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DOES GOD PLAY FAIR?
by John H.C. Niederhaus

 Lord’s Days 2, 3, and 4 of The Heidelberg 
Catechism [HC] make it clear that we human beings 
are in big trouble. By an initial act of deliberate 
disobedience our first parents cast the die for us. Ever 
since then each human being born has been prone to 
hate God and neighbor. Unfortunately, such inclinations 
have been fulfilled many times by each person. 
 Human hatred for God is demonstrated by our 
wanting to live by our rules rather than God’s rules. 
We want to be our own masters. Likewise, when push 
comes to shove we prefer our good to that of any of 
our neighbors. This may seem like a small matter to 
some folk, but it isn’t. Jesus 
taught explicitly that the first 
and foremost commandment 
given to us by God is that we 
love God above all, that is, with 
all our heart, soul, and mind. 
The second most important 
commandment God put in 
place is that we should love our 
neighbors as ourselves. 
 We don’t. 
 So, what is God going 
to do? He’s going to judge us. 
We’re going to die – naturally and eternally. That’s 
His judgment. And HC is clear this is a just or fair 
judgment. If we’re to have any hope at all, then we must 
find some means of effecting a satisfactory resolution 
that will meet God’s righteous standard. We need to be 
redeemed. 
 That’s where Lord’s Day 5 picks it up. The first 
place to look for such a Redeemer is one’s self! Such 
is the predisposition of humans down through history, 
and certainly is the case with those of us who are part 
of contemporary western civilization. We have a “can-

do” spirit of optimism about our abilities in this regard. 
Despite our optimistic opinings, however, when we 
stand before the examining eye of God we find that 
we really cannot do much in the way of redeeming 
ourselves. The fact of the matter is that each day we 
get deeper and deeper into God’s debt. God’s just 
requirement is that we not sin, at all; but we do sin, 
many times each day, more often than we can know 
or imagine. Hence, we dare not look to ourselves for 
redemption.
 Well, if we cannot make sufficient payment, 
is there any other creature or thing that could make 

the payment for us? Nope. 
Well, why not? Again, HC 
is quite lucid in stating that 
God’s justice is not the sort 
that desires someone or 
something other than a human 
being to pay the debt. Also, 
the payment of that debt is not 
like a monthly credit card bill. 
Rather, it requires becoming 
the object/recipient of God’s 
wrath, the just response of 
God’s righteousness to sin. 

Such payment should not be thought of as a bribe to 
forego paying a more weighty amount. It is the weighty 
amount! Given that such is the case there is no creature 
or thing within the created order that could bear up 
under such punishment on its own, much less redeem 
others from that same just punishment.
 That leaves us in a real pickle. Lord’s Day 5 
ends with a description of the type of Redeemer we 
must seek: a human like us but who is not justly subject 
to such punishment from God, yet one who is equal to 
God. Finally, that brings us to Lord’s Day 6.

Human hatred for God 
is demonstrated by our 
wanting to live by our rules 
rather than God’s rules. We 
want to be our own masters. 
Likewise, when push comes 
to shove we prefer our 
good to that of any of our 
neighbors. 
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 Lord’s Day 6 will focus on the fact that only 
the Lord Jesus Christ is able to meet the requirements 
needed in such a Redeemer. And that is just where some 
folk ask the question: does God play fair? How fair is 
it to bring Jesus into the picture. After all, He is divine. 
Comparing His efforts to other human efforts would 
be akin to comparing a team of Little Leaguers to the 
Philadelphia Phillies. There’s really no apt comparison 
between the two. It would not be fair to have them 
play one another. Isn’t God stacking the deck; isn’t He 
bringing in a ringer? That’s a question Lord’s Day 6 
will answer.
 Earlier we said that 
God does not desire anyone or 
anything other than a human to 
make the requisite payment. 
Question 16 is much more 
specific: 
Q. 16. Why must He be a true 
and righteous man?

Answer: Because God’s 
righteousness requires that 
man who has sinned
should make reparation 
for sin, but the man who is 
himself a sinner cannot pay 
for others.

