in glory as Judge.

I said a little while ago that Jesus made a stupendous claim when He

claimed to be the Christ, and asserted that all earlier revelation, all

earlier providence of God in Israel, had its chief end and its

consummation in Him; but even that stupendous claim fades before

this. For He asserts here the absolute finality of the revelation of

God made in His Person, and tells us that not only all the history of



Israel, but all human history, terminates in Him. To be

acknowledged by Him at His coming is final blessedness; to be

disowned by Him is final shame. The consummation of the ages is

the manifestation of His glory, the submission of all that is to His

sentence. It baffles imagination to enter into the consciousness of

one who, we know, was meek and lowly in heart, yet who thus put

the worlds under His feet, and did not feel that He did anything

presumptuous or incongruous in picturing Himself on the throne of

glory, judging all nations. Consider how great this man was--this

carpenter of Nazareth--for whom the world, time, history,

providence, and grace ended, or at least terminated upon His own

coming in glory as Judge of all. There is nothing m man’s life to

compare with this anywhere. Christ as Universal Judge,

representing and vindicating the finality of the religion and life He

inaugurated, is as much alone as Christ the Supreme Lawgiver,

Christ the Son of God, the Son of Man, the Sinless One. He lived, to

Himself, in all these characters; they all entered into His

consciousness of Himself. They must all enter into our conception of

Him--that conception which is the fundamental thing in Christian

religion and in Christian theology, I have taken it for granted that

Jesus did know the secret of His own being, that He spoke of

Himself the words of truth and soberness, and that the record which

we have of these words--and I have confined myself practically to

the synoptic gospels--is a reliable record. I am certain of this, that if

we do not know concerning Christ those things which have just been

passed in review, we do not know anything as He would have us

know. And if we know these, how much they come to! What a

problem for the theologian they present! What a task is set to us

when we have to explain the appearance of such a One in the world,

and look at God and man, at life and death and the future, in the

light which His presence throws! 



Before concluding this lecture, I should like to insist again upon one

point which has been already touched in passing--this, namely, that

it is the historical Christ to whom we have to go back as the true

fountain of our theology. What He knew God to be in relation to

Himself,--what He knew Himself to be in relation to God,-what that

consciousness involved for the relations of God and man in general--

this must be our starting-point as Christian students. Of course we

are members of the Church; we are partakers of the one Spirit which

is the life of all who have a place in it; and as such we have a witness

in ourselves, and might conceivably make a theology by simply

thinking out what is involved in our consciousness as Christian men.

Distinguished theologians like Dr. Dale in England, (In The Living

Christ and the Four Gospels) and the lamented Dr. Stearns (In his

Ely Lecture : The Evidence of Christian Experience) among

yourselves, have tried to make an apologetic use of Christian

experience, and to argue back from it to what Christ must have been.

Whatever the value of such an argument may be for the apologist, it

is not of a nature to be of much service to the dogmatist. No doubt

Christ’s testimony to Himself must assert itself in our hearts before

we can understand it, or see what it involves; the claims He makes

must vindicate themselves, and subdue us; but all that is creative

and normative in the Christian consciousness depends upon Him;

and with Him, therefore, we must start. It is the great merit of the

Ritschlian theology, though a merit qualified by much inconsistency,

that it has thoroughly understood this. It takes us back to the Person

of the Founder, to His mind and His life; and it finds there all the

great determining ideas by the aid of which God and man, sin and

redemption, life and death, are to be interpreted. It cannot be

repeated too often, or with too great emphasis, that this is the right

way. Mere conceptions soon become barren; definitions the most

curious and precise become curiously unreal; nothing but

personality and life is infinitely inspiring. There is a tendency in



theology, manifested in every age, to become scholastic. The

theology of the Greek Church became scholastic in the fifth century;

the theology of the Latin Church in the later middle age; the

Protestant theology in the seventeenth century. We are only

recovering from the last scholastic epoch now; and we are recovering

by a return to Christ. Not the Christ of any creed, not even the Christ

of any single apostolic conception; but Christ as He lived and moved

among men, full of grace and truth. The Bible is our text-book

because it puts us in communication with Him; but He is our

authority. We must always fail more or less decidedly unless our

whole thoughts are inspired and controlled by Him who says, I am

the Truth.

Lecture III--The Apostolic Doctrine of

Christ

THE fundamental thing in Christology is Christ’s testimony to

Himself--a testimony which we find not only in His consciousness of

Himself as Son of God, Son of Man, Christ and Judge, but in all His

works and words, and even in His sufferings and death. To come in

contact with this we go back to the gospels, and put ourselves as

directly as possible in communication with Christ Himself The

impression that He makes upon us, as He lives and moves before

our faces, must certainly be our starting-point: if we are not

impressed, if we do not discover in some sense His unique and even

His divine dignity, we need not try to approach Him in any other

way. But having started here, and received a certain impression of

His solitary greatness, the question arises whether the mind can

simply rest in it without seeking further explanation. This is the

attitude which is not only assumed, but asserted to be the sole

legitimate one, by Ritschl and his school. Christ, they say, has for the



Christian consciousness the religious value of God; all that we really

mean when we say God is to be seen in its purity in His human life.

To ask for explanations is a complete mistake. It is to put the spirit

at fault, and divert it from religion, and even from theology, to

metaphysics. It is to carry it from the region of ethical and spiritual

certainties to the region of the transcendent, where no certainty cam

be attained. To those who have been vexed with barren unethical

speculations in theology, there is something in this plea both

plausible and fascinating, but it is one which the mind cannot

permanently concede. We must seek for the explanation of a

phenomenon so stupendous as a man who has the religious value of

God. We must try to define the relations in which a man who

occupies a place so exclusively His own stands to God on the one

hand, and to men on the other. We must, especially when we

consider the immense historical importance of Christ--His own

claim to sum up the previous history of the world, and at its

consummation to judge the ages that are yet to be--we must, in view

of these things, try to work our religious estimate of His human

personality into the framework of all our thoughts about God and

man, the world and history. 

This is what the various New Testament writers have done, and it is

with their interpretation of Christ that this lecture is concerned. The

starting point with all is the resurrection and exaltation of Jesus.

This is the grand illuminative fact from which they all proceed. Not a

single New Testament writer, unless he is engaged in simply

recording Christ’s earthly life, thinks of Him as He lived on earth.

They all think of Him as He lives now, on the throne of the universe,

with angels and principalities and powers put under Him, His

sovereignty in glory is not a thing which may or may not, as one

pleases, be added to the religious appreciation of His life on earth as

having the value of a revelation of God; it is the first and last and



dominating element in the Christian consciousness of the New

Testament. It depends, of course, on the belief in the resurrection; if

the disciples had not believed that Jesus rose from the dead on the

third day, the Christian religion, as the New Testament exhibits it,

would never have existed. But belief in the resurrection introduces

decisively, at least at one point, that transcendent element into the

Christian faith which so many wish to exclude. Hence it is explicitly

or tacitly rejected by the school to which I have referred. Writers like

Ritschl, Harnack, and Wendt, not only ignore it, but, on the ground

that on such points we cannot separate the authoritative words of

Jesus from the Jewish commonplaces put into His mouth by the

apostles, reject along with it all the eschatological elements in the

teaching of Christ Himself. (see, note A) The one step is as

arbitrary and as unjustifiable as the other; and to take both is simply

to land ourselves in a position in which the Christology of the New

Testament is irrelevant to the Christian religion--is, in short, an

irrationality, which it is our business, as good Christians, not to

explain, understand, or accept, but merely to explain away. I do not

propose to assail or defend anything, but, starting from the point

from which the New Testament writers started, to explain their

conceptions of the Person whom they worshipped as Lord of all.

To them, as to us, Jesus was uniquely related to God even on earth:

the well-beloved Son of the Father, who alone could reveal the

Father to other men. To them, as to us. He was uniquely vindicated

by God after the crucifixion--uniquely exalted at His right hand.

When they put these two things together, and let them tell upon

their minds, they felt instinctively that more was involved. He who

was so exclusively related to God in those years of human life, so

exclusively exalted by God after that terrible death, must have been

in an exclusive way from God. Of course there is a religious or pious

acknowledgment of this which falls short of what I mean. A man



may say of Christ’s life: There is only one explanation of this: it is of

God; but that is not enough. Every good life is of God; and the thing

to be explained here is not that which Christ has in common with

others, but that in which He stands by Himself, with a consciousness

of Himself which is exclusively His own, doing a work which no

other can do, anticipating a future in which He is the goal of all

things, and exalted, as in the Resurrection He was, to the throne of

the world. The apostolic writers are agreed in the idea that there is a

transcendent element in what is now called the Godhead of Christ:

in other words, they not only believe that the man Christ Jesus has

the religious value of God for those who know Him; but that behind

His manifestation on earth, in the fullness of that grace I and truth

which were revealed to Moses as the grand attributes of God, there is

an essential and transcendent relation to God. They are agreed that

His appearance on earth is of the nature of an Incarnation. He is not

a saint offered by humanity to God; He is the Son who has come

from the Father into the world. (see, note B) I speak of this as if the

apostles had merely thought out, or fought out, unassisted, the

presuppositions of their faith in the Risen Lord; but I do not believe

this was the case. However we are to conceive it, there surely was a

special guidance given by the Spirit of God to the men who at that

critical epoch had the duty given to them of shaping the mind of

Christ’s church to all generations. What Paid says of himself

repeatedly, that he received his gospel--which surely included his

conception of Christ--by revelation, gives his Christology an

authority above that of mere intellectual construction. The spirit of

the new religion was in it: the Spirit of the Father and of the Son;

and it goes back, in essential points, to words of Christ Himself. 

The very simplest expression that can be given to the ideas of

incarnation, and of a transcendent element in



Christ’s Godhead, is given in the idea of His pre-existence. This is

assumed by Paul, as an element in the Christian faith, in his first

Epistle to the Corinthians, which, next to the Epistles to the

Thessalonians, is the earliest of his letters. ‘To us there is one God,

the Father, of whom are all things, and we unto Him; and one Lord

Jesus Christ, through whom are all things, and we through Him.' (1

Cor. viii.6) The pre-existence is nowhere expressly defined. The

attempt of Baur and others, on the basis of 1 Cor. 15:47--the second

man is from heaven--to make out that for Paul Christ existed as man

before the Incarnation, is not to be treated seriously. More

important than this is the attempt to discredit the Pauline thought of

Christ’s pre-existence by the assertion that it was a Jewish

commonplace, applied to all that was supposed to be peculiarly

valuable to God. Not only important persons, like Adam and Moses,

but even things, like the tabernacle and the tables of the law, were

supposed to have heavenly archetypes, i.e. to be pre-existent. The

conception of pre-existence would thus be due to a speculative

incapacity in the Jewish mind: the Jew speaking of a pre-existent

archetype where the Greek would have spoken of ideal as opposed to

actual existence. In any case, this notion of pre-existence was

applied, it is asserted, inter alia, to the Messiah; and Paul, in

speaking of Christ as pre-existent, was merely doing as his

countrymen did, but not doing what has any authority, or even any

precise significance for us. His utterances on this point may be

disregarded as private theologoumena, or idols of the time. 

This is very summary, and not very intelligent criticism, though it is

covered by great names. Not to speak of the fact that the evidence of

a Jewish belief in the pre-existence of Messiah is scanty in the

extreme, and that the New Testament in particular shows no trace of

it except among Christians, it overlooks all that body of facts,

religious and historical, included in Christ’s life, death, and



resurrection, which forced the minds of Christian men to seek a

transcendent background for Christ’s appearance; it overlooks

express and wellauthenticated words of Christ Himself--we may call

them such though they only appear in the Fourth Gospel; (John viii.

58 ; xvii. 5.) it overlooks the fact that whereas pre-existence with the

Jews is merely a doubling of the thing which exists--a heavenly

counterpart, which may be the model of, but is not otherwise related

to, the earthly reality--with Paul it is quite different; the pre-existent

One has a life and functions in that pre-existent state; He comes to

exist among men, and He returns to His original glory. It is simply

trifling with a word to set aside all this as insignificant and

unauthoritative, because the Jews, forsooth, believed that the tables

of the law existed two thousand years before the creation of the

world.  

Accepting, then, this Pauline thought of Christ’s pre-existence, as

covering an essential truth, how, let us ask, does the apostle unfold

its contents? The amplest and most deliberate statement is that of

Col. 1:15ff. It has been asserted, indeed, that the subject of this

statement is not the pre-existent One, but the Risen Lord, Jesus

Christ: it is enough to say that the contrast implied in the objection

is false. Paul believed that Jesus Christ the Risen Lord had pre-

existed; and it is of Him not only as exalted, but as pre-existent, that

he is speaking. I cannot do better here than quote Lightfoot’s

paraphrase of this important passage: ‘He is the perfect image, the

visible representation, of the unseen God. He is the Firstborn, the

absolute Heir of the Father, begotten before the ages; the Lord of the

Universe by virtue of primogeniture, and by virtue also of creative

agency. For in and through Him the whole world was created, things

in heaven and things on earth, things visible to the outward eye, and

things cognizable by the inward perception. His supremacy is

absolute and universal. All powers in heaven and earth are subject to



Him. This subjection extends even to the most exalted and most

potent of angelic beings, whether they be called Thrones or

Dominations or Princedoms or Powers, or whatever title of dignity

men may confer upon them. Yes, He is first and He is last. Through

Him, as the mediatorial word, the universe has been created; and

unto Him, as the final goal, it is tending. In Him is no before or after.

He is pre-existent and self-existent before all the worlds. And in Him

as the binding and sustaining power, universal nature coheres and

consists.’--(p. 144.) ‘And not only does He hold this position of

absolute priority and sovereignty over the Universe--the natural

creation. He stands also in the same relation to the Church--the new

spiritual creation. He is its head, and it is His body. This is His

prerogative, because He is the source and the beginning of its life,

being the Firstborn from the dead. Thus in all things-in the spiritual

order as in the natural--in the Church as in the world--He is found

to have the pre-eminence.’-(p. 156.) This summary which, with all its

fullness, does no more than justice to the text, shows how far the

idea of Christ’s pre-existence is from being an accidental or alien

thing to the Christianity of St. Paul. It enabled him to put Christ--the

Lord whom he knew--in relations to God, to the world, and to the

Church, which satisfied at once his intelligence, and his religious

consciousness. At an earlier stage in his life St. Paul had thought of

Christ, as Dr. Fairbairn points out, (Christ in Modern Theology, pp.

302-318) mainly in His work as the Savior of sinners; he had defined

the gospel in relation to the law; he had thought out the significance

of Christ as the counterpart of Adam; his Christology had been

mainly historical. Even then, as we can see from 1 Cor. 8:6, 15:47,

the pre-existence was in his mind; but it was under new conditions,

under the constraint of a new environment, that he was led into all

the truth which it involved, and advanced, to use Dr. Fairbairn’s

terms, from the historical to the cosmical Christology. This would be

a mistaken expression if it suggested that in his advance he left the



historical behind; but it is true if it means that the longer St. Paul

lived, the more he appreciated the universal bearings of the

revelation made in Christ. The pre-existent Christ is demanded by

the historical; the work the historical redeemer does cannot be

understood unless all that is involved in the pre-existence lies

behind it. A work universal in its scope, eternal in its duration,

perfect in its manifestation of wisdom and of reconciling love,

requires that He who works it should be eternally and essentially

related to God, to man, and to all that is. Nothing less than this is

involved in the Pauline doctrine of the preexistence of Christ. 

It is difficult for us to state this without giving it the aspect of a

speculation, which may more or less have power to persuade,

according to the mind to which it is addressed, but which can hardly

be put forward as essential to the Christian religion. To discuss what

is essential to the Christian religion is not usually very profitable,

and it may be agreed at once that no one would use the doctrine of

Christ’s pre-existence to introduce an unbeliever or any outsider to

the Christian faith. We must make Christ’s acquaintance where He

offers it--in the common human life depicted in the gospels; we

must become persuaded of what He is, even in His manifestation in

the flesh, before we raise the question of what is presupposed in it.

But to forbid us to raise the question is to deny a right and a duty

which the mind will not forego; and to maintain that there is no

question to be raised is simply to show that we have not been

impressed by Christ at all as they were who first were saved and

regenerated by Him. An apostolic sense of the debt man owes to

Christ, an apostolic acceptance of the reign of Christ now, an

apostolic belief that He is one day to be the judge of the living and

the dead, relieve the faith in His pre-existence of its speculative cast,

and give it a natural aspect and a secure grasp of the mind. It fits in

with the whole scale of Christ’s Person and work, and though we



cannot know it directly, as we know His earthly life, or even His

Resurrection, it may become as profoundly sure and true. 

That it was so to St. Paul is evident from the manner in which he

appeals to it in 2 Cor. 8 and Phil. 2. He frankly takes it for granted,

as a truth which no Christian would think of questioning, and he

appeals to it to enforce the moral duties of charity, humility, and

consideration for others. He urges the Corinthians to contribute

liberally to the collection for the poor; such liberality is only what

you owe, he says, for ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ,

that though He was rich yet for your sakes He became poor, that ye

through His poverty might be made rich. It was the pre-existent One

who was rich; the poverty which He assumed was that to which the

Incarnation brought Him. So in the passage in Philippians, with

even greater distinctness, St. Paul is urging on the Christians in

Philippi the duties of lowliness, and of regard to others’ interests as

well as their own, and he turns instinctively to the supreme example.

‘Let that mind--that moral temper--be in you which was also in

Christ Jesus: who, being originally in the form of God, counted it not

a prize to be on an equality with God, but emptied Himself, taking

the form of a servant, being made in the likeness of men.’ Here,

again, it is the pre-existent One who is originally in the form of God;

the form of a servant is that which the Incarnation brings with it.

These passages are extremely interesting for various reasons. They

both contain the idea of an exchange of states, or modes of being;

wealth is given up for poverty; fullness and the form of God for

emptiness and the form of a servant. This idea impresses the

imagination and touches the heart rather than aids the intelligence;

the attempts that have been made in what are known as the Kenotic

Christologies to interpret it metaphysically hardly take us much

further on.



 Another point of interest in both passages is this. They construe the

Incarnation ethically. Mr. Gore has laid just emphasis on this in his

Bampton Lectures. St. Paul is sure that he knows the motive of it; he

is sure that he knows more or less the nature of it, even if he can but

dimly guess at the method of it. If he has not a metaphysical, he has

a moral key to it. It was an act of condescension, inconceivably great,

but of a quality that we can both understand and imitate. The pre-

existent One did not think only of His own things, but of the things

of others; He looked on us in our low and poor estate; and for us

men and for our salvation He gave up His heavenly for the earthly

life. If we can know nothing else here, at least we know the grace of

our Lord Jesus Christ; we appreciate the spirit of the incarnation,

and that is the main thing. And it is to be remembered that, if this

conception is rejected, there disappears along with it one of the most

subduing aspects of the divine nature as it is revealed in the Bible.

We can no longer feel that God Himself has bowed down to bless us

in and by His Son. Yet this, it is safe to say, is one of the most

characteristic features of the whole New Testament religion; and it

makes a great difference when men consent to do without it.

The doctrine of Christ’s pre-existence, thus interpreted, is specially

Pauline: we have a more finished form of it, so to speak, in the

gospel according to John. Of course I assume here that the gospel

has John’s authority-that it is to all intents and purposes the work of

one who knew Jesus in His human life more intimately than any

other person. There is a considerable consensus of opinion now as to

its historical value: even those who discredit the discourses cannot

avoid the impression that the incidental notices of time, place, and

event are peculiarly like truth. It used to be said that it was not a

history at all, but an idealizing of tradition in the interest of a

speculative idea: now, theologians are agreed that if John is the most

speculative, he is at the same time the most personal, of New



Testament writers. Christ may conceivably be more or less lost in

ideas for those who, like St. Paul or the writer to the Hebrews, never

knew Him; to St. John He never ceases to be strictly personal and

historical. It is from an intimate acquaintance with Him that he

proceeds in all his theological interpretation; and the impression

Christ made on him was so deep, so incomparable, that no mere idea

could ever compete with it, or even modify it. It remained with him

to the end, vivid, overpowering, dominating everything. It might use

as its instruments any ideas that suited it; it might find access for

itself to men’s minds by attaching itself in this way or that to their

ordinary modes of thought; but it is simply shutting our eyes to the

necessary proportions of things--misconceiving the efficiency of

forces-to suppose that any speculative idea should have

overpowered in the mind of John the actual impression made by

Christ. The force that created Christianity could not be deflected or

transformed, where it was working in all its pure intensity, by any

abstraction of the brain. 

This consideration alone should enable us to appreciate rightly

John’s use of the term and idea ‘Logos’ in his doctrine of Christ. He

does not start with the Logos, but, like the other New Testament

writers, with Jesus, Indeed the term is not used in the gospel at all,

but only in the prologue, so careful is he, when on historical ground,

to be strictly historical. But John felt, as all the New Testament

writers did, that the historical Christ, in His solitary greatness, called

for explanation. All through the gospel Christ is the Son--the Son in

a unique and exclusive sense; one with the Father, in the bosom of

the Father, the only way to the Father, the Revealer of the Father.

Under the impulse of the same need--or may we not say under the

guidance of the same Spirit?--which prompted Paul, John sought

and found the transcendent element which this unique relation to

God presupposed in the idea of the Word, or Logos. There has been



much discussion about the genealogy of this idea, and especially

about its relation to Philo. It is generally acknowledged now that

much of it has been beside the mark. ‘John and Philo,’ says Harnack,

‘have little more in common than the name.' 

  The antecedents of that Logos doctrine which we find in John’s

prologue--the prologue to a book which everyone now admits to be

as intensely Jewish in its mental and historical characteristics as

anything in the New Testament--are surely to be sought, not in the

Platonic or the Stoic philosophy, but in the earlier revelation of God

to Israel. There, too, they are to be found. It is not denied that in

Platonic and Stoic speculation, and in the combination of them with

the Jewish faith in Philo, there was a providential preparation for a

book like the Fourth Gospel, but that book was not produced by

them. It does not come in the line of these philosophies, abstract and

rationalizing; it stands on the ground of historical fact, and in the

line of God’s revealing activity. To the writer, on the basis of his full

and intimate knowledge, the historical Christ, the well-beloved Son,

was the perfect revelation of God; revelation could not conceivably

go further; the very principle of it was identical with this Person; the

Word had become flesh. This great sentence not only puts Christ in

an essential relation to God, it puts Him in essential relation to all

through which God is revealed--to creation, to human reason, to

prophecy and providence in Israel. He is the light through which the

meaning of all is discovered; they have all been made for Him, and

they were not made without Him. He has significance, primarily for

man, in the order of knowledge; but for all that is, in the order of

being. He was in the beginning. He was with God, He was God. The

first sentence in John’s preface is the last conclusion to which the

place of Christ in his life leads him, but it is the only one in which his

mind can rest. He who is the Omega must also be the Alpha; He who



is the chief end of the world must also be the mediator through

whom it came into being. 

To John, then, as to Paul, the pre-existence of Christ is an essential

element in Christianity. His eternal relation to God is the only way of

conceiving Him which answers to His real greatness. It is the only

way of conceiving Him which puts the final and perfect revelation

made in Him in proper relation to inferior and preparatory

revelations. It is the only way of conceiving Him, the Absolute

Revealer of the Father, which gives coherence and intelligibility to

God’s general manifestation of Himself to men. But it is not simply a

way of conceiving Christ to which the mind is driven by inner

necessities of its own; it is not simply the mind’s solution of the

problems raised by the historical Christ. It is a solution directed and

authorized by Christ Himself. Those who believe that He spoke of a

glory which He had with the Father before the world was will not

hesitate to admit this. No a priori assumptions about the necessity

of a purely human consciousness, to which such a reminiscence were

inconceivable, and no exegetical bewilderments, like those of Wendt,

can be pleaded against words so plain. They fall in exactly with that

passage in Philippians to which reference has been already made.

John, like Paul, conceived the pre-existent One ‘in glory.’ Anything

more definite it is out of our power to say. It is true that he says ‘We

beheld His glory, when He dwelt among us,’ and this, no doubt, Paul

also would have said; but to both the life on earth has the character

of a limitation, a condescension, a renunciation; and Christ returns

from it to His glory. There is not in John, any more than in Paul, a

hint as to the mode of the incarnation. The Word became flesh; the

fact, in its stupendous simplicity, is stated, and that is all. It is as

futile here, as in Philippians, to try to extract a scientific system from

the words. Taken by themselves, they suggest the same idea of an

exchange of modes of being which makes up St. Paul’s idea of the



Incarnation, and they guarantee, as his language does, a real

condescension on the part of God to man. Taken in their connection

with the rest of the gospel, they suggest the same ethical key to the

incarnation which St. Paul also used; the Word became flesh that, as

the Incarnate Son, He might give eternal life to a perishing world.

Writers of a school which ignores or denies any transcendent

element in what it acknowledges to be the Godhead of Christ--

Bornemann, for instance--are fond of asserting that the Pauline

doctrine of pre-existence and the Johannine doctrine of the Logos

are disparate; that is, they are on different planes of thought, have

no relation to each other, and cannot, in point of fact, be combined.

It is plain, I think, from what has been said, that this is a mistake. In

their contents, in their motive, in the ethical impression they

produce, they are identical; and the mere fact that the form in which

they are stated is not precisely the same, gives all the greater weight

to the sameness in substance.

In all this, as has once or twice been remarked, an important point

remains unexplained. Nothing at all has been said of the manner of

the incarnation; of the process by which the Word became flesh, of

the transition made by the pre-existent One from wealth to poverty,

from the form of God to the form of a servant. The transition must

have been made somehow. Granting without the least reserve that

men recognized in Christ, and may still recognize in Him, the Son of

God and Savior of their souls, without having any ideas on this

ulterior subject, it remains a matter on which a believing mind is

certain, sooner or later, to seek enlightenment. Christ is unique as

He exists in history--unique, according to His own consciousness, in

His relation both to God and man: is it possible that there can be

nothing unique in His origin? He came from God, all the apostles

believed, in a sense in which no other came: does it not follow that

He came in a way in which no other came? The precise matters of



fact involved in His origin, whether historical or physical, may not

be of immediate religious importance; but if the doctrines of the pre-

existence and of the incarnation of the Word are true, some matters

of fact are involved which the mind cannot but seek to apprehend. 

The only light which Scripture throws upon this subject is contained

in the narratives of the miraculous birth of Christ. This, we are to

understand, is the point and the mode of transition between the

heavenly and the earthly life: ‘He was conceived of the Holy Ghost,

in the womb of the Virgin Mary.’ At the present moment a violent

controversy is raging in Germany over these words of the apostles’

creed. Professor Harnack heads the assault on this venerable

symbol, treats the narratives in the early chapters of Matthew and

Luke as discredited by criticism, and maintains that the conception

of the virgin birth has no real authority, and no value for the

Christian religion. When we consider the place that the Virgin and

the virgin birth have held in historical Christianity, these seem

daring assertions, and one is not surprised to hear that a Prussian

Synod has pronounced that the miraculous conception is the

essential basis of the Christian faith. Opinion on this question will

turn, I feel sure, not on the results of unchristian criticism of the

gospel of the infancy, but on the conception previously formed of the

Person, power, and claims of Christ. Those who are not compelled to

recognize anything transcendent in Him--who reject the idea that

He came from God in a sense in which others do not--who ignore the

resurrection, exclude from their world all Christ’s eschatological

revelations, and deny the pre-existence--they, of course, find these

stories incredible. They have a man to deal with, like other men, who

is only God in the sense that He is as full of grace and truth as God

could be in His place-but they do not really put Him in a solitary

place; His eminence, and it is nothing but eminence, is, so far as one

can see, purely accidental. He might not have been what He was, or



some other might have filled His place and done His work. We feel

how inconsistent with the New Testament conception of Christ such

ideas are, and the inconsistency does not escape the notice of those

whose system compels them to defend it. Thus Ritschl, after defining

Christ’s oneness with God as having reference to the whole scope of

His vocation, and consisting in this, that Christ in His vocation was

perfectly obedient to the Father, and as such the object of the

Father’s love, proceeds as follows:--‘Hence Jesus, inasmuch as He is

the first to realize the aim of the Kingdom of God in His personal

life, is unique in His kind for this reason, that everyone who would

solve the same problem with the same perfection as He, would yet,

in depending upon Him, be unequal to Him.' (Unterricht in der

christlichen Religion, 22). I cannot see that this is consistent, in the

long-run, with any form of Christianity whatever. Christ has a casual

pre-eminence, that is all. The person of whom we can speak in this

fashion is not He who said to John: ‘I am Alpha and Omega, the

beginning and the end, the first and the last.' (Rev. xxii. 13). I should

make the same criticism upon Nitzsch, who has written the last

complete Dogmatik of this school, and who sums up his doctrine of

the Person of Christ by saying that a holy manhood, and a

representation of God, are united in Him in a degree to which there

is not even an approximation at any other point in the religious life

of man. This is not a Christian conception of Christ at all; it makes

Him no more than primus inter pares, and even that only by

chance. It is easy to understand why those who appreciate the

historical Christ in this way should reject or ignore the Scripture

account of His supernatural origin: it stands in no relation to

anything which they wish to explain. But when we accept that view

of the necessary, eternal, incomparable significance of Christ which

is the only view represented in the New Testament, we approach this

account with a different bias, and are prepared to find it more than a

childish attempt to utter the greatness of Jesus. It supplies a real



link in the chain of Christian thought, and when we take it, not

alone, but in its place in the chain, its inherent credibility is greatly

increased. Of course no one would start with it in introducing a

stranger to the Christian faith. Even a Roman Catholic writer like

Didon says: ‘The miracle of the origin of Jesus is not a motive of

faith for unbelievers, it is one of those that confirm faith in the souls

of believers, and believers alone are able to accept it.' (Jesus Christ,

vol. 1. p. 424 n). This may be considered tantamount to giving it up,

as indifferent to faith, but it is not really so. Faith inevitably raises

questions as it comes to a consciousness more adequate to its object,

and the miracle of the origin of Jesus is the answer to one of the

questions which it inevitably raises. It is not necessary at the

beginning, but a time comes at which it is; and anyone who,

reaching the need which it is meant to satisfy, notices how the story

is told in Matthew from the point of view of Joseph and his interests,

and in Luke from that of Mary and hers, and who takes pains to

appreciate the details by the help of a commentator like Godet, will

admit that on the historical and psychological side it is worthy of the

occasion. 

The question remains, whether it aids us much, or at all, in a

metaphysical comprehension of the incarnation. I do not think it

does. We do not understand any better than before what is meant by

the rich One becoming poor, or He who was in the form of God

assuming the form of a servant. The supernatural birth only secures

the uniqueness of that life which came into the world in Christ, and

gives His pre-eminence an essential basis, instead of leaving it a

merely accidental affair. It does not make it more intelligible, it does

not enable us to define the relations between the pre-existent and

the historical Christ more closely than John or Paul had done, it

does not enable us to state precisely what is meant by ἐκένωσεν

ἑαυτόν. This only it compels us to say, that in whatever sense



personality is to be ascribed to the Word, that same personality is

the center of the life which began at Bethlehem. The doctrine of the

Council of Chalcedon, that Christ’s human nature is impersonal, has

been vehemently attacked as infringing His humanity. It was

certainly not meant in that sense, and many of the assaults proceed

upon a misapprehension. It is taken for granted in them that there is

some inconsistency between personality in the Logos and

personality in a truly human life. (See Orr's Christian View of God

and the World, pp. 282-285). But the New Testament doctrine, as

far as one can make it out, is all in favor, not of an inconsistency, but

of a kinship between the two. All human personality, we are led to

think, is rooted in the Logos, and the Logos made flesh could be the

personal center, not of a life alien to men, but of a life truly and

purely human. This, no doubt, was the idea of those who framed the

creed, and it is truer to the New Testament than a conception of

Christ’s humanity which makes it impossible to understand how He

could be in any unique sense divine. There is no mere man in the

world, in the sense of a man whose nature is entirely alien to God,

out of relation to the Divine; but the completeness with which God is

present in Christ depends upon a unique incarnation; and the

integrity of Christ’s humanity is not affected by this, for the Divine

which is incarnate in Him is, at the same time, the principle of all

selfconsciousness, of all reason and goodness, in all men. In other

words, it is a Divine which is at the same time essentially human, or

at least essentially akin to man. 

This discussion of the apostolic or New Testament doctrine of Christ

has, as far as possible, avoided technicalities foreign to the New

Testament itself. A statement like that of the Westminster

Confession, ‘that two whole, perfect, and distinct natures, the

Godhead and the Manhood, were inseparably joined together in one

person, without conversion, composition, or confusion,’ may once



have seemed to help intelligence; at the very utmost it can do no

more now than guard against error. Orthodox and heterodox alike,

theologians have returned to Christ Himself; they have sought to

know Him, not by deducing the consequences of an arbitrary

definition of God-manhood, but by actually looking at Him and

listening to Him. The formula of two natures in one person does not

adequately reproduce the impression which He makes. He is all one-

-that is the very strongest conviction we have: the simplicity, the

unity, the consistency of His life, is the final impression it leaves.

