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Q & A NIGHT (Part Two)
(2 Corinthians 5:11-21)
SUBJECT: 
F.C.F: 
PROPOSITION: 

A. I think I miscounted the questions last time. Someone has said that there are three kinds of people in the world, those who can count, and those who can’t. I thought there were 31 questions, a record. But there were only thirty. Thanks, again for the questions. And my compliments to you all. The questions demonstrate not only keen insight into God’s Word, but a desire to know and understand what he has said to us. 

I received thirty inquiries in the box. Some, it appears, may have thought of this more of a “suggestion box” rather than a question box. We always appreciate your suggestions. Eight slips that I received were really more suggestions than questions, so I have forwarded these to the rest of the elders for their consideration. That left twenty-two questions. 
B. Last Sunday night we looked at eleven of the more practical questions. That leaves eleven for this evening. I have divided these into “Biblical” questions, inquiring about the meaning of s specific Bible texts, and “Theological” questions, those with implications beyond any single Bible passage. 

So let’s get to it. 
I. BIBLICAL QUESTIONS


1. In Acts 16:1-4, why does Paul have Timothy circumcised when he so boldly speaks against this in Galatians 5:1-12 and I Corinthians 7:18-20 (see also Galatians 6:15)? Was he wrong to do so? And why does he handle the situation with Titus differently (cf. Galatians 2:3-5)? 


Thanks for this question. It is always helpful to inquire about seeming inconsistencies or even apparent contradictions in Scripture. We believe the Bible is both infallible and inerrant, the work of numerous human authors but also of the One divine Author, the Holy Spirit. So while we might expect fallen human beings to make mistakes or to be inconsistent, the Divine Author always speaks with one voice. 


True, the Apostle Paul was adamant in his insistence that Gentiles, non-Jews, should come to Christ directly, without any Jewish rituals or ceremonies intervening. The difference here is that Timothy was Jewish, while Titus was Gentile. So when it came to serving in gospel outreach with Timothy who was culturally Jewish, it was helpful for him to be circumcised. It was not necessary even for a Jew at this point to be circumcised for salvation, but in order to avoid offending the Jews whom Paul sought to reach with the gospel, he urged Timothy to be circumcised. This Jew-Gentile conflict was the first great dispute in the church. Many more would follow. But this was serious, because, if circumcision was somehow construed as a work we can do to enhance our standing with God, then the gospel of salvation by grace alone through faith alone was jeopardized, and Paul would go to the mat for this one. 

2. How do we reconcile 1 Corinthians 8, where Paul seems to be allowing for the consumption of food sacrificed to idols, with 1 Corinthians 10:20-22 and the fact that this is one of the three things the Jerusalem Council specifically condemns in Acts 15:19-29? Is there any modern day application of this concept of not consuming food sacrificed to idols? 


Another apparent inconsistency. Is it okay to eat in a pagan temple or not? Is it okay to eat meat sacrificed to idols or not? 

Many years ago, one of our children became a finalist for a scholarship offered by the Masonic Temple. So we traveled south a couple of hours. He was interviewed and received the scholarship. Then we were invited to stay for the potluck. I kept my eyes open when the rest bowed their heads and offered prayer to the “Great Architect.” It was rather odd, but also instructive.


In the ancient world, pagan temples often served double duty. Part of the temple was for worship and part of the temple was for eating. Guilds and other organizations sometimes borrowed the eating facilities even though they were not devoted to the pagan gods of the temple. 

In I Corinthians 8, Paul discusses the matter of food sacrificed to idols. Idols had no real existence, in his view, so eating food at a banquet hall or that had been sacrificed to false gods and then sold in the marketplace was irrelevant. But some Christians who had pagan ties were troubled by such activity. So Paul’s counsel was to not ask questions about the meat set before you, unless, someone pointed out that it had been sacrificed to an idol. Then, even if your conscience was not troubled, you should refrain from eating it for the sake of others, with a weaker conscience. And, by the way, best not to eat in a pagan temple banquet hall to avoid misunderstandings. 