 This question and answer leaves one sludging 
though the Slough of Despond or lying prone without 
hope in the Pit of Despair. Our focus is sharpened by 
this question. While I know that I am a true man, yet 
I know that I am not a righteous man; nonetheless, I 
had hope for others. Perhaps there might be some other 
benefactor who could help me out. But since there is 
no one who is not a sinner, even if he could pay for 
himself, he would not be able to pay for me. The facts 
looming before me are that no human being can do 
what is required and even if there were such a really 
righteous man, that fellow could only pay his own debt, 

not help me pay mine. 
 Now I’m wondering again if God is fair, but 
in a very different way. How can God ask of me what 
I cannot give, nor can anyone else give? Is that fair? 
Who is able to determine that? Is there a final Judge? 
Yes, of course. And the Judge is God. His standard 
is immutable; it has requirements that will never be 
changed. There is no wiggle room, none at all. While I 
can argue about its fairness, I’m left answerless before 
it. I may seek such a mediator and redeemer, but I 
know that it’s a lost cause. Slough of Despond and Pit 
of Despair.

 When attention is turned 
to Question 17, the original 
issue of fairness resurfaces. 
Q. 17. Why must He at the 
same time be true God?

Answer: So that by the power 
of His divinity He might bear 
as a man the burden of God’s 
wrath, and recover for us and 
restore to us righteousness 
and life. 

 In this answer there is no 
requires nor is there a must as 

there was in Question 16. This question and answer is 
all about pragmatics, with the operative word being the 
auxiliary verb might. If it is to be done, then it will be 
done in this way. Apart from this “power of divinity” it 
falls beyond the capacity of any man to do that which 
must be done if redemption is to be accomplished. 
Is it fair? No. Something must be brought in that is 
more than human, that is other than human, in order to 
“recover and restore” that which humans most need. 
 Perhaps the unfairness of it strikes the human 
conscience because of our desire to justify ourselves, to 
make reasonable how it is that we receive what is given 
to us. But this is not reasonable, it is interventionist. 
Something from outside the box is applied to that 

Q. 16. Why must He be a 
true and righteous man?
Answer: Because God’s 
righteousness requires that 
man who has sinned should 
make reparation for sin, 
but the man who is himself 
a sinner cannot pay for 
others.
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which is within the box. Yes, it is a ringer. Yes, it is not 
fair. 
 But is it doable? Is it findable? Does such a 
being exist? Question 18 is all about that:
Q. 18. Who is this mediator who is at the same time 
true God and a true and perfectly righteous man?

Answer: Our Lord Jesus Christ, who is freely given 
to us for complete redemption and righteousness.

 What a wonderful answer! There are two key 
words in it: freely and complete. There was never 
anything obligatory about the sending and coming of 
the Lord Jesus. No doctrine of fairness could demand 
that the Father send the Son, nor 
that could require the Son to agree 
to come. It was all done freely, He 
came willingly. His being sent, His 
coming, is the purest expression of 
God’s love. It was not done from 
the duress of necessity. It was done 
freely.
 Of course, freely also 
means there was no quid pro quo 
expected or accepted from the 
human side of the equation. In the 
sending and coming of the Son 
there was no demand that humans 
do thus and such. This was God’s 
decision, God’s action. Nor could 
there be divine compulsion forced on God by any 
person doing some thus and such. There was nothing 
on His part that forced Him to do this, nor nothing on 
human part that compelled Him. Amazing.
 This freely is further emphasized by the word 
complete. What the sending and coming of the Son 
accomplished was in and of itself more than sufficient 
to the need. This action of God provides genuine 
redemption to which nothing may be or needs to be 
added. It’s the highest form of what we call “the done 

deal.” It’s secure because it is God who does it, and it is 
sufficient because it is God who does it. Grace. 
 This all is so unfair, so “pie in the sky” that one 
must ask what HC does in Question 19:
Q. 19. Whence do you know this?

Answer: From the holy gospel, which God Himself 
revealed in the beginning in the Garden of Eden, 
afterward proclaimed through the holy patriarchs
and prophets, and foreshadowed through the 
sacrifices and other rites of the Old Covenant, and 
finally fulfilled through His own well-beloved Son.