The divine and the human are not distinct, and the

incomprehensible artificialities of the communicatio idiomatum

cannot avail at once to maintain their distinctness and deny it. All

that is divine in Him is human, all that is human is divine. He is not

separately, or even distinctly, Son of God and Son of Man; it is the

Son of God who is Son of Man; I the Son of Man who is Son of God.

Great is the mystery of godliness: great, that is, is the open secret of

the true religion--God was manifested in the flesh. 

This is the proper place to refer to a subject on which I have not time

to dwell at length; the change in the conception of God which

followed, as it was necessitated by, the New Testament conception of

Christ and His work. The apostles were all Jews,--men, as it has

been said, with monotheism as a passion in their blood. (Fairbairn's

Christ in Modern Theology, p. 377). They did not cease to be

monotheists when they became preachers of Christ, but they

instinctively conceived God in a way in which the old revelation had

not taught them to conceive Him. The Word which was in the

beginning, which was with God, which was God; the preexistent

One, who subsisted in the form of God, and did not think equality

with God a thing to be held fast; the Lamb who is so supremely

exalted that the heavenly throne is described as the throne of God

and of the



Lamb; all these conceptions reacted on the idea of God, and gave it a

new content. Distinctions were recognized in what had once been

the bare simplicity of the divine nature. The distinction of Father

and Son was the most obvious, and it was enriched, on the basis of

Christ’s own teaching, and of the actual experience of the Church, by

the further distinction of the Holy Spirit.

Not consciously, not reflectively, but instinctively and spontaneously

these distinctions find expression in the New Testament. I do not

need to point out their recurrence in its pages. The language of St.

Paul--the most Jewish of them all--will serve as an illustration.

‘There are diversities of gifts, but the same Spirit. And there are

diversities of ministrations, and the same Lord. And there are

diversities of workings, but the same God, who worketh all things in

all.’ Or again, ‘The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of

God, and the communion of the Holy Ghost, be with you.’ Or once

more, ‘Through Him we both have access by one Spirit unto the

Father.’ These are the beginnings of what was elaborated in the

course of centuries into the doctrine of the Trinity. That doctrine, it

is not superfluous to remark, is nothing if not historical and

Christian. It is not a motiveless speculation; it is not the analysis of

an arbitrarily chosen idea like knowledge, love, or spirit, as some

philosophers and theologians have tried to show; it proceeds from

the actual manifestation of God in Christ, and from the actual

reception of a divine life through the Holy Spirit. When it departs

from this ground it ceases to possess either significance or authority.

The great difficulty of comprehending eternal distinctions in the

unity of the Godhead has led to many speculative and many popular

attempts at restatement of the doctrine of the Trinity; and the

fascination which some of these possess for the untaught makes it

worthwhile to remark upon them. A very common type is that which

makes Father, Son, and Spirit, three successive, or at least three



distinct, manifestations of God, not obviously or essentially related

to each other. This is a common device with those who would

mediate between Orthodoxy and Unitarianism, but it only needs a

glance to show that it is not what is hinted at in the New Testament.

There, the Father and the Son can only be known through each

other, and the Spirit is that which the Father gives to testify of the

Son. The three are one. Though this is as obvious as it is possible for

words to make it, it is very frequently missed. Thus a recent English

writer, in a work with the somewhat pretentious title, The Scientific

Study of Theology, interprets the divine Fatherhood as God

manifested in nature, the divine Sonship as God manifested in

Christ, and the Holy Spirit as God manifested in all the higher

aspirations of men. This is simply beside the mark. The divine

Fatherhood, or God the Father, is not manifested in nature, but only

in Christ: no man knoweth the Father save the Son, and he to

whomsoever the Son willeth to reveal Him. It is an illusion, and a

departure from Christian ground, to think otherwise. In the same

way it is an illusion to speak of God the Father as God in a

transcendent sense, apart from all relations or distinctions; God in

this sense is not a Christian conception at all, nor a rational

conception either, for that matter. To us there is but one God, and

He the Father whom we have learned to know through the Son;

Fatherhood is His essential, eternal, and only character, and

therefore we believe in the eternal sonship, and in the eternal Spirit

of the Father and the Son. This faith is not speculative nor fantastic,

but it becomes so whenever we separate it from its basis in history

and experience, and give deductions of the Trinity, or popular

statements of it, which do not rest on and revolve round Jesus Christ

and the new Christian life bestowed through His Spirit. Once the

doctrine, even in vaguest outline, has been truly grasped, its

Christian character becomes apparent; and its real value for the

interpretation of nature and of human life is evidenced by the fact



that all the higher speculative philosophies develop something as

nearly akin to it as they can. Apart from other applications of it,

when we see that it is solidly based on the divine sonship of Christ,

and remember that this Son of God is

Son of Man, we can understand better what is meant by saying that

God is eternally love, that Christ is eternally the Son of His love, and

that the Son of God’s love is the firstborn among many brethren, the

Eternal Head of a race of redeemed men.



Lecture IV--Man and Sin

THE Christian religion involves a certain conception of man--of his

nature, his state, and his destiny. In dealing with these questions we

might seem to be on ground quite different from that which we have

hitherto occupied. Of God we can know nothing except what He is

pleased to reveal; revelation, therefore, is our source and authority

in theology properly so called. But of ourselves and our condition we

may be assumed to have knowledge more immediately. We do not

depend on any revelation from without. This is in a sense true, but

the limitations of its truth immediately appear when we consider

that our nature and destiny involve relations to God, and that our

state, as far as theology is called to regard it, is neither more nor less

than our existing relation to Him. Hence the doctrine of man, as well

as the doctrine of God, is a subject for Biblical treatment, and it is

our first task to apprehend that conception of man which is assumed

throughout Scripture. 

On a broad view of this subject there is not much room for difference

of opinion. The inspired writers, without distinction, regard man as

a being in nature akin to God, capable of fellowship with Him and

designed for it, conscious of moral freedom and responsibility, and

therefore morally responsible and free. The relation of man to

nature is not in the strict sense a religious question, and is never

separately discussed in the Scriptures. It is quite consistent with

their teaching to recognize fully the palpable truth that man is, on

one side, or in one aspect, a piece of nature. His life is rooted in

nature; it grows up in the soil of nature; it is incorporated, so to

speak, in the general life of the world; no man can disclaim physical

antecedents and a physical environment; no man can deny that

these are as necessary to him as to the meanest animated creature in



nature. All this is quite consistent with Scripture, but it is not much

insisted on except for the purpose of rebuking human arrogance.

The Bible speaks of man, as a rule, not in his relation to nature, but

in his distinction from it. It assumes that the life which is in him,

with that reflecting consciousness, that sense of freedom and

responsibility, that affinity to and capacity for the divine, is

specifically distinct from life in any other form. It assumes that man

is not merely in nature, but over it; that he is, so to speak, not only

its crown, but its sovereign. In virtue of that relation to God, that

kinship to Him, which is of his very essence, man is destined to have

dominion over creation; he is to assert his freedom, and to put all

things under his feet. 

This conception of man’s nature may seem very vague, and very

much in want of definitions and distinctions, but I am inclined to

think it is sufficient for our purpose. The elaborate treatment of the

subject by what is called the science of Biblical psychology has never

produced anything truly scientific. To disintegrate human nature

into body and soul, as two separate substances, does not help us;

body and soul exist only in and for each other; the body is not a

body, but the body of the soul; the soul is not a soul, but the soul of

the body; in our consciousness of self the two are one. Just as little

are we helped by the tripartite analysis of man’s nature into spirit,

soul, and body: the popular expression by which St. Paul describes

our nature in its whole extent ought never to have been so

misapplied. Man is a unity, not a tying together of separate parts or

even of separate faculties, and the Bible deals with him as such. On

the one hand he is related to nature, grows out of it, strikes his roots

into it, is conditioned by it; on the other he is related to God, and in

virtue of this relation is lord of nature, regards himself as its chief

end, holds himself entitled to use all its resources for his own

purposes, and in point of fact finds himself, to an indefinite extent,



capable of doing so. This intellectual superiority to nature, in virtue

of which man subdues it to himself, is a part of that relation to God

which expresses itself otherwise in the consciousness of freedom and

responsibility; in other words, the consciousness of being subject,

not merely to natural, but to ethical and divine law. 

This is one of the points--to which allusion was made in the first

lecture--where theology and physical science come into contact.

Theology requires that conception of man’s nature which I have just

explained; it does not deny any of the natural conditions under

which that nature comes to be what it is, but it cannot let go its

essential superiority to nature and its essential relation to God. The

assaults which some students of science have made on these last are

only what might have been expected, and though significant are not

important. The chemist and the biologist work with certain ideas or

categories as their implements; they are the forms to which they

have to reduce all things in order to their explanation. But there are

some things which they cannot explain: they cannot explain self-

consciousness, nor anything of which self-consciousness is a

presupposition. They cannot explain the consciousness of freedom,

of sin, of God, of estrangement, of reconciliation. But that does not

matter. It is not their business to explain them. If these things could

be explained by the categories of the chemist or the biologist, they

would not be what they are; they would have been explained out of

existence; a higher kind of being would have been reduced to a

lower. It is very natural for the student of a special science like

biology, which carries us so far into the secrets of life, to think that

what his science cannot explain cannot really exist; but it is the very

nature of self-consciousness and of all that is conditioned by it, to

transcend physical explanation. The psychologist and the

metaphysician join hands with the theologian in declining a doctrine

of man which makes him no more than a piece of nature. A piece of



nature could never form the conception of nature, could never

interpret and use nature, could never conceive ends, and regard

himself as under a moral and not a natural law. If there were

nothing but matter, as M. Naville has wittily said, there would be no

materialism; if there were nothing in man but what the chemist and

the biologist can discover, there would be no chemistry and biology,

to say nothing of superior sciences. The fact, for it is a fact, that there

is more than they can discover, leaves the field open to the

metaphysician and the theologian.  It is unfortunate, I think, that the

questions as to man’s nature have been usually discussed in theology

in connection with what is called his original state. The question

What is man? has been treated as if it were convertible with the

question What was Adam? But it is plain that we do not stand in the

same relation to these two questions. Man is before us, or rather in

us; we have the amplest opportunity for investigating his nature and

constitution, and we have the whole range of Scripture to guide and

correct our interpretation of these accessible facts. But Adam is not

within our reach at all; and it is simply exposing ourselves, without

any necessity whatever, to refutation by the progress of physical or

archaeological science, when we advance statements about the

primitive condition of man which have not only a religious, but a

physical and historical content. No one who knows what science or

history is can imagine that either science or history is to be found in

the first three chapters of Genesis; and it will be plain, I think, at a

further stage, that to seek for them is quite unnecessary to the

Christian position. Man’s nature is revealed by what he is,

interpreted by the course of God’s dealings with him; it is revealed

above all, and his destiny along with it, in Jesus Christ our Lord; and

it is as gratuitous as it is futile to seek to discover it in all its integrity

in a first man. The plain truth, and we have no reason to hide it, is

that we do not know the beginnings of man’s life, of his history, of

his sin; we do not know them historically, on historical evidence;



and we should be content to let them remain in the dark till science

throws what light it can upon them. The unity of the human race--

the organic connection of all its members--the identity in all of that

double relation to nature and to God--the universality of the

consciousness which Christians call sin--these are facts, whatever

our ignorance may be of the original state of man, and of his original

righteousness. 

Next in importance to the Scripture conception of man’s nature is

the Scripture conception of his condition.

The two are constantly represented as at variance with one another:

man’s nature is contradicted by his state. Man as made in the image

of God is destined for fellowship with God, a fellowship to be

realized in obedience to that higher law to which he instinctively

acknowledges obedience to be due, and in which Scripture teaches

us to recognize the will of God. The will of God has been revealed to

all men--for the present, it does not matter how; in conscience, in

the ethical framework of the society into which they are born, in

special revelations, in the sending of the Son of God in human

nature; and there is not in human nature one who has made that will

his own. There is not one who has not felt the pressure of that will

and carried his own will against it by a counter pressure; there is not

one who has not sinned against God. I speak of this in the most

general terms, because the consciousness of sin is a thing which has

to be explained at every moral level. I do not think we should say

that sin is to be defined in relation to original righteousness: original

righteousness is a perfectly obscure and unknown thing. But neither

do I think with Ritschl that sin should only be defined in relation to

Jesus Christ and the supreme ethical good which has been revealed

in Him, viz., the Kingdom of God. The inference which he draws

from this, that all that we call sin, coming short, as it does, of the

definitive rejection of Christ and the supreme ethical good, is not sin



in a really condemning sense, but merely sin of ignorance, seems to

me to contradict the most unquestionable pronouncements of

conscience. There are, of course, degrees of sin, and the worst of all,

which makes restoration impossible, is the deliberate rejection of

what Christ has brought us; but the sins which precede and lead up

to this are just as real, and as really sinful, as this crowning sin itself.

In every case the discord is realized between man’s nature and his

state; he is destined for fellowship with God by acceptance of His

will, and he asserts a contrary will of his own against it, and lives

without God, in the world. 

Sin always emerges in man’s consciousness as an incident. It is a sin

of which he accuses himself--a disobedience which he can isolate in

his life, regarding it as a blot, a stain, an exceptional phenomenon to

be dealt with by itself. There is an element of truth, undoubtedly, in

this way of looking at it; it seems to emphasizes the voluntariness of

the bad act, and the completeness of the individual’s responsibility

for it. It is our own act, and in the full consciousness of what it is we

take it sadly to ourselves. This is the aspect in which sin was

regarded by Pelagius, and in spite of all that theology and science

have done, it is the aspect in which it is still regarded by many. But it

needs very little experience or observation to see that there is

nothing in man’s life that has this purely incidental character. Our

life is all of a piece, and the most seemingly isolated actions have

both their antecedents and their consequents. The will is not a mere

form of choice, which remains unaffected by the actual choices

which a man makes; it is affected by them; it gains contents,

character, we might almost say nature, from them. If the atomic

theory of sin were true--that it consisted only in separate actions--

there could be no such thing in man as moral character, either bad

or good; for such character is produced by the abiding and

cumulative effect of precisely such actions. The will is not a neutral



in the moral conflict, even at the beginning; still less is it a neutral

when we wake up to the fact that it has a character of its own. It has

absorbed a moral quality from the nature of the individual, and from

his actions; and in the consciousness of this we are led past the view

of sin as an incident to regard it as a state. 

Sin as a state or condition refers, of course, not to actions, but to

persons; it is a conception which bids us think not of what man has

done, but of what he is. The sinful action is the symptom or the

outcome of a sinfulness which already characterizes the actor; it

proceeds from a corruption or depravity of nature which may be a

far more serious thing than any given manifestation of it. It is in this

aspect mainly that the New Testament presents sin to our view, and

it is in this aspect also that it has given most trouble both to

moralists and theologians. The questions to which it gives rise--

leaving out of account in the meantime the question of its origin--

concern in the first instance its extent, and in the second its

consequences. 

Its extent is characterized in traditional orthodox theology as ‘total

depravity,’ or ‘the corruption of our whole nature’; and probably the

strongest expression ever given to this is that of the Westminster

Confession (Ch. vi. § 4), which declares that by this corruption ‘we

are utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and

wholly inclined to all evil.’ A simple reader coming across these

words would probably feel that there is an element of exaggeration

in them, and that though they may seem to be supported by an

occasional strong expression in Scripture, they are really not a

scientific description of man’s actual condition. This has been so

strongly felt that most of the churches holding this Confession have

modified its declarations on this point. Thus the Free Church of

Scotland, in the Declaratory Act of 1892, qualifies its adhesion to the

statement of the Confession by saying ‘that, in holding and teaching,



according to the Confession of Faith, the corruption of man’s whole

nature as fallen, this church also maintains that there remain tokens

of his greatness as created in the image of God; that he possesses a

knowledge of God and of duty; that he is responsible for compliance

with the moral law and with the gospel; and that, although unable

without the aid of the Holy Spirit to return to God, he is yet capable

of affections and actions which in themselves are virtuous and

praiseworthy.’ One does not need to quarrel with any part of this

statement in order to maintain the legitimacy of such an expression

as ‘total depravity.’ What it means is not that every individual is as

bad as he can be, a statement so transparently absurd that it should

hardly have been attributed to anyone, but that the depravity which

sin has produced in human nature extends to the whole of it. There

is no part of man’s nature which is unaffected by it. I repeat what I

said before, that man’s nature is all of a piece, and that what affects

it at all affects it altogether. When the conscience is violated by

disobedience to the will of God, the moral understanding is

darkened, and the will is enfeebled. We are not constructed in water-

tight compartments, one of which might be ruined while the others

remained intact; what touches us for harm, with a corrupting,

depraving touch, at a single point, has effects throughout our nature

none the less real that they may be for a time beneath consciousness.

This is the doctrine of sin as a state which answers to the experience

of religious men. At a primitive stage of advancement, indeed, just as

in childhood, men repent of what they have done; but at a more

mature stage they repent of what they are. At first they feel that they

must make amends; but when they come to know themselves, they

feel that they must be born again. ‘Oh for a man to arise in me that

the man I am may cease to be!’--that is the prayer which answers to

a true consciousness of the extent of human depravity; and it is

justified by the words of our Lord Himself about the necessity of the

new birth. 



In a sense, the question as to the consequences of the sinful state is

included in the question as to its extent. The one consequence on

which the attention of theologians has been concentrated is the

consequence to man’s will, or to his moral freedom. On this every

possible opinion has been expressed. Pelagius, as is well known,

denied that sin had any consequence for the will at all; man was as

free after he had sinned as before, and could make his next choice as

easily and independently as before. The will is simply a form of

choice, its liberty a liberty of indifference, and it never gains any

moral character or indeed any character at all. At this time of day it

is not worthwhile to refute the atomic theory of morals any more: it

makes a moral order in the world impossible, and everybody has the

refutation of it in his own heart, if he chooses to consider what he

finds there. At the other extreme, it has been held that sin simply

annihilated human freedom; and in the desire--a thoroughly

legitimate desire--to secure for God the whole glory of man’s

salvation, man was reduced to a stone or a trunk (Luther), not only

incapable of working out salvation for himself, but incapable even of

being saved. But there are two interests that Christian theology must

keep in view. On the one hand, the effect of sin on human nature,

and especially on the human will, must be such that man needs a

redeemer; on the other hand, it must only be such that he remains

susceptible of redemption. There is no harm at all, and no danger, in

giving this last side its due, either in theology or in preaching. God, a

witty French moralist has said, does not need to grudge His enemies

even what they call their virtues; and neither do God’s ministers. It

is only when we fully recognize what men have, even while they

disregard the gospel, that we can hopefully call their attention to

what they have not. It is only when we recognize what they have

done that we can insist on what they are unable to do. And the

doctrine of spiritual inability, as consequent on the corruption of

man’s nature by sin, remains and will always remain to represent



the great truth that there is one thing which man cannot do alone.

He cannot bring his state into harmony with his nature. He cannot

fulfil the destiny for which he was created. He cannot enter into

peace with God, as if his sin and its consequences were nothing; he

cannot annul the past; he cannot overcome it; he cannot, in spite of

it, enjoy the glorious liberty of the children of God. It is a mistake, in

all probability, in discussing this subject, to enter into metaphysical

considerations at all; the question of man’s inability to any spiritual

good accompanying salvation is a question as to matter of fact, and

is to be answered ultimately by an appeal to experience. When a

man has been discovered, who has been able, without Christ, to

reconcile himself to God, and to obtain dominion over the world and

over sin, then the doctrine of inability, or of the bondage due to sin,

may be denied; then, but not till then. If Christ is invariably needed

to bring sinful men to the Father, and to give them that peace with

God in which all spiritual achievements have their root, then man,

so far as experience goes, has been completely disabled by sin; and

though he may have the right to boast among his equals, in his

dealing with God boasting is excluded. He can do nothing in this

relation apart from Christ; spiritual inability is the simple

description of this invariable and indubitable fact. 

But the consideration of sin as an incident, and as a state or

condition of individuals, or of human nature in individuals, does not

exhaust its significance. Reflection soon shows us that in this respect

also no man liveth to himself; that actions and their consequences

affect others besides the actors to an indefinite and incalculable

extent; that sin is not only personal, but social; not only social, but

organic; that character and all that is involved in character are

capable of being attributed not only to individuals, but to societies,

and eventually to the human race itself; in short, that there are not



only isolated sins, and individual sinners, but what has been called a

kingdom of sin upon earth. 

It is in connection with this conception that the difficulties of the

subject come to a height. The relations of the individual to society,

even when we conceive him as mature and free, and the spiritual

influences to which he is there subjected, simply elude us; they are

infinitely beyond our power to trace or estimate. The relations of

individual to corporate responsibility in the same way defy

elucidation: we have no moral calculus adequate to such

complicated problems: we can only believe that God can do justice

where it is out of our power even to see what is just. The difficulties,

however, which the relations of men in society raise as to the

distribution of responsibility are mitigated by the consideration that

there is a relative independence of men here, and that the power of

example, of law, and even of custom, is not that of a purely physical

necessity, but is often freely and deliberately admitted to the

individual life. It is different when we come to consider the organic

connection of the generations of men, and those phenomena which

are summed up in

the name ‘heredity.’ Here the physical world and its laws seem to

make a rude irruption into the spiritual; a physical relation seems to

have moral consequences, and these often of the most serious kind;

we are born with a history in us, with an accumulation of

consequences derived from the past, to which the future is

mortgaged; we are not allowed to choose our fathers and mothers,

and in comparison with that fundamental choice which is made for

us, any other choice we are free to make for ourselves is not worth

speaking of. Considerations of this kind have immensely impressed

the minds of men during the last generation. The Darwinian theory

of the origin of species--probably the most immediately and widely

influential theory ever introduced to human intelligence--has the



law of heredity, and of accumulation by heredity, as one of its

essential levers; and through it that law has taken possession of the

common mind as it had never done before. It has concentrated

attention, too, on the law in its purely physical aspects, and has

made men feel more keenly the difficulty of giving it a moral

interpretation consistent with individual freedom. Many of the most

popular of modern writers--novelists and dramatists especially--

seem positively crazed by it; one would think that the problems of

heredity constituted the sum and substance of life, and that a man

was nothing but a sum of tendencies transmitted from his

ancestors. 

There are two preliminary remarks I should make here before

speaking more directly to these difficulties. (1) The moral problems

connected with heredity are not made a bit easier, or a bit harder, by

going further back, or not so far. It is the bare fact that a physical

connection has, apparently, moral consequences, which is

perplexing; not the scale of the fact or its duration. Whether we had

an ancestor who lived in a state of original righteousness, a state in

which he came directly from the hand of God, or not, does not here

matter; the conditions under which we are born into the world are

what they are, and labor under the moral difficulties under which

they do labor, all the same, whether the traditional or the Darwinian

account of man’s origin be accepted. (2) The fact that there is such a

thing as heredity does not destroy the moral consciousness. I revert

here to what I said at the beginning--man is not merely a piece of

nature, but has a superiority over against nature. He is rooted in it,

as the law of his birth and inheritance shows, but he is also its

sovereign. The facts which are summed up in heredity do not

exhaust his being; they only show what he is as a part of nature, and

this character which they bear is modified when we view him, as his

selfconsciousness and consciousness of ethical law compel us to do,



as more than a part of nature. That which would be merely physical

in the lower animals is not merely physical in him; it is not a bare,

ultimate, uninterpreted fact; it presents him with moral problems; it

becomes the means of moral probation, of moral education; in

contact with it his freedom asserts itself, or is defeated; but in either

case the moral consciousness maintains itself, and no man ever with

a clear conscience put down his sin to his father’s account. 

It is important to remember here, that though the physical

conditions of heredity have been more minutely studied in modem

times, the moral perplexities of it were keenly felt long ago, and are

expressly noticed in Scripture. Nor when all has been said is there

any sign that philosophers and theologians, not to say novelists and

poets, have got beyond the insight of the prophet Ezekiel. (Ezekiel

xviii). When the Jews in Babylonia commented on their condition in

the cynical skeptical proverb, ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes,

and the children’s teeth are set on edge,’ they had the spiritual

riddles of heredity as clearly before their minds as any Darwinian or

Ibsenite of the present day. They put the same sinister

interpretation, also, on the apparent facts, as many of our

pessimistic writers do. Man’s antecedents, they said, constitute his

fate; the past of his family and of his race holds him in its relentless

grasp; he has no hope; freedom is an illusion; God is unjust. 

The message of Ezekiel is addressed directly to this despairing

unbelief, and the prevalence of similar intellectual and moral

conditions in our own time renders it especially important and

interesting to us. It has two great enunciations. First, ‘As I live, saith

the Lord God . . . All souls are mine; as the soul of the father, so also

the soul of the son is mine.’ In other words, every individual soul

alike, the last in the descent as well as any other, has an immediate

relation to God. This is what I have said so often already; man is not

constituted simply by what he inherits; he is not an incorporated



piece of nature merely; he is connected as truly with God as with his

natural ancestry, and that connection with God prevents his relation

to the past from becoming a mere bondage. Heredity is not fate--

what we have received from our parents does not weave around us a

net of guilt and misery through which we can never break--if it be

true that we belong to God as well as to the past. Of course no proof

is given of this, just as no proof is given of any prophetic word. But

we may confidently say of this, in the word of Jesus, ‘Everyone that

is of the truth heareth this voice.’ It is immoral, it is the sign of a

cowardly, unbelieving, willingly skeptical spirit, to say the fathers

have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge. It is

immoral, because it is a way of evading that direct relation of the

soul to God which raises human life to its highest intensity, which

makes us feel responsibility in all its strength, and bids us fight the

good fight in His name to the last. 

The second proposition of Ezekiel is a corollary from this one, and

runs: ‘The son shall not bear the iniquity of the father: the soul that

sinneth, it shall die.’ Sometimes this verse is quoted as conveying

God’s judgment on sin; the soul that sinneth, it shall die; but this is a

misapplication. It is rather a text in which God’s righteousness and

mercy are asserted against the skeptical misconstruction of His

dealings by despairing men: The soul that sinneth--it and no other--

shall die: the son shall not bear the iniquity of the father; heredity

shall not amount to a moral fate. And this reminds us of the truth

that the sins of fathers are only ruinous when sons make them their

own. The inherited bias may be strong, but it is not everything that

is in any man’s nature, and it is only when he ignores or renounces

the relation to God, and freely makes the evil inheritance his own,

that he makes it into a condemnation, and puts it between himself

and life. What we inherit, strictly speaking, may be said to fix our

trial, but not our fate (I think this contrast of trial and fate is



borrowed from something in Dr. Dale). Every man is to be put to the

proof somehow, and to a certain extent his natural ancestry

determines the mode of it: it depends on them, so to speak, whether

his temptation is to be anger, intemperance, lust, greed, duplicity, or

whatever else. But it does not depend on them what the issue of this

trial is to be. It depends on the man himself, and above all on his

faith in God. All souls are His; even the soul of the man who seems

most heavily weighted by the past; and He is able to make him

stand. The facts on which physicists lay such stress are not to be

denied, but they are not to be allowed to claim the whole field. Side

by side with them we must maintain the spiritual facts--that an evil

nature only condemns us when we make it our own; and that man is

always accessible to God Almighty as well as to the influence of the

past. When due weight is given to these considerations, we need not

be afraid to contemplate the laws and facts of heredity in all their

extent. They give mystery and immensity to the spiritual life of man,

and, so far from qualifying his responsibility, they widen its range

enormously. They redeem life from that mere individualism which

really makes ethics, and even character, inconceivable; and they

remind us that, for good and evil alike, no man liveth to himself and

no man dieth to himself. They supply a physical basis for a life which

is much more than physical, and they give far more than individual

importance to what we might think merely individual acts. 

We have now considered sin as an incident emerging at isolated

points in consciousness; as a state, or character, of individual men;

and as organic, or related to the natural connection of all men with

one another as members of the same physical species. But we have

considered it only in a general way as a discord or disproportion

between man’s nature and his state; as a failure to be what God

destined him for. We recognize that there is a law or will of God to

which our life should conform, and the consciousness of sin is the



consciousness that we have set aside that law or will in favor of some

end of our own. If this consciousness is analyzed, it is always found

to include the element which theologians specifically describe as

guilt. Sin, that is, is something for which we are answerable to God;

the act passes, but the responsibility for it remains. Guilt, as a

feeling, always includes fear; an apprehension of the consequences

which sin may bring. Quite apart from any special conception of

consequences this fear asserts itself; it is a shrinking from the

condemnation, the judgment, the punishment, the wrath of God.

This feeling has been very severely treated by some theologians; it

has been censured as due to an unworthy conception of God and His

attitude and disposition to His sinful children. I confess myself quite

unable to sympathize with this way of looking at the matter. Sin is a

real thing; a real violation of the will of God, which ought to be our

will, and it brings real responsibility along with it. I say real

responsibility; for it is not an illusion that we have to answer to God

for what we have done. But it would not be real--it would be a

subjective conception, a pure hallucination-unless God’s

condemnation was real also. This witness of the conscience is

confirmed by everything we read in Scripture. A bad conscience is

never treated there as a groundless fear of God; it is a reflection, all

too feeble at the best, of God’s awful judgment upon sin. A great

mass of modem theology denies this. It has a conception of God’s

love, borrowed I know not where, in presence of which distinctions

of good and evil seem to vanish, and all experiences dependent on

such distinctions to lose their meaning and reality. When God’s

righteousness is simply identified with His grace, when His holiness

is treated as an obscure conception, which cannot be defined, and

seems indeed to be physical rather than ethical in import; when His

wrath is simply eliminated, or declared to stand in no relation

whatever to the work of reconciliation, it is evident that these same

characteristics or attributes of God cease to have any relation to sin.



It cannot be connected with the righteousness, the holiness, or the

wrath of God; in other words, it cannot be treated as having reality

for God at all. But to make sin unreal is to make redemption unreal

also; it is to cast the shadow of illusion over the whole extent of

man’s relations with God. There is nothing, I believe, which at the

present time needs more to be insisted on, in theology and in gospel

preaching, than the objectivity and realty of guilt. It is not a

subjective illusion, which we should be taught to disregard in view of

God’s infinite love; it is as real as life or death, a gigantic problem

alike for God and man. His condemnation of sin, His wrath repelling

sin, resting over sin, are not figments of our ignorance and fear; they

are absolutely real things, to which our conscience bears a true

though awfully inadequate testimony.' 

Remembering what has been said already as to the unity of man’s

being, we should expect to find sin have other than merely spiritual

consequences; we should expect it to betray its presence not merely

in the consciousness of guilt, and in the corruption of our nature, but

on the physical side of our being as well. In other words, we should

expect to find a connection between what we are accustomed to call

moral and physical evil. 

This is a very difficult subject, and as far as Scripture teaching goes

we are rather warned not to make rash judgments than provided

with the means of making true ones. The difficulty arises in part

from this, that ‘physical evil’ is an extremely vague expression, and

that what would bear this character to one person might have quite

the opposite character to another. A degree of cold which would be

fatal to one might to another be merely exhilarating. The pressure of

danger which paralyses one only serves to lift the faculties of another

to their height. For those who love God, too, all things work together

for good--tribulation, affliction, distress, persecution, nakedness,

famine, and sword; the extremist physical evils lose the character of



evil altogether; they become the foil to Christian faithfulness; nay, it

is Christian faithfulness which brings them upon men, and they are

a seal set upon it. But with these things in our mind we can still say

something on the general question. In the first place, no man is

entitled to judge others. The calamities which come upon men may

have explanations of which we are quite ignorant; they may be the

cross due to faithful following of Christ; they may be the proof to

which God is putting them, and in no sense judgments. A man is

made for far more than his own private interest, and the physical

evils he has to bear may find their explanation far beyond himself.

Neither this man, says Jesus, did sin, nor his parents, that he was

born blind; neither guilt of his own, nor inherited guilt, is the

explanation of it. God had another purpose to serve in sending him

into the world thus, and the final cause of his blindness is to be

sought there. Obviously this consideration takes the right to judge

largely out of our hands. Largely, I say, but not entirely; for if we are

to be at home in the moral order of the world it must not be quite

opaque, but more or less capable of being construed by us. In the

second place, while not entitled to judge others, we are often

compelled to judge ourselves. Other people do not know why certain

things befall us, but we may know nevertheless. We do not need to

experiment, like the Philistines with the ark, to see whether the Lord

has smitten us, or whether it is a chance that has befallen us; there is

something within us which points the moral too unambiguously for

evasion. I do not speak only of cases in which sins against the body

are avenged, in the order of nature, upon the body, but of

experiences in which the connection is less apparent. Paul knew why

the thorn in the flesh was given him--knew, perhaps, from the

service which it rendered him; and many a man is just as certain,

though of course he could not communicate his certainty to another,

that definite painful experiences in his life have had a definite

disciplinary purpose of God in them; in other words, that certain



physical evils, to use a not very happy expression, have been put in a

divine relation to certain moral evils--perhaps as a punishment,

certainly as a corrective and a check upon them. If it is a mistake to

be too confident and familiar here, and to speak as if we had found

out the Almighty unto perfection, it is at least as bad a mistake to

renounce the spiritual interpretation of life altogether, and on the

ground that God is present everywhere to refuse to think what He

means anywhere. 