In I Corinthians 10, however, the situation is a little different. There the context is avoiding idolatry itself. Many of those converted in Corinth had formerly worshipped in pagan temples. While false gods have no being, demons are the bad actors behind all false religion. So going back and actually participating in pagan worship, including eating their ceremonial meals would be prohibited. Paul strikingly points out the inconsistency of eating one day at the Lord’s Table and the next day, or even the same day eating at the table of demons.  



And at the Jerusalem council in Acts 15, it appears that the guideline for the Gentile believers was to refrain from food sacrificed to idols and to meat that had not been properly drained of blood, not because it was necessary for salvation, but because it would be highly and unnecessarily offensive to their Jewish brothers and sisters. 

3. What does Jesus mean by “the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak?” (Matthew 26:41; Mark 14:38) Are we responsible for our bodily limitations? 


These are important terms: “spirit,” and “flesh.” Spirit can refer to “the Holy Spirit” or to the “spirit of a person,” their soul, the non-corporeal part of a human, or their “spiritual state of mind or disposition.” “Flesh,” when contrasted with or combined with “spirit” can be mean the “corporeal” or body part of the human. More often in Paul’s writings, “flesh” refers to fallen human nature that resists the work of God. Or “flesh” can point to “natural human frailty” and its limitations. 


So in context, Jesus might be saying that their inner desire might be to remain vigilant, but that their body is weak. We often hear this phrase when a person past their prime would like to engage in sports as they did in the past, but…“the flesh is weak.” But more likely, “spirit” refers to godly desire to remain faithful to Christ. But the “flesh” or frail human nature is no match for the severe attacks of the enemy. Hence, he calls them not simply to stay awake, but to “watch and pray.” We need God’s help, his bracing support of the Holy Spirit to carry through on our resolve to follow Jesus even through the valley of the shadow of death. 

Most every night after I climb into bed I try to repeat the 23rd Psalm, the Apostles Creed, and the Lord’s Prayer before I fall asleep. Often I fall asleep before I make it through to the end. But it’s not bad to fall asleep in prayer and in affirming your faith in the Lord. 

4. We know that God’s will is good and perfect. But when he says, “I am not willing that any should perish,” is he going against his will? Because we know that people perish, yet he wants all to come to repentance. Explain this please. (2 Pet. 3:9)


Another good question. We tend to use the English term “will” as meaning our expressed desire. But in the New Testament the words translated “will,” when used for God, cover three distinct ideas. 


First there is God’s will of decree. In Ephesians 1:11, we find that God “works all things according to the counsel of his will….” But God has also revealed his preceptive will, his moral will, as we find in 1 Thessalonians 4:3: “For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality….” Note that many do not abstain from sexual morality or other sins, even some Christians. So even though God’s will is that we obey him, he has willed that we will not obey him. 

Neither of these is the meaning we find for “will” in 2 Peter 3:9: “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.” Notice that the ESV helps us a bit. For a third way the Bible speaks of God’s will is of his “will of disposition,” his expressed desire. God said “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked.” (Ezekiel 33:11) Let me finish that verse: “Say to them, As I live, declares the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways, for why will you die, O house of Israel?” So this is our confidence in Christian outreach and evangelism. It pleases God to save sinners. 

Even though we cannot know God’s secret, decretive will until he reveals it in our time, we can know his preceptive or moral will and with God’s help please him through obedience. And we can share Christ with confidence in his will of disposition, knowing that he is not wishing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance. 
II. THEOLOGICAL QUESTIONS


The first theological question has to do with the presence and influence of angels and demons. The question is probably longer that the answer I will give with many good thoughts, so here it is with comment.

5. As we look at our world we clearly see different forces at work. We tend to be so busy so we don’t always give God full honor and glory—but on the flip side, neither do we recognize the power of the devil. Satan is a fallen angel—he was here before the creation of man. [This is probably true.] We read much of angels. [Yes, but only at certain times in Scripture. Whole books of the Bible never mention angels.] They seem to have various levels of authority. They aid God—doing his bidding, healing his people, bringing messages, singing of God’s glory. Some fight evil. Some have chosen to be the devils and do his bidding. 