 The mind of man did not devise the means of 
redemption. It was God’s plan. 
Man could not think it up. Man 
was lost in sin already in the 
Garden. Adam and Eve had no 
hope. After all, God was fair and 
just. He stated the matter plainly 
to them, the conditions by which 
they could have eternal life, and 
the consequences of choosing 
poorly. The consequences were 
death and judgment. If it’s about 
fairness, if it’s about getting what 
we deserve, then it is the Slough of 
Despond and the Pit of Despair. 
 But God had a plan. It was 
His plan. It concerned what He 
would do. It was His promise that 

we could trust. He spoke of crushing the head of the 
serpent via the seed of the woman. It was He who called 
a wandering Aramean and said that He would bless all 
nations through his seed. He was the One who chose 
David from the sheepfold, Jeremiah from the womb, 
and Isaiah in the temple. He told Moses to teach the 
Israelites that redemption lay outside themselves, via 
bloody sacrifices. He revealed to Zechariah the good 
news about the Branch. He overshadowed a virgin at 
Nazareth and caused her to bring to birth in distant 

This is the difference 
between biblical religion 
and all other religions. 
Only the God of Scripture 
promises to save his 
people by fulfilling the 
obligations of his law for 
them. All other faiths set 
up systems whereby we 
must do for ourselves or, 
...God gives grace so that 
we can do so ourselves.
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Bethlehem the Son of David. 
 God did not conceal His plan, but revealed it. 
He told ahead of time what He was going to do, yet 
no one could conceive how He could do it. Though 
the devil knew God’s intention, he was always a step 
behind because God did it God’s way. Hence, he 
missed the Babe at Bethlehem, could not seduce the 
Son in the desert, and imagined he had won as the nails 
were hammered in on Calvary. But it was all according 
to God’s plan. A plan that no man could conceive, the 
devil and all his demons could not thwart, and the 
wisdom of the world could not comprehend. 
 The mystery that no one could comprehend, that 
still stumps statisticians seeking to balance the ledgers 
is articulated in Psalm 85:10. 

Mercy and truth are met together;
Righteousness and peace have kissed each other.  

[KJV]
Lord’s Day 6 of the HC helps us walk through the steps 
necessary to hear that great good news. The truth is that 
we’re lost and have no hope. God is not required to help 
us. Indeed, God is required by His own standards to 
deliver us to death and judgment. That’s the truth, that’s 
what righteousness requires. That’s what is fair.
 But there is mercy. Mercy doesn’t want what’s 
fair. Mercy wants reconciliation and peace. Mercy 

is at odds with truth. The power of the Gospel is to 
satisfy both truth and mercy. No, that is too weak. The 
power of the Gospel is to have truth and mercy marry 
one another, say yes to one another. Each not only 
is satisfied, each delights in the other, embraces the 
other.
 It is the secret source of the joy of the people 
of God, of which the world cannot taste. Yes, we are 
bogged down in the Slough of Despond and lie desolate 
in the Pit of Despair – for we have no hope in and of 
ourselves. We are doomed and damned, and it’s right 
and fair that we should be so. But God, because of His 
great love with which He loved us, in His great mercy 
redeemed us – completely and freely! – through our 
Lord Jesus Christ! Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah! 
Not earned. Not deserved. Freely given. Freely 
received. 
 That’s the essence of Lord’s Day 6. These truths 
will be worked out in more detail in all that follows. Yet 
in Questions 16 – 19 the point is made that we have no 
reason to hope, we have no fair expectations, but God . 

. . well, you know the rest of the story.

Rev. John H. C. Niederhaus is pastor of Immanuel 
Leidy Church in Souderton, PA.

THE WISDOM OF GOD
by Rev. Howard Sloan

WORLDLY FOLLY

 Paul states in  1 Corinthians 1:18  “For the 
word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing.”  
We just finished the time of year when we celebrate 
the person and work of Jesus Christ.  It is also 
the time of year when we are hit with a bunch of 
television shows teaching us about Jesus.  These 
modern day Greeks exhibit their folly for all to see 
and follow.  The History Channel has made many 

claims about Jesus: He was only a man, He was gay, 
He was married to Mary of Magdeline, His real father 
was a Roman soldier named Pantera who secretly 
empregnated Mary, He really just repacked Hinduism 
and Buddhism, He was not God, but was mistaken 
for being God, Jesus’ divinity was voted upon at the 
council of Nicaea, the gospel of Thomas is the most 
authentic portrayal of Jesus, He never raised anyone 
from the dead - He simply woke them up from some 
kind of slumber that the ancient Jews mistook for 
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death, He didn’t die on the cross, He never rose from 
the dead, His followers just stole his body and spread 
this story because they were too proud and stupid to 
accept the truth. 
 That is the folly of the world.  That is what the 
world thinks of your Lord and Savior. “For the word 
of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but 
to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”  
It looks like folly to the world’s wisdom, but that is 
because they fail to see from God’s perspective and to 
understand the situation with God’s wisdom.  Frankly, 
they are unable to do so.  They can not understand 
Jesus so they seek to explain Him away.  The world 
can not get a hold on the problem that God is working 
to solve, nor do they want to get 
a hold of it.  Only God perceives 
the situation correctly in order to 
bring about the proper solution.
     