There is one special question here to which Scripture teaching gives

a peculiar importance--the question as to the connection of sin and

death (See Orr’s Christian View of God and the World, pp. 228-

233). In the Old Testament and in the New alike the connection is

maintained: man dies because of sin; or, as St. Paul puts it, the

wages of sin is death. It is not necessary to discuss here the precise

significance of death either in the book of Genesis or in the Epistle to

the Romans; make it mean as much as you please, and at least it

always includes what the man on the street means when he says, All

men must die. Mortality is a consequence of sin. 

But is this true? Is it really because of sin that men die? The

consenting voice of science seems to say no: death reigned in the

world long before man, and what theologians call sin, appeared.

Death is a law of nature; it is an essential lever in the great machine

of the world. Every living creature is born with the seeds of decay in

it; it is like a clock, wound up to go for a certain number of hours,

but liable, of course, to be stopped by a thousand accidents before it

has run down of itself. This line of argument, backed up by the

actual universality of death, has something imposing about it, and a

good many theologians accept it without more ado. Possibly they try

to secure the truth of the Scripture idea by making death mean

something else than death means in common language: they darken

it by shadows of spiritual and eternal separation from God, as



distinct from the purely natural experience ordinarily indicated by

this name. I do not think these distinctions avail at all to secure the

Scripture doctrine, and if it is to be maintained, as I think it ought to

be, the line of defense must be drawn further back. The scientific

assertion of the natural necessity of death, closely considered, really

amounts to a begging of the question. Man, it means, must die, must

always have died, because he is a natural being, subject to the

universal natural law of birth and decay; there is nothing but this for

him. But the whole ground on which the Bible doctrine is based is

that man is not simply a natural being, with nothing but the destiny

which awaits all nature awaiting him. He is a being invested by his

very constitution with a primacy over nature; he is related to God in

a way which makes him specifically distinct from every .merely

natural being, in a way which those who understand it regard as

containing at least the promise and the possibility of immortality. To

say that he must die, because he is a natural being, ignores all this: it

amounts to a proof of man’s mortality only in the sense that it is a

disproof of his immortality. But this disproof carries us too far: it

would not be recognized as valid by most of those who have too

hastily accepted the inference which it includes, viz., that death is

inevitable for man, simply because of his incorporation in nature.

Once we understand what man is, we see that death in him demands

an explanation which is not demanded in the case of creatures

whose whole life is bounded by nature; and that explanation is

supplied by Scripture when it makes death the punishment of sin.

Death means, in this case, what we see when we stand beside the

dying, or rather what the dying experience as their connection with

this present order ceases. It is a mistake to minimize the significance

of this by speaking of it as if it were only natural, by speaking, as

people sometimes do, even where Christ is concerned, of ‘mere

physical death.’ There is nothing whatever, in human experience,

which is merely physical; death is not merely physical; it is human;



one, awful, indivisible experience, which cannot be analyzed, and

which is profaned when it is identified with anything that could

befall a lower than human nature. We can be redeemed from the

fear and bitterness of it by Jesus Christ; but in itself it has not a

natural but a spiritual character: to the consciousness of man, in

which it exists in its completeness, it is not the debt of nature, but

the wages of sin. What might have been the line in which man’s

destiny would have been fulfilled had sin not entered into the world,

and death by sin, no one can tell; but the fact that man is constituted

for immortality, and has the promise of it in his being from the first,

forbids us to ascribe to death a natural and inevitable place in his

career. It is an intrusion, and it is to be finally abolished  

Lecture V--The Work of Christ in Relation

to Sin--The New Testament Doctrine of

Atonement

THE subject of this lecture is the work of Christ in relation to sin.

There have been speculations in the Church, from a very early

period, which have busied themselves with a wider question. Men

have asked whether the Son of God would not have assumed our

nature, even had there been no sin; and once they have answered

that question in the affirmative, as many have done, they have tried

to interpret the work of Christ, as it is historically known to us, as

the modification necessitated by sin in an event which would have

taken place under any circumstances. The motives of this

speculation are plain enough. It seems unlikely that an event so

stupendous as the Incarnation should come to pass, as it were, by

accident, and not be included in the original design of the world. A

kind of unity is secured in the whole work of God--creative and

redemptive--if this view is adopted. Creation, as a recent theologian



has put it, is built on redemption lines (Dr. Orr's Christian View of

God and the World, pp. 319 ff). A perfect revelation of God is

secured in humanity, which is as necessary, or at least as congruous

to the divine nature, in a sinless as in a sinful world. These

considerations are not without plausibility, and will weigh with some

minds. But there are considerations on the other hand to which we

cannot be indifferent. In the first place, there is the broad fact that

Scripture never gives the faintest hint of any opening for the mind in

this direction. It dwells on the fact that Christ came into the world to

save sinners--that man’s desperate need drew Him from heaven to

earth; and it never suggests, even in the remotest way, that He

would have come anyhow. If it does not peremptorily exclude the

idea of an Incarnation for other than redemptive purposes, it may be

said to do so tacitly, by always connecting the Incarnation with the

purpose of redemption, and that from Eternity. Further, the result of

such speculations, or rather their tendency, may be alleged against

them. Without entering into proofs I can only here express the

conviction that they do tend to obliterate the distinction between

nature and grace, to blur the definite outlines of that work of

Redemption wrought by Christ, which mark it out as the supreme

revelation of God and His love. Passing from these more general

questions, what is to be especially before us now is Christ’s work in

relation to sin. 

It has been common here to start with the consideration of the

effects of sin in man, and to argue from the effects of Christ’s work

upon these to the nature of that work itself. This is fair enough as far

as it goes; the only question is, if it goes far enough. Thus sin, it has

been pointed out, produces in man a sense of distrust in the

presence of God; he has misgivings about God’s attitude towards

him; he suspects and dislikes Him. Christ’s work, then, is to

overcome this dislike and suspicion; it is to disabuse the sinner of



his false thoughts about God, and prevail on him to put them away,

and come to the loving God in faith. The question how Christ does

this is often vaguely answered, or not answered at all. Again, sin is

conceived in its effect on man’s character. It has degraded and

debased him, so that his nature needs to be morally renewed; and

the work of Christ is to exercise a regenerating and restoring

influence on this corrupted nature, so that it may answer to its

destiny, and be able to meet God without fear. If we ask how Christ

does this, the answers are again hard to find, or hard to understand.

Yet it is this ulterior question which really goes to the root of the

matter, and it is on it that the whole of Biblical teaching converges.

When, however, we follow the lead of Scripture, we put the question

in a different form. 

The gospel is the revelation of God’s redeeming love, made in view of

a certain situation as existing between God and man. Now what is

the serious element in that situation, as Scripture unfolds it? In

other words, what is the serious element in sin, as sin stands before

us in Revelation? Is it man’s distrust of God? man’s dislike,

suspicion, alienation? Is it the special direction of vice in human

nature, or its debilitating corrupting effects? It is none of these

things, nor is it all of them together. What makes the situation

serious, what necessitates a gospel, is that the world, in virtue of its

sin, lies under the condemnation of God. His wrath abides upon it.

That wrath is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and

unrighteousness in man; and it is in view of this, it is as the exact

counterpart of this, that the righteousness and love of God are

revealed in the Gospel. This conjunction of ideas is specially but not

specifically Pauline; if there is an idea with which every New

Testament writer would have been at home, it is this, that because of

sin the world lies under condemnation, and that this is the situation



with which the gospel deals. I am not enough of a lawyer to say

whether

‘forensic’ is the proper word to describe this idea; I rather think it is

not; but I have no doubt of its truth. In other words, I have no doubt

of the reality of God’s condemnation of sin, whether it is to be called

forensic or not. It is as real as a bad conscience, as real as the

difference between right and wrong, as real as the consciousness of

guilt which is but the echo of it, as real as spiritual impotence and

despair, which are the effects of its paralyzing touch. The thing that

has to be dealt with, that has to be overcome, in the work of

reconciliation, is not man’s distrust of God, but God’s condemnation

of man. 

It is this condemnation, then, as a real and serious thing--it is sin in

this especial character of that which draws down God’s

condemnation on man--with which Christ deals. And He deals with

it in a great and serious way. He does not treat it as if it were merely

subjective,--an illusion from which man has to be delivered. He does

not put it away by disregarding it, and telling us to disregard it. He

puts it away by bearing it. He removes it from us by taking it upon

Himself. And He takes it upon Himself, in the sense of the New

Testament, by submitting to that death in which God’s

condemnation of sin is expressed. In the Bible, to bear sin is not an

ambiguous expression. It means to underlie its responsibility and to

receive its consequences: to say that Christ bore our sins is precisely

the same thing as to say that He died for cur sins; it needs no other

interpretation, and admits of no other. 

This, as I have said, is most expressly brought out in the epistles of

St. Paul; but before commenting on any of the classical passages it is

worthwhile to insist on the fact that the New Testament everywhere,

in all its books and all its authors, connects forgiveness with the

death of Christ. When St. Paul defends his gospel to the Corinthians



(1 Cor. 15:3ff.), he reminds them that he delivered to them imprimis

what he had also received, viz., that Christ died for our sins

according to the Scriptures; and after some further particulars sums

up thus: Whether therefore it be I or they--i.e. whether it be the

apostle to the Gentiles or the apostles of the circumcision--this is

how we preach, and this is how you believed. In other words, there

was no gospel known in the primitive church, or in any part of it,

which had not this as its foundation--that God forgives our sins

because Christ died for them. We ought to be very sure that we know

what this means before we begin to criticize it; we ought to have that

impression of its greatness, of its soul-subduing power, which the

apostles had, before we begin to make small remarks about it. We

ought to appreciate it in its completeness and integrity before we

submit it to a disparaging analysis. We ought, I think, to resent, as

well as to repel, that paltry unintelligence which seeks to belittle the

solemn truth that Christ died for our sins by speaking slightingly of

what it calls ‘mere physical death,’ or ‘das abstracte Factum des

Sterbens,’ or of death as a mere ‘Widerfahrniss,’ a thing that simply

happens. The death with which we are concerned here is never

spoken of in the New Testament except in its completeness, as what

it actually was. It was that experience which the Son of God

anticipated in Gethsemane, and underwent on Calvary. That is what

the apostles thought of, that is what we are to think of, when we say

Christ died for our sins. To separate out what we call the spirit of His

death, and say that the virtue of it lies in that, and not in the mere

abstract fact of dying, or in the death as a merely physical

occurrence, is to draw distinctions which the apostles did not draw,

and to miss, in doing so, the very nerve of their gospel. The answer

to the question, ‘What did Christ do for our sins?’ can only be given

in one word--He died for them; and neither the evangelist nor the

theologian who finds this unimpressive will prosper in the attempt

to unfold its contents. 



There are some theologians who, in their consciousness of the great

difficulties of the subject, would like to halt at the bare fact just

stated. They admit that the New Testament everywhere teaches that

the putting away of sin is accomplished by Christ’s death; but the

two things--Christ’s death and forgiveness--stand for them in no

discoverable relation to each other. To use the current expression,

they profess to believe in the fact of the atonement, but they despair

of finding any theory of it. There are even some who glory in this

situation; it is not with despair, but with triumph, that they find at

the very heart of the gospel a mystery which is simply insoluble, in

the very focus of revelation a spot of pure impenetrable black. This is

a mental attitude which it is not easy to understand, and which

cannot possibly be final. A fact of which there is absolutely no theory

is a fact which stands out of relation to everything in the universe, a

fact which has no connection with any part of our experience; it is a

blank unintelligibility, a rock in the sky, a mere irrelevance in the

mind of man.

There is no such thing conceivable as a fact of which there is no

theory, or even a fact of which we have no theory; such a, thing

could never enter our world at all; if there could be such a thing, it

would be so far from having the virtue in it to redeem us from sin,

that it would have no interest for us and no effect upon as whatever.

In spite, too, of confident assertions to the contrary, this distinction

of fact and theory--this pleading for the fact as opposed to the

theory--is very far from finding support in the New Testament. For

my own part, I have no doubt the New Testament does contain a

theory, or, as I should prefer to say, a doctrine of the atonement. The

work of Christ in relation to sin is not a naked fact, an impenetrable

unintelligible fact; it is, in the New Testament, a luminous,

interpretable, and interpreted fact. The love of Christ, says St. Paul,

constraineth us, because we thus judge; i.e. because we can and do



put a certain intellectual construction upon it. When it is said that

the preaching of the fact, apart from any theory, is blessed to

reconcile men to God, and that therefore theorizing about it may

well be dispensed with, I imagine there is imperfect observation of

what takes place. The truth rather is that the fact, as Scripture

presents it, lends itself so readily to one interpretation, and is indeed

in the New Testament so completely identified with it, that a soul

anxious for forgiveness sees and assents to that interpretation as if

by instinct; no other lies on the surface of the fact, or meets the

soul’s needs, and this one justifies itself by proving the key to the

whole of New Testament teaching. The apostolic doctrine of Christ’s

work in relation to sin--if you prefer it, the apostolic theory of the

atonement--is the thing which gives one his bearings in the Bible.

Without it, there is a great deal that has to be explained away; a

great deal that is disproportioned and awkwardly expressed; a great

deal that is simply baffling; but with it the whole falls into shape and

order. And this is only what we should expect. The work of Christ in

relation to sin is the culminating point in revelation; not the

insoluble problem, but the solution of all problems. It may have

depths in it that we cannot fathom, just as the divine nature itself

has; but it will not be unintelligible any more than God Himself is

unintelligible; if God is more fully present in it than in anything else

in the world, it ought to be of all things the most luminous, and the

most susceptible of rational treatment. 

I have indicated, in a summary way, what the New Testament

‘theory’ of Christ’s work is. His death is conceived as putting away

sin, because in that death our condemnation came upon Him. That

is the apostolic interpretation, the apostolic theory, of the

atonement. That is the ultimate fact which gives significance to

Christ’s death, and makes it a sin-annulling death. It is a death in

which the divine condemnation of sin comes upon Christ, and is



exhausted there, so that there is thenceforth no more condemnation

for those that are in Him, If we cannot say this of His death--that in

it God’s condemnation of sin fell upon Him--then we must either

show other reasons for saying that His death is the ground of

forgiveness, or give up the idea that there is any connection between

the two. In other words, if we do not accept the apostolic theory of

atonement, we must either provide a more adequate one, or else, as

intelligent creatures, renounce what we have distinguished as ‘the

fact.’ An absolutely unintelligible fact, to an intelligent being, is

exactly equivalent to zero.  

It will be proper, at this stage, to exhibit the New Testament

evidence of what I have called the New Testament doctrine. In doing

so, I shall begin with passages from St. Paul, because it is in his

writings that the doctrine is most explicit; but I hope to show that

what is explicit in him is in no way peculiar to him, but can easily be

made out in the other New Testament writers. And I think it

worthwhile to call attention to the fact that a theology which treats

the passages I am about to adduce as mere excrescences on the

gospel, or even on the Pauline gospel, is utterly at variance with the

New Testament. It is in passages like these that the Christian

consciousness in all ages has found the very core of the gospel, the

inmost heart of God’s redeeming love; they have been the refuge of

despairing sinners from generation to generation; they are not

‘faults,’ as a geologist would say, in the structure of Christian

thought; they are not erratic boulders that have been carried over

somehow from a pre-Christian--i.e. a Jewish or pagan--condition of

mind, to a Christian one; they are themselves the most profoundly,

purely, and completely Christian of all Scripture thoughts. The idea

they contain is not an irrational or immoral something that we must

eliminate by one device or another--by exegetical ingenuity, or

philosophical interdict; it is the diamond pivot on which the whole



system of Christian truth revolves, and to displace it or tamper with

it is to reduce the New Testament to an intellectual chaos.   I have

already quoted the passage in 1 Cor. 15, in which St. Paul makes

Christ’s death for our sins the foundation of the only gospel known

to the primitive church. The next in order in which he refers to the

subject is in 2 Cor. 5:14. The words are: ‘The love of Christ

constrains us, because this is our interpretation of it: One died for

all: so then all died.’ Battles have been fought here over the

preposition ‘for,’ which is ὑπέρ, on behalf of, not ἀντί, instead of.

This, it has been said, excludes the idea of substitution. This is a

hasty inference. Paul might very well wish to say that Christ died on

our behalf, without, so far as the preposition goes, thinking how it

was that Christ’s death was to be an advantage to us. But observe the

inference he draws: One died for all; so then all died. That is to say.

His death was as good as theirs. That is why His death is an

advantage to them; that is what rationally connects it with their

benefit: it is a death which is really theirs; it is their death which has

been died by Him. If anyone denies this, it rests with him to explain,

in the first place, how Christ’s death advantages us at all; and in the

second place, how Paul can draw from Christ’s death the immediate

inference, ‘so then all died.’ We do not need to fight about the

prepositions ὑπέρ and ἀντί. Christ’s death benefits us, we are all

agreed, whatever be the preposition used to express its relation to

us, or to our sins, or to our good; but there is no coherence between

the apostle’s premises and his conclusion, except on the assumption

that that death of Christ’s was really our death which had come upon

Him. It is on this deeper connection that all the advantages to us of

that death depend. 

 

This interpretation is confirmed when we turn to the last verse of

this chapter, which is virtually the apostle’s own comment on verse



14: ‘Him that knew no sin God made sin on our behalf, that we

might become the righteousness of God in Him.’ We sometimes hear

the New Testament doctrine of the atonement objected to, on the

ground of the contradictions it involves. I do not think the objection

is very serious. St. Paul, when he wrote this sentence, had them all in

his mind, logical and ethical, in their acutest form. He probably felt,

as most people feel when redemption from sin becomes a practical

interest to them, that the point at which God comes into contact

with sin, even as a Redeemer, must involve contradictions of every

kind: for it means that God is taking part with us against Himself.

That in the atoning work a sinless One is made sin, and sinful ones

become the righteousness of God, is not a prima facie objection to

the work in question; it is the very condition under which alone the

work can be carried through. Paul condenses in this proposition, not

only the infinite difficulties of the question, but its adequate

solution; it is in these sharp, undisguised contradictions--if you like

to say so, it is in this tragic, appalling event, the sinless One made

sin by God--that the condemned soul recognizes the very stamp and

seal of a real work of atonement. That meeting of contradictories,

that union of logical and moral opposites, is here the very guarantee

of truth. But the passage reserves a closer study. The idea underlying

it is plainly that of an interchange of states. Christ is the Person who

knew no sin, i.e. to whose conscience and will, though He confronted

it all His life, sin remained an absolutely alien thing. The negative μὴ
(τὸν μὴ  γνόντα ἁμαρτίαν) means that this is conceived as the

judgment of another upon Christ; it is conceived as the judgment of

God. He it is to whom Christ is sinless.

 

As He looks down from Heaven he sees Him alone, among the

children of men, free from evil, and therefore free from

condemnation. He alone is absolutely good, the Beloved with whom



the Father is well pleased. Yet Him God made sin, that by so doing

He might destroy sin, and have the good news of reconciliation to

proclaim to men. What is it, then, that this ‘making sin’ covers?

What are we to understand by it? It means precisely what is meant

in the verse already quoted: that Christ died for us, died that death

of ours which is the wages of sin. In His death, all sinless as He was,

God’s condemnation of our sin came upon Him; a divine sentence

was executed upon the sin of the world. It is all-important to observe

that it was God who made Christ sin; the passage is habitually

quoted ‘He became sin,’ or, indefinitely, ‘He was made sin,’ in a

vague sense unconsciously willing to leave God out; and then the

mind goes off at a tangent, and seeks moralizing or rationalizing

senses in which such an expression might be used. But God is the

subject of the sentence: it is God who is presented dealing in an

awful way with the awful reality of sin, for its removal; and the way

in which He removes it is to lay it on His Son. That is done, not in

anything else, but in this alone, that Christ, by God’s appointment,

dies the sinner’s death. The doom falls upon Him, and is exhausted

there. The sense of the apostle is given adequately in the well-known

hymn:  

‘Bearing shame and scoffing rude.

In my place

condemned he

stood; Sealed my

pardon with his

blood:

Hallelujah.’

It is not given adequately, it is not given approximately, it is not

given in any degree whatever, it is not seen even afar off, by the most

refined theology which leaves the condemnation out of the cross,



and invents a meaning of its own, for the phrase of its own

invention, that Christ became sin for us. 

The Epistle to the Galatians was written at no great interval from the

Corinthian epistles, whether before or after. It also contains one of

the great texts bearing on the subject before us: Ch. 3:13, ‘Christ

redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for

us; for it is written. Cursed is everyone that hangeth upon a tree.’

There are two ways in which the essential value of this passage is

missed. The first is to take it as referring, not only primarily, but

exclusively, to the Jews; and, on the ground that they only were

under the law and its curse, to deny that what St. Paul says has any

bearing on Christ’s work in relation to sin in general. Most people

will feel that this is artificial and evasive. The peculiar knowledge

which the Jews had of God’s will certainly trained conscience, and

intensified the sense of sin among them as it was not intensified

elsewhere, but the will of God is known really, if not adequately, by

all men; and it is not Jews only, but all men, who know what it is to

live with God’s condemnation hanging over them. This it is which

Christ has arrested, and arrested by His death; He has redeemed us

from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us. Curse passes

away from us because it falls upon Him: in His death He is identified

with that doom which rests upon the sinful world. The other way in

which the meaning of the passage is evaded is to point to the

interpretation which Paul himself gives of Christ’s becoming a curse:

He became a curse for us, it is said, because, according to Scripture,

everyone who is hanged on a tree is cursed. The curse then would

simply be equivalent to the crucifixion; it would be dependent on the

particular mode in which Jesus happened to be put to death; there

would be no such appalling meaning in it as that our condemnation

came upon Him. I confess myself unable to take this seriously; the

virtue of Christ’s death, its redemptive efficacy, could not depend on



the historical accident that He met His death in this way and no

other. An apostle would be as incapable of believing this as we are.

The quotation about the tree is not so much the expression of a

thought, as the symbol or index of one. The Scripture that says,

Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; behold, thy King cometh unto

thee, is not to be defined by the fact that Christ rode into Jerusalem

on an ass’s colt. The Scripture that says He was numbered with the

transgressors has not its signification exhausted in the fact that

Christ was sent to death along with two robbers. And no more is a

word so profound, and so entirely in harmony with the whole

construction of apostolic thought on the atonement as this--Christ

redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us--

to be made insipid and ridiculous by having the curse reduced to the

crucifixion as one mode of death and not another. The analogy of

other passages is peremptory. We lay under the divine curse, under

that divine condemnation of sin which expresses itself in death; and

with that curse and condemnation Christ was identified in His

death. The mode of His death-crucifixion--may have given a hint,

through the very senses, to a Jew, of the mystery underlying it; just

as the riding into Jerusalem on the ass, a proceeding arranged by

Jesus Himself, called attention to His sovereignty; but the cross no

more explains the curse, than the ass’s colt explains the Kingdom.

The explanation is to be sought in that circle of ideas with which we

are already familiar, and with which Paul’s readers in Galatia were

no doubt as familiar as we. He became a curse for us, and so

redeemed us from curse, is precisely the same as He was made sin

for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him. The

form is varied, but the substance is indistinguishable. 

Let us turn now to the last Pauline passage I mean to adduce--the

elaborate statement of Rom. 3:21ff. There is no mistaking the

connection of ideas here. All men have sinned, and fall short of the



glory of God: if the Mosaic law has given a more adequate

experience of this to the Jew, it is an experience which is perfectly

familiar and intelligible to the Gentile also. One condemnation

impends over a sinful race, because one God is the God of all. Hence

it is one justification which is proclaimed for all in the gospel, and

proclaimed on the same condition of faith. Men are justified freely

by God’s grace, i.e. it is absolutely unmerited on our part; it costs

nothing to us. But it does not cost nothing to Him. On the contrary,

it costs an infinite price. We are justified for nothing, by God’s grace,

but through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God set

forth as a propitiatory sacrifice through faith in His blood, with a

view to demonstrate His righteousness. Every syllable of this has

been contested, and the most various meanings forced into the

words, or forced out of them; but I do not think they will really seem

ambiguous to anyone who has accepted the results of our study of

other passages. God’s forgiveness, the apostle virtually says, must

not obscure but display His righteousness: when justification comes

to sinful men, it must not make void, but establish the law. It costs

nothing to us, and if we could say also that it cost nothing to God,

that would mean that there was no moral order in the world at all,

and that God was indifferent to the distinction between right and

wrong. The great lesson that the Cross teaches is the very opposite of

this. It tells us that justification comes through faith in a propitiatory

sacrifice; in other words, that God’s mercy to the sinful comes

through His judgment upon sin. The pardon which is preached in

Jesus Christ has the awful virtue of God’s condemnation in it as well

as the tenderness of His love to the sinful; it expresses the self-

preserving as well as the self-communicating side of the divine

nature; it is wrought, as it were, in one piece out of the judgment

and the mercy of God; and in this is the secret of its power. I will not

go into details of exegesis, but only express the opinion, or rather the

conviction, that the same great idea underlies this passage which we



have found in all the others, viz., that in Christ’s death God’s

condemnation of sin fell upon Him, that God might be just even

while justifying sinners who believe in Jesus. 

 

   It is true, indeed, that all this may be described as Paulinism, and

on that ground treated with scant consideration. People will point,

on the one hand, to what they call independent and divergent views

in other New Testament writers; and on the other, to the alleged

absence of any views whatever upon this question in the teaching of

our Lord; and on the strength of these phenomena, they will feel at

liberty to regard this Pauline doctrine as a private theologoumenon

of the apostle, a device by which he explained to himself the

transition from life under the law to life under grace, a sort of rickety

bridge by which he had made the eventful passage from Pharisaism

to Christianity, a bridge therefore of no value, and indeed of no

meaning, to those who avoid Paul’s original mistake of beginning the

religious life on Pharisaic principles. This last method of discrediting

the Pauline doctrine of the atonement seems to me of a piece with

the interpretation of that passage in Galatians which would limit its

application to the Jews. It is quite true that Paul was a Jew and a

Pharisee; but the question which his gospel solved for him was not.

How shall a Jew or a Pharisee, but. How shall a sinful man, be just

before God? The presupposition of his doctrine is, not that all men

are Pharisees, nor that the constitution under which God deals with

men is forensic, nor that the moral order of the world is that of an

abstract inexorable legalism; it is simply this, that all men are

sinners lying under God’s condemnation. No presupposition could

be conceived which has less the character of an idiosyncrasy; it is

indeed its perfect generality. the perfect simplicity and universality

with which it applies to the whole human race, on which the apostle

insists. It was this which made him the apostle of the nations; the



very thing his gospel is not is a private construction, adapted to a

singular experience. 

I am far, indeed, from saying that this interpretation which I have

given of Christ’s death from St. Paul is all that the New Testament

has to say upon the subject, but I maintain that it is fundamental,

that nothing can displace it, and that nothing else can keep its

significance without it. As for the alleged independence and diversity

of views in the New Testament, it certainly ought to count for

something that Paul asserts as strongly as he does his entire

agreement with the Jerusalem apostles as to the contents of the

gospel.

 

‘Whether it be I or they . . . this is what we preach,--that Christ died

for our sins.’ It is not conceivable that he should have written thus, if

they meant by Christ’s death for our sins something else than he

meant, or, as those who distinguish fact from theory would have us

believe, nothing definite at all. When we look to the other New

Testament books, this impression is confirmed. Peter speaks of

Christ’s work in relation to sin in precisely the same way as Paul. ‘He

did no sin, neither was guile found in His mouth . . .’ But ‘He

Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, that having died to

sins we might live unto righteousness: and by His stripes we were

healed.’ Our death to sin, our emancipation from it, our new life,

depend on this, that at the Cross our sins were laid on the sinless

One. That any real meaning can be given to these words except the

meaning already explained I cannot see. The same remark applies to

a later passage, in which Peter expresses himself, if possible, with

greater emphasis. ‘Christ suffered--the true text is, Christ died--once

for all, in relation to sins, righteous on behalf of unrighteous ones,

that He might bring us to God.’ In what way, we ask again, can the

death of the righteous be an advantage to the unrighteous, in virtue



of its relation to their sins, unless the divine condemnation of those

sins, which kept them at a distance from God, fall on the righteous

and be exhausted there, so that it is no longer a separative and

repellent power for them? There must be some rationale of this

effect, some intelligible link between the means and the end; and

this, which is expressed with entire freedom from ambiguity

elsewhere, is instinctively supplied here. A mere exegete is

sometimes tempted to read New Testament sentences as if they had

no context but that which stands before him in black and white; they

had from the very beginning, and have still, another context in the

mind of Christian readers, which it is impossible to disregard. They

are not addressed to minds in the condition of a tabula rasa; if they

were, they could hardly be understood at all; they are addressed to

minds which have been delivered--as Paul says to the Romans: a

church, remember, to which he was personally a stranger--to a type

or mold of teaching; such minds have in this both a criterion and a

clue to the intention of a Christian writer; they can take a hint, and

read into brief words the fullness of Christian truth. I have no doubt

that it was in this way such expressions were interpreted as we find

all through the New Testament: ‘Christ was once offered to bear the

sins of many;’ ‘He loosed us from our sins by His blood;’ ‘Behold the

Lamb of God that taketh away the sin of the world;’ ‘He is the

propitiation for our sins.’ To say that words like these express a fact

but not a theory--a fact as opposed to a theory--is to say that they

mean nothing whatever. A member of the Apostolic church would be

conscious of their meaning without any conscious effort; what they

suggested to him would be precisely that truth which is so distasteful

to many of those who plead for the fact as against ‘theory,’ that in

Christ’s death our condemnation was endured by Him. This theory

is the fact; there is nothing else in these various expressions either to

accept or to contest. 



It is perhaps of more importance to consider the other objection,

that in the gospels there is practically nothing of all this. Here there

is undoubtedly a concession to be made. It stands to reason that

Christ could not say much of the meaning of His death, when He

could not get His disciples even to believe that He was going to die.

But then, as Dr. Dale has put it, Christ did not come to preach the

gospel; He came that there might be a gospel to preach. And surely

to the significance of His death, if to anything, we may refer the well-

known words of John 16:12f.: ‘I have yet many things to say unto

you, but ye cannot bear them now. Howbeit when He, the Spirit of

truth, is come, He shall guide you into all the truth; for He shall not

speak from Himself . . . He shall glorify me: for He shall take of mine

and shall declare it unto you.’ Assuming that these are the words of

Jesus, they anticipate an apostolic teaching going far beyond the

express words of the Master Himself. It may be precarious, but I

think it is worth noticing that the very word used to describe the

Spirit’s work--He shall glorify me--is the word appropriated in this

gospel to describe Christ’s death. At all events, glory is connected

with Christ’s death by John in a way in which it is not by the other

evangelists, and it is in what I have called the apostolic

interpretation of that death, as the bearing of our sins, that its

spiritual glory is completely revealed. 

 

But this is not all that has to be said. When we read the gospels with

care, Christ’s death is seen, if not to bulk more largely, at least to be

more pervasively present, than one would have supposed at a hasty

glance. It was much in His own mind before those last days when, as

Bengel says, He dwelt in His passion; even before those last months

in which He tries to find entrance for it into the minds of His

apostles. I see no difficulty in the Baptist’s recognition of Him, at the

very beginning, as the sin-bearing lamb. It is at a comparatively



early date that He Himself speaks of the mournful days when the

bridegroom shall be taken away from the children of the bride-

chamber, and fasting shall come unbidden. It is with His death in

His mind that He cries, I have a baptism to be baptized with, and

how am I straitened till it be accomplished! In this lofty poetic word

the death of Jesus is transfigured to His imagination; it is a kind of

religious consecration as well as a pain. And still confining ourselves

to sayings of Jesus, there are the two which stand pre-eminent in the

gospels in this connection: The Son of man came not to be

ministered unto, but to minister, and to give His life a ransom for

many: and. This is My blood of the covenant, shed for many, for the

remission of sins. It is impossible to enter into the conflicts which

have been waged, and are still being waged, over these great sayings.

