


4/22/2018 The New Calvinism -10 Ideas Changing the World Right Now- Printout - TIME

4 Back to Article &, Click to Print

Thursday, Mar. 12, 2009

The New Calvinism
By David Van Biema

If you really want to follow the development of conservative Christianity, track its musical hits. In the early
1900s you might have heard "The Old Rugged Cross," a celebration of the atonement. By the 1980s you
could have shared the Jesus-is-my-buddy intimacy of "Shine, Jesus, Shine." And today, more and more top
songs feature a God who is very big, while we are...well, hark the David Crowder Band: "I am full of earth/

You are heaven's worth/ I am stained with dirt/ Prone to depravity."

Calvinism is back, and not just musically. John Calvin's 16th century reply to medieval Catholicism's buy-
your-way-out-of-purgatory excesses is Evangelicalism's latest success story, complete with an utterly
sovereign and micromanaging deity, sinful and puny humanity, and the combination's logical consequence,
predestination: the belief that before time's dawn, God decided whom he would save (or not), unaffected by

any subsequent human action or decision.

Calvinism, cousin to the Reformation's other pillar, Lutheranism, is a bit less dour than its critics claim: it
offers a rock-steady deity who orchestrates absolutely everything, including illness (or home foreclosure!),
by a logic we may not understand but don't have to second-guess. Our satisfaction — and our purpose — is
fulfilled simply by "glorifying" him. In the 1700s, Puritan preacher Jonathan Edwards invested Calvinism

with a rapturous near mysticism. Yet it was soon overtaken in the U.S. by movements like Methodism that

were more impresse
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Journey with the New Calvinists. "They have plenty of friends: what they need is a God." Mohler says,
"The moment someone begins to define God's [being or actions] biblically, that person is drawn to
conclusions that are traditionally classified as Calvinist." Of course, that presumption of inevitability has
drawn accusations of arrogance and divisiveness since Calvin's time. Indeed, some of today's enthusiasts
imply that non-Calvinists may actually not be Christians. Skirmishes among the Southern Baptists (who

have a competing non-Calvinist camp) and online "flame wars" bode badly.

Calvin's 500th birthday will be this July. It will be interesting to see whether Calvin's latest legacy will be
classic Protestant backbiting or whether, during these hard times, more Christians searching for security

will submit their wills to the austerely demanding God of their country's infancy.
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Among the reasons why I am honored to give the “Gaffin Lecture on Theology, Culture, and Mission,”
is the fact that Dr. Gaffin’s interaction with N. T. Wright at the 2005 Auburn Avenue Pastors

Conference, and his 2006 book, By Faith, Not by Sight, came at a crucial moment of my own wrestling

with the newer views of justification and the New Perspective, and with N. T. Wright in particular. Not

many books are worthy of a slow and meticulous reading. But this one, By Faith, Not By Sight, by Dr.

Gaffin is. And what he says there will serve as a launching pad into my thoughts about the “New

Calvinism and the New Community: The Doctrines of Grace and the Meaning of Race.”

But before that, we have some explaining and defining to do. First, I will try to explain why I chose this

topic for the Gaffin lecture. Five reasons:

1

First, the lecture is called “on Theology, Culture, and Mission.” In my title, the Doctrines of
Grace (or the five points, or soteriological Calvinism) correspond to theology. The meaning of
race corresponds to culture. And the call to pursue a new ethnically diverse community
corresponds to mission.

. Second, the Doctrines of Grace are biblical and true and beautiful; the sovereignty of God is

glorious beyond words; and the gracious, governing hand of God in all the details of our lives is
precious and sweet. And since I love to talk about what is biblical and true and beautiful and

glorious and precious and sweet, this is my theme.

. Racial and ethnic diversity and harmony are not overly addressed in our churches and are

central to the aim of the blood work of Christ in ransoming a people for God and a bride for
himself.

. T am part of the New Calvinism and feel a sense of fatherly responsibility to continually speak

into it dimensions of biblical truth that I think it needs to hear.

. As part of the New Calvinism I have a debt to pay to Westminster Seminary and the lineage of

faithfulness you represent in the Reformed tradition. There would be no New Calvinism without
you.
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Defining “New Calvinism

That’s the explanation. Now for definitions. What am [ referring to when I talk about “The New
Calvinism?” In 2008 Collin Hansen published Young, Restless, Reformed: A Journalist's Journey with the
New Calvinists. I’'m not aware of the use of the term, “New Calvinists” before this book. (And the credit
—or blame—goes to the Crossway team, not Collin, since he never uses the term in his book. It’s only
in the title.) Time Magazine picked it up in 2009. The cover story on March 12, 2009, was titled “Ten
Ideas Changing the World Right Now,” of which number three was “The New Calvinism.”

What is it? The best way I can think of to define it is to give twelve features of the movement as I see it.
I do not mean for these features of the new to be dividing lines between the new and the old. I don’t
think there are such lines. I don’t think there is a clear distinction between the new and the old except
perhaps in regard to the use of media and technology that didn’t exist 20 years ago. How can there be
distinctives unique to the New Calvinism when the Old is as diverse as

St. Augustine and Adoniram Judson, Francis Turretin and John Bunyan, John Calvin and
Charles Spurgeon, John Owen and George Whitefield, John Knox and J. I. Packer, Cotton
Mather and R. C. Sproul, Abraham Kuyper and William Carey, Lemuel Hanes and Robert

Dabney, Theodore Beza and James Boice Isaac Backus and Martyn Lloyd-Jones?

If there is such diversity in the Old, can we find dividing lines between the Old and the New? I don’t
think so. And why would I include Packer, Sproul, and Boice among the old and not the new? How can
you draw a line between the Philadelphia Conferences on Reformed Theology, the Alliance of
Confessing Evangelicals, and The Gospel Coalition? How can you draw a hard line between Banner of
Truth Publishers and Crossway Books? Or between the late Elder D. J. Ward and Thabiti Anyabwile?

The old is too diverse, and the connections between the old and the new are too organic, to claim
things for the new that weren’t there in some aspects of the old. And the new is too diverse to claim
any uniform downgrade or upgrade over the old. History is too complex for broad brush
commendations of the one over the other, or condemnations of the one under the other. On any given
issue, you could find periods and persons and movements among the old that would outshine the new.
There is no claim in my assessment that the new is better.

Twelve Features of New Calvinism

So with that in view here are the features—I say features not distinctives—that I see in this movement

called The New Calvinism.

1. The New Calvinism, in its allegiance to the inerrancy of the Bible, embraces the biblical truths
behind the Five Points (TULIP), while having, at the same time, a disinclination to use the
acronym and other systematic packaging, along with a sometimes qualified allegiance to
“limited atonement.” The focus is on Calvinistic soteriology, but not to the exclusion of
appreciating the broader scope of Calvin’s vision.

2. The New Calvinism embraces the sovereignty of God both in salvation and in all the affairs of
life and history, including evil and suffering.

3. The New Calvinism has a strong complementarian flavor with an emphasis on the flourishing of
men and women in relationships where men embrace the call to robust, humble, Christ-like,
servant leadership.
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. The New Calvinism leans toward being culture-affirming rather than culture-denying, while

holding fast to some culturally alien positions, for example, on same-sex practice and abortion.

. The New Calvinism embraces the essential place of the local church, is led mainly by pastors,

has vibrant church planting bent, produces widely sung worship music, and exalts the preached
word as central to the work of God locally and globally.

. The New Calvinism is aggressively mission-driven, including missional impact on social evils,

evangelistic impact in personal networks, and missionary impact on the unreached peoples of
the world.

. The New Calvinism is interdenominational, with a strong (some would say oxymoronic)

Baptistic element.

. The New Calvinism includes charismatics and non-charismatics.

. The New Calvinism puts a priority on true piety in the Puritan vein, with an emphasis on the

essential role of the affections in Christian living, while also esteeming the life of the mind and
embracing the value of serious scholarship. Jonathan Edwards would be invoked as a model of
this combination more often than John Calvin — whether that’s fair to Calvin or not.

The New Calvinism is vibrantly engaged in the publishing of books, and, even more
remarkably, in the world of the internet, with hundreds of energetic bloggers, and social media
activists, with Twitter as the increasingly default way of signaling things (old and new) that
are worthy of being noticed and read.

The New Calvinism is international in scope, multi-ethnic in expression, and culturally diverse.
There is no single geographic, racial, cultural, or governing center. There are no officers, no
organization, nor even a loose affiliation that would encompass the whole. I would dare say
there are outcroppings of this movement that none of us in this room has even heard of.

The New Calvinism is robustly Gospel-centered, or cross-centered, with dozens of books in
recent years coming at the gospel from every angle and applying it to all of life, with a
commitment to seeing the historic doctrine of justification bear the fruit of sanctification
personally and communally.

A New and Diverse Reality

I put 11 and 12 at the end so that we could make the transition now to the substance of the lecture. One

of the most astonishing things that I have seen in my life is the gradual emergence of the multi-ethnic

and culturally diverse reality of the New Calvinism. By multi-ethnic I mean the fact that the New

Calvinism has sprung up with its own natural expressions among African Americans, Latinos, and

Asians.

African Americans like Thabiti Anybwile, Voddie Baucham, Anthony Bradley, Michael

Campbell, Anthony Carter, Leonce Crump, Carl Ellis, Ken Jones, Eric Mason, Trillia Newbell,

Eric Redmond. Not to mention African Blacks like Conrad Mbewe or British Blacks like Tope

Koleoso. Hispanics like D. A. Horton, Carlos Montoya, Sugel Michelén, Miguel Nufiez, and Juan

Sanchez. Asians like Francis Chan, Steve Chong, Richard Chin, Steven Chin, Jeff Louie,

Stephen Um.

And hundreds more names that could be in those lists.
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And by “culturally diverse” I mean, for example, diverse expressions in music from Stuart Townend
and Keith Getty on one side to Christian Hip hop on the other. Thirty years ago did anyone see
Reformed Rap as even a remote possibility, with the likes of Lecrae, Shai Linne, Trip Lee, Derek Minor,
Propaganda, and Tedashii? Did anyone foresee major urban ministry conferences where Big God
Theology, sung and preached, would draw thousands?

Nobody on earth has managed this Reformed resurgence with all its diversity. Nobody has planned it,
and nobody can or should harness it. This is a work of God. It may be short-lived, or it may be deep
and wide and long. God will decide. I make no triumphalistic predictions. We don’t control it. But we
can rejoice over it, and we can speak the word of God into it, with thankfulness for all that is healthy,

and prayer for all that is not.

The Role of Justification

At the end of description 12 above I said that in The New Calvinism there is “a commitment to seeing
justification by faith bear the fruit of sanctification personally and communally.” This pursuit of the
new community through the gospel of justification is the link with Richard Gaffin’s work on
justification in relationship to the New Perspective.

Representing the New Perspective, N.T. Wright argues, in What Saint Paul Really Said, that the

Reformation emphasis has been mistaken and that,

“Justification” in the first century was not about how someone might establish a relationship
with God. It was about God’s eschatological definition . .. of who was, in fact, a member of his
people. . . In standard Christian theological language, it wasn’t so much about soteriology as
about ecclesiology; not so much about salvation as about the church. (119)

In this way the New Perspective seeks to seize the high ground on the relationship between
justification and the new community — the church. To this Dr. Gaffin presents his counter evidence in

By Faith, Not By Sight and responds:

I remain unpersuaded that the Reformation has gotten it wrong and that for Paul justification
is at least primarily, if not entirely, about ecclesiology rather than soteriology, about whom
you may eat with and are to have fellowship as a Christian rather than how you became a
Christian.