WISDOM OF GOD

 So what is the wisdom 
of God?  Paul continues in 1 
Corinthians 1:20-21a “Where is 
the one who is wise? Where is 
the scribe? Where is the debater 
of this age? Has not God made 
foolish the wisdom of the world?”  In the world’s 
wisdom, it can not be figured out.  God understood 
that there is a problem of sin and separation from 
Himself and a people.  He knew He had to do 
something about it.  One of the major news stories 
of 2011 is the NFL labor dispute.  The problem got 
so bad they needed a mediator, a go-between.  In the 
issue at hand before God, there is more at stake than 
whether there will be a football season in 2011.  At 
stake is the redemption and eternal state of His chosen 
ones, so God brought in a mediator.

1 Tim. 2:5-6 
    For there is one God, and there is one mediator 
between God and men, the man Christ Jesus,  who 
gave himself as a ransom for all, which is the 
testimony given at the proper time.  

 We needed in God’s wisdom a mediator.  
Someone to come between God and man.  One of the 
reasons the mediation between the NFL owners and 
players did not go so well is because the mediator 
was neither an owner or player.  They could not fully 
understand both sides.  In the problem that God is 
solving, we have both player and owner, God and 
man.  That is what the Heidelberg Catechism speaks 

of in questions 16 and 17.

Q. 16.  Why must He be a true 
and righteous man?
A. Because the justice of God 
requires that the same human 
nature which has sinned should 
make satisfaction for sin; but 
one who is himself a sinner 
cannot satisfy for others. 

 God brought a true and 
righteous man into the picture, 
which is what we needed in 

order to make satisfaction for our sin.  A real person 
was needed.  All of the animal sacrifices were place 
holders and pictures of what was really necessary.  
Their shed blood was a picture of what was really 
needed – the death of a person.  But he needed to be 
a real righteousness man because a sinful man would 
only be able to die for his own sins and not for the 
sins of others.  So in God’s wisdom He gives us the 
true and righteous man – Jesus Christ.  But God also 
knows in his wisdom that the mediator must be God.

Q. 17. Why must He also be God?

For there is one God, 
and there is one mediator 
between God and men, 
the man Christ Jesus,  
who gave himself as a 
ransom for all, which is 
the testimony given at the 
proper time.  
 1 Timothy 2:5-6 
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A. That by the power of His Godhead He might 
bear in His manhood the burden of God’s wrath; 
and so obtain for and restore to us righteousness 
and life.

 Only God can withstand the burden of God’s 
wrath.  Only God is infinite enough for the sacrifice 
to be of infinite value to cover all who come to him.  
His sacrifice has to have enough to it to cover the 
sins of God’s elect – which are many.  So in God’s 
wisdom, He solves the problem. When God brings a 
mediator to the table, He brings one who is fully able 
to solve the problem because He has a vested interest 
on both sides.   The mediator for 
the NFL did not have a vested 
interested on both sides, but 
Jesus did.  He acted as mediator 
for all who believe.

WHO BELIEVE

 Let’s continue in 1 
Corinthians 1:22b-25.

 it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to 
save those who believe.  For Jews demand signs and 
Greeks seek wisdom,  but we preach Christ crucified, 
a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles,  but 
to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, 
Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For 
the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the 
weakness of God is stronger than men. 

It is wisdom to us who believe, to us who hear the 
word of the cross.  We are those who put aside the 
wisdom of the world and look for the right kind of 
sign.  This is only possible by the powerful and wise 
work of God.  The Jews looked for the wrong kind 
of sign.  We see the wisdom of God, believe the 

wisdom of God, and know the power of God in the 
transformation of our lives.  Paul is not just confining 
the wisdom of the God to the death of Christ, but also 
to the righteous life of Christ – whose righteousness 
will be our righteousness, as well as His resurrection.
 I want you to see something about belief.  I do 
not believe or teach that belief is easy.  Belief is not 
the making of a little choice. It is not a check mark 
on a list, a hand raised at a meeting, or a status on 
our Facebook page.  It is more substantial than that, 
because belief comes when God acts in our lives and 
hearts.  Belief in Jesus Christ does something to us.  I 
do not believe in divine fire insurance where a person 

believes in order to escape 
hell, but they are not coming to 
Jesus.  That is not belief!  Belief 
is in Jesus.  We see the depth of 
that when we see who we are in 
Christ.