It is sufficient to remark that they are at least congruous with the

doctrine which has thus far engaged us. The presupposition of the

first--that Christ gives His life a ransom for many-is surely this; that

the many lives are forfeit and that His is not; so that the surrender of

His means the liberation of theirs. This is the precise equivalent--in

a figure--of the fact that the sinless One was made sin in order that

the sinful might become the righteousness of God in Him. The

second, which describes the forgiveness of sins as the end

contemplated in the shedding of Christ’s blood, has been questioned

on grounds of higher criticism, and made insoluble by being made to

depend for its interpretation on an exact appreciation of the Mosaic

institute of sacrifice; but assuming its genuineness, it at least puts

the actual dependence of forgiveness upon Christ’s death into the

teaching of Christ Himself. But far above words for the significance

of that death to Christ Himself is the story of the agony; far above

words for its significance to the church is the space filled in all the

gospels by the story of the passion. Christ shrank from His death in

deadly fear, for that, and not vehement prayer, is the meaning of

ἀγωνία; as it came near, the prospect appalled Him. It is hard to



believe, hard even to impossibility, that it was simply the

anticipation of pain which so overcame Him. It was the

condemnation in the Cross which made him cry, O my Father, if it

be possible, let this cup pass from me; it was the anticipation of that

experience in which, all sinless as He was, the Father would put into

His hand the cup our sins had mingled. It was not possible that this

cup should pass. There was no other way in which sin could pass

from us than by being laid on Him; and it was the final proof of His

obedience to the Father, the full measure of His love to us, when He

said to God, Not My will, but Thine, be done: and to the disciples,

The cup that My Father giveth Me to drink, shall I not drink it? Not

to speak of Christ’s opening the minds of His disciples in the forty

days between the resurrection and the ascension--an interval too

lightly disregarded by many who study the New Testament--there is

surely in these words and experiences of Christ a sufficient mass of

evidence to repel the idea that the atoning significance of His death

is foreign to the gospels. His death is the great fact, the great

mystery, the great problem of the gospels; it dominates them as truly

as it does the epistles; and every glimpse we get of its meaning in

them is congruous with what is more fully expounded later. Under

these circumstances, the doctrine of Christ, or His want of doctrine,

cannot be pleaded against that of the apostles; if His death has the

supreme importance which even the gospels assign it, it is absurd for

us to go back and assume our Christian relation to Him at a time

when He has not yet died. You cannot get the Cross nor its meaning

out of the New Testament by going behind it: you must stand in

front of it to see what the gospel is; and if you do so, with the New

Testament in your hand, the meaning will not be obscure. The Cross

is the place at which the sinless

One dies the death of the sinful: the place at which God’s

condemnation is borne by the Innocent, that for those who commit



themselves to Him there may be condemnation no more. I cannot

read the New Testament in any other sense. I cannot see at the very

heart of it anything but this--grace establishing the law, not in a

‘forensic’ sense, but in a spiritual sense; mercy revealed, not over

judgment, but through it; justification disclosing not only the

goodness but the severity of God; the Cross inscribed, God is love,

only because it is inscribed also. The wages of sin is death.

Lecture VI--The Work of Christ in

Relation to Sin--Inadequate Doctrines of

Atonement

THE work of Christ in relation to sin is the great thing in the gospel.

It is the center of interest and devotion, the main object both of

attack and defense; for our understanding of the Christian revelation

as a whole, everything depends upon the clearness of our vision

here. It is tempting, indeed, to think that because of its very

greatness we can only have partial and fragmentary views of it,

discerning this element and that aspect according as our eyes are

opened by grace or by our own extreme need; but the more we

reflect upon it, the more we shall be convinced that it is as simple as

it is great, and that there is one element in it, one aspect of it, which

is omnipresent, constitutive of the thing itself, and not to be denied

or overlooked except at the cost of denying the reality of Christ’s

work altogether. Having explained and justified in the last lecture

what I conceive this element to be, I might have passed on; but in

view of the immense importance of the subject, and the quantity of

theological writing, popular and scientific, in which the problem is

inadequately stated and the solution completely missed, I think it

better to take a further survey of the whole question. 



Theories, or doctrines, of the atonement may be arranged on a kind

of scale. At one end would stand what I have expounded as the

apostolic doctrine. This doctrine puts the work of Christ in a real

relation to man’s sin. It treats God’s condemnation as a real thing;

and it establishes a real and intelligible connection between Christ’s

death and our forgiveness. It declares that God forgives our sins

because Christ died for them; and it maintains unambiguously that

in that death of Christ our condemnation came upon Him, that for

us there might be no condemnation more. This is the truth which is

covered and guarded by the word Substitution. It is, of course, a

word to which there are objections, and a word which may be

abused. If anyone takes it as it is defined in the dictionary, and from

that definition draws inferences which he imports into theology, he

is likely enough to be guilty of heresies; but it is his own behavior,

and not the word, which is responsible for them. A man who treated

the word Person or Trinity in the same way would have the same

experience. What the word substitution expresses, in the doctrine of

the atonement, is the truth--for it is the truth--that man is

unconditionally and forever dependent for his acceptance with God

on something which Christ has done for him, and which he could

never have done, and never needs to do, for himself. Christ died for

our sins. That death we do not die. Because He bore our sins, we are

accepted with God; and we are to eternity absolutely indebted to

Him. We have no standing in grace but that which He has won for

us; nothing but the forfeiting of His free life has freed our forfeited

lives. That is what is meant by calling Christ our substitute, and to

that use of the word no objection can be taken which does not strike

at the root of New Testament teaching. There are two practical

considerations which are worth mentioning in support of this view

of the atonement.

 



The first is, that it can be preached. You can tell men what it is. You

can appeal to them with it in God’s name. There are many

‘interpretations,’ so called, of Christ’s work, to which the fatal

objection can be made, that they are unintelligible. You could never

use them to evangelize. They supply no practical or convincing

answer to the question, What must I do to be saved? Now I do not

hesitate to say that a doctrine of atonement which cannot be

preached is not true. If it cannot be told out, lucidly, unreservedly,

passionately, tremblingly, by any simple man, to gentle and simple

alike, it is not that word of the Cross which Paul describes as the

power of God unto salvation to everyone who believes. The other

consideration is this, that the view of the atonement in question

binds men forever to Christ by making them forever dependent on

Him. There is never any standing for them before God but that

which He has bought with His blood. I have a friend in Scotland, a

convert, I daresay you will be glad to hear, of Mr. Moody during his

first visit to us in 1874, who has himself been wonderfully blessed by

God as an evangelist and carer for souls. He is a fishingtackle maker

and an enthusiastic fisherman, and told me once of losing his bait in

a mysterious way without catching anything. The explanation was

that by some accident or other the barb had been broken from the

hook. It was my friend himself who made the application of this,

when he said that this was exactly what happened when people

preached the love of God to men, but left out of their gospel the

essential truth that it is Christ on the Cross, the substitute for

sinners, in whom that love is revealed. In other words, the

condemnation of our sins in Christ upon His Cross is the barb on the

hook. If you leave that out of your gospel, I do not deny that your

bait will be taken; men are pleased rather than not to think that God

regards them with goodwill; your bait will be taken, but you will not

catch men. You will not create in sinful human hearts that attitude

to Christ which created the New Testament. You will not annihilate



pride, and make Christ the Alpha and the Omega in man’s

redemption. 

If this apostolic doctrine of atonement be put at one end of the scale,

at the other will appear Socinianism, which is virtually the denial of

atonement altogether. I do not propose to consider this in the

historical form which is suggested by the name of Socinus; that form

was determined by the exigencies of controversy, but the actual

content of Socinus’ teaching, and especially the spirit of it, are much

more widely diffused. To all intents and purposes they are found

wherever the assertion is made that God is love, and out of pure

goodness, without any special work at all, forgives the sins of the

penitent, wherever, in other words, love is pleaded against

propitiation. There are various grounds on which this whole way of

looking at forgiveness may be decidedly rejected. There is first the

ground, at once theological and ethical, that it annihilates the moral

order of the world altogether. God is conceived as an individual who

deals with other individuals, each by himself, in a way of good

nature and consideration; there is no principle in the forgiveness

which He dispenses; no conception of a moral organism the

constitution of which must not be arbitrarily dissolved of a moral

system the integrity of which must be maintained by and through all

God’s dealings with men. Then there is the ground which it is not too

much to call specifically Christian, that the Socinian view is false,

because it deprives Christ of any essential significance in the work of

redemption. God’s forgiveness is not identified with Him more than

with anybody else; it is not dependent on Him more than on any

other. He proclaims it, but He does not procure it; He is not the

gospel, but only its supreme minister. All conceptions of the gospel

which, when reduced to their simplest terms, come out thus, are to

be decidedly rejected. If our religion is to come from the New

Testament, Christ must have a place in it which no other can share.



Not apart from Him, but in Him--the apostles declare with one

voice--in Him we have our redemption through His blood, even the

forgiveness of our trespasses. God’s forgiveness does not come to us

independent of Christ, past Him, over His head, so that we can

count Him as one of those who best knew and most fully proclaimed

an unimaginable mercy, which would have been all that it is even

had He never lived; it comes only in Him, and through His death for

our sins. That this is the distinctively Christian position is clearly

seen by those who have been brought up in other religions. An

interesting illustration of this was given some time ago in India. A

Hindu Society was formed which had for its object to appropriate all

that was good in Christianity without burdening itself with the rest.

Among other things which it appropriated, with the omission of only

two words, was the answer given in the Westminster Shorter

Catechism to the question. What is repentance unto life? Here is the

answer. ‘Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner,

out of a true sense of his sin, and apprehension of the mercy of God

in Christ, doth with grief and hatred of his sin turn from it unto God,

with full purpose of, and endeavor after, new obedience.’ The words

the Hindus left out were in Christ; instead of ‘apprehension of the

mercy of God in Christ,’ they read simply, ‘apprehension of the

mercy of God.’ But they knew that this was not compromising. They

were acute enough to see that in the words they left out the whole

Christianity of the definition lay; they felt that here was the barb of

the hook, and as they had no intention of being caught, they broke it

off. I entirely agree with their insight. If the mercy of God is

separable from Christ, independent of Christ, accessible apart from

Christ, as the theory before us would teach, there is no need and no

possibility of a Christian religion at all. A final ground for rejecting

all Socinian and Socinianising explanations of forgiveness is that, in

opposing to each other love and propitiation, they run directly

counter to the whole teaching of the New Testament. I say in



opposing love and propitiation, for that is what it comes to. God, the

argument runs in its simplest form, is love, and therefore does not

need to be propitiated. To say that He does need to be propitiated is

to make of Him not a Father, but a cruel tyrant. It is a barbarous

idea, which is common enough in heathen religions, which may have

been natural enough in the early and imperfect stages of revelation,

which may even have left its traces, in the New Testament itself, in

the minds of men who had only assimilated imperfectly the final

revelation made m Christ, but which is radically, essentially, and

forever alien to the true Christian faith--a mere falsehood against

which the Christian faith has perpetually to assert the truth, that

God is love, and that propitiation is needless. I do not think it is

necessary here to do more than confront this doctrine with what I

have no hesitation in calling the unanimous and unambiguous

testimony of all New Testament writers. God is love, say those of

whom we have been speaking, and therefore He dispenses with

propitiation; God is love, say the apostles, for He provides

propitiation. In the New Testament, the propitiation is the contents

of love; it is that in providing which love goes to the utmost length,

makes its most stupendous sacrifice, reveals its length and breadth

and depth and height. ‘Herein is love,’ says John, ‘not that we loved

God, but that He loved us, and sent His Son as a propitiation for our

sins.’ ‘God,’ says Paul, ‘commendeth His own love toward us’--i.e.

presents His love to us as a great and indisputably real thing--‘in

that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.’ These two

sentences mean the same thing; for Christ’s death, as we have

already seen, is the propitiation. They mean that the measure of

God’s love is given in this, that He made Christ to be sin for us with a

view to our justification; that He laid our sins on Him, that they

might lie on us no more. This combination of ideas gives a real

meaning and content both to love and to propitiation. We see what

the propitiation was; we see what an immeasurable sacrifice it



involves both for the Father and the Son; and because that sacrifice

was actually made we know that God is love. That God is love is in

the New Testament a conclusion from the fact that He has provided

in Christ and in His death a propitiation for sins; but for this, the

apostles would never have known that God is love; apart from this,

they could never have found meaning for the phrase, God is love.

The whole proof, the whole meaning, contents, substance, and spirit

of that expression, are contained in propitiation, and in nothing else.

What, then, are we to say of those who appeal to love against

propitiation, and argue that because God is love the very thought of

propitiation is an insult to him? We can say this, at least, that they

have fundamentally misunderstood the New Testament. We can

deny their right to use apostolic language, like ‘God is love,’ after

carefully emptying it of apostolic meaning. We can protest against

the use of such language to cover a meaning which is not at all its

New Testament meaning, just as we could protest against putting

the Queen’s head on base metal. No content but the apostolic

content does any manner of justice to words so great, and when that

content is not only ignored but denied, it is high time to be

outspoken. Under whatever ingenious disguise, to separate love

from propitiation--to evacuate love of that propitiatory import which

in the New Testament literally constitutes it what it is--amounts, in

the long-run, to the subversion of moral distinctions.

 

Propitiation, in the sense of an absolutely serious dealing with God’s

condemnation of sin for its removal, is essential to forgiveness, as

long as we regard God’s condemnation of sin as an absolutely real

and serious thing. Of course we cannot provide the propitiation--

that is the assumption on which the gospel proceeds-but God

provides it; and the fact that He does so, in the sin-bearing death of

the sinless One, is the final demonstration of His love. Apart from



this, His love is at best meaningless, and ethically indifferent. The

Cross, with His condemnation in it, reveals at once the immensity

and the sanctity of His love. 

The two doctrines I have just described as apostolic and Socinian or

Socinianising are the extremes upon the scale. The apostolic

doctrine is a real doctrine of propitiation; it represents Christ as

doing a real work in relation to sin, a work which is essential to

forgiveness if forgiveness is not to treat God’s condemnation of sin

as unreal; a work also which we were incapable of doing for

ourselves. The Socinian doctrine, on the other hand, is not a

doctrine of propitiation at all; it refuses to contemplate the necessity

of any such work as constitutes in the apostolic doctrine the very

soul and substance of what Christ has done for us. It is easy to

understand the blank opposition of the two to each other; and in

time we come to see that all other doctrines, when thought out to

simplicity and clearness, resolve themselves into one or other of

these, or are made up inconsistently of elements from both. The

number of such doctrines is beyond calculation; the histories of

theology are baffled when they attempt to classify them. I do not

propose to examine any of them in detail, but to indicate where they

all seek their strength, and where, as I think, they all betray their

weakness. 

They seek their strength in a rigorously historical treatment of the

work of Christ, which brings His death into line with His life, and

makes it, not a separate or independent thing, but simply the

consummation of His life. In other words, they seek their strength in

the ethical interpretation of Christ’s experience as a whole. His

vocation, they say, was all of a piece; He had to live a certain life and

do a certain work; and His death, with all its attendant

circumstances, was only one of the difficulties which He had to face,

one of the sufferings which He had to endure and overcome, rather



than fail in His vocation. There are many who even deny that

Christ’s death has any essential significance in His work at all.

Wendt, for instance, argues that He began His public ministry with

no anticipation of such a doom, but rather hopeful that Israel might

receive Him; and that though His idea of the Kingdom, and of His

own work in establishing it, never varied, it was only in the last

months of His life that the certainty of His death in conflict with the

world began to dawn upon Him, compelling Him to consider in what

way even such a destiny could be subsumed under His vocation, and

actually further it. Without going as far as this, there are many who

insist that Christ did nothing at all for others which He did not also

do for Himself--that His whole work was the fulfilment of His

vocation, and nothing else--that when He died, it was His own death

He endured, a death which presented precisely the same problem to

Him which death presents to every man. Now it may freely be

granted that in all He did and suffered Christ fulfilled His vocation;

even when He died, He became obedient unto death. His death

being the climax of His obedience to the Father; but it cannot be

granted that His vocation was ethical in a sense which simply

identifies it with the vocation of any other man. His vocation was not

only ethical, but unique. As a recent English theologian has put it:

‘there were certain functions which He performed which cannot be

explained out of His character as ideal man.' (T. B. Strong: Manual

of Theology, p. 291). Supreme among these functions is that of

bearing sin. It is this function that constitutes death for Christ a task

and a problem which it is not for those who believe in Him. It does

not affect the essential character of His death that it actually came to

pass in a particular way. He did die a good man in conflict with the

evil in the world; He did die a martyr’s death;, martyrdom, in other

words, is included in His vocation; it is included in it, but it does not

exhaust it; His vocation was, in a martyr’s death, to do what no

martyr did or could do--to bear the sin of the world. If death was



precisely the same problem for Christ that it is for us, then the New

Testament way of speaking about His death is simply

incomprehensible. If the first Christians had been of this mind, the

phraseology we find in every page of Scripture could never have

arisen. But they were not of this mind. They believed that Christ was

sinless, and therefore that death, although included in His vocation,

had a unique significance, and presented a unique problem to Him.

His death is a solitary phenomenon--the one thing of the kind in the

universe--a sinless One submitting to the doom of sin. It was His

death, certainly, for He had come to die; but it was not His, for He

knew no sin; it was for us, and not for Himself, that He made death

His own. 

The most important representative of this line of thought in theology

is Ritschl. He starts by giving prominence to the conception of Christ

as religious subject, i.e. as a person who is Himself religious, and in

whose religious life the destiny of man is fulfilled. Man’s vocation,

according to Ritschl, is to have dominion over the world; in the

possession of a spiritual life he is to be superior to all that is

outward, temporary, local, painful, or repressive. In other words, he

is to exercise sovereignty over the world, and the exercise of that

sovereignty is the same thing as the possession of eternal life.

Religion is meant to put man in this sovereign position; it is through

the power which religion gives that he is able to put all things under

his feet, to feel sure that all things work together for his good, to

make what are usually called ‘evils’ minister to his higher life instead

of suppressing it, to overcome the consciousness of limitation and

restraint which particular evils and even particular situations, not at

all evil, necessarily beget, and so to find rest for his soul. Ritschl

conceives Christ from beginning to end as the ideal religious man,

whose religion gives Him this practical sovereignty over all things,

this perfect peace, freedom, and life. This is what he means by



calling Christ a King, and it is under His Kingship that he subsumes

His other functions or offices. Whatever He is, He is royally. It is

absurd, Ritschl thinks, to derive from Christ’s exaltation, a state of

which we know nothing, our ideas of His Kingship; if the word has

any meaning at all, it has to be derived from His earthly life; it is

there that we see His sovereignty in exercise, and can discover its

contents. And these contents, as I have said already, are simply

Christ’s power to lead a perfectly religious life under actual earthly

conditions, never allowing these conditions to triumph over Him,

but by heroic patience, even when they came in the form of

ignominy and death, triumphing over them. To live this life was His

vocation, and He lived it; but He did nothing whatever for us, in

doing so, that was not at the same time done for Himself. Christ

living the ideal religious life, which is essentially that of sovereignty,

is in it at the same time prophet and priest. He is prophet, inasmuch

as in that life He represents God to man. It is throughout a divine

revelation, an absolute manifestation of grace and truth. It is not this

or that element in it which belongs to the prophetic office, and

reveals God; every word, every deed, every suffering endured,

everything that can be seen, felt, or inferred, is divinely significant.

On the other hand, the royal Christ is priest, inasmuch as in that

ideal religious life He represents man to God. Here, again, we are

not to pick and choose. It is not this or that in Christ’s life which has

priestly significance, but everything. We never see Him in any act, in

any posture, in any sorrow, in which He is not representing man to

God, offering to God in human nature the sacrifice of a will which

perfectly consents to and accepts the will of God Himself. We must

not divide Christ among His offices, nor even distribute His acts or

His sufferings among them. The fundamental category is Kingship;

and Christ is King inasmuch as He lives the life of dominion over the

world for which man was made, and in fulfilling His own vocation

fulfils man’s destiny as well. But the Kingship, considered from one



point of view, becomes a Kingly prophetship, for the King is

representing God to man; and from another a Kingly priesthood, for

the King is representing man to God. Everything we know of Christ

comes under all these heads, and the ordinary distribution of what

He does or suffers under separate heads of Christ as prophet, as

priest, and as King, is hopelessly arbitrary and illogical. According to

Ritschl, this ideally religious life, in which the man Christ Jesus

fulfils the destiny of the race by His sovereignty over all things, and

in which, in the exercise of that sovereignty, He piously accepts

death rather than allow sin to enter His soul, commending Himself

in so doing to the Father,--this ideally religious life is itself the

reconciliation or the atonement. Christ lives it in His character of

Head of the Church; and God reckons to believers for righteousness

their fellowship with Christ in the Kingdom He founded. All Christ’s

offices, because the aspects of His religious life, are communicable.

He imparts to men the sovereignty which He exercised over all

things; it is exercised by those who can say. We know that all things

work together for good to them that love God; or. All things are ours,

whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas, the world or life or death. He

imparts His prophetic office; it belongs to all who share His spirit,

and reveal God to men. He imparts His priestly office also: it belongs

to all who draw near to God in Him. What is incommunicable is

treated as unintelligible, irrelevant, unreal: the ethical interpretation

of Christ’s vocation--the conception of Christ Himself as religious

subject--have their value in this, that they bring the Person and the

Work well within our grasp. The only question that has to be asked

is, Whether this interpretation of the work of Christ satisfies the

New Testament on the one side, and the human conscience, and the

facts of sin and condemnation, on the other. 

 



It may be freely granted, to begin with, that there is an imposing

consistency and simplicity in this way of reading the life and death

of our Savior. It seems to me also abundantly successful in its

criticism of the munus triplex of traditional theology. When Christ is

spoken of as prophet, as priest, and as king, it is usually in a way

which divides His life and experiences among these various

functions. Thus Amesius, one of the best orthodox writers, explains

Him as designed to meet the need of men who labor under three ills:

(1) ignorance of God, which is removed by Christ the prophet; (2)

estrangement from God, which is removed by Christ the priest; and

(3) incapacity of returning to God, which is overcome by Christ the

King. It is hardly scientific simply to co-ordinate these three without

explaining their relations to each other; and there is much to be said

for Ritschl’s view which, taking Christ essentially in His character of

founder of the kingdom of God, makes His kingship the supreme

category, and co-ordinates the prophetic and priestly offices under

it. There is much also to be said for the inclusion of the whole of His

life and experiences under each of these heads, and for the abolition,

which this necessitates, of the distinction between Christ’s active

and His passive obedience. Christ’s fulfilment of His vocation was all

of a piece; in all that He did and bore from beginning to end, He

freely accepted His Father s will and made it His own. Active and

passive obedience interpenetrate in this willing fulfilment of His

vocation, and they neither can be nor should be separated from each

other. By introducing the conception of vocation, or at least by

giving it a dominant place in the interpretation of Christ’s life,

Ritschl has given unity to a department of theology which had

suffered much from excessive analysis; and by viewing everything

afresh from the historical and ethical standpoint, he has vivified

what had become a rather lifeless subject, at least in books. These

services may be, and ought to be, gladly and heartily recognized,

even by those who cannot accept his conclusions in all their



compass; and in proceeding to make some critical remarks upon his

opinion, I do it as one who gladly acknowledges a great debt to the

person from whom he dissents. 

Three things strike one on a view of the whole position. (1)

Underneath it there lies an inadequate conception of Christ’s

Person. Ritschl often speaks of His Godhead, but he means by this

nothing more than that Jesus in His actual situation was as good as

God could have been. He refuses to raise any question whatever-

historical, physical, or metaphysical--as to the origin of Christ’s

Person; there He is; He is what He is, and what we see; the secret of

His being lies with the Father, and has nothing to do with either

religion or theology. These things may be said reverently, or they

may be said insolently; but no matter how they are said, what

underlies them is the tacit assumption that Jesus is in the world

exactly as we are. Now that excludes a limine a great deal that we

have been accustomed to think essential to the Christian religion,

and it is certainly not the view either of the first Christians, or, as we

have seen in an earlier lecture, of Christ Himself. (2) But in the

second place, this inadequate view of Christ’s person necessarily

brings with it an inadequate view of His vocation. He is in the world

exactly as we are, and life presents exactly the same problem for

Him as it does for us. What He has to do is to be Man, as man’s

destiny is foreshadowed in the 8th Psalm and in the first chapter of

Genesis. He is to fulfil the vocation assigned to Adam--have

dominion. He is to reign on earth, asserting and maintaining the

sovereignty of the spiritual life over all things--over the body and its

infirmities, over the limitations and inevitable constraints of

external nature, over the ceaseless pressure of evil, over the last

enemy--death. Death, as the debt of nature, is the inevitable issue

for Him as for all men; only it is made more terrible, and harder to

overcome, by being encountered prematurely in conflict with the evil



in the world. Christ maintained His sovereignty even here; He

reigned in the very presence of death; He enjoyed, in the very instant

of dying, the eternal life, when He said: Father, into thy hands I

commend my spirit. I do not think anyone who appreciates the New

Testament at all will be able to rest satisfied with this. It is an

interpretation of Christ’s life simply a parte ante, not at all a parte

post. In ignoring the Resurrection, which is Christ’s real triumph

over death; in ignoring the gift and the teaching of the Holy Spirit,

which so interpret the life and death of Christ as to make them the

foundation of the Christian religion, it seems to me to abandon, the

New Testament altogether. Why should we shut our eyes to Easter

and Pentecost, for that is what it comes to, in endeavoring to make

Christ’s life and death intelligible?

 

Why should we insist upon it that life and death were precisely the

same problem for Him as for us? Certainly the apostles ascribe a

meaning and virtue to His death which belong to it alone; and that

plainly implies that though death was included in His vocation, and

came to Him in a particular way as He fulfilled that vocation, it was

nevertheless an essentially different thing in His case from what it is

in ours. What Ritschl’s theory amounts to is, that Christ redeemed

us from death as the debt of nature, by showing us how to trust

God’s love even in that extremity; what the apostolic doctrine shows

is how Christ redeems us from death as the wages of sin by dying

our death Himself, and bearing our sins for us. (3) And that leads

me to the third remark which this theory suggests. It does not treat

sin with the seriousness with which it is treated in the New

Testament, and it does not put the work of Christ in any precise

relation to sin at all. Christ is a person in whom man’s destiny is

fulfilled in a world of sinful men, and of course the sin which is in

the world affects Him in innumerable ways, as everything else does;



but there is no reason why His vocation should be defined in relation

to sin, or why His life or His death should be described by their

effect upon sin, more than on anything else. If the Ritschlian

interpretation of the whole phenomenon be correct, why should it

ever have occurred to anyone to call Christ the Lamb of God, which

taketh away the sin of the world? or to say that He bore our sins, or

that He died for our sins, or that He loosed us from our sins by His

blood, or that God made Him to be sin for us, or condemned sin in

His flesh, or that in Him we have our redemption through His blood,

even the forgiveness of our trespasses? The truth is, that all the great

passages in which the simple Christian consciousness has

instinctively sought and found the very pith and marrow of the

gospel present insoluble problems to this school; instead of

furnishing criteria and clews they are stumbling-blocks that have to

be cautiously evaded or laboriously explained out of existence. There

is hardly a word in the New Testament about the death of Christ

which would have been written as it stands--there is hardly a word

that does not need to be tortured in defiance of exegesis--to fall into

any appearance of consistency with the views of this school. And at

the bottom of it all lies the refusal to treat God’s condemnation of sin

as that absolutely real and serious thing which it is declared to be in

Scripture. God’s righteousness is substantially identified with His

grace; it is His steadfast faithful purpose freely to impart His own

character to men.

 

God’s holiness is an obscure attribute, half physical, half ethical, of

which no exact account can be given, and of which no account need

be taken in explaining the work of reconciliation. ‘Wrath,’ ‘curse,’

and ‘penalty’ are ideas or things which do not from the divine point

of view (sub specie œternitatis) come between God’s love and the

persons who are or are to be reconciled and saved. It is extremely



important, Ritschl says, to maintain the distinction between our

individual religious reflection on the one hand, and the form of

theological knowledge sub specie œternitatis on the other. But to

maintain this distinction by saying that wrath, curse, penalty, etc.,

are ideas or things which from the divine point of view (sub specie

œternitatis) do not come between God’s love and sinful men, seems

to me precisely equivalent to saying that the real experiences

through which men are prepared to welcome redemption are after

all not real, but merely illusions. Christ redeems us simply by

undeceiving us. He persuades us that we have been frightened for

nothing. This is not a gospel that a man whose conscience is stricken

will take seriously; nor is it a gospel that one who knows the need of

the conscience will seriously preach. Our sin, our evil conscience,

our sense of condemnation, are absolutely real things; and in the

New Testament work of redemption they are treated as real, and not

as illusions. Christ bears our sins; that is the very soul of His

vocation; He bears them in His body on the tree; and there is

therefore now no condemnation to them that are in Him. He does

not disillusion us; He ransoms us with His blood. Unto Him be glory

forever. 

The school of Ritschl is at this time dominant in Germany; indeed,

he is the only theologian since Schleiermacher who can be said to

have founded a school at all. It is exciting the liveliest interest, and

has provoked some lively discussions, in the Protestant churches of

France and Switzerland. Partly in direct, much more in indirect

ways, it has very great influence both in England and Scotland. That

is by no means to be regretted, for however inadequate it may be to

the fullness of New Testament teaching, its thinking is at all events

live thinking, and its representative men are animated by a real

enthusiasm for the man Christ Jesus, and a real desire to get as close

as possible to the life which He lived and the death which He died.



Their devotion to the ethico-historical line of interpretation has

brought undoubted gains with it: it has restored to the

consciousness of many Christian people a great deal that the

traditional orthodoxy was at least in danger of losing. But it is

possible for us to appropriate all that it has won without letting go

our hold of those still deeper and greater things which it either

ignores or denies. The conception of Christ’s vocation, on which the

whole scheme depends, can be enlarged so as to include a death

which is not what ours is, but what ours could not be--a real

propitiation for the sin of the world, regarded as itself real. Christ’s

death need not cease to be ethical, because it is not the same as ours;

it is the cup which the Father has given Him to drink, and therefore

the drinking of it can be ethically interpreted, though not His sins,

but ours, explain its bitterness. It is a mistake, of course, to make a

doctrine of atonement which serves no purpose but to be a

touchstone of orthodoxy; but it is a mistake, too, and surely as bad a

mistake, for men who have to go out into a sinful world with a gospel

for sinners, to elaborate interpretations of the life and death of

Christ, which show how rich in significance that life and death are,

but which contain no doctrine of atonement whatever. The

traditionally orthodox and the Ritschlian may have much to learn

from each other; but the New Testament is always able to teach us

all. 

 

When we fix the death of Christ in this significance which belongs to

it alone, we see that it necessarily puts a limit to the

communicableness of Christ’s experience, and to the possible

interpretations of such language as that we are identified with Christ

in His sacrifice for sin, that we are crucified with Him, that we are in

Him in His death, that we die that death as well as He. Expressions

of this sort have something in them which is hardly amenable to



logic, and the rigorous treatment of them by the understanding is

very likely to mislead. But we cannot allow ourselves to forget that

the very apostle who used ‘in Christ’ almost as his sign-manual is he

who teaches with the utmost plainness the doctrine that makes

Christ’s death a solitary phenomenon in the universe; and that

though he calls himself ‘a man in Christ,’ he exclaims with

bewilderment and indignation. Was Paul crucified for you? The

spirit in which Christ lived and died ought certainly to be our spirit;

we are to be identified with Him in His utter renunciation of evil,

and in His complete devotion to God; but no similar renunciation,

no similar devotion on our part, even though they ended in literal

crucifixion, could make our death identical in nature with that of the

sinless One, who, in dying, bore our sins. It is in this that the

atonement lies. Christ finished it. He finished it alone. No one can

do it after Him. No one needs to do it. The utmost conceivable

closeness of union and communion with the Redeemer never brings

us to anything like an identity of experience with Him here. We are

not saved because of anything we do, or bear, or feel, in fellowship

with Christ; but because, when we were yet without strength, in due

time Christ came and bore in our stead the burden which would

have crushed us to perdition. The New Testament, I believe,

carefully guards this distinction, even while it insists on the union of

the Christian with Christ through faith. 

This suggests the last remark which I would make on the subject.

Reflection on the atonement, a recent theologian has observed, has

in our time proceeded mainly under two impulses: (1) the desire to

find spiritual laws which will make the atonement itself intelligible;

(2) the desire to find spiritual laws which connect the atonement

with the new life springing from it. The legitimacy of these desires

no one will contest. There is certainly work for theologians to do

under both of them. It has always been too easy, referring to this last



point first, to treat the atonement as one thing, and the new life as

another, without establishing any connection whatever between

them. It has always been too easy, in teaching that Christ bore our

sins and died our death, to give conscience an opiate, instead of

quickening it into newness of life. It is a task for those who hold such

a doctrine of Christ’s work in relation to sin, as I have just been

asserting, to show that there is a natural, intelligible inspiration to a

new life in the acceptance of it, and that it cannot be lodged in the

heart, in all its integrity, and leave the life, as it was before, under

the dominion of sin. Even in New Testament times the gospel which

Paul preached was accused of antinomianism; and so will every

gospel be accused which makes pardon a reality. But in the death of

Christ, and in faith laying hold of that death, we have the security

against such abuses of the grace of God. To accept the forgiveness so

won is to accept forgiveness which has in it God’s judgment upon

sin, as well as His mercy to the sinful; it is to have the conscience

awed, subdued, made tender and sensitive to the holy will of God,

and the heart bowed in infinite gratitude to His love. It is not the law

which can secure its own fulfilment; it is not by gazing on the tables

of stone that we are made good men. It is by standing at Mount

Calvary, and taking into our hearts in faith that love which for us

men and for our salvation bore our sins upon the tree. It would be a

miserable theology that by any defect in this direction gave room to

think of Christ as the minister of sin. But what are we to say of the

other desire which animates reflection on the atonement--the desire

to find spiritual laws which make the atonement itself intelligible?

Put into different words, this means the desire to find human

analogies for the work of Christ in relation to sin; things which

people can do for one another like that which He did for the world.