For Paul, justification undoubtedly has inalienable ecclesiological implications and these are a
prominent concern especially in Galatians. These implications must not be denied, obscured,
or downplayed through an unduly individualistic soteriological mindset. No doubt too they
have not been appreciated heretofore as they should. But justification in Paul is essentially,
primarily soteriological. It is a “transfer” term describing what takes place in an individual’s
transition from wrath to grace. (44—45)

I totally agree and I give thanks for the defense and explanation of this standpoint in Dr. Gaffin’s book
— namely, that the historic Reformed view of justification by grace alone, through faith alone on the
basis of Christ alone, for the glory of God alone, as taught with final authority in the Scriptures alone,
is true, and does indeed have massive implications for membership in the new community that the
Messiah, Jesus, is gathering.

As Dr. Gaffin says, the Reformation understanding of justification “has inalienable ecclesiological
implications.” That is, while justification proper — the divine act of justification itself — is not about
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whom you have fellowship with, nevertheless its implications do define whom you have fellowship
with. And this, Dr. Gaffin says, “must not be denied, obscured, or downplayed.”

The most common place to see this is Galatians 2 in Peter’s failure to keep eating with Gentiles. It’s as
if he were saying to them: to be true Christians justification by faith is not enough. You must also
observe certain food laws. So a failure to grasp the implications of justifications resulted in a de facto
racism that Paul rebuked as a contradiction of the gospel.

But an even plainer connection between justification and the multi-ethnic nature of the new
community is found in Romans 3:28-30,

We hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law. 29 Or is God the God of Jews only? Is
he not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, 30 since God is one—who will justify the
circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith.

The oneness of God yields a singular way of justifying the ungodly: namely, by faith alone, without any
dependence on circumcision or uncircumcision. In other words, justification by faith means that no
ceremonial or ethnic or moral distinctives of one race or ethnicity or religion over another is of any
advantage whatsoever in being declared righteous before God. Which means (to use Dr. Gaffin’s phrase)
that one “inalienable ecclesiological implication” of justification is that the new community — the true

Israel — is in God’s saving design, necessarily interracial and multi-ethnic.

Calvinism’s Inalienable Implications

The New Calvinism has been vigilant in holding fast to the historic, Reformed understanding of
justification over against the New Perspective. And my point here is that this allegiance, along side the
serious engagement with racial harmony and ethnic diversity, is not an anomaly. The deepening
discovery of Reformed truth has not obstructed the path of racial and ethnic harmony in the new
community; it has empowered it. Wherever you find a failure to take seriously the multi-ethnic nature
of Christ’s new community, what you find is not a people hindered by their Reformed theology, but
blind to its inalienable, biblical implications.

And justification by faith is only one aspect of that theology which today is empowering the vision of
visible racial harmony in Christ. There are others. I will mention only two. The Doctrines of Grace and
the Glory of God.

In spite of all the disinclination to summarize the soteriological side of Reformed theology with the
acronym TULIP, these five doctrines, the Doctrines of Grace, are true and glorious and explosively
relevant in the pursuit of racial and ethnic harmony and diversity. I don’t have time to show this for all
five. Let’s just take the first two.

Total Depravity

The most crucial meaning of “total” in that phrase is that we are totally unable to save ourselves from
dead, and unresponsive spiritual condition in rebellion against God. “The mind of the flesh is hostile to
God, for it does not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot” (Romans 8:7). And we are in this together

— every race, every ethnicity — united in helpless depravity.

The ethnic diversity of hell is a crucial doctrine. Romans 2:9 puts it like this: “There will be tribulation
and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek.” God is no respecter
of persons in salvation or in damnation. The human race — and every ethnic group in it — are united
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in this great reality: we are all depraved and condemned. We are all lost in the woods together, sinking
on the same boat, dying of the same disease.

If we saw this more clearly, two things would happen. We would be humbled and frightened and made
desperate, like a little child, to find a Savior. I have never seen a white-hooded Klansman or a
Farrakhan follower who was brokenhearted for his sin, humble, and desperate for a Savior. The other
thing that would happen, if we saw how united we are in our depravity, is that the sins of others would
look like the outworkings of our own hearts, and we would be slow to condemn and quick to show

mercy.

The doctrine of total depravity has a huge role to play in humbling all ethnic groups and giving us a
desperate equality in condemnation.

Unconditional Election

After Paul’s sermon in Antioch of Pisidia, Luke says: “When the Gentiles heard this they were glad and
glorified the word of God. And as many as were for ordained to eternal life believed” (Acts 13:48).
People believe because they are ordained to eternal life, not vice versa. The election to salvation
precedes the condition of salvation. “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have

compassion on whom I have compassion” (Romans 9:15).

This means that God does not choose his people on the basis of skin color or any other racial or ethnic
distinctive. No ethnic group can say they are chosen because of God’s preference for their physical or
psychological or spiritual or intellectual qualities. And no ethnic group can say that they are not chosen
because of the have or don’t have, what they are or are not. God’s choice is unconditional. It is not
based on anything in us. He is absolutely free and unconstrained. This is his glory, his name. And

acting this way to uphold his name and his glory is his righteousness.

Therefore unconditional election severs the deepest root of all racism and all ethnocentrism. If I am
among God’s elect, it is owing entirely to God’s free grace, not my distinctives. Therefore there is no
ground in God’s election for pride. And there is no ground in God’s election for despair. Nothing in me
caused him to choose me. And nothing in you could have stopped him from choosing you. When it
comes to election, we are on the absolutely level ground of unconditional mercy: "I will have mercy on
whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion" (Romans 9:15).

From these two examples, I say again: the emergence of ethnic diversity in the New Calvinism, and the
seriousness with which this issue is pursued, is not a glitch in the outworkings of the Doctrines of
Grace. It is rather the outworking of their inalienable biblical implication.

The Glory of God

Which leads finally to the great unifying, overarching, all-explaining focus of Reformed theology, the
glory of God. Geerhardus Vos asked the question in 1891, What is it about Reformed theology that
enables that tradition to grasp the fullness of Scripture unlike any other branch of Christendom? He
answered, “Because Reformed theology took hold of the Scriptures in their deepest root idea. . . . This
root idea which served as the key to unlock the rich treasuries of the Scriptures was the preeminence of
God’s glory in the consideration of all that has been created” (Redemptive History and Biblical
Interpretation, 241—242).

If anything marks the New Calvinism it is the prevalence of Big God Theology. It is the reversal, at
least in part, of David Wells’ lament. “It is this God,” he says, “majestic and holy in his being, this God
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whose love knows no bounds because his holiness knows no limits, who has disappeared from the
modern evangelical world” (No Place for Truth, 300). The New Calvinism is one expression of the

reversal of this lament.

When the New Calvinism poses the question: Why did God in creation and providence ordain that there
be such a dazzling diversity among the peoples of the world, it answers: because the glory of God in
Christ will shine more brightly when Christ saves and assembles a unified worshipping people from so
much diversity.

Psalm 96 — “Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous works among all the peoples! For
great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised.” There is a greatness of praise that accords with the
greatness of God’s glory. And the greatness of this praise will not be reached until his glory is declared
among all the peoples of the world, because it is precisely the vast diversity of the peoples, all
recognizing the glory and all reflecting the glory, and all resounding in praise to the glory that makes
the praise suitable for the greatness of the glory of God.

Or, to say it another way, when Paul says in Romans 15:11, “Praise the Lord all you nations, and let all
the peoples extol him,” he is saying that there is something about God that is so universally
praiseworthy, and so profoundly beautiful, and so comprehensively worthy, and so deeply satisfying,
that God will find passionate admirers in every diverse people group in the world. The true greatness of
his glory will be manifest in the breadth of the diversity of those who perceive and cherish his beauty.

Here is a king glorious like no other king. Other kings conquer peoples, and subdue them, and put them
in subjection by force, lest hatred for the king break out in open rebellion. But God is a king, so
glorious and so beautiful, that he will have a willing, eager, admiring, loving, happy people from the
entire, vast ethnic diversity of the all peoples of the world. The greatness of his glory — the many-
faceted brilliance of his splendor — will be reflected not in the monochrome of a few million local
admirers, but the polychrome of ten thousand cultures who find him to be their all in all.

A Prayer for the Movement

So the remarkable diversity of the New Calvinism, racially, ethnically, culturally is not a theological
anomaly. It is a beautiful — and to be sure, imperfect — outworking of the inalienable implications of
the greatest and most central doctrines of the Reformed faith — justification, the five points, the glory
of God — so that, in the end, for this movement — whether short-lived or long—the meaning of race
and of all the ethnicities of world — the reason they exist — is the radiance of the glory of God in the
gladness of a ransomed church from every tribe and tongue and people and nation (Revelation 5:9).

May God grant that these old truths would ever bear such new and beautiful fruit in all the world.
Amen.
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has been a theological, spiritual and translational battleground for fifty years.

During those years many people from liberal, neo-orthodox and even conserva-
tive backgrounds have used it and in many instances endorsed it. Some from the evangelical
camp have even classified themselves as “closet RSV people”.! This writer has met a number
of such in both the United Kingdom and the USA. It is people like these who have formed the
movement to produce a conservative revision of the RSV. The English Standard Version is the
result. The purpose of this article is to demonstrate that the ESV is a light revision of the RSV
and that, because of the textual basis and translational errors carried over from the RSV, it is
not a trustworthy translation of the Bible.

@he Revised Standard Version of the Bible, first published on 30 September 1952,

Michael Marlowe gives insights into the origins of the ESV.

This is an evangelical revision of the Revised Standard Version that corrects the
non-Christian interpretations of the RSV in the Old Testament and improves the
accuracy throughout with more literal renderings. It also updates the language
somewhat. The makers of this version undertook the work with the idea that there
was a need for an evangelical version that was more literal than the New
International Version but more idiomatic than the New American Standard Bible.
The Revised Standard Version seemed close enough to this middle ground that it
might be suitably revised in a short period of time.’

WORLD Magazine from June 5, 1999, in discussing some of the new translations in English,
provides some detail of the circumstances under which the ESV was conceived.

The second translation hoping to pick up some of the Bible share lost by the NIV
is the English Standard Version (ESV), announced in February by Crossway
Books. The version had its roots in discussions that took place before the May
1997 meeting called by James Dobson at Focus on the Family headquarters to
resolve the inclusive NIV issue.

The night prior to the meeting, critics of regendered language gathered in a
Colorado Springs hotel room to discuss the next day’s strategy. During the course
of the evening it became clear their concerns with the NIV extended beyond gen-
der issues. The group discussed the merits of the Revised Standard Version, first
published in 1952 by the National Council of Churches and recently replaced by
the New Revised Standard Version, a regendered update.

Some months later, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School professor Wayne Grudem
and Crossway President Lane Dennis entered into negotiations with the National
Council of Churches to use the 1971 revision of the Revised Standard Version as
the basis for a new translation. An agreement was reached in September 1998
allowing translators freedom to modify the original text of the RSV as necessary
to rid it of de-Christianising translation choices.’

The ESV has been widely endorsed by numerous conservative theologians, pastors and
denominations. The ESV Classic Reference Bible won the Evangelical Christian Publisher
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What today’s Christian needs to know...

Association’s Gold Medallion Award. It has been thought of as the formal equivalence answer
to the New International Version. The Society has received numerous questions from people
in churches which are planning to switch to the ESV from the NIV, AV, NKJV and other ver-
sions. They want to know if this new version is as good as the advertising says it is. Most of
these pastors and church leaders would not give the RSV a chance to become their church
Bible and yet are considering a change to the ESV.