WHO ARE IN CHRIST 
JESUS

1 Corinthians 1:26-31 
   “For consider your calling, brothers: not many 
of you were wise according to worldly standards, 
not many were powerful, not many were of noble 
birth.  But God chose what is foolish in the world 
to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the 
world to shame the strong;  God chose what is low 
and despised in the world, even things that are not, 
to bring to nothing things that are,  so that no human 
being might boast in the presence of God.  And 
because of him, you are in Christ Jesus, whom became 
to us wisdom from God and our righteousness and 
sanctification and redemption.  Therefore, as it is 
written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.” 

It is not about what we are, or what we know.  

but to those who are called, 
both Jews and Greeks, 
Christ the power of God 
and the wisdom of God. 
For the foolishness of God 
is wiser than men, and the 
weakness of God is stronger 
than men. 
 1 Corinthians 1:24-25
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Everything about our salvation and everything that 
brings us to God is of God’s wisdom, power and 
doing.  So we have no room to boast.  Because of 
this WE are IN Christ Jesus.  This is one of my 
favorite descriptions of the saint.  A saint of God is 
not just someone who intellectually agrees.  There is a 
fundamental change that takes place in the person who 
truly believes.  Saving faith, salvation, is not primarily 
about a decision made or a deal sealed.  It is not like 
we stroll down the religion aisle of life’s market, look 
at all of the other options and pick up Jesus. It is not 
casual or light.  It is not on the same par as our favorite 
sports team. It is about a change in IDENTITY.  You 
can not be IN Christ and still be IN yourself.  That is 
not the way it is supposed to work.  
Paul says it clearly that because of 
God we are in Christ.  If our basic 
orientation to self, world, and sin has 
not changed, then we must wonder if 
we are in Christ.  How did Paul see 
the situation?

Galatians 2:19-20 
    For through the law I died to the 
law, so that I might live to God. I 
have been crucified with Christ.  It is 
no longer I who live, but Christ who 
lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live 
by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me. 

Paul was not describing an extraordinary experience.  
He was describing what is to be the ordinary 
experience of the Christian.  Paul was not giving a 
divine aspiration, but declaring how we are to live.  He 
was pointing to that fundamental change of identity we 
have IN Christ.  Those of you who have the wonderful 
opportunity to share the gospel of Jesus Christ with 
others, let us make it very clear that the gospel is not 

just about a decision made in Sunday School or at a 
crusade.  True faith is about a fundamental change that 
God brings about in the saints.

This in some respects is the modern problem with 
marriage.  Our culture has failed to see marriage as a 
fundamental change in who we are.  The one thing we 
must remember is that two become one.  Self is given 
away.  If we trying to live like we are still single once 
we are married, then our marriages are in trouble.  It 
is the same thing regarding Jesus, because Christian 
marriage is a picture of Christ and His church.  When 
we fails to understand that essential change in our 
identity, our faith suffers and we do not live as God’s 

recreated us to be.  A faith that 
does not see that a fundamental 
change in identity takes place 
is a faith that embraces Christ 
for the wrong reason and may 
discover that Christ has no hold 
on them.  What is more important 
– that you have a grasp of Jesus 
Christ, or that Jesus has a firm 
grasp on you?  When we are in 
Christ, we give up ourselves and 
our wills because it is not who 
we are anymore.  Who are you?  

Has Jesus become your righteousness?  Is He your 
all in all?  When God sees you does He see Christ’s 
righteousness on your behalf?  Is God sanctifying you 
and making of you something beautiful?  Is Jesus the 
one who bought you and purchased you?  If Jesus is 
all of these things, then give yourself away because 
you are not your own.  Let us examine our lives to see 
if we live like someone who is in Christ.

Rev. Howard Sloan is the pastor of St. Paul’s 
Reformed Church in Bedford, PA and the moderator of 
the Heidelberg Reformation Association..