This line of thought does not seem to me very likely to lead to

theological progress. The New Testament is not afraid to bring

Christians into the fellowship of Christ. ‘Bear ye one another’s



burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ,’ says St. Paul. ‘I fill up that

which is behind of the sufferings of Christ in my flesh, for His body’s

sake, the Church.’ ‘Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to

stumble, and I am not on fire with pain?’ But that does not disturb in

the least the simple perception of all the New Testament writers that

Christ is our Savior just because He does for us a work that we could

not do for ourselves, and cannot do for each other. ‘None can by any

means redeem his brother, nor give to God a ransom for him; for the

redemption of their soul is costly, and must be let alone forever.’ In

the sinless bearing of sin--the one thing that needed to be done for

man’s redemption--Christ has a solitary greatness. We understand

the motive of it, as we understand the motive of the incarnation; it

was because He loved us that He took our doom upon Himself.

Every action, then, and every suffering, which pure love prompts, is

in the line of Christ’s work; but that work, though its motive is thus

brought within our reach, is not assimilated to anything we can do

for each other. The scale of it is different--love made a sacrifice there

to which earth has no parallel; and the inmost nature of it is

different--there only God made to be sin for the world Him who

knew no sin. The love of a father for his erring son, the love of a

patriot for his country, the love of a martyr for his faith, and all the

sufferings and sacrifices these various kinds of love make, are

included in the love of Christ; they are included in it, but it

transcends them all. Herein is love--not that we loved God, not that

the world has had the passion of parents, of patriots, of martyrs, but

that God loved us, and sent His Son as a propitiation for our sins.

The other loves do not explain this; it is here and here only--in the

Cross, where the sinless Son of God died for the sins of men--that we

see what love itself is, and find a scale for the measurement of all

these lesser loves. This solitariness of Christ, this uniqueness of His

work, is to be maintained over all analogies; and modes of speaking

which outrage it, such as that Christians should themselves be



Christs, miniature Christs, little Christs, are to be decidedly rejected.

It is little to say they are in bad taste; they are as false as they are

offensive, for salvation is of the Lord.

Lecture VII--Christ in His Exaltation

WITH the death of Christ upon the Cross, His work in relation to sin

may be said to have come to a close. He Himself cried, It is finished,

before He bowed His head and gave up the ghost. He had finished

transgression and made an end of sin. But the statement needs to be

qualified. Christ did not cease to be when He died and was buried.

He rose again from the dead on the third day; He ascended into

heaven; He sits at the right hand of God the Father all sovereign. In

this exalted heavenly life He continues, in a real sense, the work in

which He was engaged on earth. Here He obtained eternal

redemption for men, and now He applies that redemption. He

actually makes us partakers of the salvation which He wrought out

for us in our nature, especially in the garden and on the Cross. The

Christian religion, as the New Testament exhibits it, is the religion of

men who believe that Christ lives and reigns in grace, and that they

themselves are in living fellowship with a living Lord, who does all

things perfectly in them and for them. 

On this extremely obvious truth I wish to insist for a moment; for

there are tendencies at work in the world, and even in the Church,

which go to obscure it. The artificiality of some traditional

conceptions of Christ’s person has driven men back upon the gospels

for a more living contact with Jesus Himself. Back to Christ is as

favorite a cry in theology as Back to Kant in philosophy, and the

reason is the same. People had lost themselves in a maze of words

and ideas which they had no means of testing or verifying, and

found it necessary to start again ab initio. But, in theology, what is



the result of this? There are many cases, I believe, in which it is

unmixedly good; Christ becomes a real person, and the Christian

religion regains the ethical content it had lost. But there are many,

also, in which it is anything but good. There are men who go back to

what Christ was in His life on earth simply because they have no

belief any more in His existence, or in His sovereignty in heaven.

They go back to gaze upon the great Teacher of Nazareth, as they call

Him, not in the spirit of religious faith, but simply in that of

aesthetic appreciation. They introduce into the gospels the realism

of the modern novelist, and try to reproduce Christ as He lived,

moved, taught, and suffered nineteen hundred years ago; they dwell

tenderly--not to say sentimentally--on the figure they evoke; and

there is a kind of emotion accompanying this contemplation, which

is supposed to be religious, and to have some kind of healing or

saving efficacy in the soul. I do not refer to this to deride it--far from

it; but surely it is obvious that the historical imagination, carried

even to its highest power, and suffused with the tenderest feeling, is

not the same as religious faith, and cannot do its work. The Christian

religion depends not on what Christ was, merely, but on what He is;

not simply on what He did, but on what He does. It might sound,

perhaps, too paradoxical to say that no apostle, no New Testament

writer, ever remembered Christ; yet it would be true in the sense

that they never thought of Him as belonging to the past. The exalted

Lord was lifted above the conditions of time and space; when they

thought of Him, memory was transmuted into faith; in all the virtue

of the life they had known on earth He was Almighty, ever present,

the Living King of Grace. On this conception the very being of the

Christian religion depends; but for it, that religion could never have

been born, and without it, it could not survive for a generation.

When we preach from the gospels, and see what Jesus was, and said,

and did, and suffered, let us remember to make the application in

the present tense. Never preach about the historical Christ; preach



about the living, sovereign Christ--nay, rather preach Him, present

in the grace of His earthly life and death, and in the omnipotence of

His power to save; it is not because He lived, but because He lives,

that we have life also; it is not because the historical imagination is

highly developed, so that we can make the evangelists’ pages vivid,

and be affected as by a fine scene in a drama--not for this reason,

but because we confess with our mouth and believe in our heart that

God raised Him from the dead, that we are saved. Faith always has

its object here and now, and without faith there is no religion. 

In a complete course of lectures on theology, this, I suppose, would

have been the place at which to speak of the subjective side of the

work of redemption; of the appropriation by men of Christ’s work in

relation to sin; of our reconciliation to God, our justification, our

new life in Christ, and all kindred topics. But as it is impossible to

include everything in a brief course, I am obliged to dismiss this side

in a passing notice. When Christ is preached, clothed in His gospel--

Christ the sinbearer, omnipotent to save--He draws men to Himself,

and men cast themselves on Him. Faith is not the acceptance of a

legal arrangement; it is the abandonment of the soul, which has no

hope but in the Savior, to the Savior who has taken its

responsibilities on Himself, and is able to bear it through. It includes

the absolute renunciation of everything else, to lay hold on Christ. It

is in idea and in principle the death of the old life in order to a new

life in Him; and Christ enables the believer to realize this idea, and

to carry out this principle, by imparting His own victorious life to

him. He who can endure to cast himself on Christ, and, not for

anything he has done himself, nor for anything he means to do,

hopes to do, is able to do, or even is destined to do, but simply for

that awful death in which Christ bore his sins, to look for God’s

mercy, he is accepted in the Beloved. He takes into his soul, in that

very act, God’s judgment upon sin, and God’s grace to the sinful. In



daily renunciation of evil he dies with Christ; in daily victorious

assertion of the new life he lives and reigns with Him. On the one

side, these topics belong as much to Christian ethics as to theology;

and in the limited time at my disposal, I have thought it better to

devote this lecture to Christ’s Exaltation and the continuance of His

work in that state. There are three subjects included under this

head: (1) the giving of the Holy Ghost; (2) the intercession of Christ,

or His heavenly priesthood; and (3) the Sovereignty or Glory of

Christ. The last, indeed, as the more general, and as lending its

majesty to the other two, might stand first; but there are reasons

also for the order I have chosen. 

 

1. The Holy Spirit occupies a place in the New Testament strikingly

out of proportion to that which is assigned to Him in most books of

theology. Especially in the theological schools of our own day, there

seems to be an incapacity, or an unwillingness, to do justice to the

Biblical data. Writers of the school of Ritschl, with their insistence

on the historical Christ, and their disregard of the Exalted Lord,

naturally evade or explain away New Testament teaching: the Holy

Spirit is no more than the common spirit of the Christian

community; a special gift of the Lord of Glory has no meaning for

them. As if to counterbalance this neglect, a special emphasis is laid

on the Spirit and on the work of the Spirit, by many of what may be

called without offence the pietistic types of Christianity. Most of

those who make the attainment of New Testament holiness a

deliberate and conscious ideal, and many of those who are engaged

in evangelistic work, preoccupy themselves with the doctrine of the

Spirit. Let us look at New Testament teaching in its great outlines. 

To begin with, the Spirit is the gift of the exalted Christ. He has

Himself received it from the Father, and He bestows it upon men.

‘Spirit was not yet,’ as John says, ‘because Jesus was not yet



glorified.’ This puts the giving of the Spirit in direct relation to

Christ’s work; He was anointed with the Holy Spirit Himself, but He

did not possess it in such wise as to be able to bestow it on men till

His work on earth was done and His glory entered. It was the

promise of the Father--part of Christ’s reward for His obedience

unto death, even the death of the Cross. The giving of the Spirit was

thus the conclusive sign of God’s acceptance of Christ’s work, and we

should not lose this signification of it. Pentecost was won for us at

Calvary; it needed the atonement to make regeneration possible.

Christ’s death was paid as a price for the new life, and when the new

life came, it demonstrated the value of that death. The forgiveness of

sins was preached in His name, who sent the Spirit. Pentecost is a

historical proof--a proof in the domain of fact and experience--that

sin has been overcome by Christ’s death, and that a divine life is

again within the reach of men. It is a seal of the great reconciliation;

in the possession of the Holy Spirit men are actually united to God

in Christ. For the Spirit is, so to speak, Christ’s alter ego; it is He

who is with us in the Spirit; it is God who through the Spirit makes

our hearts a habitation for Himself. I do not know whether the New

Testament ever speaks of believing in the Holy Ghost as the Creed

does, and as we all do of believing in the Father and the Son; but it is

more significant still that it constantly speaks of receiving Him. The

very word Spirit seems to us a hard one to deal with; there is

something evasive and subtle in it; its range of meanings is almost

incredible, and we hesitate to define it; but plainly, in the apostolic

age, it had a thoroughly real meaning. Christian experience was a

thing so unique, so entirely apart, so creative, that it could not be

overlooked nor confounded with anything else. There had been no

time for conciliations, for approximations, for compromises; that

which was Christian possessed all its originality and distinctiveness;

and it was conceived as the gift and work of the Spirit. If we are ever

to find the language of the New Testament natural, it must be by a



return to that originality and distinctiveness of the Christian life

which created the New Testament speech. 

There are three ways in which, chiefly, the Spirit is characterized,

and to glance at these will at least suggest lines of study, (a) It is in

the first place the Spirit of truth. This conception is emphasized and

defined in the last discourse of our Lord Himself to His disciples.

Only the spirit of man which is in him knows the things of man, and

the same holds true of the things of God. To initiate us into divine

truth--into truth as it is in Jesus, who says ‘I am the truth’--is the

work of the Spirit. In the case of the first disciples it was the

reception of the Spirit which turned memory into faith, which made

the past present, which set in the light of God, so that they could be

understood and appreciated, the whole life and death of Jesus. The

Lord had much to say to the disciples which in His lifetime they

could not bear, but they were not for that reason to remain

permanently in darkness; when the Spirit of truth came, He would

glorify Jesus by taking the things that were His, and reading their

meaning to the disciples. The New Testament is itself the proof that

this promise was fulfilled; the New Testament, and the new spiritual

life to which it bears witness. It is the standard interpretation of the

life and death of Jesus, the testimony of men specially enlightened

by the Spirit to comprehend in their solitary greatness and

importance the Person and the Work of the Lord. In a later lecture I

shall have occasion to speak of this more fully; meanwhile, it is

sufficient to remark that spiritual things can only be spiritually

discerned, and that unless we are enlightened, taught, and guided by

the Holy Spirit, it is vain for us to seek an understanding of Him who

is true. No one can understand what Christ is, or what He has done,

unless he is led into all the truth by the Spirit, who is the only

revealer and interpreter of it. (b) The Spirit is further, and

habitually, designated as holy. We might almost say that this is



equivalent to divine, for in truth only God is holy, and the Holy One

is an exhaustive description of God. It is through the Holy Spirit that

the divine life, or as we read in one passage, even the divine nature,

is communicated to men. The Spirit of God in the Old Testament

means God at work, God engaged in exerting His power; and all

through the New Testament the Holy Spirit is specifically God at

work in the heart of man for the creation and maintenance of a holy

life. There is no experience possible to us as Christians which is not

an experience in the Spirit. It is the Spirit which convinces us of sin,

it is the Spirit by which we are led as sons of God, it is the Spirit

which is our law, it is the Spirit which helps our infirmities, which

makes intercession for us and in us with groanings that cannot be

uttered; love, joy, peace, long-suffering, gentleness, goodness, faith,

meekness, temperance, all are fruits of the Spirit. The Christian life

and character, in their beginning, middle, and end, are the Spirit’s

work. This truth has a practical importance that is apt to be

overlooked. We are all naturally lovers of independence, and slow to

learn that it is not the fundamental law of our nature. But just as no

one can be good without God, nor a Christian without Christ, so,

quite definitely, no one can be holy in the New Testament sense

without the Holy Spirit. We ought to acknowledge that practically in

our prayers and our thanksgivings. It is the experimental proof of

the personality and divinity of the Spirit. It is on the ground of this

absolute dependence of the divine life in our souls upon Him, that

we say the Spirit is to be worshipped and glorified with the Father

and the Son. (c) Thirdly, the Spirit is in the New Testament

peculiarly connected with the idea of power. ‘Ye shall receive power,’

Jesus said to the disciples, ‘when the Holy Spirit is come upon you.’

‘I preached,’ says Paul, ‘in power and in the Holy Ghost and in much

assurance; ‘and again, ‘in demonstration of the Spirit and of power;’

and again, ‘in the power of the Spirit of God.’ There is, indeed, a

more special application of this to the gift of working miracles of



healing, and perhaps of rendering other services in the early church;

but what is in view at present is not this. It is that peculiar

reinforcement of the gospel preacher which gives effect to his

message. Christ told the disciples plainly that they could not bear

witness to Him without it; tarry at Jerusalem, He said, until ye be

endued with power from on high. That anointing which makes a

man a telling witness to Christ is very likely incapable of being

defined. No material guarantee of it can either be given or taken. No

human ordination can confer it; no place in a historical succession,

however august or venerable, has anything whatever to do with it.

We notice its absence, as Vinet has said, more readily than its

presence. Nevertheless, it is a real thing; it is the sine qua non of

effective witness-bearing to Jesus Christ. Self-emptying is an

essential condition of it; no man can bear witness to Christ and to

himself at the same time. Esprit is fatal to unction; no man can give

at once the impression that he himself is clever and that Christ is

mighty to save. The last impression excludes everything else; the

power of the Holy Spirit is only felt when the witness is unconscious

of self, and when others remain unconscious of him. No man is

being blessed by the Holy Ghost when his hearers say, ‘What an able

sermon that was to-day!’ But when we are content to be weak, then

we are strong. The power of Christ rests upon us through the Spirit;

and our simplest words that have the truth in them--what at another

time would strike men as the merest moral commonplace--will

sound in their souls like that searching scripture: The Holy Ghost

saith. To-day, if ye shall hear His voice, harden not your heart. 

 

(2) It is by the gift of the Holy Spirit that the exalted Lord carries on

His work on earth; He is with us through the Spirit, and in the work

of the Spirit the ends are being secured for which Jesus lived and

died. But the New Testament exhibits the Lord Himself as engaged



in carrying on His own work above. That work culminates in what is

specifically described as His Intercession. The apostles mention this

sacred function with a kind of adoring awe which is quite peculiar

even in the New Testament. It seems to have impressed them as one

of the unimaginable wonders of redemption--something which in

love went far beyond all that we could ask or think. When inspired

thought touches it, it rests on it as on an unsurpassable height.

 

Remember how it appears in St. Paul. His mind has swept in one

comprehensive glance the whole process of redemption from

foreordination to glory, and with that great consummation in view

he exclaims: What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us,

who is against us? Then he goes on to describe how completely God

is for us. (Romans viii. 29 ff.). ‘He that spared not His own Son, but

delivered Him up for us all, how shall He not also with Him freely

give us all things? Who shall lay anything to the charge of God’s

elect? It is God that justifieth; who is he that shall condemn? It is

Christ Jesus that died, yea rather, that was raised from the dead,

who is at the right hand of God, who also maketh intercession for

us.’ Remember how, in the Epistle to the Hebrews, the same idea is

in the same way the climax of the writer’s thoughts: ‘Wherefore He

is able to save to the uttermost them that draw near unto God

through Him, seeing He ever liveth to make intercession for them.'

(Heb. vii. 25). Remember, finally, in St. John, how this is the last

line of defense in the Christian life, the final resource in peril: ‘These

things write I unto you, that ye sin not; and if any man sin, we have

an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous.' (1 John ii.

1).

 

Christ’s intercession is part of His priestly functions, that part of

them in which they culminate and are, so to speak, perpetuated. The



priesthood itself is very difficult to define, and has divided

theologians in the most bewildering fashion. In the Reformation

Theologians it is specially connected with Christ’s death; the

fundamental thing in it is that Christ offers Himself a sacrifice to

satisfy divine justice, and to reconcile us to God. In the school of

Ritschl it covers everything which Christ does as representing man

before God; it is His whole life and experience in one particular

aspect; Christ is priest, simply as the ideal religious subject. In the

New Testament the name and idea are used to interpret the work of

Christ only in the Epistle to the Hebrews, and there it is not easy to

say anything which could not be contested. But thus much seems

plain. The great high priestly act of Christ is His entrance into the

holiest of all, and His appearing in the presence of God for us. This

corresponds to the entrance of the high priest of Israel, once a year,

on the day of atonement, into the holy of holies, the dwelling-place

of God. This entrance, in which, of course, the high priest

represented the people, embodied as it were the fellowship actually

existing, on the basis of the covenant, between the people and God.

The people, in the person of the priest, were admitted to the

presence of their God. Similarly Christ’s entrance into the sanctuary

above embodies the new fellowship which, on the basis of the new

covenant, exists between God and those who are represented by

Christ. But if this entering into God’s presence as our representative,

this appearing before Him on our behalf, is the characteristically

priestly act, according to New Testament teaching, are we entitled to

say that Christ is a priest apart from this? Are we entitled, in

particular, to say that He was a priest in His death? that His death

was sacrificial, and that it was necessary to put away sin as an

objective hindrance to fellowship between God and man? 

The Socinians, as is well known, answered these questions in the

negative. Christ, they said, is only called a priest in the Epistle to the



Hebrews, and there His priesthood is only heavenly. It is not

exercised on earth at all, and therefore it is not exercised in His

death. Hence His death is not sacrificial, and has not the expiatory

power which orthodoxy attributes to it. There is a great deal of

hastiness and of misapprehension here. Quite apart from any

question as to priesthood, scientific exegesis has got beyond the

Socinian doubts about the interpretation of Christ’s death. Whether

its teaching be accepted or rejected, it is universally admitted, by all

who are competent to judge, that the New Testament does teach that

Christ’s death has an expiatory virtue, and that it does put away sin

as a real obstacle to fellowship between God and man. This being the

fact, it does not much matter, for practical purposes, whether His

death be brought under the head of His priestly work or not. But if

the question is raised at all, it should be rightly answered, and the

Socinian answer does not do justice to the facts. The author of the

Epistle to the Hebrews writes with his mind full of the Old

Testament ritual. He does not, with the day of atonement in his

mind, distinguish between the slaying of the goat and the entrance

of the priest, bearing its blood, into the holy of holies, as two

independent or separable acts; the whole transaction was one; it was

only consummated when the blood was carried into God’s presence,

and the priest stood there embodying the fellowship between God

and Israel. So in the New Testament. When he figures Christ

appearing in the presence of God on our behalf, he figures Him, of

course, as a priest, but it is not in separation from what has before

taken place on earth. Christ appears in God’s presence with the

virtue of His death in Him; He appears there offering to God, as our

representative, a life which has passed through that tremendous

experience, in order to put away sin. If Christ is a priest in one part

of these transactions, He is a priest in them all; for they are all one,

and derive their meaning and efficacy from each other. 



 

But to return to the intercession, as the sublime act in which His

priesthood finds full expression. Christ stands in God’s presence

representing us; exhibiting, as it were, in His own person, what He

guarantees we shall be; bespeaking for us, as His brethren, the

mercy and the fellowship of God. He intercedes for us, as our surety;

He is the warrant to God that, all unworthy as we are, we may

become worthy of union and communion with Him, if only we draw

near through such a mediator. Christ prays for us. The same

objections have been raised to this as to every part of the Christian

doctrine of redemption. What is there, it is said, in God to be

overcome, that any intercession should be needed? Is not God the

author of salvation? Is it not His work from beginning to end? Is He

not already waiting to be gracious? Such objections, we ought to feel,

carry us too far. They are arguments against all intercession and

indeed against all prayer; and if we see nothing unnatural in the fact

that Christ prayed for Peter on earth, we need not make any

difficulty about His praying for us in heaven. The relation is the

same; the only difference is that Christ is now exalted, and prays,

not with strong crying and tears, but in the sovereignty and

prevailing power of one who has achieved eternal redemption for

His people. 

The Epistle to the Hebrews bids us think of Christ’s qualifications

for priesthood, and therefore for intercession, as resting mainly on

His sympathy and on His sacrifice. It is the great lesson-book on

Christ’s humanity, on the community of nature, of experience, and

of interests, between Him and us. His power to sympathize, and to

be merciful and faithful as a high priest, was bought with a great

price. He became one with us in nature; He partook of our flesh and

blood, and was compassed like us with infirmity; He was not

ashamed to call us brothers. He shared not only our nature, but our



experience. He passed through all the stages of man’s life as we do.

He was tempted in all points, like as we are, yet without sin; He can

have compassion, therefore, on the ignorant and the erring. Though

He was God’s Son, He learned obedience by the things which He

suffered; in the hour of deadly peril He prayed to God with strong

crying and tears, and was heard because of His godly fear. It became

God, for whom are all things, and through whom are all things, in

bringing many sons unto glory, to make the author of their salvation

perfect through suffering. This training or discipline of Christ

qualifies Him to intercede for us. He knows what human life is by

actual experience of it; He has the capacity for sympathy and

appreciation which nothing but experience gives. The curriculum of

suffering educated Him in sympathy, and it is because He identifies

Himself with us to the uttermost, and makes common cause with us

in all our interests, that He is a true representative of man with God.

But especially ought we to consider that His intercession rests upon

His sacrificial death. As the high priest entered into the ancient

sanctuary with the blood in his hand, and could not enter at all

without it, so Christ enters for us into the very presence of God in

virtue of the death which He died upon the Cross. Apart from that,

man has no standing-ground in God’s sight; Christ has no standing-

ground as the representative of man. It is in this sense that Christ’s

intercession is said to be the continuation of His atonement, the

pleading of the merits of His blood. The only Intercessor who can

plead our cause effectively is the One who has died for us, and by His

death put away our sins. He does not intercede apart from that; He

is clothed in His crimson robe when He makes Himself our advocate

with the Father. These two things, then, ought to go together--His

sympathy and His sacrifice--as the basis of His intercession. He is

forever human, and the virtue of His death forever remains in His

humanity; that is how He ever liveth to make intercession for us.

The priests of the order of Aaron were a succession, and each, as he



died, transmitted the splendid official robes to his son; but the robe

in which Christ intercedes--the vesture of humanity, made perfect by

sufferings, dipped in blood--is never laid aside; He is a priest

forever. We may sometimes find it difficult to interpret the work of

intercession in theological formulae; but surely every man can feel

the graciousness of it. Who, if he had the choice to make, would

choose to go into God’s presence, unguided, on his own

responsibility, rather than with his hand in the hand of One who

knew his heart, and was qualified by nature, by experience, and by

His sacrificial death, to represent his interest with God? Christ’s

intercession means practically that one who knows our case, who

has access to God, and who is willing and worthy to be our surety,

gives us His hand to lead us into the Father’s presence. When we

present our prayers in His name, He presents them again in our

name. He appears for us before God, compassionate, sin destroying,

prevailing. (Hebrews ix. 24). Christ the Intercessor is Christ the

Redeemer actually carrying out in glory that work of love of which

we have seen the foundations laid on earth. It is this figure of Christ

in which, more than in any other. He seems to have thrilled and

subdued the souls of the early Christians, and bound them

irrevocably to Himself. 

(3) There is a sense in which the gift of the Holy Ghost, especially as

the Spirit of truth, and as the Spirit of power, may be said to be the

exercise of Christ’s prophetic function in His state of exaltation.

Similarly His intercession is the continuance in glory of His work as

a priest. But quite apart from this or that work in which He is

engaged, the New Testament fixes our attention on the mode of His

existence as itself determining the character and quality of the

Christian life. I alluded to this at the opening of this lecture, and

recur to it at the close. The Christ in whom the apostles believed, the

Christ who created Christianity and sustained it, the Christ who was



the object of that faith which makes the New Testament to this day

the most living book in the world, was the Risen Christ, the Lord of

Glory. It was not Jesus the carpenter of Nazareth, it was not even

Jesus the prophet of Galilee; nay, it was not even Christ crucified, as

a person belonging to history and to the past; it was the crucified

Christ in the heavenly places, the Lamb as it had been slain

standing in the midst of the throne, the Universal Redeemer as

Universal Lord. It was One whose parting word to His own was, All

power is given unto me in heaven and on earth . . . Lo! I am with you

alway, even to the end of the world. 

A true conception of the Christian life depends very much on the

appreciation of this truth. It has been largely lost, e.g., in the Romish

Church, with its excessive employment of the crucifix. The Cross is

the sign of Christian devotion, the inspiration of Christian service;

but the crucifix is no adequate symbol of Christian faith. Christ was

crucified through weakness; but He lives by the power of God, and

we must not forget His life. Sometimes people do. They look at

Christ on the Cross as if that exhausted the truth about Him, or even

the truth about His relation to sin. They forget that He is not on the

Cross, but on the throne; that He has ascended far above all heavens

separate from sinners, inaccessible to sin. They forget that the

keynote of the Christian life as it is related to the Ascended Christ is

one of victory and triumph. 

There is an imitatio Christi which loses sight of this, and offers to

the world, under the name of Christianity, a life which has not the

remotest resemblance, especially in temperament, to that of the New

Testament. The highest note it strikes is that of resignation; it could

never have invented, and never dare appropriate, such an outburst

as that of St. Paul: ‘in all these things we are more than conquerors.'

(Romans viii. 37). The beauty of Christ’s earthly life it is not for us to

praise; we worship as we look upon it; we try with all humility to



take His yoke upon us, and learn of Him. The passion of His death

constrains us; it takes hold of our hearts, and puts a pressure on us

under which self-will dies, and we are crucified with Christ to the

world and the flesh, and conformed unto His death. But neither His

death nor His life exhaust the knowledge of Christ which we possess,

nor the likeness to which we are to be assimilated. It is of the exalted

Savior that the apostle says, ‘We all, beholding as in a mirror the

glory of the Lord, are changed into the same image from glory to

glory, even as by the Lord the Spirit.' (2 Cor. 3:18). It may seem at

first sight meaningless to say that Christ in His exaltation is to be

included in the imitatio Christi; but is it so absurd when we think of

it? The exalted Christ is through His Spirit the author and giver of

our life as Christians, and the life which He communicates is His

own. It is essentially a victorious, triumphant, joyous life. It is such

as we see it in the apostolic writings, and as such we ought to see it

everywhere. Christianity has been named, sometimes patronizingly,

sometimes sentimentally, sometimes honestly enough, the Religion

of Sorrow; but there never was a more complete misnomer. It is not

the religion of sorrow, but the religion which, because it is inspired

by One who lives and was dead, gives the victory over every sorrow,

even the crowning sorrows of death and sin. There is not in the New

Testament from beginning to end, in the record of the original and

genuine Christian life, a single word of despondency or gloom. It is

the most buoyant, exhilarating, and joyful book in the world. The

men who write it have indeed all that is hard and painful in the

world to encounter; but they are of good courage, because Christ has

overcome the world, and when the hour of conflict comes, they

descend crowned into the arena. All this is due to their faith in

Christ’s exaltation, and in His constant presence with them in the

omnipotence of His grace. Their world had prospects and horizons

which the world of many so-called Christians wants, and no one



could do a better service to the Church than to work for their

recovery by working for faith in the reign of Christ in grace.



Lecture VIII--The Church and the

Kingdom of God

IN the previous lectures of this course I have been dealing with what

are in the strictest sense theological subjects. God, Christ, the Holy

Spirit, the nature of sin, and the nature of Christ’s work as related to

it; these are all felt to be properly theological topics. But many, I

have no doubt, are less interested when we come to the Church.

Many will ask whether the Church is a necessary conception in the

Christian view of the world at all, and whether there is, or ought to

be, or even can be, anything entitled to the name of a theological

doctrine of the Church. I can understand that feeling, and

sympathize with it to a certain extent; but there are obvious

considerations which put a limit to the indulgence of it. For one

thing, the Church undoubtedly occupies a large place in the apostolic

writings. To the original and inspired teachers of Christianity it was

a grand and inspiring conception; its origin, its functions, its nature,

its destiny, commanded both their imagination and their hearts.

Further, Christianity has always assumed social forms; it has taken

shape in the world at the bidding of the spirit within it, or under the

constraint of external forces; and these forms demand to be

understood by the theologian. And finally, the Church has a place in

all the creeds in which the selfconsciousness of the Christian

community has found expression. Not only in the distinctively

Romish and Protestant confessions--which are elaborate in

definition, because the conception of the Church was one of the chief

points on which Papal and Reformation Christianity diverged--but

in the symbols of early Christianity, the Apostolic and Nicene creeds,

the Church finds a place. Christians professed to believe that there is

a holy Catholic Church, or, in fuller form, one, holy, catholic,



apostolic Church. We do not indeed believe in it, as we believe in

God or in Christ; we do not commit ourselves to it for salvation as

we do to the Redeemer Himself; but from the very beginning

Christian men acknowledged their belief in the existence of a society

called by this name, and more or less fully described by the

attributes just quoted. Even at the Reformation, the representative

men on the Protestant side were very jealous of their own legitimacy.

They laid great emphasis on the idea of the Church, and on what

they called the catholicity of their position; in other words, on the

lawfulness of their own place in the historical Christian succession,

and on their right to serve themselves heirs to all the inheritance of

the saints. Now individualism and sectarianism destroy the

historical sense, and perhaps we who have been born and bred in

freedom and self-reliance, even in the Christian life, have more need

than others to appreciate the idea of the Church. Nay, even the

actual Church, with all its faults, may be entitled to more credit and

consideration than it receives at our hands. This is how so free a

spirit as John Calvin spoke of it: ‘Let us learn by the mere name of

mother how profitable, indeed how necessary, is the knowledge of

her; since there is no other entrance into life unless she herself

conceive us in her womb, unless she bear us, unless she foster us at

her breast, unless she guard us under her care and government,

until we put off this mortal flesh, and become like the angels.’ Here

is one who represents the very Protestantism of the Protestant

religion speaking with almost papal fervor: it recalls the famous

saying of Cyprian, He who has not the Church as his mother has not

God as his Father. A conception that impressed so strongly men

otherwise so remote from each other must deserve our earnest

study. 

Our Lord, we know, spoke little of the Church, but habitually of the

Kingdom of God. The Kingdom is indeed so central and so



comprehensive in His teaching that it is difficult to speak of it

without introducing the whole contents of the gospel. Jesus spoke of

it as present, and also as future; as in process of development, and as

yet to be revealed in power; as among men, and yet as transcendent.

The question that is principally before us in our present situation is

whether Jesus conceived the Kingdom of God as a separate society

in the world. I think there is no difficulty in answering that He did.

He called men who were living in the world, in all the various lines

of life, into the Kingdom. He associated them with Himself and with

one another in the consciousness of being the citizens and subjects

of the Kingdom. Faith in the fatherly love of God, binding them to

love one another, and to live in humility, patience, and prayer, was

what united them among themselves. There is in the Kingdom a real

union of persons who are conscious that they have what binds them

to each other, and separates them from the world; but there is

nothing formal or institutional about it. The Kingdom of God is not a

kingdom of this world; it is not a society which is in any sense the

rival or the competitor of any other social organization which

Providence has evolved in the history of man; it does not supplant

the family, the nation, the state, the federation of states, the

economic or industrial organization; it recognizes the divine right

which all these social forms possess, though it need not regard any

of them as perfect; but it is too great--too profound in its principle--

to come into collision with them on their own ground. It can render

to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, without being hindered, for

that, from rendering to God the things that are God’s. It is not

destined, as a visible society, to absorb every other, or to assert its

superiority over, and its right to interfere in, every other; but it is

destined, by the free action of its members, to give a new character

to all. It is destined to carry into all that law of love which Christ has

revealed, and, as it does so, to transform, or rather to transfigure

them. The Kingdom of God becomes a conquering and transfiguring



power--the leaven exerts its virtue, the salt its savor--in proportion

as the citizens of the Kingdom are intensely conscious of their new

relation to God, and of the new obligations it imposes. Of course the

Christian community will have a mind of its own about what these

obligations are in any particular case. The Christian community will

foster in its members the sense of obligation to God and to the

brethren. The common conscience and enlightenment will

invigorate and enlighten the conscience of the individual. But it is

not by corporate, legislative, compulsory action of the Christian

community; it is by free, spontaneous, spiritual action of Christian

individuals, each in his own sphere, each in the calling in which his

life is to be given to God, that God’s Kingdom comes. 