The English Standard Version’s name has caused some people not to understand that it
is a revision of the RSV.1t is clearly stated in the ESV itself that the ESV “is adapted from the
Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright Division of Christian Education of the
National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA”.* It boasts that “words and phrases
themselves grow out of the Tyndale-King James legacy, and most recently out of the RSV”
but goes on to state that it is “the 1971 RSV text providing the starting point for our work”.”
However, the name change from something identifying it as a close revision of the RSV does
not seem to have come across to the average reader. Of course, it could not be called the New
Revised Standard Version, since that name was already taken by another revision of the RSV.
Thus a new name, the English Standard Version, was chosen.

The great similarity between the two versions can clearly be seen in the following
verses. The ESV text is quoted in full, with the RSV readings where they differ given in
squared brackets []. In some passages, there are no differences between the two.

Genesis 1:1-2

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. 2The earth was without form and
void, and darkness was over [upon] the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering
[moving] over the face of the waters.

John 1:1-5

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was
in the beginning with God. >All things were made through him, and without him was not any
thing made that was made. *In him was life, and the life was the light of men. >The light
shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

Romans 3:21-26

But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law
and the Prophets bear witness to it - 22the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ
for all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23for [since] all have sinned and fall short of
the glory of God, 2*and [RSV omits and][they] are justified by his grace as a gift, through the
redemption that [which] is in Christ Jesus, 2whom God put forward as a propitiation [an
expiation] by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness,
because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins.

1 John 1:5-10

This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light, and in
him is no darkness at all. °If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness,
we lie and do not practice [live according to] the truth. 7But if we walk in the light, as he is
in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us
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from all sin. 8If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. °If we
confess our sins, he is faithful and just to [and will] forgive us [omit us] our sins and to [omit
to] cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 1°If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar,
and his word is not in us.

Psalm 51:1-4 ! Have mercy on me, O God,
according to your [thy] steadfast love;
according to your [thy] abundant mercy
blot out my transgressions.
Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,
and cleanse me from my sin!
3 TFor I know my transgressions,
and my sin is ever before me.
Against you [thee], you [thee] only, have
I sinned
and done what [that which] is evil in
your [thy] sight,
so that you [thou] may be [art] justified in
your [thy] words [sentence]
and blameless in your [thy] judgment.

Thus, the reader can see how light a revision the ESV truly is.

With this in mind, we note the extravagant claim made by Dr. J. I. Packer, General Editor
of the ESV:

We are standing on the shoulders of all who went before us. We are drawing on
commentaries, which roll off the press in great numbers these days. We are draw-
ing on the increased knowledge of the culture of the ancient world, which modern
study has given us. We are drawing on the fact that computers now enable us to
search the English Bible, the whole of the Hebrew heritage, the whole of the Greek
heritage that has come down to us. It makes it a great deal easier for us to handle
particular words and make decisions about how best to translate them. And in all
these ways I think the ESV is going to go beyond its predecessors and establish
itself as, in effect, the new King James for the 21st century.® [emphasis added]

PRINCIPLES OF TRANSLATION

he tendency in translation over the past few decades has been toward dynamic
equivalence. As seen in the New International Version, the translators seek to
find the thoughts behind the text rather than being concerned with the words

themselves. However, with the publication of the ESV we find a refreshing move back toward
more formal translation.

The ESV is an ‘essentially literal’ translation that seeks as far as possible to cap-
ture the precise wording of the original text and the personal style of each Bible
writer. As such, its emphasis is on ‘word-for-word” correspondence, at the same
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time taking into account differences of grammar, syntax, and idiom between cur-
rent literary English and the original languages. Thus it seeks to be transparent to
the original text, letting the reader see as directly as possible the structure and
meaning of the original.”

This work was undertaken by a large group of skilled men and women.

The ESV publishing team includes more than 100 people. The fourteen-member
Translation Oversight Committee has benefited from the work of more than fifty
biblical experts serving as Translation Review Scholars and from the comments of
more than fifty members of the Advisory Council, all of which has been carried
out under the auspices of the Good News-Crossway Board of Directors. This 100-
member team, which is international and represents many denominations, shares
a commitment to historic evangelical orthodoxy, and to the authority and suffi-
ciency of the inerrant Scriptures.”

The members of the Translation Oversight Committee were:

Dr.].1. Packer, ESV General Editor
Board of Governors and Professor of Theology, Regent College (Vancouver, BC)

Dr. Clifford John Collins, OT Chairman
Associate Professor of Old Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary

Dr. Lane T. Dennis, Publishing Chairman
President, Good News Publishers-Crossway Books

Dr. Wayne A. Grudem
Professor and Chairman, Department of Biblical and Systematic Theology, Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School

Dr. Paul R. House, OT Associate Chairman
Professor of Old Testament, Trinity Episcopal School for Ministry

Dr.R. Kent Hughes
Senior Pastor, College Church in Wheaton

Dr. Robert H. Mounce, NT Associate Chairman
President Emeritus, Whitworth College

Dr. William D. Mounce, NT Chairman
Professor of New Testament, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

Dr. Leland Ryken, Literary Chairman
Professor of English, Wheaton College

Dr. Vern Sheridan Poythress
Professor of New Testament Interpretation, Westminster Theological Seminary

Dr. Gordon Wenham, OT Associate Chairman
Senior Lecturer in Religious Studies, The College of St. Paul and St. Mary (Cheltenham, UK)
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Dr. Bruce Winter
Warden, Tyndale House (Cambridge, England)

Adjunct Members:

the Rev. David Jones
ESV Associate Editor, Good News Publishers-Crossway Books

the Rev. E. Marvin Padgett
Vice President, Editorial, Good News Publishers-Crossway Books’

CHANGES MADE TO THE RSV TEXT

ne of the aims of the ESV revisers was to eliminate and correct the major
@ translation problems with the RSV which had tended to lessen its acceptance

by and usefulness to conservative and evangelical believers. The three most
prominent of these are:

Isaiah 7.14 - “a young woman shall conceive” in the RSV which was corrected to “the virgin
shall conceive”.

Romans 3.25 - “whom God put forward as an expiation by his blood” (RSV) is changed to
“whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood” (ESV). “Expiation” means “a cover-
ing for sin” whereas “propitiation” means “a wrath-ending sacrifice” which atones for sin.

Romans 9.5 - The RSV states “to them belong the patriarchs, and of their race, according to
the flesh, is the Christ. God who is over all be blessed for ever. Amen” The ESV has “To them
belong the patriarchs, and from their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ who is God
over all, blessed forever. Amen.” Thus the RSV removes the deity of Christ (“God who is over
all be blessed for ever”). The ESV restores the deity of Christ (“Christ who is God over all,
blessed forever”). Christ is God who is over all.

In addition, the ESV translators sought to deal with conjectural emendations in the RSV
Old Testament. There are instances in the Old Testament in which the Hebrew text is
ambiguous or thought by some to be insufficient; there are a few Hebrew scholars who are
unhappy with some readings found in the Masoretic Text, and even the ancient translations
do not provide what they believe to be the correct reading. Therefore, they propose a con-
jectural emendation, “a suggestion for the wording of a particular problematic passage that
is not supported by any extant manuscript evidence but seems nevertheless to be the best
estimation as to the original text”." The RSV contained as many as six hundred such
instances.” In almost all instances, emendations go well beyond acceptable practices in con-
servative translation. These emendations are especially numerous in the book of Job. The
ESV translators corrected most of these changes to the Old Testament text.

Thus, in several ways the ESV is a definite improvement in translation over many of the
modern versions. But even with these corrections, numerous problems still remain and are
perpetuated in the ESV.

ul
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THE GREEK NEW TESTAMENT TEXT

he ESV boasts its close relation to “the Tyndale-King James legacy”, but it needs

to be remembered what the introduction to the RSV stated about this tradition.

“The King James Version of the New Testament was based upon a Greek text that
was marred by mistakes, containing the accumulated errors of fourteen centuries of manu-
script copying”. Of the text underlying the RSV, they said, “We now possess many more
ancient manuscripts of the New Testament, and are better equipped to seek to recover the
original wording of the Greek text”.”” The RSV translators used eclectic principles for each
variant, but the text used approximates the Nestle 17" edition of the critical text of the Greek
New Testament."”

The ESV translators used similar textual principles for each variant and for the most
part followed the United Bible Societies’ 4" edition/Nestle-Aland 27" edition' which is based
upon modern eclectic principles of text criticism. Thus in the New Testament there are the
normal serious problems associated with the use of the Critical Greek text. The following
verses are omitted from the ESV Bible in their entirety but are found in the Textus Receptus
Greek New Testament, the text which underlies the New Testament of Reformation-era
translations:

Matthew 17.21,18.11,23.14

Mark 7.16,9.44,9.46, 11.26,15.28

Luke 17.36,23.17

John 5.4

Acts 8.37,15.34,28.29

Romans 16.24

1 John 5.7 (the famous Trinitarian reading known as the Johannine Comma is omitted
without any footnote to explain its omission)

Although there are a few attempts to correct the textual basis of the RSV using the eclec-
tic method (“God” is returned to Matthew 6.33 and all of Matthew 21.44 is found in the
ESV), there are still many hundreds of omissions and changes (see the Society’s article 100,
A Textual Key to the New Testament, for a list of these). Following are examples of these:

1 Timothy 3.16

AV God was manifest in the flesh
RSV He was manifested in the flesh
ESV He was manifested in the flesh

Thus a clear reference where Jesus is called God is removed in the RSV and is not revised or
corrected in the ESV.

Matthew 19.9

AV And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and
shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth
commit adultery.
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RSV And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for unchastity, and marries anoth-
er, commits adultery.

ESV And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries
another, commits adultery.

Thus the prohibition of marriage to a divorced wife is omitted. In our day and age we do not
need omissions like this:

Matthew 5.44

AV But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that
hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you

RSV But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you

ESV But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you

Thus the missing phrases rob the reader of the extent and intensity of those persecuting
the believer (note the RSV and ESV are identical).

Two further problematic textual readings should be noted. In Matthew 1.7 the genealo-
gy of Jesus has “Asa”, who was most certainly a king, and the Textus Receptus has Asa here.
The Critical Text, both the Westcott-Hort text and the UBS 4" editions, has “Asaph”, who was
a singer and not a king. Most English translations would not dare to put “Asaph”as an ances-
tor of Jesus even though this is the Critical Text reading. The RSV, ASV, NASB, NASB revised,
NIV and the New Jerusalem Bible have “Asa”. The ESV, NRSV and the NLT have “Asaph”. The
same problem is found in Matthew 1.10 where “Amon” (the king) is in many modern ver-
sions while “Amos” (the prophet) is in the Critical Text. The ESV follows the RSV and has
“Amos” (“Amon” in ASV, NASB, NASB revised, NIV).

In addition to the textual problems, there are the related footnotes which attempt to
inform the reader of textual changes made to the text. The most common phrase is the non-
committal “Some manuscripts add...”. This phrase attempts to avoid the problems
associated with notes which evaluate the evidence from a biased viewpoint, e.g., “early (or
later) manuscripts...”, “the best manuscripts...”, “very few manuscripts...” etc., but does
not help in explaining the reasons for the changes and omissions. It comes across to some

people that the Word of God is being called into question.

In John 7.53-8.11 (ESV) there is a set of in-text squared brackets which includes the
statement “[the earliest manuscripts do not include John 7:53-8:11]”. The entire passage is
blocked off with double brackets and then adds the footnote “Some manuscripts do not
include 7:53-8:11; others add the passage here or after 7:36 or after 21:25 or after Luke 21:38
with variations in the text”. This calls into question the authority of this familiar passage by
making it appear that, not only do we not know if the passage should be in the text, but we
do not even know where it should be located if it is included!