Were angels originally created to glorify God and show His power, revealed in his creation? [Yes, and to glorify him in other ways.] They must have been created with a will, for Satan decided to reject God’s authority. He was removed from heaven much like Adam and Eve were sent from the garden. [This is probably true. We don’t get a full “angelology” or “demonology” in the Bible.]

They seem to be spirits that take on another form but have no body of their own. Satan took on and entered a serpent. Some spoke through a donkey or appeared as ordinary people like in the days of Abraham and Lot. [As created beings they have some “substance,” spiritual, and therefore ordinarily invisible beings.]

Their lives seem to be eternal. [With respect to the future, but not the past. There was a time when there was nothing but God. Angels were created at some point.] In Peter he writes that the angels look on watching us and marveling—longing to know more of salvation. So Jesus came to earth, so there was a way for us to be saved—there is no way for a fallen angel to be restored to heaven? [Not that has been revealed in Scriptures. Jesus said in Matthew 25:41: that the everlasting fire was “prepared for the devil and his angels….”

We will never be angels—they will never be human. [True, we are different in kind.] Do they have souls or are they only a soul? [There has been a long standing debate in the church on how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. The point is to ask if angels are pure spirit and so take up no space, or if they are material beings and so are limited by space. 

Scriptures tells us once we are saved; God has saved us forever so we cannot fall from heaven. When comparing, angels and humans seem to have similarities and differences. They don’t have families, babies.  [The Bible does not go into this in detail.] Can you just explain more what angels are—I would guess they will be with us in heaven forever. [That seems pretty clear.] Were they created before this world? [Probably at that time or a little before, long enough for Satan to fall.] Are they longing for peace, a day when creation will be complete and restored; Satan his angels and followers be forever in hell? [Paul tells us that all creation is groaning for the revelation of the sons of God.] What are your thoughts and understanding of angels and humans? [You summarized them nicely.]

6. Are natural disasters such as hurricanes, tornadoes, devastating floods a result of the fall? (Romans 8:22)


One of the hosts of “The View” this past week suggested that the solar eclipse and a recent earthquake in New York were the result of “climate change.” To their credit, the other hosts quickly and decisively corrected her. 

Genesis 3 tells us that the very ground is cursed due to sin, and that only through toilsome labor, the sweat of our brow, can we subdue the earth and pry some fruitfulness out of it. Instead, it now naturally produces “thorns and thistles,” the gardener’s bane. I would include “natural disasters” like “hurricanes, tornadoes, and devastating floods” in the category of a cursed ground, a result of the fall. 

The question cites Romans 8:22, and I think it is a valid point. “For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now.” And it is awaiting the revelation of the sons of God. Paul is referring to the new heavens and the new earth, which will be made new, with the ground no longer being stingy (thorns and thistles) and without, we presume, the devastation of hurricanes, earthquakes, and floods. 

7. How would you explain and support our Reformed beliefs about Predestination, Election, & Reprobation to a Bible-believing Christian who believes they choose, on their own, to be a Christian? Thanks.


You are welcome. In the book of Romans Paul summarized the glory of the gospel in eight chapters before dealing with the more difficult subjects of predestination, election, and reprobation (reprobation means God’s confirming the lost in their lostness, simply passing over them or even creating them to be vessels of wrath to show the glory of his justice.) And yet in Ephesians, he comes out with both election and predestination in the first chapter.


I think I would first shore up the doctrine of Scripture with that “Bible-believing Christian.” The words “election” and “predestination” are in the Bible. If someone is willing to be a biblical Christian, not just a traditional Christian, whatever their tradition, I think they will eventually come to believe these important Bible doctrines. 


Certainly we choose to be a Christian. It’s the basis of our choosing, how we are able to choose, and why we choose that is the question. The Bible is clear on these matters even if we are not. Good Christians can misunderstand election and predestination and still be saved, with this important warning. If someone honestly thinks there is some little, untouched, pure, island of goodness within, and that they were smart enough, wise enough, or good enough to choose for Jesus on their own, then that would concern me greatly. Somehow they then would have contributed the faith that was required to lay hold of Christ. “Faith” became their one work that saved them. And if we are not trusting Christ exclusively, alone, 100% for our salvation, if we have contributed just a little bit, then I doubt that that person has saving faith in Christ. 