I have been crucified 
with Christ.  It is no 
longer I who live, but 
Christ who lives in me. 
And the life I now live 
in the flesh I live by 
faith in the Son of God, 
who loved me and gave 
himself for me. 
       Galatians 2:19-20 
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Reviews
Is Rob Bell’s ‘Love Wins’ 
a clanging gong?
By Dr. Brian Lee  
Rob Bell is one of the hottest Christian preachers 
in the nation today, but does he say anything that’s 
uniquely Christian? In his new book, “Love Wins,” 
Bell paints a picture of a God who 
loves, but doesn’t ground it in God’s 
defining act of love towards men: 
the atoning death of Jesus Christ. 
Instead, what he says could easily 
be embraced by Mormons, Muslims, 
and Jews alike. As such, Bell robs 
the Christian message of its power 
to save.

Bell’s book is causing such a stir 
because it strikes at a fundamental 
debate: Is Christianity a revealed 
religion, one that rises or falls on 
its objective truth? Or is it merely 
an expression of timeless spiritual 
truths, perhaps one among many 
religions that capture the inner 
longing of mankind?

Bell’s side in this debate is 
illustrated by a curious omission. 
In a book about the love of God, Bell fails to mention 
one of the most profound and mysterious claims the 
Bible makes about the subject:

“By this we know love, that He laid down His life for 
us.” (1 John 3.7)

This verse at once offends and amazes. It offends, 
because as revealed religion it claims that we don’t 
even know what love is, apart from God revealing 
it to us. It amazes by suggesting that this revelation 
of God’s love took place on a cross, an international 
symbol of suffering, criminality, and folly. Weird, 
strange stuff. Exactly what you get in revealed 
religion.

And it’s not a throw-away line. “God is love,” the 

Apostle John tells us a few lines later, in one of the 
most famous, most quoted lines about God’s love. But 
he continues: “And in this is love, not that we have 
loved God but that he loved us and sent his son to be a 
sacrifice for our sins.” “God is love” only makes sense 
in the light of the cross.

Explain how the death of a Jewish man on a cross 
illustrated God’s love, and you explain Christianity. 

Bell’s book not only fails to do so, 
it barely makes an attempt.

Bell dodges the challenge of the 
cross by dismissing it as metaphor. 
Speaking of the cross, Bell says 
that sacrifice was a powerful 
metaphor for those primitive 
cultures in which the Christian 
message was first proclaimed. 
“What the first Christians did 
was look around them and put 
the Jesus story in language their 
listeners would understand. It’s 
like this… It’s like that…” This 
use of images and metaphor was 
“the brilliant, creative work” of 
the New Testament authors. What 
Bell describes here is not divine 
revelation; it is human expression 
and reflection.

The real point the New Testament was trying to make, 
Bell says, is that Jesus is “where the life is.”

Really?

How does the death of Jesus on the cross show that 
he’s “where the life is?” Why did he have to die? And 
in what sense did he die for us?

Bell turns the Christian story of the cross into “a truth 
that’s as old as the universe — that life comes from 
death.” “Jesus talks about death and resurrection 
constantly, his and ours” — as if there’s no difference. 
“Because that’s how the universe works. That’s what 
Jesus does. Death and resurrection…. You die, and 
you’re reborn. It’s like that.” The cross is, for Bell, “an 
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icon that allows us to tap into our deepest longings to 
be a part of the new creation.”

That is not the same thing as a divine act that shows 
us what real love is. This is not the same thing as 
revelation, but a timeless spiritual truth, discovered 
within.

It might seem patently absurd to criticize a Christian 
book for failing to mention a single verse in the Bible. 
There are over 31,000 of them, and Bell mentions 
plenty of others, after a fashion. But Bell omits this 
verse, because it reflects a central claim of the New 
Testament about the cross that doesn’t fit with a 
central claim of his book.

And the cross is more central to Christianity than 
heaven or hell.

* * *

Bell’s book is causing a stir in Christian circles not by 
saying anything new, but rather by saying something 
old. His conclusions regarding heaven and hell may 
be radical, but his theology is not. It conjures visions 
of the American religion described by H. Richard 
Niebuhr in 1937, in which “a God without wrath 
brought men without sin into a Kingdom without 
judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without 
a Cross.”

Bell places himself smack dab in the middle of the 
“wide stream of orthodoxy,” but his new, more tolerant 
Christianity has its own limits. The “traditional” God 
who stands behind the received teaching of hell as a 
place of divine judgment. Such a God is described as 

“cruel,” “terrifying,” “traumatizing,” “relentless,” and 
“an awful reality.” He is “a slave driver,” “loving one 
moment, vicious the next,” and “can’t be trusted.”

It seems the wide stream just got a bit narrower. Bell’s 
claims implicitly exclude all those too naïve to agree 
with him.