The generality of these propositions will be illustrated before I close,

but here I wish to call attention to the fact that Jesus does, in the

gospels, speak twice, by name, about the Church. Both the passages,

as you are aware, are in Matthew, and both have been questioned on

critical grounds, that are not very easily appreciated. For my own

part, I see no difficulty in treating both as genuine. The first is that

in which the ministry of Jesus is at the turning-point, and He sets

His face like a flint towards the Cross. The Jewish nation as a whole

has rejected Him; the historical people of God are not to be His

people; it is evident that He must form a society of His own, a New

Testament Church. It is at this point in His fortunes that He first

uses the word--On this rock, the believing Peter, will I build My

Church (Matt. xvi. 18 ff). The occasion suggested the idea quite

distinctly, and as Beyschlag has acutely remarked, the magnificent

idealism with which the Church is here spoken of, the poetic figures,

the high attributes and functions assigned to the representative of

her faith, authenticate the word as genuinely Christ’s. Who but

Christ was capable of saying Thou art Peter, and on this rock will I

build my Church, and the gates of Hell shall not prevail against it?



Who but Christ was capable of saying, I will give unto thee the keys

of the kingdom of heaven, and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth

shall be bound in heaven, and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth

shall be loosed in heaven? That is obviously, almost palpably,

Christ’s anticipation, Christ’s ideal of the Church; it is the grand

style of the Master; no ordinary man who saw the form in which the

Church actually became historical, could have spoken of it in this

lofty strain. The paltry Papal interpretation, in which the whole soul

and originality of the words are lost, is beneath contempt. It is worth

remarking that in this passage the Church and the kingdom of

heaven are apparently alternative expressions for the same thing.

‘On this rock will I build my Church. . . . I will give unto thee the keys

of the kingdom:’ it is impossible to ignore the connection. The other

passage in which Jesus speaks of the Church is in the 18th chapter of

Matthew, and refers to the Christian treatment of the erring. When a

brother has sinned. He says--and a brother means one who, like you,

is a child of God, and a citizen of the Kingdom--no pains are to be

spared for his restoration. You are first to go and tell him his fault in

private; if he disregards that, you are to take one or two witnesses; if

he makes light of them, you are to tell the whole Church; if he

disregards the Church, he is to be treated as a heathen man and a

publican, i.e. as a rank outsider, whose privileges as a citizen of the

Kingdom are not to be recognized. In this passage there is, no doubt,

a descent from the idealism of the one in the 16th chapter, to

something like the formality of legislation; but how worthy, on the

other hand, is the spirit which breathes through it all; how like

Christ it is, how Godlike, to say that the initiative in the work of

reconciliation is to be taken by him who has been wronged; that a

bridge is to be built for the return of the offender; that no pains are

to be spared for his restoration; and that not till the whole

community has brought the pressure of its moral judgment to bear

on him in vain, is he to be treated as one without. All this, it seems to



me, is evidence for the genuineness of the words. And the closeness

of the connection between Church and Kingdom, in this passage as

in the other, is shown by the fact that, when Peter asks Jesus a

question, arising out of this discourse, about the limits of

forgiveness, he is answered by a parable concerning the kingdom of

heaven. The Kingdom as organized and as acting collectively for the

moral discipline of its members seems to be called the Church. 

But this marks the transition to a larger question. When we pass out

of the gospels into the later books of the New Testament, we pass

also into a new custom of speech, if not of thought, as to the

Christian community. The Kingdom of God does not, indeed,

disappear, but it is no longer so obtrusive. It has still the same two

sides that it has in the gospels; it is with us, and it is to come; it is

spiritual, and it is transcendent. It may be regarded from either

point of view--the Kingdom of God is righteousness, and peace, and

joy in the Holy Ghost; or, flesh and blood cannot inherit the

Kingdom of God (Romans xiv. 17; I Cor. xv. 50). But it is perhaps

doing no injustice to the apostolic writers to say that the Kingdom

tends to be identified more and more with the future and the

transcendent; while side by side with it the conception of the Church

grows continually in meaning and importance. 

This phenomenon has given rise to an immense quantity of

discussion, instructive enough at times, but not very satisfying, as to

the relation of Church and Kingdom. Those theologians who have

made much of the return to Christ, and are disposed to magnify the

idea of the Kingdom as the compendium of all He taught, have

sometimes done less than justice to the idea of the Church. Those,

on the other hand, who have tried fairly to construe the two ideas as

the New Testament exhibits them, but have felt bound, after doing

so, to define them as in some organic relation to each other, have, I

am disposed to think, been misled by this assumed necessity. That



something, at all events, is wrong, in the various attempts to explain

Church and Kingdom in relation to each other, is proved by the fact

that the explanations diverge in the most extraordinary way, and

that none of them can stand the test of comparison with New

Testament teaching. Take, for instance, the most famous of all--that

which is given by the theologian who claims to have restored the

Kingdom to its proper place in the scheme of Christian thought--I

mean Ritschl. He recognizes that the persons composing the Church

and the Kingdom are the same; but on the background of this

sameness he defines the difference. ‘The community of believers, as

subject of the worship of God and of the juristic institutions and

organs which minister to that worship, is Church: as subject of the

reciprocal action of its members, springing from the motive of love,

it is Kingdom of God.' This must be an attractive distinction, for it

has attracted many persons. It is just, I think, to the Kingdom; the

Kingdom is not unfairly described as the community of those whose

mutual action is ruled by the law of love. But is it fair to the Church?

It may be fair enough to the church of which Ritschl was a member,

it may be fair enough to any given society, or to the sum of existing

Christian societies, to call them the Church, in the sense that they

are subject of the worship of God, and of the juristic institutions and

organs which minister to that worship; but is it fair to the idea of the

Church, as that idea is outlined, say in the Epistles to the Colossians

and Ephesians? I am sure it is not. We find nothing there of juristic

institutions and organs, and we find precisely what Ritschl excludes

from the Church, and assigns to the Kingdom, viz., the conception of

the community of believers as subject of the reciprocal action of its

members, springing from the motive of love. It is the Church which

is Christ’s body. It is the members of the Church who, living truly in

love, grow up in all things into Him who is the head; and from Him

the whole body--i.e. the Church--fitly framed and knit together

through that which every joint supplieth, according to the working



in due measure of each several part, maketh the increase of the body

unto the building up of itself in love. Here, I say, the whole

description exactly suits what Ritschl calls kingdom, and does not

suit at all what he calls church; yet it is church, and not kingdom,

that the apostle is describing. Ritschl’s distinction has often been

seized and used by men who had an interest in maintaining that the

Kingdom of God was a greater thing than any of the institutions

recognizable on earth as churches; but those who so use it overlook

the fact that the Church of God, as the New Testament describes it,

is also a greater thing than any of our existent churches. Hence it is

not on this basis that Church and Kingdom can be distinguished;

and when they are, the distinction does not belong to Christian, or at

least to New Testament, theology, but only to the prepossessions of

the person who makes it. 

I imagine it is a distinction essentially similar which would

characterize the Church as religious, the Kingdom as ethical; and

which, on the ground of this, would subordinate the Church to the

Kingdom as means to end. This is done by a theologian of your own,

the late Professor Stearns, who mentions the Church and the Family

side by side as ‘teleological organs’ of the Kingdom. But this

distinction cannot, any more in this than in the other form, stand

comparison with the New Testament use of the words. It is at

bottom quite arbitrary; even if it has conveniences in view of a given

situation as presently existing, it is sure, sooner or later, to mislead.

The Church is not, in the New Testament, a religious community

which has to be supplemented by the idea of the Kingdom as an

ethical community. In degenerate times the Church may lose the

true consciousness of itself which the New Testament exhibits; it

may lay stress on dogma, or on ritual, or on organization, as its

basis; it may make common worship, and the juristic institutions

and organs which minister to it, its be-all and end-all; it may be



invaded by a spurious individualism, or corrupted by the decay of

moral interest; any or all of these things may happen. But when they

do, we are not to seek the remedy by acknowledging that the idea of

the Church is inadequate to the moral demand, and must be

supplemented by that of the Kingdom; it will be quite sufficient to

revert to the New Testament idea of the Church itself. It is ethical

through and through. The acceptance of the love of God in Christ,

the offering of soul and body a living sacrifice to God, are free ethical

actions. The very first time an apostle mentions the Church, he calls

it

‘the Church . . . in God the Father and in the Lord Jesus Christ.' (I

Thessalonians 1:I). A church in God the Father and in the Lord Jesus

Christ is a community not only organized for worship, but inspired

by reciprocal action springing from the law of love. It is not only

religious, but ethical; though, since Jesus lived, that distinction has

lost its validity. If the Church has ceased to be ethical, if love is not

an inspiration in it, if it is not full of moral idealism and originality,

it is not that the conception of the Kingdom has been overlooked;

the conception of the Church itself, as apostles saw it, has been lost. 

What, then, you may ask, is the distinction between the two? I am

not confident that in principle there is any. The explanation of their

use in the New Testament is to be sought, I imagine, rather in

historical than in dogmatic considerations. When Jesus appeared

among the Jews, preaching the glad tidings of the Kingdom, He

proclaimed the grace of God the Father in a form which made it

accessible to Jewish minds. They had already the idea that God was

their King, and that they themselves were, or were to be, citizens in

the divine kingdom. True, this idea was very far from corresponding

to the idea which Christ brought; it was narrow, carnal, confused;

the child of bigotry and pride as much as of divine inspiration; and a

great part of our Lord’s teaching consisted in purifying it from base



elements and raising it to the height of the truth. Nevertheless, the

idea was there; it was a beginning of interest on which He could

count; a point of attachment in their minds to which He could fasten

what He wished to say. But when the gospel passed out of the Jewish

circle altogether, what was the value of this form for the expression

of it? In all probability it was very slight. In the synagogues it would

still be possible to speak of the Kingdom of God, and hope to be

understood; but to the mass of Gentile people in Asia, in Macedonia,

in Greece, in Italy, it would convey nothing at all. Hence the apostles

practically dropped it, and represented the social side of Christianity

in the ecclesia or church. This name is not to be defined a priori. It is

not to be explained by the use of ἐκκλησία in the LXX. to render the

Hebrew      , nor by the use of the same word to describe the citizens

of a Greek city assembled for the transaction of public business; it

means whatever the apostles use it to mean, and it will be very hard,

if justice is done to their use of it, to put it in any subordinate place.

In particular, nothing could be more false than to say, as is

sometimes said, that the introduction of this word marks the failure

of the apostles to apprehend the height and range of Christ’s ideas.

They did not lapse from His idea of the Kingdom, and discard it for

an inferior one, because they could not carry all its contents; they

practically exchanged it for another idea, when they found that

through another the grace of God could find easier access into the

minds of men. The displacement of Kingdom by Church as we pass

from the gospels to the epistles, does not signify that the apostles

had failed to understand Christ; it signifies that in the freedom of

the spirit, and in the consciousness of having the mind of Christ,

words, even Christ’s words, were of no consequence to them, and

were used or disused as occasion served. The apostles do not quote

Christ; they live in Him, and reproduce His mind in living ways. A

man may define Church and Kingdom in their relations to each

other in a way that pleases himself, because it is his own work; but



such definitions never please others, and I believe the reason is to be

found in what I have just said. They are arbitrary answers to an

unreal question. 

In a full study of the Church, as a topic in theology, the New

Testament is of course our guide. Principal Fairbairn, in his well-

known work--Christ in Modem Theology--has given an analysis of

apostolic doctrine on this subject, which seems to me almost the

best thing in his book. He shows the idea of the Church in all its

aspects, and while persisting, with his irrepressible philosophical

determination, in defining the mutual relations of Kingdom and

Church, does ample justice to the grandeur of the church idea in St.

Paul. ‘The Kingdom,’ he says, ‘is the immanent Church; the Church

is the explicated Kingdom, and nothing alien to either can be in the

other. The Kingdom is the Church expressed in the terms and mind

and person of its founder; the Church is the Kingdom done into

living souls and the society they constitute.’ For reasons already

stated, I think these decisions are superfluous and not free from an

element that may mislead; but they show that the writer has

appreciated New Testament teaching on the Church, and that is the

main thing. 

The Church, then, is at first a local community. It is the totality of

those who have accepted the salvation which is in Christ, and who

are living in mutual love as children of God. It is filled with the Holy

Spirit, which is the Spirit of Jesus; and it is this which is the bond of

union among its members. In every community there must be some

kind of organization, but certainly in the original Christian

community none seems to have been prescribed. The twelve men

who had been with Jesus had a natural and proper ascendency in it;

but when necessity arose to organize the work of charity, the whole

community chose persons who were set apart to this task. At a later

stage apostles and apostolic men--Paul, Barnabas, Peter, and James-



-state cases, and plead causes, before the assembled community,

which is nothing if not autonomous. When the gospel spreads into

foreign countries, we see the same kind of phenomenon repeated.

There are other local churches which have to organize themselves

for Christian worship and for Christian life. Their internal

independence is plain from every page of the epistles: even Paul

cannot lord it over their faith--i.e. cannot impose his authority on

them as Christian men, as a master imposes his will on his slaves.

He must convince, persuade, prevail, by spiritual means, even when

he is in the right; he was the great teacher of liberty, and could not

defy the principles he had himself inculcated. But these local

churches, reciprocally independent as they were, were nevertheless

one; they were a church; they were the church of the living God. The

bond that united them to each other as churches was the same as the

bond which united the members in anyone of them among

themselves; it was their common reception of the love of God in

Christ Jesus; their common acceptance of the obligations which

receiving that love imposed. They freely recognized each other’s

Christianity--each other’s membership in the Church--in various

effective ways. They sent commissioners, duly elected, to each other;

they gave letters of commendation to their own members, which

found welcome for them in Christian societies elsewhere; they had a

lively interest in each other, and in times of distress contributed

liberally for the relief of those most hardly pressed. They formed a

living and sympathetic unity, a new humanity within the bosom of

the old; but ‘the new humanity,’ as Dr. Fairbairn happily puts it,

‘created and penetrated by Christ, was as little dependent for its

being as the old humanity on specific forms of polity.’ It was one

body, only because there was one spirit in it. 

This is the actual Catholic Church as the New Testament exhibits it

to us--the totality of those who in every place call upon the name of



Jesus Christ our Lord, both their Lord and ours. I do not think the

New Testament contemplates the existence of unattached

Christians--persons who have accepted the Christian salvation, and

embraced the Christian ideal and vocation--but who are not

members of a church. The Christian end can never be attained,

either for ourselves or for others, except by the mutual action and

reaction, the reciprocal giving and receiving, of all who are in

fellowship with Christ. What the brethren have is indispensable to

us; what we have is indispensable to them. In this sense the dogma

is true--extra ecclesiam, nulla salus. It is the recognition of this

truth on which the vital unity of the Church depends. The Church is

united, it is one Church, because it is the body of Christ, and because

every member is necessary to all the rest. It is united, because to

every member grace has been given according to the measure of the

gift of Christ; because to everyone the manifestation of the Spirit is

given, not for his private satisfaction, but to profit withal; in other

words, for the furtherance of the common good. It is not united by

offices, nor even by officials; it is not united by a documentary

constitution or creed; it is not united by a uniform and allembracing

government--not one of these things is mentioned by the apostles.

Christ’s gifts to it for the maintenance and furtherance of its unity

are not offices nor officials, but spiritually endowed men; it is not in

the fellowship of a priestly or episcopal order--much less in the

fellowship of a Pope--that it is one; it is one in the fellowship of the

Holy Ghost. 

Men are gradually coming to see, what your branch of the Church

saw earlier than most, that ‘particular churches, with their specific

polities, do not break the unity of the Catholic Church visible, while

their faith and love constitute the unity of the invisible.' (Christ in

Modern Theology, p. 547). The Church is truly one, though its

organization is diverse. A world-wide sympathy, in virtue of a



common life, is great and inspiring; it tends to enlargement of mind

and heart; it tends to generate the most various and independent

types of goodness. A world-wide uniformity of ecclesiastical

organization, on the other hand, may be great and inspiring to some;

to multitudes, and especially to free men, bred in democracies, it is

oppressive as a nightmare; it suffocates all originality and enterprise

in the Christian life. It materializes the very conceptions that should

make materialism impossible, and puts fetters on the soul in what

ought to be the citadel of freedom. A Congregationalist or a

Presbyterian believes as devoutly as an Episcopalian or even a

Romanist in the unity of the visible Catholic Church; but he knows

better than to seek the signs of it in any external badge, in any

formal order of priesthood or of ritual. He knows that it is unity of

life, not of organization or of forms; he knows that the life which

manifests itself everywhere under the inspiration of Christ is too rich

and potent to be limited to any particular order, to the exclusion of

all others; he knows that the more energetic it is, the more will the

unity exhibit itself in diverse forms, which do not dissolve it, but

only declare its power. 

But the conception of local churches, and of a universal church, one

in its acceptance of the Christian salvation and in its devotion to the

Christian ideal, does not exhaust New Testament teaching. Over this

universal church hangs the figure of the ideal church, ‘the symbol,”

as Dr. Fairbairn has admirably put it, ‘of the completed work of

Christ.' (Christ in Modern Theology, p. 526). This church is not yet,

but it is the church which is to be; it is the bride of Christ, which He

loved, and for which He gave Himself up, that He might sanctify it,

having cleansed it with the washing of water by the word, that He

might present the church to Himself a glorious church, not having

spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that it should be holy and

without blemish. In the poetic imagination of the apostle this church



is almost personal in its unity. Its members come all together to a

full-grown man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of

Christ. It is Christ’s body, the fullness of Him that filleth all in all. It

is the contents of the divine decree of redemption; it is in it, that not

only to sinful men, but to the principalities and powers in the

heavenly places, as age succeeds age, there is revealed the manifold

wisdom of God. It is the end of all God’s works; creation and

redemption together are consummated in it; when it is presented to

Christ, as the bride to the bridegroom, the goal of history has been

reached; the apostle sees no more, but ascribes glory to God, in the

Church, in Christ Jesus, through all ages, world without end. 

When we have grasped these New Testament ideas of the local

church, the universal church, and the ideal church, and when we

have seen in what their unity consists, we are in a position to

criticize with some confidence the actual phenomena of church

history, the definitions of dogmatic theologians, and even the

demands which are being made on the Church in our own time. The

first two of these things, the phenomena of church history, and the

dogmatic definitions, are more or less dependent on each other; and

I wish to say a few words about them to begin with. 

As we have already seen, the primitive church was a community, the

bond of union in which was spiritual. It was the coetus fidelium, the

assembly of the saints; it had the consciousness of possessing

salvation in Jesus Christ; its various parts were held together by the

conscientia religionis, the unitas disciplinae, the foedus spei. It

would of course be a mistake to say that the congregations which

composed it, or even the universal church itself as a whole, was

without beliefs or without organization; but it was no legally

formulated belief, it was no divinely prescribed organization, which

legitimated the congregations, or guaranteed the Christianity of the

Church. One of the most interesting and difficult problems for the



church historian is to trace the influences under which, and the

process by which, the primitive conception was displaced, and legal

conceptions put in its place. There is no doubt that the question of

creed became important at an earlier date than that of constitution.

The Church had to naturalize itself in the world, and there was

danger of its being swamped in the process. As soon as it became a

phenomenon, visible to all, people were attracted into it from every

variety of motives. They did not leave their minds behind them when

they entered, and in the attempts which they inevitably made to

work up into one connected whole their pre-Christian and their new

ideas, they were sometimes in danger of doing less than justice to

the latter. Many of what are known as the gnostic systems are no less

than deliberate attempts on the part of pagan philosophies, usually

with a moral as well as a speculative interest, to capture the

Christian Church for their own ends, and turn it into a school. In

self-defense, as it were, the Church was compelled to become

somewhat of a school on its own account. It had to assert its facts; it

had to define its ideas; it had to interpret in its own way--in a way

which satisfied the Christian consciousness, aware of its connection

with Christ--those facts which men were misinterpreting. It had not

only to do this, but it had to secure authority for it when it was done,

and the process by which all this was accomplished is the process in

which the primitive was transformed, it is impossible to say

transfigured, into the historical Catholic Church. The earliest creed,

if one may call it so, was involved in the baptismal formula: the

name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, comprehends all

that is distinctive in Christianity. But in a philosophizing

environment, where persons and facts became ideas, and ideas

abstractions, this was not enough; and the baptismal confession was

expanded into a rule of faith, for which apostolic authority was

claimed. The so-called apostles’ creed is an example of what is

meant by this rule of faith. It was the basis of the teaching given to



catechumens, and, apart from the acceptance of it, no true

Christianity was possible, and no membership in the true Church,

for either individuals or communities. It is significant that the

Church at Rome is the one in which the earliest traces are found of a

definite rule of faith to which apostolic authority was assigned. It

may have been the practical governmental instinct of the leaders in

that Church--though the body of its members was Greek; or it may

have been that the need of resisting philosophies which would

evaporate the Christian facts, or fanaticisms which would supersede

them, was more urgent there than elsewhere; but certain it is that

the first embodiment of a rule of faith which can be traced is of

Roman origin. And it is equally significant that in Rome we find the

first approach to a definite conception of a New Testament canon--

that is, a collection of Christian writings on the same level of

authority with the Old Testament. The formation of the New

Testament canon is indeed obscure and perplexed in the extreme;

but thus much seems certain--that it was formed under the same

influences which led to defining the rule of faith, and that it was

meant in the main to serve the same purposes. Many things and

persons were claiming to be Christian, or were claiming Christianity

for their own, with which the collective consciousness of the

historical Christian community could hold no terms, and some test

of legitimacy was needed. It was found at first in this intellectual

way. Certain definite statements emerged, which, as constituting the

rule of faith, were regarded as of apostolic authority; certain books

were set apart, out of a number more or less indefinite, though

within narrow limits, of those that were read in the churches, and

these were regarded as of the same authority; nothing was Christian,

nothing belonged to the Church, that was inconsistent with either;

but everything belonged to the Church which accepted both. 



This may seem on the whole an inevitable, and a quite legitimate

process, yet it undeniably affects the character of the Church. It is no

longer the fellowship of the saints, the community of those who

possess salvation in Jesus Christ; it is the community which

confesses certain historical facts, and recognizes certain

interpretations of them, and a certain collection of writings, not

perfectly definite indeed, as religiously authoritative. The spiritual

character of the Church has retired, and it has assumed an

intellectual aspect. I do not mean that the Christianity of it has been

lost; nay, it was an active effort of the Christianity within the Church

which set up the rule of faith and the canon of the New Testament in

self-defense. It was well meant, and it was well done, but it shifted

the emphasis in the conception of the Church, and we have had to

pay for that ever since. It became possible then to look for the marks

of the Church, not in the actual Christianity existing in it, not in the

new life which its members owed to Christ and lived to Him, but in

the correctness of their opinions. The basis was laid for the

dogmatic, as opposed to the spiritual conception of the Church: the

idea of orthodoxy, which has no doubt a place of its own, got the

opportunity of creeping into a place which does not belong to it; and

men were inevitably tempted, in laying emphasis on the need of the

time, to overlook the eternal need--that the new life which came in

Jesus Christ should reign in all who called themselves His. It is

always dangerous when we call in the law, no matter in what shape,

to defend the gospel. 

But the process did not stop here--I mean the process of

transforming the conception of the Church. It was easy to say that

the rule of faith, and the canon of the New Testament, were of

apostolic authority; but if this were questioned, how could it be

proved? Critical investigations were out of the question. The

processes they involved were too complicated, and the results were



sometimes inconveniently uncertain; if the rule of faith and the New

Testament canon were to serve the purpose for which they had been

defined, there must be some short and easy method of

demonstrating that they possessed the apostolic character which

was claimed for them. This short and easy method was found when

the episcopal constitution which had grown up in almost all the

churches was declared to be itself apostolic, and the bishops

regarded as successors of the apostles. The separate churches, or the

Church as a whole, were not fitted to give the guarantee required;

and hence writers like Irenaeus and Tertullian tell us that the

possession of the apostolic inheritance, unimpaired, is guaranteed

by the churches only because in them there is found ordo

episcoporum per successionem ab initio decurrens--a line of

bishops following one after another from the beginning. This

answered, no doubt, in a rough way, to the truth: the Church had a

continuous history and a continuous consciousness; and it was

natural to seek the organs of these in her ministers. But this general

view did not meet the necessities of the case; no merely historical

view could do so. It is impossible to find a material guarantee like

this for the possession of Christian truth, to say nothing of Christian

life. The pressure of the situation drove those who felt it to

supplement the historical by a dogmatic conception: the bishops not

only were a line of men going back each after each to the apostolic

age, and to the apostles themselves; they received cum episcopatus

successione cerium veritatis charisma (along with their place in the

episcopal succession a sure charisma-spiritual gift--of truth); they

were in virtue of their ordination the depositaries and guardians of

the apostolic inheritance, the custodians of the truth, and, through

the sacraments, of the grace of the gospel. It is impossible to trace

out these conceptions in detail; but we can easily see how the

original conception of the Church was lost in them. At first men said,

No Church without the Spirit, without the salvation, the life, the



holiness of Christ; then they said, No Church without the rule of

faith and the apostolic writings; then, again, it came to be. No rule of

faith, and no apostolic writings, except under the guarantee of the

episcopal succession. The Church was originally the community of

the saints, of those who knew themselves saved in Jesus Christ; at

the next stage it became, in self-defense, something of a school; at

the third, it was completely metamorphosed, and instead of the

community of the saved became an institution in which the means of

salvation were to be found, because there was to be found there a

line of officials entrusted with them. If we want catchwords, we can

say it was first spiritual, then intellectual, and finally hierarchical;

first a holy society, then a society of true doctrine, and finally a

clerical polity. No bishop, no Church; because no bishop, no

apostolic tradition; and no apostolic tradition, no Christian life. 

By the middle of the third century the Church had got worlds away

from the ideals of the New Testament, and once embarked on the

wrong course it had to pursue it to the end. The organized hierarchy,

with its apostolic and sacerdotal powers, its sacraments in which the

simplicity of the New Testament had been corrupted not only by the

traditions of the Old but by the influence of pagan mysteries, its

sacrifices, its legal discipline, and its superstition, grew in process of

time into the Romish Church, with the sovereign priest at its head.

This historical succession, we may thankfully acknowledge, did not

extinguish the spiritual succession of Christian souls and of

Christian life from generation to generation, though it often did its

best to that end; and as long as we can serve ourselves heirs to the

saints of Jesus Christ, we do not need to mourn that we have broken

with an external legal succession. It is a dead weight which some

churches carry, and which, though sometimes imposing to the

imagination, is never in the truest Christian sense inspiring. 



I may assume that in a Protestant seminary such conceptions are

refuted even as they are stated: the questions that trouble us are not

so much the relation of the Church, as the New Testament conceives

it, to the various forms in which Christianity has historically

organized itself, as the functions of the Church, such as we know it,

in view of the present social situation. Assuming that we have a

consciousness of ourselves as Christian men and Christian

communities answering to that which is represented in the New

Testament, what are we to say to the various demands which the

world makes upon us? I do not know how it may be here, but I know

that in Britain the churches are plentifully instructed in their duties

by those who are without, and their interposition demanded on all

sorts of occasions. Just as men sometimes tried to capture them in

early days for a philosophical propaganda, so they would now for a

social propaganda; they want the Church, very often, as an ally to

fight their own battles. It is in the name of the Kingdom of God that

these claims are made. This large conception, it is said, has been lost

in the little one of the Church, and the Church needs to be waked up

to the true scale of her duties. I have already criticized the relation of

the two names, and do not need to say more here than that all that is

binding on citizens of the Kingdom is binding on members of the

Church. They are to carry the new life into every department of

human activity, and by so doing to

Christianize all. In the calling in which Christian men are called they

are to abide with God. Whatever line of business a Christian man

works in, he must work in it as a Christian. If he is an artist, he must

be a Christian artist; he must recognize a responsibility to Christ and

to the brotherhood in all the use he makes of pen or pencil. If he is a

capitalist, he must be a Christian in the use of his money, and of the

power it gives him, remembering what Christ says about the dangers

of wealth, and that the soul of the poorest workman he employs is



worth more to God than all the money in the world. If he is a

politician--and in a free country every man ought to be one--he will

carry Christian conviction. Christian cleanness of hand and of

purpose, into his politics, and remember that Christ’s will is

supreme over nations as over individual men. All this, you will say,

is commonplace, and so it is; but it is commonplace the disregard of

which has brought upon the Church many of her perplexities and

dangers. Take, for instance, those economical questions that arise in

disputes between capital and labor. People cry out fiercely that the

Church ought to mediate, that the Church ought to be on the side of

the poor and oppressed, and so on. The Church ought certainly to be

on the side of justice and of mercy; but it needs more than sympathy

with justice and mercy to decide on the merits of a given dispute; it

needs an accurate knowledge of the whole circumstances of the case,

and that, it is impossible and unnecessary for the Church to have. It

is no part of my business as a Christian man, or even as a Christian

minister, and therefore it is no part of the business of the Church,

which is the assembly of Christian men, to understand mining,

docks, engineering, railways, or any industry, so as to be able to give

sentence in cases of dispute. To do that is the work of Christian men

who in God’s providence are called to live the Christian life under

the conditions in question; and it should be left for them to do.

When representative Christian ministers--like Cardinal Manning, or

the Bishop of Durham--interpose in economic disputes, in their

character as ministers, it tends to put the Church in a false position,

and though the present distress may excuse it, it is on larger grounds

to be regretted. All life has to be Christianized; but the process is to

be accomplished, not by dragging everything under the scrutiny and

sentence of the Church as it exists among us, but by sending out into

all the departments of life men to live and work there in the Spirit of

Christ. The Church is the home of the Spirit, the nurse and the

educator of the Christian life; but her power to leaven society, and to



be the salt of the earth, will not be increased if she makes it her

policy, in the name of practical preaching, to lay down the law about

all the details of existence. Christian ethics is not casuistry, still less

is it the doing of other people’s duties for them. There were things

Christ refused to do; there are things that the Church, and the

ministers of the Church, should refuse in His name. We shall speak

often of money, if we speak as He spoke; but we shall not divide the

inheritance. We shall not assume that because we are Christians we

are experts in economy or in legislation, or in any branch of politics,

any more than in science or in art. We shall believe that the Church

which cultivates in all its members the spirit of humanity, the spirit

of liberty, justice, generosity, and mercy, will do more for the coming

of God’s kingdom than if it plunged into the thick of every conflict,

or offered its mediation in every dispute. The Church does nothing

unless it does the deepest things; it does nothing unless it prevails

on sinful men to have peace with God through our Lord Jesus

Christ, and to walk in love even as He loved us. Let us fix our minds

on this as the first and supreme interest, and everything else will

come out in its proper place.

Lecture IX--Holy Scripture

THROUGH these lectures there has been constant reference made

to Scripture, and indeed a constant appeal to its authority. There are

some, I presume, to whom this will seem quite natural and

appropriate; others, no doubt, to whom it will appear like building in

the air, or building at best on a foundation the security of which

remains to be tested. This individual difference of opinion answers

roughly to a confessional distinction to which reference was made in

the first lecture. There are some confessions--e.g. the old Scottish

one, and the new English Presbyterian one--which state Christian



doctrine in some such order as I have followed here, and introduce

what they have to say of Scripture under the rubric of means of

grace, and in subordination to the doctrine of the Church; while

others, like the Westminster Confession, make Holy Scripture the

subject of their first chapter, and treat it as fundamental to

everything else. The arguments seem to me all in favor of the former

course. The Bible is, in the first instance, a means of grace; it is the

means through which God communicates with man, making him

know what is in His heart towards him. It must be known and

experienced in this character before we can form a doctrine

concerning it. We cannot first define its qualities, and then use it

accordingly; we cannot start with its inspiration, and then discover

its use for faith or practice. It is through an experience of its power

that words like inspiration come to have any meaning, and when we

define them apart from such experience we are only playing with

empty sounds. This is implied in that treatment of Scripture, just

alluded to, under the heading of means of grace; and it is expressly

admitted by such sturdy upholders of the inspiration, and the

consequent infallibility and inerrancy of Scripture, as Professor

Warfield and the late Professor Hodge. ‘Very many religious and

historical truths,’ they write, (Inspiration, p. 8. Presbyterian Board

of Publication, Philadelphia) ‘must be established before we come to

the question of inspiration, as, for instance, the being and moral

government of God, the fallen condition of man, the fact of a

redemptive scheme, the general historical truth of the Scriptures,

and the validity and authority of the revelation of God’s will, which

they contain--i.e. the general truth of Christianity and its doctrines.