In Mark 16.9-20 there is a set of in-text squared brackets which includes the statement
“[Some of the earliest manuscripts do not include 16:9-20.]”. This passage is enclosed in
double brackets and includes a long technical textual footnote which questions the inclusion
of this passage and mentions the alternative “short ending” of Mark’s Gospel. It is doubtful

~
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whether the average layman reading the footnote would be able to understand it. More prob-
lematic, what the footnote does not tell the reader is that the “long ending” of Mark’s Gospel
is included in every manuscript which includes this portion of the Gospel with the exception
of three: the two famous Alexandrian uncial manuscripts, the Sinai (R) and the Vatican (B),
and the minuscule manuscript 304.

TEXTUAL PROBLEMS IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

he Old Testament text which was used by the ESV translators/revisers was Biblia

Hebraica Stuttgartensia (2™ ed., 1983). Further reference came from the Dead Sea

Scrolls and ancient translations of the Hebrew text such as the Septuagint, the
Samaritan Pentateuch, the Latin Vulgate and the Syriac Peshitta. The Old Testament in the
RSV had numerous problems. Although the revisers/translators of the ESV attempted to cor-
rect these weaknesses, they continued to let speculative RSV readings stay in the ESV.
Although using the Hebrew text as the basis of their revision, there are places where they did
not feel it necessary to follow the Hebrew text fully. One famous example is Judges 16.13b-
14a.

AV BAnd Delilah said unto Samson, Hitherto thou hast mocked me, and told me lies: tell me
wherewith thou mightest be bound. And he said unto her, If thou weavest the seven locks of
my head with the web. 4And she fastened if with the pin, and said unto him, The Philistines
be upon thee, Samson. And he awaked out of his sleep, and went away with the pin of the
beam, and with the web.

RSV 13And Delilah said to Samson, “Until now you have mocked me, and told me lies; tell
me how you might be bound.” And he said to her, “If you weave the seven locks of my head
with the web and make it tight with the pin, then I shall become weak, and be like any
other man.” 14So while he slept, Delilah took the seven locks of his head and wove
them into the web. And she made them tight with the pin, and said to him, “The Philistines
are upon you, Samson!” But he awoke from his sleep, and pulled away the pin, the loom, and
the web. (footnote: Compare Gk: Heb lacks and make it tight. . .into the web.)

ESV 13Then Delilah said to Samson, “Until now you have mocked me and told me lies. Tell
me how you might be bound.” And he said to her, “If you weave the seven locks of my head
with the web* and fasten it tight with the pin, then I shall become weak and be like
any other man.” 1450 while he slept, Delilah took the seven locks of his head and
wove them into the web. And she made them tight with the pin and said to him, “The
Philistines are upon you, Samson!” But he awoke from his sleep and pulled away the pin,
the loom, and the web. (footnote: *Compare Septuagint; Hebrew lacks and fasten it

tight. . .into the web.)

The ESV follows the lead of the NASB, NIV, NRSV and others in leaving the Hebrew text at
this point and including the reading from the Septuagint.

In Psalm 84.5, the ESV follows the RSV and makes the interpretative addition of “to Zion”.

AV Blessed is the man whose strength is in thee; in whose heart are the ways of them.
RSV Blessed are the men whose strength is in thee, in whose heart are the highways to Zion.

S A R e Y N O S Y Y Y N R e N A Y N N T R N T N T Y T N AT Y T NI A R T N TINT R T RT AT NI IAN]



O O Sy N R o Oy By B O X R S N P Y N Oy o O D O N Y S Y O S O O i S Y R R O D Oy R SO R R F POy RO ]

...about the English Standard Version

ESV Blessed are those whose strength is in you, in whose heart are the highways to Zion.
(footnote: Hebrew lacks to Zion.)

This prepositional phrase is added to the RSV and ESV not because it is found in the Hebrew,
but because of Hebrew poetry (in parallel stanzas) in the passage. In verse seven “in Zion” is
used. It appears to be borrowed and placed in verse 5.

Another example of these additions/corrections is Psalm 145.13. On the basis of one
Hebrew manuscript plus several ancient versions the ESV reads:

Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom,

and your dominion endures throughout all generations.
[The Lorp is faithful in all his words

and kind in all his works.]

(footnote: These two lines are supplied by one Hebrew manuscript, Septuagint, Syriac
[compare Dead Sea Scroll])

The RSV does not use brackets but separates the last sentence by double spacing.

“Thy kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and thy dominion endures throughout all
generations. The Loro is faithful in all his words, and gracious in all his deeds.” (Regarding
the last fourteen words there is a footnote: “These two lines are supplied by one Hebrew Ms,
Gk and Syr”.)

The problem with these and other textual additions and changes is that they do not come
from the Hebrew text. Secondary translations such as the Septuagint may or may not be
accurate translations of the Hebrew. Thus, the reader is at the mercy of the translator’s inter-
pretative whims.

LANGUAGE ADDRESSING GOD

he AV translators, following the Greek and Hebrew texts, used “thee”, “thou” and
“thine” to indicate “you” singular and “ye”, “you” and “your” for “you” plural. The
RSV translators abandoned the practice of differentiating the second personal
singular pronouns but continued to use “Thee”, “Thou” and “Thine” as a special form of lan-
guage used for addressing God. The ESV translators/revisers saw this use as archaic and
discontinued the practice. Regardless of the view one takes of the RSV’s use of the singular
for God, not differentiating the singular and plural pronouns too often results in problemat-

ic interpretation or misinterpretation.

Luke 22.31-32

AV And the Lord said, Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you, that he may
sift you as wheat: 32But I have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail not: and when thou art
converted, strengthen thy brethren.

RSV Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you,* that he might sift you like
wheat, 3 but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail; and when you have turned

O
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again, strengthen your brethren. *(footnote: “The Greek word for you here is plural; in
verse 32 it is singular”).

ESV Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you,* that he might sift you like
wheat, 32but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned
again, strengthen your brothers. *(footnote: “The Greek word for you [twice in this verse] is
plural; in verse 32, all four instances are singular”)

The ESV’s footnote helps (for those who bother to read footnotes) but many people still
think that Jesus is saying that Satan desires to have Peter rather than Satan desiring to have
the disciples. Jesus then gives the specific prayer that he has prayed for Peter.

1 Corinthians 3.16-17

AV Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?
171f any man defile the temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God is holy,
which femple ye are.

RSV Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? 7If
any one destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and that
temple you are.

ESV Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? !71f
anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and you are
that temple. (footnote: “The Greek for you is plural in verses 16 and 177)

Again, the footnote helps if the reader takes note of it, but many people still think that
the temple referred to in these verses by Paul (and in 1 Corinthians 6.19-20) is the individ-
ual believer and not the body of Christ. In this individualistic “Me” generation (the secular
man is often heard to say “My body is a temple, therefore I exercise”), this is an important
point to notice which the AV clearly states.

Although the ESV in some instances attempts to help the reader by the use of footnotes
to show how the original language text reads, this is at best inconsistent. A problem example
is found in John 1.49-51 (bold added), in which no footnote is found.

AV Nathanael answered and saith unto him, Rabbi, thou art the Son of God; thou art the
King of Israel. *Jesus answered and said unto him, Because I said unto thee, I saw thee
under the fig tree, believest thou? thou shalt see greater things than these. >!And he saith
unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Hereafter ye shall see heaven open, and the angels of
God ascending and descending upon the Son of man.

ESV Nathanael answered him, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel
DJesus answered him, “Because I said to you, ‘I saw you under the fig tree, do you believe?
You will see greater things than these” >!And he said to him, “Truly, truly, [ say to you, you
will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man?”

”

In verses 49 and 50 in the ESV, the uses of “you” are singular. In verse 51 the two uses
of “you” are plural. There is no footnote to indicate this. The AV reading of “thou” and
“thee” in verses 49-50 indicate “you” singular. In verse 51 the “you” and “ye” indicate “you”
plural. Thus Jesus is not just addressing Nathaniel. This direct reference from Genesis
28.12 has a wider audience. This can be easily seen from the AV but is impossible to see

from the ESV.
10
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GENDER ISSUES

Since 1986, most translators have made it a point to remove “male orientated” lan-

guage from modern translations. Many have sought to remove the “patriarchal
language” of the Bible and change the gender of pronouns to make the text more politically
correct and thus more acceptable to the masses. Translations such as the New Century
Version, New RSV, NIVI, Today’s NIV, NET and the New Living Translation are examples of
these. Some are more radical than others.

@ ne of the most noticeable features of the ESV is the numerous changes in gender.

In 1997, out of this gender confusion came a list of principles that modern translators
could sign and follow. This document was called the Colorado Springs Guidelines. The ESV
translators/revisers, while not endorsing the Colorado Springs Guidelines, make changes in
the text based upon each individual word in the Hebrew and Greek which applies. This
means that if a word in Hebrew or Greek is gender non-specific then it can be translated this
way. The ESV promotional material says:

In the area of gender language, the goal of the ESV is to render literally what is in
the original. For example, “anyone” replaces “any man” where there is no word cor-
responding to “man” in the original languages, and “people” rather than “men” is
regularly used where the original languages refer to both men and women. But the
words “man” and “men” are retained where a male meaning component is part of the
original Greek or Hebrew.

The inclusive use of the generic “he” has also regularly been retained, because this
is consistent with similar usage in the original languages and because an essential-
ly literal translation would be impossible without it."”

In actual practice, this is used inconsistently. Notice that in Psalm 32 “he”is used in verse
one and “the man” is found in verse two in both the AV and the RSV. The ESV changes the
generic “he” to “the one” while retaining “the man” in verse two. Why could not the generic
“he”be left in the text?

Psalm 32:1-2
AV A Psalm of David, Maschil.
Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. Blessed is the man
unto whom the Lorp imputeth not iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no guile.
RSV A Psalm of David. A Maskil. Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin
is covered. 2Blessed is the man to whom the LorD imputes no iniquity, and in whose spirit
there is no deceit.
ESV A Maskil of David.
I Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven,
whose sin is covered.
2 Blessed is the man against whom the LorD counts
no iniquity,
and in whose spirit there is no deceit.

S O A e O T R Y Y Y N R T Y O A AT N T T N Y AT AT NN QT R R F RN T NT XY AT PRI N X DTN R T ST QI NF XN

[
[



What today’s Christian needs to know...

One of the practical problems is that verses — even from the RSV - which are familiar to
many believers have these gender inclusive word changes. This use can have an awkward or
jarring effect to the reader or hearer. Please note the following examples.

Matthew 6.1
RSV Beware of practicing your piety before men in order to be seen by them;
ESV Beware of practicing your piety before other people in order to be seen by them;

Matthew 10.41

RSV he who receives a righteous man because he is a righteous man shall receive a right-
eous man’s reward.

ESV the one who receives a righteous person because he is a righteous person will receive
a righteous person’s reward.

Matthew 18.7
RSV but woe to the man by whom the temptation comes!
ESV but woe to the one by whom the temptation comes!

Matthew 19.11
RSV But he said to them, “Not all men can receive this saying
ESV But he said to them, “Not everyone can receive this saying

These are but a few examples of how the ESV treats gender language. Thus the ESV attempts
to make generic changes which, it is speculated, meet a need (real or perceived) in modern
Bible readers. This “gender-segregation” is more than that seen even in the 1995 NASB
Revised edition which “makes about 85 changes that introduce gender-inclusive language”,'

but is much less than the use in Today’s NIV New Testament.