What of the Gospel? The “Good News” in the New 
Testament is the announcement of Christ’s death on 
the cross, and the glorious new life he has purchased 
for us by it. Having set aside this vision of the cross, 
what is Rob Bell’s good news?

The Gospel for Bell does not consist in anything God 
has done, it is who God is. God’s love is not revealed 
to us in action, “It just is. It’s a party, a celebration, an 
occasion without beginning and without end.”

This sounds like great news, better news, a “better 
story.” God doesn’t do anything for anyone in 
particular; he just is, for everyone, everywhere. 
“Everybody is already at the party. Heaven and hell, 
here, now, around us, upon us, within us.”

You feeling it? “The only thing left to do is trust.” 
Because that’s all there is left to do.

* * *

Dr. Brian Lee is the pastor of Christ Reformed 
Church in Washington, D.C. He formerly worked as 
a Communications Director both on Capitol Hill and 
at the National Endowment for the Humanities. This 
article originally appeared in The Daily Caller.

THE PRIORITY OF PREACHING

reviewed by Daniel Hyde

“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of 
him who brings good news, who publishes peace, 
who brings good news of happiness, who publishes 
salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns.’” 
(Isa. 52:7) I am a firm believer that the ministry of 
preaching is the greatest calling any man can have in 
this life. To be a jar of clay housing the inestimable 
treasure of the gospel is a privilege I can never fully 
explain. Because of this I am a firm believer that 
there can never be enough good books on preaching. 

Christopher Ash’s book, The Priority of Preaching 
(Christian Focus/Proclamation Trust Media, 2009) 
is one such book. While not being as foundational to 
the Reformed tradition as William Perkins’, The Art 
of Prophesying (reprinted, Banner of Truth, 1996) 
comprehensive as D. Martyn Lloyd’ Jones’, Preaching 
and Preachers (Zondervan, 1971), or as profoundly 
insightful as Karl Barth’s, Homiletics (Westminster/
John Knox, 1991), Ash’s work is the kind of 
contemporary exposition of the ministry of preaching 
that is needed today.

Who is it written for? In his own words, it was written 
“for ordinary ministers who preach regularly to 
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ordinary people in ordinary places, who may dream of 
being world-renowned but are going to be spared that 
fate” (12). It is also intended for those who listen to 
preaching week in and week out, to teach them how to 
pray more effectively and encourage more graciously 
those who do preach. Ash’s view of preaching is 
simple: “The sermons you and I preach week by week 
in ordinary local churches are more significant than 
most conference addresses even if they were to be 
recorded and played back all over the world” (13). 
Christians need to hear this today as they are tempted 
to idolize their favorite conference speaker instead 
of supporting the “ordinary means” ministry of their 
local congregation (cf. Westminster Larger Catechism, 
Q&A 154).

Ash’s book packs a lot of exegetical, 
theological, and practical material in 
the short span of three chapters and 
one appendix.

Chapter 1, “The Authority of the 
Preached Word,” is an excellent 
exposition of Deuteronomy 18:
9–22, especially the phrase, 
repeated in the Gospels, “Listen 
to him” (Deut. 18:15 cf. Mark 9:
7). Ash’s thesis is that because 
the Christian preacher speaks the 
Word of God he is to be listened 
to just as the prophets of old were 
(16). After setting the scene by 
reminding us that Deuteronomy is 
a book taken up with the issue of 
how the covenant people would 
continue after Moses’ death, Ash 
gives the answer from Deuteronomy that the covenant 
community would continue through the ministry of 
preaching (21–23). The rest of the chapter unfolds 
two doctrinal points derived from Deuteronomy: first, 
that the preacher exercises the authority of Christ and 
second, that this authority is derived from the Word 
of God. The first of these is such an important point 
in our day when believers think that personal Bible 
reading is their main source of communion with 
God. The second of these is vital, for the preacher 
must realize that he is to toil and labor in the word (1 
Tim. 5:17) in order to get the word right and to speak 
authoritatively. Ash gives a wonderful illustration at 

the end of this chapter, saying that the true preacher 
will go into his preparation like a piece of metal to 
be worked upon an anvil, only to come out hurting 
because he has been confronted with his sins, yet 
refreshed that it was God who worked upon him. In 
other words, only a fool would enter the ministry! But 
the one who becomes a fool for Christ must not only 
shape the Word into sermons, but must be shaped by 
that Word.