Hence it follows that, while the inspiration of the Scriptures is true,

and, being true, is a principle fundamental to the adequate

interpretation of Scripture, it nevertheless is not in the first instance

a principle fundamental to the truth of the Christian religion.’ I

agree with this as far as it goes, but I should go further. ‘The general



truth of Christianity and its doctrines,’--to quote the words I have

underlined--must indeed be established ‘before we come to the

question of inspiration;’ but it cannot possibly be established

without the use of Scripture. On the contrary, it is as we use

Scripture, without any presuppositions whatever, that we find it has

power to lodge in our minds ‘Christianity and its doctrines’ as being

not only generally but divinely true; and its power to do this is

precisely what we mean by its inspiration. We do not use the Bible,

as it has been used in the foregoing lectures, because of an

antecedent conviction that it is inspired; we are convinced it is

inspired because it so asserts its authority over us, as we read, that

we cannot but use it in that way. This, I am confident, is the only

rational and experimental way of reaching and stating the truth. 

 

But it is when we leave generalities behind, and come to detailed

questions of fact, such as are raised by almost all historical criticism,

either of the Old Testament or of the New, that difficulties emerge,

and men’s minds are perplexed. No Christian questions such a

proposition as this, that God actually speaks to man through the

Scriptures, and that man hears the voice and knows it to be God’s.

No Christian questions that through the Scripture the believing soul

has fellowship with God its Father and Redeemer in Christ Jesus.

These are things of experience which need no guarantee beyond

themselves. ‘If,’ said Professor Robertson Smith, ‘I am asked why I

receive Scripture as the word of God, and as the only perfect rule of

faith and life, I answer with all the fathers of the Protestant Church,

Because the Bible is the only record of the redeeming love of God,

because in the Bible alone I find God drawing near to man in Christ

Jesus, and declaring to us in Him His will for our salvation. And

this record I know to be true by the witness of His Spirit in my

heart, whereby I am assured that none other than God Himself is



able to speak such words to my soul.' This, it seems to me, is not

only true, but self-evident and unassailable; the only trouble is that

it is so easily misapplied. It is really a doctrine of the word of God, or

of the divine message to man; but it is too apt to be construed as if it

were a doctrine of the text of Scripture. It has been used to cover not

only certain assumed qualities of Scripture as we have it, but certain

alleged qualities of an ‘original autograph’ of Scripture which no one

knows anything about. It will facilitate understanding, if, with such a

conception of Scripture as the medium through which God speaks to

the believer, we survey the Bible in its distinctive parts, and look at

the relation which this conception bears, in each case, to the

problems and results of criticism. It is here that the whole difficulty

lies; but I believe the result will be not to invalidate, but to vindicate,

that use of Scripture which has been made in the foregoing lectures. 

 

Our starting-point in such an investigation as this must be that part

of Scripture in which we come most immediately into contact with

Christ, viz., the gospels. It is in Christ supremely--there are those

who would say in Christ exclusively, which is right in a sense, though

misleading here--that God draws near to us, and declares to us His

will for our salvation. No one who admits that God speaks to the soul

through the Scriptures will question that the voice of God is

peculiarly audible, intelligible, and compelling in Christ. When He

speaks to us, God speaks to us; when we are brought into His

presence, and apprehend His mercy and His judgment, we are

brought into God’s presence, and are judged and redeemed by Him.

But, someone will say, the gospels purport to be historical, and all

that claims to be historical must be subject to historical criticism.

We must be able to show that the life of Jesus actually happened as

it is reported by the evangelists--we must have a scientific guarantee

of the accuracy of the narrative--before we allow it to have any



impression on our minds or hearts at all. What if the gospel

narrative should prove, on examination, to be untrue? 

This looks a serious, but is in reality a trifling, question. It is by no

means necessary that we should know everything that is in the

gospels to be true, or that we should be bound to the accuracy of

every detail before they begin to do for us what God designs them to

do. To any sincere person who raised this difficulty I should say,

Read these books with your eye on Christ, and it will be as certain to

you as anything is certain to the mind, heart, and conscience of man,

that the character of Christ there exhibited is a real character. It is

not a fancy character; it is not a work of imagination the evangelists

did not make it out of their own heads. Leaving details on one side,

and confining ourselves exclusively to Jesus as a person of such and

such a character, a person in whom such and such a relation is

realized to God on the one hand and to man on the other, a person

who, in His moral temper and in all His words and deeds, exhibits

Himself as the Son of God, the brother, friend, and Savior of men;

leaving, I say, details on one side, and confining ourselves

exclusively to this, it is certain, with a certainty no doubt can touch,

that such a one actually lived. We do not need to become historical

critics before we can believe in Christ and be saved by Him. The

Holy Spirit, bearing witness by and with the word of the evangelists

in our hearts, gives us, independent of any criticism, a full

persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine authority

of the revelation of God made in Him. And if anyone still maintains

that this does forestall criticism, I should say that the very meaning

of the Incarnation, the truth on which all Christianity depends, is

precisely this, that there is a point, viz., the life of the Son of God in

our nature, at which the spiritual and the historical coincide, and at

which, therefore, as the very purpose of revelation requires, there

can be a spiritual guarantee for historical truth. The witness of the



Spirit to the believer enables him, not only de facto but de jure, to

take the life of Christ recorded in the gospels as a real historical life.

If it were not so, the life of Christ would be absolutely without

religious significance. God could make no use of it; for if it could not

be used till historical criticism had finished its work upon it,

obviously it could never be used at all. 

But on this general basis, criticism is free to do its appropriate work.

A criticism, indeed, which on principle denies the supernatural, and

regards it as one of its most obvious tasks to explain away this

element in the story, need not discompose one who has the spiritual

certainty referred to, that all through the history, and not merely

when what we call miracles are being wrought, he is in contact with

a supernatural Person. Christ and His works are all of a piece, and

he who has apprehended Christ, or rather been apprehended by

Him, will not seek to reduce the self-manifestation of the Savior to

the measure of common humanity. To prove the miracles one by one

is as impossible as to disprove them in the same way, but they unite

with the Person and the words of Jesus into one divine whole

through which God reveals His very heart to man. The gospels have

every quality which they need, to put us in contact with the gospel;

they do put us in contact with it, and the Spirit makes it sure to our

faith; why should we ask for more from them? If they truly represent

Christ to us, so that we gain the faith in Him which their authors

had, is not that all we can desire? The evangelists may make

mistakes in dates, in the order of events, in reporting the occasion of

a word of Jesus, possibly in the application of a parable; we may

discern here and there, as in Luke, the incipient formalism of the

second generation; we may distinguish, as a recent analysis of the

gospels has done, between a first, a second, and a third cycle of oral

gospel, which preceded our written gospels; we may feel more

certain, on bare historical grounds, of details contained in the



Apostolic Source as Weiss has extracted it from Matthew and Luke,

than of details the historical authority for which we cannot define;

we may differ--Christian men do differ--about numberless questions

of this kind; but we ought to be able to say boldly that though all

these be left out of view, nay, even though in any number of cases of

this kind the gospels should be proved in error, the gospel is

untouched; the word of God, the revelation of God to the soul in

Christ, attested by the Spirit, lives and abides. Revelation is

ultimately personal, as personal as faith. It is to Christ we give our

trust, and as long as the gospels make us sure of what He is, they

serve God’s purpose and our need. 

It is from the vantage ground of this certainty, furnished by faith in

Christ, that we can most effectively survey what remains of the field.

Whatever men may say of the authority of Scripture, no one who

agrees with what has been said thus far will dispute the authority of

Christ. At all events, I do not speak here to those who would. And

what everyone must feel who has said in the Spirit of God, ‘Jesus is

Lord,’ is that in a very real sense His authority may be invoked to

cover that of Scripture. He was born and brought up in the Jewish

Church, to which had been committed the oracles of God. He used

the Scriptures of the Old Testament--the same to all intents and

purposes as we ourselves have--and He used them, if we may say so,

as men legitimately use them still, as a means of fellowship with His

Father in heaven. He used them in the crises of His life, in the

wilderness and on the Cross, to fight Satan and death. If they served

Him thus, it would surely be an extraordinary rashness and

presumption to assert that there is no similar service they can

render to us. But we can go further than this, and point to express

words of Jesus in which the authority of the Old Testament is

recognized, and even used in argument with the Jews. ‘They have

Moses and the prophets, let them hear them.’ ‘The Scripture cannot



be broken.’ ‘One jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law

till all be fulfilled.’ ‘Ye do err, not knowing the Scriptures.’ ‘Have ye

never read?’ Sayings like these assure us that Jesus, at all events,

found in the Scriptures of the Old Testament a true revelation of

God; as He read, the Father spoke to Him, and He Himself had

fellowship with Him. More important still is that testimony to the

ancient Scriptures which is borne by the fact that Jesus saw in them,

as has been remarked in an earlier lecture, foreshadowings of

Himself. If it is too much to say that His coming and His work are

clearly predicted in them, it is not too much to say that they are

clearly prefigured. The reality is more important than the words

(though articulate predictive words are not wanting), and the reality,

to His own mind, bore directly upon Him. In other words, the Old

Testament is vitally, and not only casually and chronologically,

connected with the New. Christ was born in that particular historical

connection, and, we may say it reverently, could not have been born

in any other. He came to fulfil the law and the prophets, and though

the fulfilment exhibited in His Person and Work unimaginably

transcends all we could have anticipated, and makes the mechanical

correspondences that have been sought out between the Old

Testament and the New as worthless as they are often absurd, it

shows indubitably that the Old Testament and the New are included

in one purpose of God, and gives to the record of the earlier

revelation the same sanction possessed by the later. 

From the very beginning, as we are all aware, the Old Testament was

in some sort a problem to the Church. The early Christians used it

without embarrassment as a Christian book. When they quote from

it they always quote in a Christian sense. Their very use of its words

makes them, and is intended to make them, New Testament words,

and what has just been said is to a certain extent their justification.

It is possible to err in detail, if we read the Old Testament in this



way; it may even be possible to err in every detail, and yet not to err

on the whole. For it is the same Word of God which became

Incarnate in Jesus that speaks to the heart in the ancient Scriptures.

On the other hand, men have been as strongly impressed from the

beginning with the idea that the Old Testament was not a Christian

book. This was the view, among others, of Marcion, who, ipso Paulo

paulinior, simply rejected it. He could only define the relation of it

to Christ and the gospel negatively--by contrast, not by connection,

or even by comparison. The theology of Ritschl and his adherents, in

spite of protests to the contrary, is in this respect passably

Marcionitic. ‘We cannot,’ says Herrmann (Der Verkthr des Christen

mit Gott, p. 49), one of its representative men, ‘we cannot transplant

ourselves into the religious life of a pious Israelite so as to

understand it completely. For the facts, which wrought upon him as

revelations of God, have no longer this power for us. . . . Since we

cannot be conscious of ourselves as Jews, neither can the revelation

which Israel enjoyed any longer satisfy us.’ ‘Satisfy us,’ is perhaps

true; but what the argument requires is, ‘have significance for us,’

and this, in point of fact, is not true. For Christians, the authority of

Christ Himself, the use He made of the Old Testament in His

teaching, the use He made of it in His personal life, the relation in

which He set Himself to it as the Fulfiller of Law and Promise, all

these combined secure the Old Testament as a whole in a position

from which it cannot be dislodged, and in which no other book can

compete with it. It is a part of the divine revelation consummated in

Christ, and what has already been said about the gospels has an

application here also. The witness of the Spirit, by and with the word

in the soul, does not guarantee the historicity of miraculous details,

but it does guarantee the presence of a supernatural element in the

history recorded. It bars out a criticism which denies the

supernatural on principle, and refuses to recognize a unique work of

God as in process along this line.  



But when this is recognized, we ought to recognize, on the other

hand, that within these limits criticism has its own work to do. The

Old Testament is not only a book, but a collection of books. It has a

unity as the record of revelation, and as a medium through which

God still speaks to men and enters into fellowship with them. It is

one, because it is the product of one work of God proceeding

continuously through the ages and completing itself in Christ; and it

is one also because all its writers write out of their faith in the one

living and true God who is the author of this work, and write to

communicate their faith to others. And indeed it is nothing else than

faith, apprehending the revelation, which makes this unity apparent.

But the one revelation came ‘by divers portions and in divers

manners,’ and in this diversity the literary and historical critic finds

his work prepared. Who wrote the books, the time at which they

were written, the historical conditions out of which they spring, and

to which they are addressed, the circumstances of their preservation,

collection, transmission, and so forth; all these are his task. And a

Christian who knows that God does speak to the soul through the

Scriptures ought not to speak of criticism as an alien or hostile

power, with which he may be compelled, against his will, to go so

far, but which he must ever regard with suspicion. There have no

doubt been irresponsible critics, and even profane and wanton

critics--for the way in which men handle revelation judges them

when they do not think of it; but true criticism is a science, and will

go its own length, and we will all go along with it. Even to speak of

‘moderate’ and ‘extreme’ opinions in criticism is out of place. The

answers to the critic’s questions are not moderate or extreme, but

true or false; and of all men a Christian ought to be willing to go any

length with truth. But let us reflect, for a moment, on what the

general effect of criticism has been, so far as the Old Testament is

concerned. 



It has certainly brought into a new prominence the work, and the

works, of the prophets. It has, indeed, altered greatly the use that is

commonly made of them. It is no longer an apologetic, but a directly

spiritual function, that the prophetic Scriptures fulfil. They are not a

waste area in the Bible, with one or two luminous points in it, where

coincidences can be detected or imagined between the Old

Testament and the New. They have been put, by the labors of

criticism, into their original setting; they have been read as the voice

of God addressed to discoverable historical situations, and the voice

of God has become audible in them again as it had not been audible

for long. It is no exaggeration to say that the prophetic Scriptures are

at this moment inspiring more men, speaking to more men for God,

giving more men larger and fresher conceptions of things divine and

human, than at any previous age in the history of the Church. This is

only another way of saying that as a result of criticism the

inspiration of the prophetic books has had freer play, and is working

more powerfully and fruitfully than it has ever done before. If there

has been loss, the gain has far outweighed the loss; but it is by no

means plain that the supposition should be granted. The old way of

vindicating prophecy by pointing to the ruins, or want of ruins, at

Babylon, and to the fishermen’s nets at Tyre, had something

painfully unproductive about it. It might be unobjectionable, but it

never took one further forward. The New Testament idea that all

prophecy is fulfilled in Christ--and therefore that in Christ only are

fulfilments of prophecy to be sought--is true, wholesome, and

inspiring. How far the revelation fully made in Christ had been

brought within the horizon of the ancient men of God,--how far,

through the enlightenment of the divine Spirit and sympathy with

the divine purpose, they were permitted to anticipate what God was

doing for His people,--these are not questions to which there is any

mechanical answer. The vital connection between the work of the

prophets and the work of Jesus is guaranteed by Jesus Himself; and



we have only to be thankful that criticism has enabled us to hear

more plainly than before the voice of God speaking to His people in

the promises, threatenings, and spiritual teachings of the prophetic

Scriptures. We do not need to believe that the prophets could write

history beforehand. The revelation they have to make to us is not the

revelation of this or that incident in the fortunes of men or nations;

it is the revelation of God. Their writings stand in the Scriptures

because they do reveal God; because they are a mighty and effective

means of putting us in communication with Him who spoke to the

prophets, and generating in our souls that faith in Him which they

possessed. That is what they really have to impart to us,--faith in

God the Holy One, the alone living and true, ever present in the life

of men and nations, to judge and to save. I repeat that we owe

criticism a debt for liberating, as it were, this spirit of prophecy, and

giving it free course in the Church. 

With the historical books many will feel the case is different. The

critical investigation of these has led to results which it is apparently

impossible to combine with old ideas of the authority of Scripture.

But let us compose our minds by recalling the point from which we

started. The primary certainty which ought to be unceasingly

present to our minds is that God speaks to us through Jesus Christ,

and that this final revelation consummated a preparatory revelation

made to Israel in the course of its history, and very largely by means

of its history. I have said already that this guarantees the presence of

a supernatural element in the history, which cannot be defined a

priori, but it does not seem to me to guarantee any more. It warrants

us to anticipate, what we find in experience is the fact, that God

speaks to the heart and conscience of men through the Biblical

record; it does not guarantee that in this record we shall find

nothing but what is historical in the modern and scientific sense of

history. In the Hebrew Bible, the writers of what we call the



historical books-Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings--are called ‘the

former prophets,’ and this is the right aspect in which to regard

them. They are not annalists merely, or secular historians tracing

out the secondary causes by which the historical process has

advanced, but men of God reading and interpreting the story of

God’s dealings with their race. That this story is peculiarly

significant, and that there was a peculiar presence of God in it, is

proved by its peculiar and vital relation to Christ; but the historical

writers need not have been, and evidently in point of fact were not,

miraculously provided with information which other historians

would have required to search out for themselves. Regarded simply

as historians, their opportunities naturally varied, and with them the

strictly historical importance of their work. Sometimes one might

have lived through all that he describes. Thus Jeremiah tells with the

authority of an eye-witness, as well as the insight of a prophet, the

story of the last days of Jerusalem. Sometimes, again, one might

have good contemporary evidence to go upon, such as we often find

referred to in the Books of Kings. For more remote and unsettled

periods, as that described in the Book of Judges, it may be extremely

difficult to appreciate the evidence historically. Yet God spoke to His

people through all these different kinds of history, and they heard

His voice. All of them are written by men firmly convinced--and

truly convinced--that God had ever been present in the history of

Israel, and desirous to impart that conviction of theirs to others.

They may have been mistaken about one detail or another in the

story they tell. They may have had poor facilities for obtaining

information, but their testimony to God is a testimony to which God

Himself bears witness, by and with their word, in our hearts; and in

treating the Bible as the record of revelation it is this alone with

which we are concerned. Perhaps what has troubled most people in

this connection is the verdict of criticism on the opening chapters of

the Bible. These are in form historical, but they manifestly treat of



prehistoric times. The very moment we think of it, it is obvious that

the story of the first man cannot be history, as the story of the siege

and conquest of Jerusalem by the Chaldeans is history. The

beginnings of man’s life on earth lie far behind all records, and all

traditions too. Yet here, in the beginning of Genesis, we have what

purport to be accounts of these inaccessible things. What are we to

call them? Some would say, ‘Supernaturally communicated history.’

But this would be a thing not only without analogy in the rest of

Scripture, but utterly incapable of proof. It is indeed a meaningless,

because a self-contradictory, description. The truth is that these

stories illustrate, in the race to which God chose to reveal Himself, a

stage through which the human mind passes in all races, and indeed

in all individuals. Long before man is capable of science or history,

he asks himself questions to which only science or history can give

the answer, and not only asks, but answers them too. Now what is

the technical name for these prescientific answers to scientific

questions? for these prehistorical answers to historical questions?

The name which is technically given to them is myths. Among

people who do not know anything of mythology, myth is usually a

term of contempt. But here it is a term of science. There is a stage at

which, in this sense, the whole contents of the mind, as yet incapable

of science or of history, may be called mythological. And what

criticism shows us, in its treatment of the early chapters of Genesis,

is that God does not disdain to speak to the mind, nor through it,

even when it is at this lowly stage. Even the myth, in which the

beginnings of human life, lying beyond human research, are

represented to itself by the childmind of the race, may be made the

medium of revelation. God has actually taken these weak things of

the world and things that are despised, and has drawn near to us,

and spoken to our hearts, through them. I should not hesitate to say

that the man who cannot hear God speak to him in the story of

creation and the fall will never hear God’s voice anywhere. But that



does not make the first chapter of Genesis science, nor the third

chapter history. And what is of authority in these chapters is not the

quasi-scientific or quasi-historical form, but the message, which

through them comes to the heart, of God’s creative wisdom and

power, of man’s native kinship to God, of his calling to rule over

nature, of his sin, of God’s judgment and mercy. It is the contents of

this message also which we use, without misgiving, in constructing

our theology, for these contents are authenticated by the witness of

the Spirit. To quote the Westminster Confession, ‘The Supreme

Judge, by which all controversies of religion are to be determined,

and all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of

men, and private spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sentence

we are to rest, can be no other but the Holy Spirit speaking in the

Scripture’--not the mere letter of Scripture itself. 

The point, however, at which the authority of Scripture is most

discussed theologically is that at which the authority of the apostles

comes into view. Revelation is summed up in Christ--this is

conceded on all hands. But the question at once arises, What is

meant by Christ? Is it Christ as He lived and moved among men?

Christ as He can be interpreted out of His own express teaching?

Christ as He can be preached on the basis, say, of the second gospel

alone, or on a narrower basis even than that?

There is a large school of theologians who incline to say so more or

less dogmatically. For them, our knowledge of Christ ends at the

Cross. His resurrection is part of the apostles’ faith, but incapable of

proof as a historical fact. Words ascribed to Him after the

Resurrection may be reminiscences of words He had actually spoken

before, only adapted to a new situation; or they may be the product

of the loving imagination and reflection of -disciples, put without

misgiving into the Lord’s mouth. This is the attitude on the whole of

the Ritschlian school. They ignore Christ’s exaltation as something



belonging rather to the realm of pious imagination than serious fact.

They ignore the giving of the Holy Spirit as a Spirit of truth to enable

the apostles to interpret the revelation contained in the life, death,

and exaltation of Jesus. They ignore, as I had occasion to point out

in an earlier lecture, the many things which Jesus could not say to

His disciples while He was with them, because they could not bear

them, but which the Spirit was to show them when He was gone.

And on the strength of general principles like these, while they

accept the apostolic testimony to what Christ said and did, they do

not feel bound by the apostolic interpretations of His life and death.

Christ they admit to be the perfect revelation, but it does not follow

that the apostolic is the final theology. Hence the apostolic theology

has no binding authority for us, or for the Church at large.  

In another way, also, the authority of the New Testament as a

theological standard has been called in question. The New

Testament itself, it is asserted, does not present us with a single type

of theology. The Biblical Theology of the New Testament even takes

it as its special task to present the conceptions of the various writers

in their characteristic distinctness from each other. Thus we have a

Pauline, a Johannine, a Synoptic theology; a theology of the Epistle

to the Hebrews, and even of Peter. But all that needs to be insisted

on is that underneath these there is a Christian theology, a unity to

which the Spirit of God bears witness, by and with the apostolic

word, in the heart; and a unity, too, in which all the personal

distinctions disappear. It is quite misleading to say that because the

New Testament writers apprehended Christian truth each with his

own mind and in his own way, therefore there is no coherent

Christian truth to apprehend, or no authority in the original

apprehension of it. 

But leaving this point, let us return to the position just defined, that

of those who accept the apostolic testimony, but feel no obligation to



accept the apostolic theology, and declare expressly beforehand, and

on principle, that it has no authority for them. I do not think it is

worthwhile to discuss beforehand, in this abstract way, what

authority the apostolic theology can have, or ought to have. We wish

our doctrine of God to rest upon the authority of God; and the Holy

Spirit does not bear witness before the word, but by and with the

word, in our hearts. Where the human mind is concerned, it is idle

to speak of an authority which can simply be imposed. There neither

is nor can be any such thing. The real question is whether there is an

authority which can impose itself, which can freely win the

recognition and surrender of the mind and heart of man. Applied to

the matter in hand, the real question is whether the characteristic

teachings of the apostles, which constituted at once their theology

and their gospel, are guaranteed by the witness of the

Spirit. For ‘the authority of the holy Scripture, for which it ought to

be believed and obeyed, dependeth not upon the testimony of any

man or church, but wholly upon God.’--(Westminster Confession,

Ch. 1. § 4.). Take, for instance, the great doctrine of apostolic

theology, which, as I have tried to show (in Lecture v.), is found in

substance, and without ambiguity, in all the New Testament ‘types

of teaching’--the expiatory significance of the death of Christ. A man

may say if he pleases that he is not bound to accept this merely

because it is taught by Peter and Paul and John; his intelligence is in

no predestined relation of bondage to theirs. This is exactly what the

confession says: ‘the authority of the holy Scripture, for which it

ought to be believed and obeyed, dependeth not upon the testimony

of any man’--not even of an apostle. But this is an abstract assertion,

with no particular application. The doctrine of an atonement for

sins, made in Christ’s death, has never been accepted in the Church

simply as the speculation of three accidentally privileged men-Peter,



Paul, and John. The authority it enjoys and has enjoyed from the

beginning is due to this, that the Holy

Spirit has borne witness by and with that doctrine in men’s hearts,

making them sure that in accepting Christ’s death thus interpreted,

they were accepting the very soul of God’s redeeming love. If there is

one truth in the whole Bible which is covered by the testimonium

internum Spiritus sancti, and by the consenting witness of

Christians in all ages, it is this. It has an authority in it or along with

it by which it vindicates itself to faith as divinely and infallibly true;

it asserts itself irresistibly, and beyond a doubt, as the supreme

revelation of God’s judgment and mercy to penitent souls. There can

be no authority higher than that. Neither, so far as I can see, can

there be any real authority prior to that. 

But surely we are bound to consider how the apostles themselves

understood the situation. They were conscious that their gospel,

with this as its central doctrine, had the authority I have described,

and they preached it in this consciousness. It had a divine guarantee

in their own souls. It was not taught them by man; they received it

by revelation. It was preached with the Holy Ghost sent down from

heaven. It was meant to evoke, and did evoke, in the souls of those

who heard it, a faith standing not in the wisdom of man but in the

power of God. If now we weigh this consciousness of the apostles

themselves--and it surely has significance, just as the self-

consciousness of the prophet had in the earlier dispensation--and if

we take it in its New Testament connection with the exaltation of

Jesus and the gift of the Spirit, it becomes necessary, I think, even a

priori, to concede a far higher importance to the apostolic theology

than is done by writers of the school to which I have referred. If the

revelation made in Jesus had either to be apprehended in its essence

immediately, or lost--and there is hardly room to doubt that these

were the alternatives; if the apostles themselves claim to have



received special spiritual power to interpret and to teach it; if the

claims they make are attested by the witness of the Spirit finding

entrance for their message into the souls of men; if they are all at

one, as St. Paul asserts they are, and as the examination of the texts

in the fifth lecture showed, on what they regard as the very heart of

the revelation made in Christ, ought we not to feel that there is

something unreal, and out of proportion to reality, in the claim to

reject the central doctrine of the apostolic gospel, and the keystone

of apostolic theology, on the abstract general ground that one man’s

thought can have no binding authority for another? That a man

should see nothing in the doctrine is conceivable, but another

matter; the apostles themselves encountered those in whose case it

was veiled. There is something flippant in a remark like Herrmann’s,

that what is important is not that we should have the thoughts of the

apostles about Christ, but that we should have thoughts of our own.

What is important is that our thoughts should truly interpret the

divine revelation; and if they do this, they are not ours nor theirs but

God’s. The very grace of the apostolic Scriptures is, that God by

means of them interprets to us His love in Christ, and enables us to

grasp it with heart and mind. 

It is, I think, along the line followed in this lecture that the

conception of the divine authority of Scripture can be best presented

to those whose minds are perplexed about it. A sure starting-point

must be acquired, and working out from it the area of certitude may

be gradually enlarged. That starting-point for anyone at the present

day will almost inevitably be the words, or rather the character and

Person, of Jesus. It is under His inspiration, under His

guardianship, that the Old Testament maintains itself as the

medium of a true revelation of God to man; and it is His Spirit which

in the apostles justifies itself as the original and final interpreter of

His work. But this individual procedure presupposes the Bible; the



canon of Holy Scripture is there, to begin with; a collection of sacred

books to which nothing can be added, revelation being completely

recorded in them. What authority, it may be asked, has the

collection itself? 

This is a question of quite a different kind from that which has

engaged our attention hitherto. The process by which the various

writings composing the Old Testament and the New were brought

into their present relations is one which the historian finds full of

difficulty; it raises innumerable questions to which there is at

present no answer. It is obviously impossible to pursue it here, but

perhaps it may serve some purpose to say that the canon has the

authority of the Church, while the divine message which it brings to

us has the authority of God. Yet that antithesis is not absolute. The

Church is Christ’s creation, and did not proceed at random in

constituting its Bible; however in details the judgment of the

Christian community may have wavered--and we know that there

were fluctuations not quite unimportant--the result proves that it

was divinely guided on the whole. There is nothing in the canon

unworthy of a medium of revelation, and it is certainly a most

impressive fact that the experience of nineteen centuries has

produced nothing worthy to be added to it. There has been no

interpretation of the revelation made in Jesus which has done more

than try to grasp the breadth and depth of apostolic teaching; and

the perennial impulse which Scripture and Scripture alone

communicates to spiritual life and spiritual thought is always sealing

its pre-eminence anew. This is especially true in all that the New

Testament tells us of the life beyond death. The world in which the

Risen Lord reigns is a real world to all New Testament writers, and

they never speak of it unworthily, or in language that makes it

incredible. Their uniqueness, in this respect, is indisputable and

significant; it is another indication that a real divine guidance



superintended all their work, and kept it true to God and worthy of

Him. The precise limits of the canon are, of course, no matter of

faith. Some confessions define them, but none of the great creeds.

But it is not too much to say that they are entitled to profound

deference, and that though one may, as Luther did, employ the

authority of the Word of God, attested by the Spirit, to criticize the

limits of the canon, as merely part of a human tradition, it is at least

as likely that the individual should be insensible to the divine

message in a book, as that the Church should have judged it to

contain such a message if it did not do so. 

One cannot help feeling, at the close of such a discussion as this, that

the Scripture may sometimes be prejudiced by our best-intentioned

attempts to serve it. It has a greatness and power of its own which

are most free to work when we approach it without any

presuppositions whatever. The less we ask beforehand from those

whom we wish to read it the better. Words which provoke antipathy

and disputation, like authority, infallibility, inerrancy, and so forth,

had better be let alone by the preacher. The theologian will know

how to distinguish between the letter of the record and God

revealing Himself through it; and he will find no insuperable

difficulty in building his theology, as on the surest of all foundations

on this revelation of God.

Lecture X--Eschatology

ESCHATOLOGY, or the doctrine of the last things, is that one of the

topics of theology on which it may well seem most perilous to speak.

In the primitive church it probably filled a larger space in the

common Christian mind than any other; it was the doctrine of the

new faith. Up to a comparatively recent period it was a topic on

which dogmatism was emphatic and confident; men treated it



abstractly, and spoke as boldly as if they had been initiated into all

the secrets of God. But a great change has taken place, especially

during the last generation. All men are willing to confess ignorance.

Ritschl, to whose conceptions reference has been made all through

these lectures, has no eschatology at all. He is a theological

positivist, who simply abjures the transcendent. The Kingdom of

God is among us; it is righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy

Ghost, and that is all we need to know. The theologian is not called

on to anticipate its future or its consummation, nor to say anything

about the scenic representation of these to be found in the New

Testament, or in the pious imaginations of Christian people. Heaven

and hell are beyond his beat. This conception is not, indeed, shared

by all Ritschl’s disciples. Kaftan, e.g., one of the most distinguished,

holds that ‘the certainty of an eternal life in a Kingdom of God which

is above the world, which lies to us as yet in the beyond, is the very

nerve of our Christian piety,’ But it is widely diffused even where

Ritschl is unknown, and there is a certain amount of sympathy with

it in those who are puzzled by the apparent teaching of Scripture,

repelled by the statements of the creeds, or vexed by obstinate

questionings in their own hearts. Particular parts of the large

problem of eschatology--such as the destiny of the unbelieving, of

the heathen, of those who die in infancy; or the nature and moral

possibilities of the intermediate state--have been earnestly discussed

among all Christians, and have excited deep and passionate interest.

It is not very hard to give an exegetical statement on the whole

subject; neither is it very hard to explain what the teaching of the

Church has been; what is hard, though perhaps it should not be, is to

say precisely what is of faith in the matter, what is made sure to the

heart by the witness of the Spirit, what is the religious conviction in

the strength of which we face the unknown future. I believe I shall

best say what I have to say by making the Bible itself the starting-



point: the history of ideas is often the only key to the appreciation of

them. 

In all the prophets of the Old Testament there is what may be

legitimately called an eschatological element. They all deal with the

Kingdom of God--they all deal also with the consummation of that

Kingdom. They look on to a future in which it will be established

without a rival on the earth. There are, of course, varieties in the

form of their predictions, but when we look closely into them there

is great unity of substance. The subject is always the Kingdom or the

people of God--the cause of God on earth, and not the destiny of

individuals. The consummation comes on what is called the day of

the Lord. The associations of this name may be with battle (‘as in the

day of Midian’), or with judgment; but the character of it is always

the same. It is a day in which God interposes decisively to plead His

own cause; all the enemies of His Kingdom, within and without, are

destroyed; and after that destruction the Kingdom is established in

peace and perpetuity. The day of the Lord usually seems close at

hand to the prophets, but not invariably; but whether it be nearer or

more remote, it has the character of finality. The enemies of the

Kingdom are destroyed forever; the Kingdom itself is set up in a

light that no darkness will ever cloud. As a rule, the Messianic king

figures as its head; sometimes as an individual, sometimes,

apparently, as head of an endless succession of princes; and under

his victorious rule Israel holds dominion over the nations, and

extends to all the world the knowledge of the true God. This is the

general conception of the last things which we find in the prophets. 