OTHER PROBLEMS IN TRANSLATION

urther problems with the ESV include the normal errors made by modern

translators. The phrase “through his blood” is missing from Colossians 1.14 (it

is omitted from the majority of Greek manuscripts but is present in the Textus
Receptus). It is usually stated that since the parallel idea is found in Ephesians 1.7, there is
no loss of doctrinal meaning in modern versions. The problem is that if someone reads
Colossians 1.14, the blood atonement is missing. If someone happens to use a reference Bible
and looks up the reference in Ephesians, he will find the phrase “through his blood”. But this
is lost on the person who reads the text as it is written in Colossians. The same kind of
problem is found in other passages which deal with subjects such as the virgin birth (Luke
2.33,43) and the deity of Christ (1 Timothy 3.16). Whenever something is omitted in the text
being read or memorised, it is usually found in other passages, but this does not help the
reader who is not aware of the other verses.

12
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...about the English Standard Version

Another problematic translation is the use of the term “only begotten”. The ESV fol-
lows the RSV by changing “only begotten Son” referring to the Lord Jesus Christ to “only
Son” in the Gospel of John. So, John 3.16 reads “For God so loved the world, that he gave
his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (see
also John 1.14, 18; 3.18 and 1 John 4.9). This is particularly problematic in John 3.16,
that great verse so often used in witnessing of salvation through the distinctive Son of
God.

It is very clear that there is a very close relationship between the ESV and the RSV.
Crossway Bibles, a division of Good News Publisher in the USA, have said in correspon-
dence that 91% of the ESV is word-for-word the same as the RSV. When gender-related
language changes and the uses of “Thee”, “Thou” and “Thine” referring to Deity are
removed, the percentage would be much higher. It is essentially the same version as the
RSV but with some evangelical changes to make it more appealing to conservative
Christians.

MARKET FOR THE ESV

n important question must be asked. It is, “To whom will the ESV appeal?”. First,
the “Bibleholic” will like it. This is someone who just has to have every new trans-
lation which comes onto the market. Second, it will appeal to those who are never
satisfied with any translation and hope that the newest one will finally be the best. Third,

people who perhaps secretly used and enjoyed the RSV but were concerned about the liber-
al elements in it may like the ESV.

Many NIV users may be tempted to change to the ESV. The past twenty years has seen
many individuals and churches change to the NIV, having accepted the Zondervan market-
ing statements that the NIV is the best. But some of these Christians have become concerned
over its lack of accuracy and literalness, complaining that it takes too much freedom with
basic Bible truth. They claim that they would switch if something more accurate and read-
able was produced. In addition, NASB users may want to switch to a formal equivalence
version which is not as “wooden” or difficult to read as the NASB, and the NKJV user who is
not concerned with textual matters but desires a Bible which is easier to read may see the
ESV as the legitimate choice. It seems there will always be a market for whatever is new in
Bible publishing.

People who are concerned with the truth of the Bible will not be fooled by this new
version once they see that it is merely a slightly revised edition of the RSV. Since Crossway
does not have the financial backing of the publishers of the NIV, there does not seem to be
much of a future for the ESV. Perhaps if there had been an ESV in the 1970s, there would
not have been an NIV and the even worse translations which have flooded the market
today. Regardless, it appears that the desire for, and flood of, new translations will never
end.
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What today’s Christian needs to know...

CONCLUSION

he preface to the ESV refers to the legacy of translation, stating that the words

and phrases of the ESV “grow out of the Tyndale-King James legacy...”."” This is

written to give a sort of solidarity to the line of succeeding translations. The ESV
is not an entirely new translation, and claims to fall into the traditional line of formal equiv-
alence translations seen since the beginning of English versions. The ESV attempts to fit
easily into the kind of translations which have the same characteristics as the Tyndale New
Testament and the AV. But does it succeed? When given a cursory consideration, it appears
to; it appears that the statements made about it are true. But does this bear up under closer
examination? Consider the following facts.

1. Does the ESV New Testament textual basis follow this “legacy”? No, it does not. The textu-
al basis of the AV was the Textus Receptus New Testament while the textual basis of the ESV
was the modern UBS 4" edition/Nestle-Aland 27" edition Greek text using modern eclectic
principles of text criticism.

2. Does the ESV 0ld Testament textual basis follow this “legacy”? No, it does not. The AV
used the Bomberg text with a few references to the Latin Vulgate and several other
translations of the Old Testament; the ESV’s use of Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, which
is almost identical to Bomberg (less than 12 differences which make a difference in the
English text), can indeed be considered a part of the legacy. But the ESV preface states that
“in exceptional, difficult cases, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint, the Samaritan
Pentateuch, the Syriac Peshitta, the Latin Vulgate, and other sources were consulted to shed
possible light on the text, or, if necessary, to support a divergence from the Masoretic text”."
This use of other sources goes beyond the legacy and removes the ESV from the lineage it
boasts.

3.1s the use of second person pronouns the same in the ESV and its predecessors? No, it is
not. The AV and other editions use different pronouns for “you” singular and “you” plural in
keeping with the Biblical language texts in order to avoid confusion in understanding the
text. The ESV uses forms of “you” with what the translators considered to be the more impor-
tant places indicated by a footnote. Not every occurrence that causes difficulty has such a
footnote, however.

4.Is the use of italics the same in the ESV as in other versions in the legacy? No, it is not.
The AV used italics to indicate places where the Biblical language texts did not have the
words represented in the text but were demanded usually by the syntax or grammatical
structure of the Hebrew and Greek. The ESV, following the RSV lead, has no use of italics
whatsoever.

One further point needs to be added to the “legacy issue”. When theological terms such
as “only begotten”, “firstborn” and “grace” are altered to “only” (John 1.14),“a son” (Matthew
1.25) and “favour” for “grace” in numerous places in the Old Testament, does this merit the
ESV a place in the “Tyndale-King James legacy”? Although not a new translation, it departs
in many and varied ways from the AV legacy.
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...about the English Standard Version

The ESV; along with several more new translations which are due to come on the market
in the next several years, cannot begin to compete with the numbers and influence of NIVs and
NIV study note Bibles which have been sold. Thus, the likelihood that it will indeed become the
“English standard”is slim. In addition, God’s people have the option of the Authorised Version
which has stood the test of time and critics, and still remains the king of Bible versions for
those who take the time to appreciate it. People who like the AV for its accuracy, excellence and
sound textual basis will not want this new revision. Thus it can be seen that the ESV is a light
revision of the RSV and that because of the textual basis and translational errors carried over
from the RSV it cannot be considered a trustworthy translation of the Bible.
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THE GOSPEL FOR ALL OF LIFE: PREAMBLE

We are a fellowship of evangelical churches deeply committed to renewing our faith in the gospel of Christ and
to reforming our ministry practices to conform fully to the Scriptures. We have become deeply concerned about
some movements within traditional evangelicalism that seem to be diminishing the church’s life and leading us
away from our historic beliefs and practices. On the one hand, we are troubled by the idolatry of personal con-
sumerism and the politicization of faith; on the other hand, we are distressed by the unchallenged acceptance of
theological and moral relativism. These movements have led to the easy abandonment of both biblical truth and
the transformed living mandated by our historic faith. We not only hear of these influences, we see their effects.
We have committed ourselves to invigorating churches with new hope and compelling joy based on the promises
received by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.

We believe that in many evangelical churches a deep and broad consensus exists regarding the truths of the
gospel. Yet we often see the celebration of our union with Christ replaced by the age-old attractions of power and
affluence, or by monastic retreats into ritual, liturgy, and sacrament. What replaces the gospel will never promote
a mission-hearted faith anchored in enduring truth working itself out in unashamed discipleship eager to stand
the tests of kingdom-calling and sacrifice. We desire to advance along the King’s highway, always aiming to
provide gospel advocacy, encouragement, and education so that current- and next-generation church leaders are
better equipped to fuel their ministries with principles and practices that glorify the Savior and do good to those
for whom he shed his life’s blood.

We want to generate a unified effort among all peoples—an effort that is zealous to honor Christ and multiply his
disciples, joining in a true coalition for Jesus. Such a biblically grounded and united mission is the only endur-
ing future for the church. This reality compels us to stand with others who are stirred by the conviction that the
mercy of God in Jesus Christ is our only hope of eternal salvation. We desire to champion this gospel with clarity,
compassion, courage, and joy—gladly linking hearts with fellow believers across denominational, ethnic, and
class lines.

Our desire is to serve the church we love by inviting all our brothers and sisters to join us in an effort to renew
the contemporary church in the ancient gospel of Christ so that we truly speak and live for him in a way that
clearly communicates to our age. As pastors, we intend to do this in our churches through the ordinary means of
his grace: prayer, the ministry of the Word, baptism and the Lord’s Supper and the fellowship of the saints. We
yearn to work with all who, in addition to embracing the confession and vision set out here, seek the lordship of
Christ over the whole of life with unabashed hope in the power of the Holy Spirit to transform individuals, com-
munities, and cultures. You will find attached both our Confessional Statement and our Theological Vision for
Ministry—a vision rooted in the Scriptures and centered on the gospel.



CONFESSIONAL STATEMENT

1. The Tri-une God
We believe in one God, eternally existing in three equally divine Persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Spirit, who know, love, and glorify one another. This one true and living God is infinitely perfect both in his
love and in his holiness. He is the Creator of all things, visible and invisible, and is therefore worthy to receive
all glory and adoration. Immortal and eternal, he perfectly and exhaustively knows the end from the begin-
ning, sustains and sovereignly rules over all things, and providentially brings about his eternal good purposes
to redeem a people for himself and restore his fallen creation, to the praise of his glorious grace.

2. Revelation
God has graciously disclosed his existence and power in the created order, and has supremely revealed him-
self to fallen human beings in the person of his Son, the incarnate Word. Moreover, this God is a speaking
God who by his Spirit has graciously disclosed himself in human words: we believe that God has inspired
the words preserved in the Scriptures, the sixty-six books of the Old and New Testaments, which are both
record and means of his saving work in the world. These writings alone constitute the verbally inspired Word
of God, which is utterly authoritative and without error in the original writings, complete in its revelation of
his will for salvation, sufficient for all that God requires us to believe and do, and final in its authority over
every domain of knowledge to which it speaks. We confess that both our finitude and our sinfulness preclude
the possibility of knowing God’s truth exhaustively, but we affirm that, enlightened by the Spirit of God, we
can know God’s revealed truth truly. The Bible is to be believed, as God’s instruction, in all that it teaches;
obeyed, as God’s command, in all that it requires; and trusted, as God’s pledge, in all that it promises. As
God’s people hear, believe, and do the Word, they are equipped as disciples of Christ and witnesses to the
gospel.

3. Creation of Humanity
We believe that God created human beings, male and female, in his own image. Adam and Eve belonged to
the created order that God himself declared to be very good, serving as God’s agents to care for, manage,
and govern creation, living in holy and devoted fellowship with their Maker. Men and women, equally made
in the image of God, enjoy equal access to God by faith in Christ Jesus and are both called to move beyond
passive self-indulgence to significant private and public engagement in family, church, and civic life. Adam
and Eve were made to complement each other in a one-flesh union that establishes the only normative pattern
of sexual relations for men and women, such that marriage ultimately serves as a type of the union between
Christ and his church. In God’s wise purposes, men and women are not simply interchangeable, but rather
they complement each other in mutually enriching ways. God ordains that they assume distinctive roles which
reflect the loving relationship between Christ and the church, the husband exercising headship in a way that
displays the caring, sacrificial love of Christ, and the wife submitting to her husband in a way that models the
love of the church for her Lord. In the ministry of the church, both men and women are encouraged to serve
Christ and to be developed to their full potential in the manifold ministries of the people of God. The distinc-
tive leadership role within the church given to qualified men is grounded in creation, fall, and redemption and
must not be sidelined by appeals to cultural developments.