Chapter 2, “Preaching that Transforms the Church,” 
is another exposition of Deuteronomy, this time 
chapter 30:11–20. Here Ash derives four themes 
for transforming preaching. This transformative 
preaching is based, first, in the reality of God. He is 

a consuming fire, a jealous God. 
Ash brings out the fact, in the face 
of so-called “post-modernism,” 
that just as gravity is a basic fact 
of life, so too is the reality of God. 
One of the points at which Ash 
left me longing for more was the 
fact that because God is real, we 
as preachers need to be absolutely 
gripped by this God as well as 
with him in our ministry. One 
interesting turn in this discussion, 
though, was how Ash says that 
because God is real, the preacher 
has a necessity of knowing the real 
world around him, but especially 
the reality of the sinful hearts of 
the people to whom we preach. 
This transformative preaching also 
knows, secondly, the stubbornness 
of people. One of Ash’s excellent 

points of application is his discussion of preaching 
being neither a monologue nor a dialog, but instead, 
what he calls a silent dialog. The minister speaks but 
he does so as if he were dialoging with his audience 
since he knows their problems, their world, their 
objections, and seeks to bring the word to them in that 
context. This transformative preaching understands, 
thirdly, the urgency of faith. Here Ash deals with 
the language of and urgency of the phrase “today” 
throughout Deuteronomy, the Psalms (Ps. 95), and the 
New Testament (2 Cor. 5:20–6:2; Heb. 3–4). Finally, 
this transformative preaching must be in awe of the 
wonder of grace. The preacher needs to be swept up in 
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the “red thread” of Scripture, namely, that it is Jesus 
Christ who is the center of God’s plan of redemption. 
All Scripture either points forward to him (Old 
Testament) or back upon him (New Testament).

Chapter 3, “Preaching that Mends a Broken 
World,” focuses on the reality of preaching as the 
means of bringing together broken sinners into the 
assembly and presence of the Lord. Here I wish Ash 
would have given us even more of the wonderful 
biblical-theological exposition of the theme of God 
re-gathering his people from the world into one 
assembly. He gives us some of this, though, to whet 
our thirst for the Word in this area. His main thrust in 
this chapter is to offer several helpful applications in 
our fragmented and overly-technologized culture. For 
example, although we can access the Word in so many 
ways today, assembling together as real people in real 
congregations is utterly necessary and indispensable 
in God’s way of working. In the words of Cyprian, if 
we will not have the church as our mother we cannot 
have God as our Father. Ash summarizes this section, 
saying, “Or, to put it bluntly, a church will be a church 
so long as it gathers to hear the word, even if none of 
its members meets in small groups or even reads the 
Bible on their own!” (99)

The book concludes with an Appendix, entitled, 
“Give God the Microphone! Seven Blessings of 
Consecutive Expository Preaching.” Given the recent 
hubbub over the alleged disadvantages of this method 
of preaching offered by Iain Murray, ‘Expository 

Preaching’—Time for Caution, the seven points 
offered by Ash are important to assert. Consecutive 
expository preaching (the lectio continua method) of 
a section of a book (e.g., Eph. 1, Rom. 8) or an entire 
book not only has been of hallmark during every 
revival of great preaching in the ancient church (e.g., 
Augustine, Chrysostom), Reformation (e.g., John 
Calvin), as well as in Puritan England (e.g., Thomas 
Manton), but also: 1) safeguards God’s agenda in how 
he has delivered his word from being hijacked by our 
agenda, 2) makes it harder for us to abuse the Bible by 
reading verses and snippets out of context, 3) dilutes 
the selectivity of the preacher to harp on his hobby 
horses, pet peeves, and favorite doctrines, 4) keeps the 
content of the sermon fresh and surprising, 5) makes 
for variety  in the style of the sermon because of the 
variety of the word, 6) models good nourishing Bible 
reading for the ordinary Christian, and 7) helps pastors 
preach the whole Christ from the whole of Scripture.

In summary, then, Christopher Ash demonstrates the 
beauty of the ministry of preaching in this little book, 
which I whole-heartedly endorse.

Daniel R. Hyde (ThM, Puritan Reformed Theological 
Seminary) is the church planter and pastor of the 
Oceanside United Reformed Church in Carlsbad/
Oceanside, California. He is the author of nine 
books, including Welcome to a Reformed Church 
(Reformation Trust, 2010).  This review originally 
appeared on the Ligonier Ministries Blog at  
www.ligonier.org/blog.