But there is one striking exception, which must be mentioned,

because it is the explanation of the one striking exception which also

exists to the New Testament type of doctrine: I refer to the prophecy

about Gog and Magog in Ezekiel. The 37th chapter of Ezekiel, which

describes the reanimation of Israel, and their re-settlement in their



own land, is in a line with Old Testament prophecy in general. It

tells how God will make an everlasting covenant with His people,

and set His sanctuary in the midst of them forevermore; and it ends

by declaring that the heathen shall know that all this is His work.

Usually in prophecy this would be the final stage; it would be

eschatology; there would be nothing more to wait for. But Ezekiel,

perhaps from his enlarged experience in exile, has the idea of

nations lying on the outskirts of the earth, distant nations that have

not been in contact with Israel, and ‘have not heard Jehovah’s name,

nor seen His glory’; and even after the consummation has come,

long after, these remote peoples, with names unknown to history,

come up from the farthest corners of the world, to assail the people

of God. Only after their destruction are the finality of God’s

Kingdom and the unassailable bliss of His people secured. This

conception has no analogue in the Old Testament, but it is precisely

reproduced in the New, in the book of Revelation. There also we

have a kind of preliminary consummation--a millennial reign of

Christ with His martyrs and confessors--which is not the very end.

The very end does not come till the innumerable multitudes from

the four corners of the earth--the remote outlying peoples that have

not known the name of our Lord, nor seen His glory--make one

more determined attempt to storm the camp of the saints and the

beloved city. The attempt ends, as in Ezekiel, with their complete

destruction, and with the final manifestation, in glory, of the city of

God. Now Ezekiel’s prophecy never received a literal fulfilment; no

one, I imagine, looks for a literal fulfilment of it, and I cannot see

why anyone should look for a literal fulfilment of John’s. The nature

and value of such anticipations are misconstrued when we ask

whether Christ’s coming is pre-millennial or postmillennial, or who

they are who reign with Christ in the millennium, or any of the

innumerable questions that have been asked in regard to this

subject. To ask such questions is to assume that Ezekiel and John



could write history before it happened, which is not the case. Christ

certainly comes, according to the picture in Revelation, before the

millennium; but the question of importance is whether the

conception of the millennium itself, related as it is to Ezekiel, is

essential to faith. I cannot think it is. The religious content of the

passages--what they offer to faith to grasp--what the Holy Spirit

bears witness to in our hearts--is, I should say, simply this: that until

the end the conflict between the Kingdom of God and the kingdoms

of the world must go on; that as the end approaches it becomes ever

more intense, progress in humanity not being a progress in

goodness only, or in badness only, but in the antagonism between

the two; and that the necessity for conflict is sure to emerge even

after the Kingdom of God has won its greatest triumphs. I frankly

confess that to seek more than this in such Scriptural indications

seems to me trifling. We can see why a New Testament prophet

should follow in the track of an Old Testament prophet, and we can

conjecture why the Old Testament prophet’s anticipations took the

precise shape which they did; but the mere form of them does not

possess binding authority for us. I say does not, for the simple fact is

that such conceptions are not able to win for themselves the

unhesitating assent of the mind. 

 

But to return to the main line. The subject of eschatological

prophecy is the Kingdom of God as a whole--the people of Israel as

God’s people. It is its future which is in view. When it seems as

though the nation must perish, and have no future at all, a prophet

like Ezekiel is bold enough to predict its resurrection. But it is still

the nation’s resurrection that he predicts, not that of individuals.

The resurrection of individuals, I believe, first entered into the

scenery of eschatology when religious persecution produced martyrs

for the Kingdom of God. It was a thought intolerable to those who



believed in the glorious future that the very persons who sacrificed

themselves to make it sure should be deprived of their inheritance in

it. Rather than those who had laid down their lives in fidelity to God

should forfeit their hope of the future, God Himself would restore

them to life, and give them their part in His Kingdom. This thought-

-one which faith in God and in His righteousness had created--took

firm possession of the Jewish mind, inspiring and controlling much

of its reflection about the last things. It bears, of course, only on the

righteous, only on the people of God; it is only with them that faith

has anything to do. We see the influence of it, even when it has been

complicated with other ideas, in such expressions as ‘the

resurrection of the just,’ ‘the first resurrection,’ ‘attaining to the

resurrection,’ ‘worthy of the resurrection,’ ‘a better resurrection’; we

see it also in the doctrine of conditional immortality (Luke xiv. 14;

Rev. xx. 6; Phil. iii. 2; Luke xx. 35; Heb. xi. 35). As far as individuals

are concerned, the first resurrection, the resurrection of the just,

was, to begin with, the only resurrection; the belief in it was

produced by faith in God, and its sole object was to safeguard the

interest of the righteous in His Kingdom. Those who had died

fighting God’s battle must not be robbed, when it came, of the joy of

victory. When the idea of a resurrection of all men came in, bad as

well as good, it was not from the fidelity of God to His people, but

from the necessity of impartial retribution, that it was derived. All

were raised, that all might be judged. This idea was not defined in

relation to the other, nor was the general resurrection defined in

relation to the resurrection of the just. We first find it expressly

mentioned in the latest book of the Old Testament--the prophecy of

Daniel: ‘Many of them that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake;

some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting

contempt.’ The two sides of the resurrection appear here as co-

ordinate, at least they are stated simply side by side. But that does

not imply that they are to faith of equal interest. It is an exegetical



result that some arise to shame and everlasting contempt; but we

have not a positive religious motive for affirming it, as we have for

affirming that God will be forever faithful to those who are His, and

that not even death will cheat them of their inheritance in Him. This,

at all events, is true, that it was the interest of the righteous which

produced faith in the resurrection at first, and that the main import

of that faith always remains there. It is connected not so much with

the necessity that the judgment which has not been executed in this

world should be executed in another, as with the necessity that

nothing, not even death, should separate from each other the God

who has pledged His love to men, and the men who have proved

their love and faithfulness to God. 

When we put the doctrine of the resurrection in this light, it falls

into line with that dawning hope of immortality which can be

discerned in the Old Testament even where the resurrection is not

spoken of. Stated, as it sometimes is, in a bare, authoritative way,

the resurrection loses spiritual meaning and evidence; it strikes one

as scenic or spectacular rather than spiritual. But side by side with

the resurrection-faith of which I have been, speaking, there is a

belief in immortality to be found in the Old Testament which is in

substance the same, though it has not taken the resurrection form.

The typical expression of it is to be found in Ps. 73:23f: ‘Nevertheless

I am continually with Thee: Thou hast holden my right hand. Thou

shalt guide me with thy counsel, and afterward receive me to glory.’

A person who is constantly in God’s presence, who is conscious that

God has held his hand all his life, and sure that He will guide him to

the end, cannot believe that death is the end. ‘Afterward, thou wilt

receive me to glory.’ Faith in immortality is here an immediate

inference from faith in God, and from the assurance of His gracious

guidance all through life. And it is well worth remarking that this is

the argument which Jesus uses to the Sadducees (Mark xii. 18-27).



God, He says, said at the bush, I am the God of Abraham, of Isaac,

and of Jacob, and therefore they live. The argument does not depend

for its force on the present tense of the verb (I am the God); it

depends on the fact that the speaker was to the patriarchs all that is

indicated by the name God. God pledged His love to these men, led

them and fed them all their life long, redeemed them from evil,

ministered His grace to them, expended the resources of His

providence to discipline them, and make them spiritual men: what

for? Was it to see the spirits He had so blessed and fashioned expire

in a few years, and never miss them? Was it to be bereaved of the

children He had taught by all the experience of life to love and trust

Him? Surely not. No one, Jesus argues, who knows what God is, and

what God is to men, could draw that conclusion. God called

Abraham His friend. Was it possible that God could leave His friend

in the dust? Enoch walked with God: and what came after that?

(Gen. 5:24). God took him--the same word as in the 73rd Psalm

(receive). God took him--not nature, nor disease nor death, but He

with whom he had walked. This is the real spiritual source and

support of the faith in immortality, and the resurrection faith among

Old Testament believers was only one form which it assumed. Under

the New Testament, faith in the resurrection is not the naive, not to

say crude thing which it was in the popular religion of the Jews; but,

refined and transfigured as it is, it is essentially related to this

profound trust in the faithfulness of God. When the apostles gave

their testimony to the resurrection of Jesus, they not only told that

they had seen, heard, and eaten with the Risen One; they said also

that God had loosed the bands of death because it was not possible

that He should be holden by them. It would have been a denial of

God’s own nature had one like His Son been permanently overcome

by death. Thus faith even in the historical resurrection of Jesus is

engrafted into and supported by the older faith in the sure mercy of

God to His own, and we have the less cause to overlook this, seeing



that there are many minds to which resurrection, apart from it, can

hardly become a conviction of faith at all. 

But this brings us out of the Old Testament into the New, and it is

anticipating the natural order to begin with the Resurrection there.

Our Lord, like the prophets, spoke much of the future of God’s

Kingdom. We find, much more distinctly in His teaching than in

theirs, the idea of a course the Kingdom has to run, of a

development it has to undergo, before the end comes. Jesus presents

this coming history of the Kingdom in different aspects in His

parables. Sometimes the prospect is optimistic, as in the parable of

the mustard-seed and the leaven; the Kingdom is a living germ

which expands into a great tree; it is a potent force which imparts its

own qualities to the whole mass with which it is in contact. At other

times, again, the outlook is depressing, as in the parable of the

sower, or of the tares and the wheat; the good seed is in great part

thrown away, or its roots are entangled with those of the devil’s

plants, and it has to fight for its life with them to the very end. But

whatever the course of the history may be, Jesus always

contemplates a consummation of it. There is an end. There is a final

separation. There is an expulsion from the Kingdom of all scandals

and of all that do iniquity, and a glorious perfecting of the righteous.

And all this takes place at the end of the world-the consummation of

the age--when Christ comes again. To use the Old Testament

expression which has been carried on into the New, it all takes place

at the day of the Lord. 

These conceptions of the coming again of Jesus, and of the day of

the Lord, have been the subject of much discussion. It may be

frankly admitted that the return of Christ to His disciples is capable

of different interpretations. He came again, though it were but

intermittently, when He appeared to them after His resurrection. He

came again, to abide with them permanently, when His Spirit was



given to the Church at Pentecost. He came, they would all feel who

lived to see it, signally in the destruction of Jerusalem, when God

executed judgment historically on the race which had rejected Him,

and when the Christian church was finally and decisively liberated

from the very possibility of dependence on the Jewish, He comes

still, as His own words to the high priest suggest--From this time on

ye shall see the Son of Man coming--in the great crises of history,

when the old order changes, yielding place to new; when God brings

a whole age, as it were, into judgment, and gives the world a fresh

start. But all these admissions, giving them the widest possible

application, do not enable us to call in question what stands so

plainly in the pages of the New Testament,--what filled so

exclusively the minds of the first Christians--the idea of a Personal

Return of Christ at the end of the world. We need lay no stress on

the scenery of New Testament prophecy, any more than on the

similar element of Old Testament prophecy; the voice of the

archangel and the trump of God are like the turning of the sun into

darkness and the moon into blood; but if we are to retain any

relation to the New Testament at all, we must assert the personal

return of Christ as Judge of all. 

The reasonableness of this, especially as connected with the

judgment, will be seen if we look at the alternatives. Those who take

a materialistic or naturalistic view of the world do not need to raise

any questions about its end; it is an essentially meaningless affair for

them, and it does not matter whether or how it ends. But if we take

an ethical view of the world and of history, we must have an

eschatology: we must have the moral order exhibited, vindicated,

brought out in perfect clearness as what it is. It is because the Bible

is so intensely ethical in spirit that it is so rich in eschatological

elements--in visions of the final and universal triumph of God, of the

final and universal defeat of evil. It is not ethical to suppose that the



moral condition of the world is that of an endless suspense, in which

the good and the evil permanently balance each other, and contest

with each other the right to inherit the earth. Such a dualistic

conception is virtually atheistic, and the whole Bible could be read as

a protest against it. Neither is it ethical to suppose that the moral

history of the world consists of cycles in which the good and the evil

are alternately victorious. There are, indeed, times when that is the

impression which history makes upon us, but these are times when

the senses are too strong for the spirit; and as the moral

consciousness recovers its vigor, we see how inconsistent such a

view is with its postulate, that the good alone has the right to reign.

The Christian doctrine of a final judgment is not the putting of an

arbitrary term to the course of history; it is a doctrine without which

history ceases to be capable of moral construction. Neither does it

signify that there is no judgment here and now, or that we have to

wait till the end before we can declare the moral significance, the

moral worth or worthlessness, of characters or actions; on the

contrary, in the light of that great coming event the moral

significance of things stands out even now, and when it does come, it

is not to determine, but only to declare, what they are. It would be

impossible, I think, to overestimate the power of this final judgment,

as a motive, in the primitive church. On almost every page of St.

Paul, for instance, we see that he lives in the presence of it; he lets

the awe of it descend upon his heart to keep his conscience quick; he

carries on all his work in the light of it; ‘before our Lord Jesus, at His

coming’--that is the judgment by which he is to be judged, that is the

searching light in which his life is to be reviewed. And it needs no

lesser faith than this to keep character and conduct at that height of

purity and faithfulness which we see in him. 

Great part of the modern interest in eschatology begins at this point.

The fact of a universal judgment by Christ being admitted, questions



are raised as to the principle of the judgment, the issues of it, and

perhaps one may say the pre-conditions of it. These are not

systematically treated in the New Testament, and hence the variety

of opinions regarding them. Perhaps there is greatest agreement in

regard to the principle of the judgment. That is so far determined by

the fact that Christ is the judge: it implies that men will be judged by

His standard. But it is here that a certain ambiguity comes in.

Christ’s standard is no doubt Christ Himself-the man Christ Jesus as

He lived on earth; the gospel of John expressly says that all

judgment has been committed unto Him, because He is the Son of

Man (John 5:27). Can men, therefore, be judged by this standard,

unless they know it? Can men be condemned because their lives

bear no relation to it, if it has never been presented to them? If the

grace and truth that were manifested in Him--if the eternal life

which in Him was put within man’s reach--if these have never been

offered to some men, can they be condemned because they do not

possess them? In other words, can those who have never heard of

the historical Christ, or who, though they have heard His name, have

never had the opportunity of knowing what He really is, be judged

by Christ and by the standard of the gospel in Him? 

At first sight we are tempted to answer No: if these people are to be

judged at all, it must be by a different standard. Or if they are to be

judged by the Christian standard, then Christ, who is that standard,

must be definitely presented to them; they must have the

opportunity of accepting or rejecting the righteousness of God in

Him. Many theologians, as you are aware, adopt this last alternative.

They teach a doctrine of future probation for the heathen, or

perhaps for all who in this life have remained in ignorance of Christ

and the gospel. In the intermediate state, they are convinced,

between death and the consummation of the age, such persons are



prepared for judgment by being brought face to face with Christ, and

making the great decision.

 

This theory is protected by great and pious names in, I suppose, all

the churches of Christendom, except the Romish, and it may

perhaps be entitled to assert itself as a pious opinion. I do not think

it is entitled, on Scripture ground, to do so much. It is supported not

by express Scripture statements--if we except an isolated passage in

1 Peter, the key to which seems to have been lost--but by inferences

from a Christian principle which strike one as logical rather than

real (1 Peter 3:18 ; 4:6). When we do look into Scripture, and

especially into our Lord’s teaching, our thoughts are taken on to

another line. In the 25th chapter of Matthew our Lord expressly

gives, in pictorial form, a representation of the judgment of the

heathen. All nations--all the Gentiles--are gathered before the King;

and their destiny is determined, not by their conscious acceptance or

rejection of the historical Savior, but by their unconscious

acceptance or rejection of Him in the persons of those who needed

services of love. Those who acknowledge the claim of a brother’s

need prove themselves the kindred of Christ and are admitted to the

Kingdom; those who refuse to acknowledge it prove themselves

children of another family and are shut out. This is unquestionably

Christ’s account of the judgment of the heathen, and it does not

square with the idea of a future probation. It rather tells us plainly

that men may do things of final and decisive import in this life, even

though Christ is unknown to them. I frankly confess that this is the

only view of the matter which seems to me to keep the ethical value

of our present life at its true height. The idea of a future probation is

not to be rejected, indeed, on prudential grounds, because, forsooth,

in the hope of another chance men would gamble away the present

one; the hypothesis in question is that only those have a future



probation who have no chance here; the real argument against it is

that it depreciates the present life, and denies the infinite

significance that under all conditions, essentially and inevitably,

belongs to the actions of a self-conscious moral being. A type of will,

as a recent writer on this subject has put it, may be in process of

formation, even in a heathen man, on which eternal issues depend;

and ‘Scripture invariably represents the judgment as proceeding on

the data of this life, and concentrates every ray of appeal into the

present.’ Any doctrine, of course, may be abused, and I should never

make the abuse of a doctrine of future probation an argument

against it, any more than the abuse of the doctrine of pardon an

argument against the free grace of God; but we ought to take care

that this conception of a suspense of judgment--of a relative

unimportance of the present life under given circumstances--does

not lower the moral tone of the spirit unconsciously. I dare not say

to myself that if I forfeit the opportunity this life offers I shall ever

have another; and therefore I dare not say so to another man. And it

is going beyond the truth altogether--it is denying the inalienable

greatness and significance of human life--to say that there are men

who have no conception of a will of God, no idea of a good by which

to regulate their conduct. Christ tells us there is a principle on which

even the heathen can be judged by Him, judged according to the

deeds done in the body: and we cannot afford to have life, even at its

lowest, robbed of the awfulness, the grandeur, the absolute moral

worth which it thus obtains. The life of humanity is really of a piece,

from the lowest level to the highest, and it is only in some such way

as this that its unity can be maintained. We feel indeed the limits of

our knowledge at every turn, but while cherishing the largest faith in

the goodness and mercy of God, what we need to have developed in

us is an intense feeling that if God is anywhere, He is here; if He is

near to the soul at any time, it is now; if a decision of eternal

consequence can be taken under any circumstances, it can be taken



in this world. And we ought to be immensely careful that nothing we

say should blunt the acuteness of that feeling, in white men or black,

in any country, under any civilization, at any moral level, with any,

greater or less, acquaintance with historical Christianity, or with

none. What came into the world in Jesus Christ was the true light

which lighteth every man, and no man is quite without it. What that

light wins from the heathen may not be what it wins from the

disciplined Christian, but it may be enough to prove him Christ’s

kinsman, and secure his entrance into the Kingdom. 

 

The discussion of future probation has been complicated

unnecessarily by introducing reference to its bearings, or supposed

bearings, on missions to the heathen. The motive of missions to the

heathen is not to be found in the belief that all the heathen who die

without having heard the name of Christ are lost forever. It is to be

found in obedience to Christ’s command, in devotion to His honor in

the world, and in that love, learned of Him, which, looking not on its

own things but on the things of others also, longs to impart to those

who are yet in darkness the blessings of that light in which itself

rejoices. It is the love of Christ which constrains the true evangelist,

and not the apprehension of an awful future. 

Having considered so far the principle and the pre-conditions of the

judgment, let us look now to its issues. In the largest sense, it is the

decisive step through which the Kingdom of God attains its

consummation and the people of God are perfected. This positive

way of looking at it, in which the interest of the Kingdom is the main

interest, is the one which predominates in Scripture. When the early

Christian hope of the speedy consummation had died out, or nearly

so, interest began to be transferred from the fortunes of the

Kingdom to the destiny of individuals. It began to busy itself

especially with the destiny of those who died apparently outside the



Kingdom. I believe it is necessary, if we are to reflect in our minds

the true proportion and balance of Scriptural teaching, to escape

from this pre-occupation with individuals and exceptions, and to get

into the center and foreground of our thoughts God’s purpose to

perfect His Kingdom and glorify His people. That is the main thing,

and an interest in that is accessible to all. The inheritance that is

incorruptible, undefiled, and imperishable, is an inheritance to

which we are all called; it is a complete misconception of God’s

purpose, a complete waste of mental and spiritual energy, to dwell

upon the condition of those who do not share it. Why should not all

share it? I do not wonder, Ruskin says, at what men suffer; I often

wonder at what they lose. God has set before us a great future, a

great hope, in His perfected Kingdom; as far as it has positive

contents, Christian eschatology deals with that, and with that alone.

Those who do not share it lose it, and when the time comes the

exclusion will be found awful enough. The last judgment is the

decisive event through which the Kingdom of God is consummated,

and the state of eternal perfection begins. 

 

But here a number of questions rise upon us. The judgment is

associated in Scripture with the resurrection. Those who are to live

forever with Christ in glory receive then the spiritual body, glorious,

powerful, incorruptible. Such, at least, is the ordinary interpretation

of Scripture. There are indeed interpreters who read a well-known

passage (2 Cor. 5:1) in a different sense: ‘We know that if our earthly

house of this tabernacle be dissolved, we have a building of God, a

house not made with hands, eternal, in the heavens.’ They argue

from this and the following verses that Paul shrank in horror from

the vague conception of a disembodied existence, and that in the

desire to escape from it his faith produced the idea of a new body to

be assumed, not at the day of judgment, but in the very instant of



death. I believe this is a misinterpretation, and that St. Paul held

from first to last the same faith, that the new body was a

resurrection body, and was not put on till the judgment-day. Had he

then, it may be asked, or has the New Testament, any definite

conceptions of the intermediate state, of the interval between death

and judgment? Had he any conception, or has the New Testament

any, of the condition of the departed, of their consciousness or

unconsciousness, of the possibility or impossibility of mutual

intercourse or mutual influence between them and us, of their work,

their sufferings, or their joys? Here is a wide open field, in which

sentimentalism and presumption have roamed at large. It is

significant that on the whole subject the New Testament expresses

itself with the utmost reserve. It makes plain that for the Christian

death is no longer the king of terrors; it has lost its sting. Paul

desires to depart and to be with Christ, which is far better. Christ

Himself promises the penitent robber that that very day he shall be

with Him in paradise. Whatever that means, it means a condition of

conscious blessedness, the essential element in which is furnished

by the nearness and the friendship of Christ. This is all matter for

faith to grasp, but it yields nothing to imagination. We cannot

picture it; the moment we try to do so we defeat our intention, and

instead of reinforcing dissipate the impression of reality. It is the

truth grasped by the soul which is essential here--that neither death

nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor things present

nor things to come, nor height nor depth, nor any other creature,

shall separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord--it is

this which is essential, and not any imaginative representation of it

which we can figure to ourselves. How significant is that word of the

dying Savior-Father, into Thy hands I commend My spirit. That is

the last solemn act of faith. It is an act of faith which we must all

perform for ourselves if we would die Christians. It is an act of faith

which we must all perform for our nearest and dearest when they



are taken from us. It is a final resignation of all to God, implying an

absolute confidence in Him, and precluding curiosity or more

special prayers. 

I choose to dwell on this last point, because it has recently attracted

attention in Britain, and owing to the interest in the intermediate

state is certain to do so among you also, if it has not done so already.

The practice of prayer for the dead is widely prevalent in the Church

of England, though it can hardly be said to be sanctioned at all by its

formularies; and in a qualified sort of way it has been defended in a

sermon--on The Blessed Dead and their Commemoration in Prayer

by the Church on Earth--preached to the Scottish Church Society by

a minister of the Established Church of Scotland. Now in the Church

of Rome prayer for the dead is very intelligible, for it is part of a

system; and it is represented both in the practice of Romanists and

in their teaching on the scale which one would expect, if the

legitimacy of the practice were conceded. The Romish Church, to

those who believe in it, is a great institute which possesses and

administers all the resources of the divine grace. Its power and

influence in this character extend not only to the seen but to the

unseen world. The hierarchy with the Pope at its head is able to bless

and relieve man, out of its treasury of merits, not only while he is in

this world, but in the world into which he passes when he leaves

this. There are persons who, when they die, go to heaven, or at least

to blessedness; these are they who have no postbaptismal sins to

make satisfaction for. There are persons also, who, dying in mortal

sin, unshriven, go to hell. The first need no help from the Church;

the last are beyond the reach of help. But the great mass of baptized

persons, dying with the Church’s absolution, and in no danger of

eternal perdition, yet die without having made the temporal

satisfactions which they ought to have made for their confessed and

pardoned sins; and they find their opportunity of making these, or of



making up for them, in purgatory. Purgatory is their preparation for

acquittal in the judgment; by means of it they are made meet for the

inheritance of the saints in the light. The souls in purgatory,

however, are within reach of the Church’s help. They can be

benefited by the prayers of friends, just as they could while they

were in trouble in this life; they can be benefited, especially, by the

sacrifice of the mass, offered, and paid for, on their behalf; they can

be benefited also by any penal works, or works of satisfaction,

performed in their name--such as alms, fasting, and pilgrimages. All

this, I repeat, is very intelligible, as part of a system, and it bulks in

Romish teaching and practice as we should expect it to bulk; but I

hardly need to argue against it here. The whole conception of

purgatory on which it depends--the whole conception of an

intermediate state in which our interposition can be real and

effective--is foreign to the New Testament; no scholar would think of

defending it. But with this conception goes the whole conception of

intercession for the dead which is dependent upon it, and with this it

agrees that the New Testament presents no unequivocal trace of any

such thing. The single expression appealed to in support of it is the

ejaculation of St. Paul in 2 Tim. 1:18: The Lord grant to him to find

mercy from the Lord in that day. The person referred to is

Onesiphorus, and even granting that he was dead when St. Paul

wrote this, which is by no means beyond doubt, it seems to me

absurd to derive from such an ejaculation a defense of anything that

could seriously be called ‘prayer for the dead.’ The most determined

opponent of any such practice might say of a good man who had

helped him, but who had gone beyond the reach of his help, God

reward him in that day, and say it without compromising his

opposition in the least. It is not this kind of thing which people mean

when they speak of prayers for the dead. Neither is it the

consciousness, when we pray for the perfecting of Christ’s Kingdom,

that those who have died in the Lord, the great cloud of witnesses by



whom we are encompassed, and who without us are not to be made

perfect, have an interest in the consummation as well as we.

Christians have always included the saints who are with the Lord in

their conception of the Church; they have always understood that

they, as well as we who are alive and remain, are interested in the

coming of the Lord, and the manifestation of His glory; but when

they pray for that coming and manifestation, as the goal of the

Church’s hope, it is misdescribing the exercise altogether, to call it,

because departed saints are also to be glorified, prayer for the dead.

I should think everyone felt such a description utterly misleading; it

uses, to point out one thing, a name which suggests another totally

different. 

Those also, we cannot but remark, who justify prayer for the dead,

although they limit it to prayer for the coming of the Kingdom, in

which the dead and the living are equally interested, justify it by

reasons which point directly to prayers of a different kind. Thus Dr.

Plummer calls it ‘a pious practice, full of comfort to affectionate

souls’; Dr. Cooper says such prayers afford ‘a legitimate relief to the

Christian mourner, and supply an exercise wherewith to keep alive

his love’; and Mr. Strong, a far abler man than either, says ‘the use of

it will probably depend very much upon individual feelings.' I do not

hesitate to say that all these expressions point to a kind of prayer for

the dead which is unexampled in Scripture, and on spiritual grounds

without justification. They point to the continued use for the dead of

such intercessions as we made for them while they were yet alive.

But such intercessions would virtually deny the absolute moral

significance of this life, and would only be consistent with the idea

that there was no real crisis marked by death, and that the spiritual

conditions were the same after as before it. Further, they would

introduce an unreal idea of intercession itself. Our prayer is not real

unless it is the soul of effort: we do not truly intercede for a man



when he is living unless we put ourselves at God’s disposal for that

man’s service. We pledge ourselves to make common cause with him

in his spiritual interests, to speak to him, to love him, to plead with

him, perhaps to reprove him, to bring him under every spiritual

constraint conceivable for his good. We have no right to pray for him

at all unless we do this; and when death enters, and changes all the

conditions, and puts him beyond our reach, as it does, then, with the

readiness to minister, the time for prayer comes also to an end. It is

not only a greater proof of trust in God--it is a greater proof of love

to the departed--to say once for all. Father, into Thy hands we

commend his spirit, than to indulge, under the name of prayers,

affectionate wishes which may stand in no relation whatever to his

actual condition, and which deprave the very idea of prayer. It is

good for us to realize the tremendousness of death--which is only

another way of saying the infinite value of this life; it is good for us

to exercise that awful final act of faith. It does not deaden the

tenderness of any natural affection: but it redeems it from all that is

merely natural by lifting life up, in that last solemn crisis, out of

nature, to eternity and God. 

But to return again to the main subject. Whatever the conditions of

existence in the intermediate state may be--whatever spiritual

experiences or progress the saints may have in their time of

blessedness awaiting perfect bliss--and of this we can say literally

nothing--the New Testament teaches us to expect the consummation

only after Resurrection and Judgment. Almost all theologians

include in their interpretation of this a reference to the perfecting of

nature. Here, at least, there is no room for dogmatism. That the

environment of the blessed will match with their constitution we

cannot doubt; creation itself will be delivered from the bondage of

corruption into the liberty of the glory of the children of God. But

what precisely is involved in this we cannot tell. If the universe is



essentially spirit, sin must have disorganizing and corruptive effects

reaching to its utmost limits, and the New Testament suggests that

redemption reaches equally far. There is reconciliation to God not

only of sinful men, but of all things, both on earth and in the

heavens; a re-consecration of the universe, as of a temple that sin

had profaned. That is of a piece with the whole Christian conception

of God, man, nature, and sin; and in its place in the Christian system

it is credible enough. But it is not intelligible if it be torn from its

Christian context, and it can never be proved alone. Even in the New

Testament it impresses one as grand poetry does; we dare not

paraphrase it; to put it into any other than its original form is to lose

its virtue altogether. The theologians who dispute whether the earth

is to be transfigured only, or whether it is to be destroyed and

replaced, or whether the change in us is to make the world new,

seem to me to be engaged in a hopeless task. Let us put everything

we can, except prose, into the great word of the Apocalypse: He that

sitteth on the throne saith. Behold, I make all things new. 

On the reverse side of the judgment it is not necessary to dwell. But

we dare not conceal from ourselves, that according to the express

teaching of Scripture, there is a reverse side. Dogmatic universalism

is equally unscriptural and unethical; the very conception of human

freedom involves the possibility of its permanent misuse, or of what

our Lord Himself calls ‘eternal sin (Mark iii. 29). And we cannot

overlook, what has often been pointed out, that the sternest and

most inexorable language which the New Testament contains on this

awful subject is to be found in our Lord’s own lips. No one speaks so

decisively as He of the broad way which leads to destruction, and of

the narrow way which leads to life; of the outer darkness, and of the

light of the banqueting hall; of the worm that dies not, and the fire

that is not quenched; of the sheep and the goats; the everlasting

punishment and the everlasting life. ‘You seem, sir,’ said Mrs.



Adams to Dr. Johnson, in one of his despondent hours, when the

fear of death and judgment lay heavy on him, ‘to forget the merits of

our Redeemer.’ ‘Madam,’ said the honest old man,’ I do not forget

the merits of my Redeemer; but my Redeemer has said that He will

set some on His right hand and some on His left.’ Imagination

quails, if it seeks to give definiteness to the tremendous suggestions

of these words, and perhaps the whole subject is one on which

imagination should have nothing to say. The ideas which seem to me

to comprehend all that is of faith on the subject are those of

separation and of finality. There is such a thing as being excluded

from fellowship with God and with good spirits; there is such a thing

as final exclusion. It is not for us to say on whom this awful sentence

falls, or whether they are many or few; we can trust the God and

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ that it will not fall on any who do not

freely and deliberately pronounce it themselves. The glory of heaven,

rather than the privation of the lost, ought to fill our hearts and our

imaginations as we look forward to the end: God has not appointed

us to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

What has been already said will sufficiently indicate how I should

regard the theory of conditional immortality. The religious truth and

power of it he in this--that it brings the positive Christian contents

into the forefront of eschatology; it preaches life in Christ, and life in

Christ only. So far I agree; there is nothing worthy of the name of life

outside of Him. But when this theory, right in its great affirmation,

goes on to deny that man can exist after death, without being united

to Christ by faith, I cannot confidently follow it. It seems to bring a

relief to the feelings, but it does not permanently do so. The

immortality of man cannot be something accidental, something

appended to his nature, after he believes in Christ; it must be

something, at the very lowest, for which his nature is constituted,

even if apart from Christ it can never realize itself as it ought. The



doctrine will always attract new minds from time to time, because of

the truth embodied in its watchword; it has done good service in

helping to restore attention to, and to concentrate it on, the blessed

consummation to be attained in Christ; but it is, I fear, one of those

half-way houses in which neither human intelligence nor Christian

faith can consent permanently to dwell. 

Gentlemen, here our conference ends. I count it a high honor and

privilege that the authorities of this seminary have given me these

opportunities of speaking to you on the great things of God. I am

conscious of the imperfection with which it has been done; but I

have spoken to you from my heart, telling you without ambiguity

and without reserve how I have been led to think and feel about

them, I cannot imagine that you have gone with me in every word;

there may have been subjects on which our thoughts or our

prepossessions were too far apart for us rightly to appreciate each

other; but I have tried to be of service to you, and I thank you most

heartily for the patience and constancy with which you have come to

hear me.
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