4. The Fall
We believe that Adam, made in the image of God, distorted that image and forfeited his original blessed-
ness—for himself and all his progeny—by falling into sin through Satan’s temptation. As a result, all human
beings are alienated from God, corrupted in every aspect of their being (e.g., physically, mentally, volitionally,
emotionally, spiritually) and condemned finally and irrevocably to death—apart from God’s own gracious
intervention. The supreme need of all human beings is to be reconciled to the God under whose just and holy
wrath we stand; the only hope of all human beings is the undeserved love of this same God, who alone can
rescue us and restore us to himself.

S. The Plan of God
We believe that from all eternity God determined in grace to save a great multitude of guilty sinners from ev-
ery tribe and language and people and nation, and to this end foreknew them and chose them. We believe that
God justifies and sanctifies those who by grace have faith in Jesus, and that he will one day glorify them—all
to the praise of his glorious grace. In love God commands and implores all people to repent and believe, hav-
ing set his saving love on those he has chosen and having ordained Christ to be their Redeemer.

6. The Gospel
We believe that the gospel is the good news of Jesus Christ—God’s very wisdom. Utter folly to the world,
even though it is the power of God to those who are being saved, this good news is christological, center-
ing on the cross and resurrection: the gospel is not proclaimed if Christ is not proclaimed, and the authentic
Christ has not been proclaimed if his death and resurrection are not central (the message is &€ceChrist died
for our sins . . . [and] was raised”). This good news is biblical (his death and resurrection are according to the
Scriptures), theological and salvific (Christ died for our sins, to reconcile us to God), historical (if the saving
events did not happen, our faith is worthless, we are still in our sins, and we are to be pitied more than all
others), apostolic (the message was entrusted to and transmitted by the apostles, who were witnesses of these
saving events), and intensely personal (where it is received, believed, and held firmly, individual persons are
saved).

7. The Redemption of Christ
We believe that, moved by love and in obedience to his Father, the eternal Son became human: the Word be-
came flesh, fully God and fully human being, one Person in two natures. The man Jesus, the promised Mes-
siah of Israel, was conceived through the miraculous agency of the Holy Spirit, and was born of the virgin
Mary. He perfectly obeyed his heavenly Father, lived a sinless life, performed miraculous signs, was crucified
under Pontius Pilate, arose bodily from the dead on the third day, and ascended into heaven. As the media-
torial King, he is seated at the right hand of God the Father, exercising in heaven and on earth all of God’s
sovereignty, and is our High Priest and righteous Advocate. We believe that by his incarnation, life, death,
resurrection, and ascension, Jesus Christ acted as our representative and substitute. He did this so that in him
we might become the righteousness of God: on the cross he canceled sin, propitiated God, and, by bearing the
full penalty of our sins, reconciled to God all those who believe. By his resurrection Christ Jesus was vindi-
cated by his Father, broke the power of death and defeated Satan who once had power over it, and brought ev-
erlasting life to all his people; by his ascension he has been forever exalted as Lord and has prepared a place
for us to be with him. We believe that salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name given under
heaven by which we must be saved. Because God chose the lowly things of this world, the despised things,
the things that are not, to nullify the things that are, no human being can ever boast before him— Christ Jesus
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has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness, and redemption.

The Justification of Sinners

We believe that Christ, by his obedience and death, fully discharged the debt of all those who are justified. By
his sacrifice, he bore in our stead the punishment due us for our sins, making a proper, real, and full satis-
faction to God’s justice on our behalf. By his perfect obedience he satisfied the just demands of God on our
behalf, since by faith alone that perfect obedience is credited to all who trust in Christ alone for their accep-
tance with God. Inasmuch as Christ was given by the Father for us, and his obedience and punishment were
accepted in place of our own, freely and not for anything in us, this justification is solely of free grace, in
order that both the exact justice and the rich grace of God might be glorified in the justification of sinners. We
believe that a zeal for personal and public obedience flows from this free justification.

The Power of the Holy Spirit

We believe that this salvation, attested in all Scripture and secured by Jesus Christ, is applied to his people
by the Holy Spirit. Sent by the Father and the Son, the Holy Spirit glorifies the Lord Jesus Christ, and, as the
“other” Paraclete, is present with and in believers. He convicts the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment,
and by his powerful and mysterious work regenerates spiritually dead sinners, awakening them to repentance
and faith, and in him they are baptized into union with the Lord Jesus, such that they are justified before God
by grace alone through faith alone in Jesus Christ alone. By the Spirit’s agency, believers are renewed, sancti-
fied, and adopted into God’s family; they participate in the divine nature and receive his sovereignly distrib-
uted gifts. The Holy Spirit is himself the down payment of the promised inheritance, and in this age indwells,
guides, instructs, equips, revives, and empowers believers for Christ-like living and service.

The Kingdom of God

We believe that those who have been saved by the grace of God through union with Christ by faith and
through regeneration by the Holy Spirit enter the kingdom of God and delight in the blessings of the new
covenant: the forgiveness of sins, the inward transformation that awakens a desire to glorify, trust, and obey
God, and the prospect of the glory yet to be revealed. Good works constitute indispensable evidence of sav-
ing grace. Living as salt in a world that is decaying and light in a world that is dark, believers should neither
withdraw into seclusion from the world, nor become indistinguishable from it: rather, we are to do good to
the city, for all the glory and honor of the nations is to be offered up to the living God. Recognizing whose
created order this is, and because we are citizens of God’s kingdom, we are to love our neighbors as our-
selves, doing good to all, especially to those who belong to the household of God. The kingdom of God,
already present but not fully realized, is the exercise of God’s sovereignty in the world toward the eventual
redemption of all creation. The kingdom of God is an invasive power that plunders Satan’s dark kingdom and
regenerates and renovates through repentance and faith the lives of individuals rescued from that kingdom. It
therefore inevitably establishes a new community of human life together under God.

God’s New People

We believe that God’s new covenant people have already come to the heavenly Jerusalem; they are already
seated with Christ in the heavenlies. This universal church is manifest in local churches of which Christ is the
only Head; thus each “local church” is, in fact, the church, the household of God, the assembly of the living
God, and the pillar and foundation of the truth. The church is the body of Christ, the apple of his eye, graven
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on his hands, and he has pledged himself to her forever. The church is distinguished by her gospel message,
her sacred ordinances, her discipline, her great mission, and, above all, by her love for God, and by her mem-
bers’ love for one another and for the world. Crucially, this gospel we cherish has both personal and corporate
dimensions, neither of which may properly be overlooked. Christ Jesus is our peace: he has not only brought
about peace with God, but also peace between alienated peoples. His purpose was to create in himself one
new humanity, thus making peace, and in one body to reconcile both Jew and Gentile to God through the
cross, by which he put to death their hostility. The church serves as a sign of God’s future new world when its
members live for the service of one another and their neighbors, rather than for self-focus. The church is the
corporate dwelling place of God’s Spirit, and the continuing witness to God in the world.

Baptism and the Lord’s Supper

We believe that baptism and the Lord’s Supper are ordained by the Lord Jesus himself. The former is con-
nected with entrance into the new covenant community, the latter with ongoing covenant renewal. Together
they are simultaneously God’s pledge to us, divinely ordained means of grace, our public vows of submission
to the once crucified and now resurrected Christ, and anticipations of his return and of the consummation of
all things.

The Restoration of All Things

We believe in the personal, glorious, and bodily return of our Lord Jesus Christ with his holy angels, when he
will exercise his role as final Judge, and his kingdom will be consummated. We believe in the bodily resur-
rection of both the just and the unjust—the unjust to judgment and eternal conscious punishment in hell, as
our Lord himself taught, and the just to eternal blessedness in the presence of him who sits on the throne and
of the Lamb, in the new heaven and the new earth, the home of righteousness. On that day the church will

be presented faultless before God by the obedience, suffering and triumph of Christ, all sin purged and its
wretched effects forever banished. God will be all in all and his people will be enthralled by the immediacy
of his ineffable holiness, and everything will be to the praise of his glorious grace.



THEOLOGICAL VISION FOR MINISTRY

This is not an outline of our doctrinal beliefs (see the Confessional Statement), but a statement of how we in-
tend to discharge Christian ministry and interact with our culture in biblical and theological faithfulness.

I. How should we respond to the cultural crisis of truth? (The epistemological issue)

For several hundred years, since the dawning of the Enlightenment, it was widely agreed that truth—ex-
pressed in words that substantially correspond to reality —does indeed exist and can be known. Unaided
human reason, it was thought, is able to know truth objectively. More recently, postmodernism has critiqued
this set of assumptions, contending that we are not in fact objective in our pursuit of knowledge, but rather
interpret information through our personal experiences, self—interests, emotions, cultural prejudices, language
limitations, and relational communities. The claim to objectivity is arrogant, postmodernism tells us, and
inevitably leads to conflicts between communities with differing opinions as to where the truth lies. Such ar-
rogance, they say explains, in part, many of the injustices and wars of the modern era. Yet postmodernism’s
response is dangerous in another way: its most strident voices insist that claims to objective truth be replaced
by a more humbly “tolerant” and inclusively diverse subjective pluralism—a pluralism often mired in a
swamp that cannot allow any firm ground for “the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.” Such

a stance has no place for truth that corresponds to reality, but merely an array of subjectively shaped truths.
How shall we respond to this cultural crisis of truth?

1. We affirm that truth is correspondence to reality. We believe the Holy Spirit who inspired the
words of the apostles and prophets also indwells us so that we who have been made in the im-
age of God can receive and understand the words of Scripture revealed by God, and grasp that
Scripture’s truths correspond to reality. The statements of Scripture are true, precisely because
they are God’s statements, and they correspond to reality even though our knowledge of those
truths (and even our ability to verify them to others) is always necessarily incomplete. The
Enlightenment belief in thoroughly objective knowledge made an idol out of unaided human
reason. But to deny the possibility of purely objective knowledge does not mean the loss of
truth that corresponds to objective reality, even if we can never know such truth without an
element of subjectivity. See CS—(2).

2. We affirm that truth is conveyed by Scripture. We believe that Scripture is pervasively propo-
sitional and that all statements of Scripture are completely true and authoritative. But the truth
of Scripture cannot be exhausted in a series of propositions. It exists in the genres of narrative,
metaphor, and poetry which are not exhaustively distillable into doctrinal propositions, yet
they convey God’s will and mind to us so as to change us into his likeness.

3. We affirm that truth is correspondence of life to God. Truth is not only a theoretical correspon-
dence but also a covenantal relationship. The biblical revelation is not just to be known, but
to be lived (Deut 29:29). The purpose of the Bible is to produce wisdom in us—a life wholly



submitted to God’s reality. Truth, then, is correspondence between our entire lives and God’s heart,
words and actions, through the mediation of the Word and Spirit. To eliminate the propositional
nature of biblical truth seriously weakens our ability to hold, defend, and explain the gospel. But
to speak of truth only as propositions weakens our appreciation of the incarnate Son as the Way,
the Truth, and the Life, and the communicative power of narrative and story, and the importance of
truth as living truly in correspondence to God.