8. Explain the biblical basis for Dispensational Theology vs. Covenantal theology.


Dispensationalism is a theological innovation that was developed by John Nelson Darby in the mid 1800s. It basically states that God has dealt with people in different ways when it comes to salvation during different eras or “dispensations.” Dispensationalist Charles Ryrie defines dispensation “to denote a period of time during which God deals with man in a certain way.” That seems general and obvious enough, except that God’s dealing with man at different times, according to the dispensationalists include dramatically different ways. So God had a different purpose and way with Adam, with Noah, with Abraham, with Moses, and with Jesus, including different ways by which they could be saved. 

According to dispensationalism, Jesus came as the Jewish Messiah to the Jews offering them the kingdom. But they rejected Jesus, a stunning development. So God turned to the largely Gentile church, often referred to as a “plan-B.” God still intends in the future to set up a Jewish kingdom for a thousand years. Christ will return the first time in a secret rapture, removing all true Christians from the world. Then will commence the seven-year tribulation, during which many Jews will be converted to Christ, along with others. The seven years will end with the destruction of God’s enemies, including the Anti-Christ, and Jesus establishing his thousand year kingdom including Jews and others who have been converted. They will all live for this thousand year period. You can see how the secret rapture of the church, the seven year tribulation, and the thousand year reign of Christ are essential to this scheme.


However, they will also have babies, and many of these babies will not follow Christ. At the end of the thousand years, these unconverted will attack God’s people culminating in the Battle of Armageddon, and all enemies will be vanquished by Christ. This will usher in the final state of glory for the redeemed. 

All this does stir the sci-fi, end of the world, imagination. So bad theology combined with bad fiction sold many copies and made Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins into millionaires in the Left Behind books. 

Also, since Jesus came to establish his kingdom among the Jews, but they rejected him, much of Jesus’ teaching in the gospels does not apply to the church dispensation. So we can safely ignore things like the Sermon on the Mount, which has nothing to do with the church dispensation, only the Jewish dispensation.  

Covenant theology is quite different. God made a covenant with the first man Adam, a covenant of works. Perfect and personal obedience to God would win him eternal life. But since Adam broke this covenant, and plunged all his progeny into his guilt and condemnation, God offered a second covenant of grace. The Westminster Confession of Faith chapter 7 explains: 

“3. Man, by his fall, having made himself incapable of life by that covenant, the Lord was pleased to make a second, commonly called the covenant of grace; wherein He freely offereth unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus Christ; requiring of them faith in Him, that they may be saved, and promising to give unto all those that are ordained unto eternal life His Holy Spirit, to make them willing, and able to believe. 


“5. This covenant was differently administered in the time of the law, and in the time of the gospel: under the law it was administered by promises, prophecies, sacrifices, circumcision, the paschal lamb, and other types and ordinances delivered to the people of the Jews, all foresignifying Christ to come; which were, for that time, sufficient and efficacious, through the operation of the Spirit, to instruct and build up the elect in faith in the promised Messiah, by whom they had full remission of sins, and eternal salvation; and is called the old Testament.” 

And let me add that while dispensational theology sees a great discontinuity between the Old Testament and the New, covenantal theology sees a great continuity between the two. 
9. Will there be a Jewish revival? (Romans 11:24)


The Apostle Paul certainly lays open this possibility. In Romans 10, Paul is explaining to a largely Gentile church why the Jews mostly rejected Jesus as their Messiah. “Has God rejected his people?” Paul quickly denies this pointing out that he himself is a Jew and follows Christ. No, there is still a remnant of faithful Jews who have embraced Christ, just as there was always a remnant of faithful Jews even in the darkest days of defection in Israel. 

Paul declares himself to be an Apostle to the Gentiles, and part of his calling is to share the gospel widely with Gentiles in order to make the Jews jealous and desirous of their joy and fruitfulness. 