4. How this vision of truth shapes us.

a. We adopt a “chastened” correspondence—theory of truth that is less triumphalistic than
that of some in the older evangelicalism. But we also reject a view of truth that sees
truth as nothing more than the internally coherent language of a particular faith—com-
munity. So we maintain, with what we hope is appropriate humility, the principle of sola
Scriptura.

b. Though truth is propositional, it is not only something to be believed, but also to be
received in worship and practiced in wisdom. This balance shapes our understanding
of discipleship and preaching. We want to encourage a passion for sound doctrine, but
we know that Christian growth is not simply cognitive information transfer. Christian
growth occurs only when the whole life is shaped by Christian practices in communi-
ty —including prayer, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, fellowship, and the public ministry of
the Word.

c. Our theoretical knowledge of God’s truth is only partial even when accurate, but we
nevertheless can have certainty that what the Word tells us is true (Luke 1:4). It is
through the power of the Holy Spirit that we receive the words of the gospel in full as-
surance and conviction (1 Thess 1:5).

II. How should we read the Bible? (The hermeneutical issue)

1.

Reading “along” the whole Bible. To read along the whole Bible is to discern the single basic
plot-line of the Bible as God’s story of redemption (e.g., Luke 24:44) as well as the themes of the
Bible (e.g., covenant, kingship, temple) that run through every stage of history and every part of the
canon, climaxing in Jesus Christ. In this perspective, the gospel appears as creation, fall, redemp-
tion, restoration. It brings out the purpose of salvation, namely, a renewed creation. As we confess in
CS—(1), [God] providentially brings about his eternal good purposes to redeem a people for himself
and restore his fallen creation, to the praise of his glorious grace.

Reading “across” the whole Bible. To read across the whole Bible is to collect its declarations,
summons, promises, and truth—claims into categories of thought (e.g., theology, Christology, escha-
tology) and arrive at a coherent understanding of what it teaches summarily (e.g., Luke 24:46-—47).
In this perspective, the gospel appears as God, sin, Christ, faith. It brings out the means of salva-



tion, namely the substitutionary work of Christ and our responsibility to embrace it by faith. As we
confess in CS—(7), Jesus Christ acted as our representative and substitute, so that in him we might
become the righteousness of God.

3. How this reading of the Bible shapes us.

a. Many today (but not all) who major in the first of these two ways of reading the Bible—that is,
reading along the whole Bible—dwell on the more corporate aspects of sin and salvation. The
cross is seen mainly as an example of sacrificial service and a defeat of worldly powers rather
than substitution and propitiation for our sins. Ironically, this approach can be very legalistic.
Instead of calling people to individual conversion through a message of grace, people are called
to join the Christian community and kingdom program of what God is doing to liberate the
world. The emphasis is on Christianity as a way of life to the loss of a blood—bought status in
Christ received through personal faith. In this imbalance there is little emphasis on vigorous
evangelism and apologetics, on expository preaching, and on the marks and importance of con-
version/the new birth.

b. On the other hand, the older evangelicalism (though not all of it) tended to read across the Bi-
ble. As a result it was more individualistic, centering almost completely on personal conversion
and safe passage to heaven. Also, its preaching, though expository, was sometimes moralistic
and did not emphasize how all biblical themes climax in Christ and his work. In this imbalance
there is little or no emphasis on the importance of the work of justice and mercy for the poor
and the oppressed, and on cultural production that glorifies God in the arts, business, etc.

c. We do not believe that in best practice these two ways of reading the Bible are at all contradic-
tory, even though today, many pit them against each other. We believe that on the contrary the
two, at their best, are integral for grasping the meaning of the biblical gospel. The gospel is the
declaration that through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God has come to reconcile
individuals by his grace and renew the whole world by and for his glory.

II1. How should we relate to the culture around us? (The contextualization issue)

1.

By being a counter—culture. We want to be a church that not only gives support to individual
Christians in their personal walks with God, but one that also shapes them into the alternative
human society God creates by his Word and Spirit. (See below, point 5c.)

For the common good. It is not enough that the church should counter the values of the dominant
culture. We must be a counter—culture for the common good. We want to be radically distinct from
the culture around us and yet, out of that distinct identity, we should sacrificially serve neighbors
and even enemies, working for the flourishing of people, both here and now, and in eternity. We
therefore do not see our corporate worship services as the primary connecting point with those out-
side. Rather, we expect to meet our neighbors as we work for their peace, security, and well-being,



loving them in word and deed. If we do this we will be “salt” and “light” in the world (sustaining
and improving living conditions, showing the world the glory of God by our patterns of living;
Matt 5:13-16). As the Jewish exiles were called to love and work for the shalom of Babylon (Jer
29:7), Christians too are God’s people “in exile” (1 Peter 1:1; James 1:1). The citizens of God’s
city should be the best possible citizens of their earthly city (Jer 29:4-7). We are neither overly
optimistic nor pessimistic about our cultural influence, for we know that, as we walk in the steps
of the One who laid down his life for his opponents, we will receive persecution even while hav-
ing social impact (1 Peter 2:12).

3. How this relationship to culture shapes us.

a. We believe that every expression of Christianity is necessarily and rightly contextual-
ized, to some degree, to particular human culture; there is no such thing as a univer-
sal a—historical expression of Christianity. But we never want to be so affected by our
culture that we compromise gospel truths. How then do we keep our balance?

b. The answer is that we cannot “contextualize” the gospel in the abstract, as a thought
experiment. If a church seeks to be a counter—culture for people’s temporal and eternal
good, it will guard itself against both the legalism that can accompany undue cultural
withdrawal and the compromise that comes with over—adaptation. If we seek service
rather than power, we may have significant cultural impact. But if we seek direct power
and social control, we will, ironically, be assimilated into the very idolatries of wealth,
status, and power we seek to change.

c. The gospel itself holds the key to appropriate contextualization. If we over—contextual-
ize, it suggests that we want too much the approval of the receiving culture. This betrays
a lack of confidence in the gospel. If we under—contextualize, it suggests that we want
the trappings of our own sub—culture too much. This betrays a lack of gospel humility
and a lack of love for our neighbor.

IV. In what ways is the gospel unique?

This gospel fills Christians with humility and hope, meekness and boldness, in a unique way. The biblical gos-
pel differs markedly from traditional religions as well as from secularism. Religions operate on the principle:

“I obey, therefore I am accepted,” but the gospel principle is: “I am accepted through Christ, therefore I obey.”
So the gospel differs from both irreligion and religion. You can seek to be your own “lord and savior” by break-
ing the law of God, but you can also do so by keeping the law in order to earn your salvation.

Irreligion and secularism tend to inflate self—encouraging, uncritical, “self—esteem”; religion and moralism crush
people under guilt from ethical standards that are impossible to maintain. The gospel, however, humbles and affirms
us at the same time, since, in Christ, each of us is simultaneously just, and a sinner still. At the same time, we are
more flawed and sinful than we ever dared believe, yet we are more loved and accepted than we ever dared hope.



Secularism tends to make people selfish and individualistic. Religion and morality in general tend to make people
tribal and self-righteous toward other groups (since their salvation has, they think, been earned by their achieve-
ment). But the gospel of grace, centered on a man dying for us while we were his enemies, removes self-righ-
teousness and selfishness and turns its members to serve others both for the temporal flourishing of all people,
especially the poor, and for their salvation. It moves us to serve others irrespective of their merits, just as Christ
served us (Mark 10:45).

Secularism and religion conform people to behavioral norms through fear (of consequences) and pride (a desire
for self—aggrandizement). The gospel moves people to holiness and service out of grateful joy for grace, and out
of love of the glory of God for who he is in himself.

V. What is gospel-centered ministry?

It is characterized by:

1. Empowered corporate worship.
The gospel changes our relationship with God from one of hostility or slavish compliance to one of
intimacy and joy. The core dynamic of gospel-centered ministry is therefore worship and fervent
prayer. In corporate worship God’s people receive a special life—transforming sight of the worth
and beauty of God, and then give back to God suitable expressions of his worth. At the heart of cor-
porate worship is the ministry of the Word. Preaching should be expository (explaining the text of
Scripture) and Christ—centered (expounding all biblical themes as climaxing in Christ and his work
of salvation). Its ultimate goal, however, is not simply to teach but to lead the hearers to worship,
individual and corporate, that strengthens their inner being to do the will of God.

2. Evangelistic effectiveness.
Because the gospel (unlike religious moralism) produces people who do not disdain those who
disagree with them, a truly gospel—centered church should be filled with members who winsomely
address people’s hopes and aspirations with Christ and his saving work. We have a vision for a
church that sees conversions of rich and poor, highly educated and less educated, men and women,
old and young, married and single, and all races. We hope to draw highly secular and postmod-
ern people, as well as reaching religious and traditional people. Because of the attractiveness of
its community and the humility of its people, a gospel-centered church should find people in its
midst who are exploring and trying to understand Christianity. It must welcome them in hundreds
of ways. It will do little to make them “comfortable” but will do much to make its message under-
standable. In addition to all this, gospel-centered churches will have a bias toward church planting
as one of the most effective means of evangelism there is.

3. Counter—cultural community.
Because the gospel removes both fear and pride, people should get along inside the church who
could never get along outside. Because it points us to a man who died for his enemies, the gospel



creates relationships of service rather than of selfishness. Because the gospel calls us to holiness,
the people of God live in loving bonds of mutual accountability and discipline. Thus the gospel
creates a human community radically different from any society around it. Regarding sex, the
church should avoid both the secular society’s idolization of sex and traditional society’s fear of it.
It is a community which so loves and cares practically for its members that biblical chastity makes
sense. It teaches its members to conform their bodily being to the shape of the gospel —abstinence
outside of heterosexual marriage and fidelity and joy within. Regarding the family, the church
should affirm the goodness of marriage between a man and a woman, calling them to serve God by
reflecting his covenant love in life—long loyalty, and by teaching his ways to their children. But it
also affirms the goodness of serving Christ as singles, whether for a time or for a life. The church
should surround all persons suffering from the fallenness of our human sexuality with a compas-
sionate community and family. Regarding money, the church’s members should engage in radical
economic sharing with one another—so “there are no needy among them” (Acts 4:34). Such shar-
ing also promotes a radically generous commitment of time, money, relationships, and living space
to social justice and the needs of the poor, the oppressed, the immigrant, and the economically and
physically weak. Regarding power, it is visibly committed to power—sharing and relationship—
building among races, classes, and generations that are alienated outside of the Body of Christ.
The practical evidence of this is that our local churches increasingly welcome and embrace people
of all races and cultures. Each church should seek to reflect the diversity of its local geographical
community, both in the congregation at large and in its leadership.

. The integration of faith and work.

The good news of the Bible is not only individual forgiveness but the renewal of the whole cre-
ation. God put humanity in the garden to cultivate the material world for his own glory and for the
flourishing of nature and the human community. The Spirit of God not only converts individuals
(e.g., John 16:8) but also renews and cultivates the face of the earth (e.g., Gen 1:2; Psalm 104:30).
Therefore Christians glorify God not only through the ministry of the Word, but also through their
vocations of agriculture, art, business, government, scholarship—all for God’s glory and the fur-
therance of the public good. Too many Christians have learned to seal off their faith—beliefs from
the way they work in their vocation. The gospel is seen as a means of finding individual peace and
not as the foundation of a worldview —a comprehensive interpretation of reality affecting all that
we do. But we have a vision for a church that equips its people to think out the implications of the
gospel on how we do carpentry, plumbing, data—entry, nursing, art, business, government, journal-
ism, entertainment, and scholarship. Such a church will not only support Christians’ engagement
with culture, but will also help them work with distinctiveness, excellence, and accountability

in their trades and professions. Developing humane yet creative and excellent business environ-
ments out of our understanding of the gospel is part of the work of bringing a measure of healing
to God’s creation in the power of the Spirit. Bringing Christian joy, hope, and truth to embodiment
in the arts is also part of this work. We do all of this because the gospel of God leads us to it, even
while we recognize that the ultimate restoration of all things awaits the personal and bodily return
of our Lord Jesus Christ (CS—[13]).