He gives the analogy of a tree including all of God’s people. The Jews have largely been cut out of the tree while Gentiles have been grafted in, and have become fruitful branches. But then he states this as a warning to the Gentile believers: 

“20 That is true. They [the Jews] were broken off because of their unbelief, but you stand fast through faith. So do not become proud, but fear. 21 For if God did not spare the natural branches, neither will he spare you. 22 Note then the kindness and the severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but God’s kindness to you, provided you continue in his kindness. Otherwise you too will be cut off. 23 And even they, if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for God has the power to graft them in again. 24 For if you were cut from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these, the natural branches, be grafted back into their own olive tree. 


25 Lest you be wise in your own sight, I do not want you to be unaware of this mystery, brothers: a partial hardening has come upon Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. 26 And in this way all Israel will be saved….”

The meaning of this text, especially of “all Israel” is debated. My view is that “all Israel” refers to the church invisible, all the elect, including Jews and Gentiles. But there does seem to hint at many Jews coming to Christ, perhaps closer to the time of his return. 

10. Many hymns talk about Jesus’ beauty and loveliness, yet Isaiah 53 says that he had, “no beauty that we should desire him.” How do we reconcile this apparent contradiction?


Excellent question, again highlighting a seeming inconsistency. Those who have come to know Christ love him and admire and adore the beauty of his holy character and of his amazing sacrifice for sinners. We do long to be with him and to see him face to face. I think what Isaiah was pointing to was the humility of Jesus as the suffering servant, and that, he was not of any striking outward handsomeness, physically speaking. He came humbly without a rugged, macho physique or square jawline, the kind of look that would naturally make the women swoon and all the guys fall in line to follow him. Perhaps Peter, who actually did see Jesus and did follow him, put it best. “8 Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory, 9 obtaining the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls.” 

So when our songs and hymns point to Christ’s beauty and loveliness, I think they describing his kindness, mercy, faithfulness, holiness, and godly, trustworthy character.

11. “Was there a point in Jesus’ life when he took our sins upon himself? His birth? His baptism? In the garden? I know that Jesus “became sin for us” (2 Corinthians 5:21) even though he never sinned personally, but how did this happen? 
Or am I looking at this in the wrong way?”

Good question. I do not think you are looking at this the wrong way. If Jesus actually did take our sins upon himself, then it must have happened in a specific moment in time, a judicial moment we might say, when God the Father counted Jesus guilty of all the sins of his people, so that we might through faith in him be counted righteous for the sake of his perfect obedience. 


In question 37, the Heidelberg Catechism asks Q. 37.  What do you understand by the word "suffered"? (In the Apostles Creed) 


A. That throughout his life on earth, but especially at the end of it, he bore in body and soul the wrath of God against the sin of the whole human race, so that by his suffering, as the only expiatory sacrifice, he might redeem our body and soul from everlasting damnation, and might obtain for us God's grace, righteousness, and eternal life.  


The Westminster Shorter Catechism is not as specific in question 27: 
Q. 27. Wherein did Christ's humiliation consist? 


A. Christ's humiliation consisted in his being born, and that in a low condition,(1) made under the law,(2) undergoing the miseries of this life,(3) the wrath of God,(4) and the cursed death of the cross;(5) in being buried, and continuing under the power of death for a time.(6) 


I’m going to suggest that the actual judicial moment of transfer took place on the cross itself. At least twice in the gospels, God the Father positively commended Jesus as his Beloved Son, at his baptism, and again at his transfiguration. But at his crucifixion, there was a very different word from heaven. First there was the darkness. Then there was our Lord’s cry of dereliction: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” And then there was his death. 

It’s clear that Jesus was under God’s judgment at this point. Do you remember the last two of the ten plagues on Egypt? The ninth plague was darkness. The tenth plague, the fullness and finality of his judgment was the death of the firstborn. And that’s what we have at the cross of Christ: the darkness, and the death of God’s Firstborn, for us, that we might escape his judgment and wrath and be counted righteous for the sake of Christ. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