5. The doing of justice and mercy.
God created both soul and body, and the resurrection of Jesus shows that he is going to redeem both
the spiritual and the material. Therefore God is concerned not only for the salvation of souls but
also for the relief of poverty, hunger, and injustice. The gospel opens our eyes to the fact that all our
wealth (even wealth for which we worked hard) is ultimately an unmerited gift from God. Therefore
the person who does not generously give away his or her wealth to others is not merely lacking in
compassion, but is unjust. Christ wins our salvation through losing, achieves power through weak-
ness and service, and comes to wealth through giving all away. Those who receive his salvation are
not the strong and accomplished but those who admit they are weak and lost. We cannot look at the
poor and the oppressed and callously call them to pull themselves out of their own difficulty. Jesus
did not treat us that way. The gospel replaces superiority toward the poor with mercy and compas-
sion. Christian churches must work for justice and peace in their neighborhoods through service
even as they call individuals to conversion and the new birth. We must work for the eternal and
common good and show our neighbors we love them sacrificially whether they believe as we do or
not. Indifference to the poor and disadvantaged means there has not been a true grasp of our salva-
tion by sheer grace.

Conclusion

The ministry we have outlined is relatively rare. There are many seeker—driven churches that help many people
find Christ. There are many churches seeking to engage the culture through political activism. There is a fast—
growing charismatic movement with emphasis on glorious, passionate, corporate worship. There are many con-
gregations with strong concern for doctrinal rigor and purity and who work very hard to keep themselves separate
from the world. There are many churches with a radical commitment to the poor and marginalized.

We do not, however, see enough individual churches that embody the full, integrative gospel balance we have
outlined here. And while, in God’s grace, there is an encouraging number of bright spots in the church, we see
no broad movement yet of this gospel—centered ministry. We believe such a balance will produce churches with
winsome and theologically substantial preaching, dynamic evangelism and apologetics, and church growth and
church planting. They will emphasize repentance, personal renewal, and holiness of life. At the same time, and in
the same congregations, there will be engagement with the social structures of ordinary people, and cultural en-
gagement with art, business, scholarship, and government. There will be calls for radical Christian community in
which all members share wealth and resources and make room for the poor and the marginalized. These priori-
ties will all be combined and will mutually strengthen one another in each local church.

What could lead to a growing movement of gospel—centered churches? The ultimate answer is that God must, for
his own glory, send revival in response to the fervent, extraordinary, prevailing prayer of his people. But we be-
lieve there are also penultimate steps to take. There is great hope if we can unite on the nature of truth, how best
to read the Bible, on our relationship to culture, on the content of the gospel, and on the nature of gospel-centered
ministry. We believe that such commitments will drive us afresh toward Scripture, toward the Christ of Scripture,
toward the gospel of Christ, and we will begin to grow in our ability, by God’s grace, as churches, to “act in line
with the truth of the gospel” (Gal 2:14). We are ashamed of our sins and failures, grateful beyond measure for
forgiveness, and eager to see afresh the glory of God and embody conformity to his Son.
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When I was a youngster and newly saved, it seemed as if the chief goal of all zealous Christians,
whether Calvinistic or Arminian, was consecration. Sermons, books and conferences stressed this
in the spirit of Romans 12.1-2, where the beseeching apostle calls believers to present their bodies a
living sacrifice, and not to be conformed to this world. The heart was challenged and stirred. Christ
was to be Lord of one’s life, and self must be surrendered on the altar of service for him.

But now, it appears, there is a new Calvinism, with new Calvinists, which has swept the old objec-
tives aside. A recent book, Young, Restless, Reformed, by Collin Hansen tells the story of how a
so-called Calvinistic resurgence has captured the imaginations of thousands of young people in the
USA, and this book has been reviewed with great enthusiasm in well-known magazines in the UK,
such as Banner of Truth, Evangelical Times, and Reformation Today.

This writer, however, was very deeply saddened to read it, because it describes the New Calvinism as
a seriously distorted Calvinism falling far, far short of an authentic life of obedience to a sovereign
God. If this kind of Calvinism prospers, then genuine biblical piety will be under attack as never
before.

The author of the book is a young man (around 26 when he wrote it) who grew up in a Christian
family and trained in secular journalism. We are indebted to him for the readable and wide-reaching
survey he gives of this new phenomenon, but the scene is certainly not a happy one.

The author begins by describing the Passion, conference at Atlanta in 2007, where 21,000 young
people revelled in contemporary music, and listened to speakers such as John Piper proclaiming
Calvinistic sentiments. And this picture is repeated many times through the book — large confer-
ences being described at which the syncretism of worldly, sensation-stirring, high-decibel, rhythmic
music, is mixed with Calvinistic doctrine. This gives a clear picture of what New Calvinism is about.

We are told of thunderous music, thousands of raised hands, ‘Christian’ hip-hop and rap lyrics (the
examples seeming inept and awkward in construction) uniting the doctrines of grace with the im-
moral drug-induced musical forms of worldly culture.

Collin Hansen contends that American Calvinism collapsed at the end of the nineteenth century and
was maintained by only a handful of people until this great youth revival, but his historical scenario
is, frankly, preposterous. As one who regularly visited American seminaries to speak from the early
1970s, I constantly met many preachers and students who loved the doctrines of grace, preaching
also in churches of solid Calvinistic persuasion. But firmer evidence of the extensive presence of
Calvinism is seen from the fact that very large firms of publishers sent out a stream of reformed lit-
erature post-war and through the 1980s. The mighty Eerdmans was solidly reformed in times past,
not to mention Baker Book House, and Kregel and others. Where did all these books go — thousands
upon thousands of them, including frequently reprinted sets of Calvin’s commentaries and a host of
other classic works?

In the 1970s and 80s there were also smaller Calvinistic publishers in the USA, and at that time the
phenomenon of Calvinistic discount Christian bookshops began, with bulging catalogue lists and a
considerable following. The claim that Calvinism virtually disappeared is hopelessly mistaken.

Indeed, a far better quality Calvinism still flourishes in very many churches, where souls are won



and lives sanctified, and where Truth and practice are both under the rule of Scripture. Such church-
es have no sympathy at all with reporter Collin Hansen’s worldly-worship variety, who seek to build
churches using exactly the same entertainment methods as most charismatics and the Arminian
Calvary Chapel movement.

The new Calvinism with the new Calvinists constantly extol the Puritans, but they do not want to
worship or live as they did. One of the vaunted new conferences is called Resolved, after Jonathan
Edwards’ famous youthful Resolutions (seventy searching undertakings). But the culture of this
conference would unquestionably have met with the outright condemnation of that great theologian.

Resolved is the brainchild of a member of Dr John MacArthur’s pastoral staff, gathering thousands
of young people annually, and featuring the usual mix of Calvinism and extreme charismatic-style worship.
Young people are encouraged to feel the very same sensational nervous impact of loud rhythmic music
on the body that they would experience in a large, worldly pop concert, complete with replicated
lighting and atmosphere. At the same time they reflect on predestination and election. Worldly culture
provides the bodily, emotional feelings, into which Christian thoughts are infused and floated. Biblical
sentiments are harnessed to carnal entertainment. (Pictures of this conference on their website betray
the totally worldly, showbusiness atmosphere created by the organisers.)

In times of disobedience the Jews of old syncretised by going to the Temple or the synagogue on the
sabbath, and to idol temples on weekdays, but the new Calvinism has found a way of uniting spiritu-
ally incompatible things at the same time, in the same meeting.

C J Mahaney is a preacher highly applauded in this book. Charismatic in belief and practice, he ap-
pears to be wholly accepted by the other big names who feature at the ‘new Calvinist’ conferences,
such as John Piper, John MacArthur, Mark Dever, and Al Mohler. Evidently an extremely person-
able, friendly man, C J Mahaney is the founder of a group of churches blending Calvinism with char-
ismatic ideas, and is reputed to have influenced many Calvinists to throw aside cessationist views.

It was a protégé of this preacher named Joshua Harris who started the New Attitude conference for
young people. We learn that when a secular rapper named Curtis Allen was converted, his new-born
Christian instinct led him to give up his past life and his singing style. But Pastor Joshua Harris
evidently persuaded him not to, so that he could sing for the Lord. The New Calvinism movement
or The New Calvinists do not hesitate to override the instinctual Christian conscience, counselling
people to become friends of the world.

One of the mega-churches admired in the book is the six-thousand strong Mars Hill Church at Seattle,
founded and pastored by Mark Driscoll, who blends emerging church ideas (that Christians should
utilise worldly culture) with Calvinistic theology [see endnote 1].

This preacher is also much admired by some reformed men in the UK, but his church has been de-
scribed (by a sympathiser) as having the most ear-splitting music of any, and he has been rebuked
by other preachers for the use of very ‘edgy’ language and gravely improper humour (even on tel-
evision). He is to be seen in videos preaching in a Jesus teeshirt, symbolising the new compromise
with culture, while at the same time propounding Calvinistic teaching. So much for the embracing
of Puritan doctrine divested of Puritan lifestyle and worship.

Most of the well-known preachers who promote and encourage this ‘revival’ of Calvinism (or New
Calvinism) have in common the following positions that contradict a genuine Calvinistic (or Puritan)
outlook:

1. They have no problem with contemporary charismatic-ethos worship, including extreme, heavy-
metal forms.



2. They are soft on separation from worldliness [see endnote 2].

3. They reject the concern for the personal guidance of God in the major decisions of Christians
(true sovereignty), thereby striking a death-blow to wholehearted consecration.

4. They hold anti-fourth-commandment views, taking a low view of the Lord’s Day, and so inflict-
ing another blow at a consecrated lifestyle.

Whatever their strengths and achievements (and some of them are brilliant men by any human
standard), or whatever their theoretical Calvinism, the poor stand of these preachers on these
crucial issues will only encourage a fatally flawed version of Calvinism that will lead people to be
increasingly wedded to the world, and to a self-seeking lifestyle. Truly proclaimed, the sovereignty
of God must include consecration, reverence, sincere obedience to his will, and separation from the
world, and the New Calvinism has very little of that.

You cannot have Puritan soteriology without Puritan sanctification. You should not entice people
to Calvinistic (or any) preaching by using worldly bait. We hope that young people in this move-
ment will grasp the implications of the doctrines better than their teachers, and come away from
the compromises. But there is a looming disaster in promoting this new form of Calvinism (also
known as The New Calvinism.)

Why do some British Christians who hold the doctrines of grace give enthusiastic reviews to a
book like this? There have been times in the past when large numbers of young people have sud-
denly become intellectually enthusiastic about solid Christian doctrine, only to abandon it almost
as quickly. One thinks of the tremendous response the unique oratory of Francis Schaeffer secured
on university campuses in the 1960s, and no doubt some young people were truly saved and estab-
lished, but very many more turned aside. Gripped by the superiority of a biblical worldview, they
momentarily despised the illogical, flaccid ideas of this world, but the impression in numerous
cases was natural rather than spiritual. The present new, heady Calvinism, shorn of practical obe-
dience will certainly prove to be ephemeral, leaving the cause compromised and scarred.

Has new Calvinism come to Britain yet? Alas, yes; one only has to look at the ‘blogs’ of some
younger reformed pastors who put themselves forward as mentors and advisers of others. When
you look at their ‘favourite films’, and ‘favourite music’ you find them unashamedly naming the
leading groups, tracks and entertainment of debased culture, and it is clear that the world is still

in their hearts. Years ago, such brethren would not have been baptised until they were clear of the
world, but now you can go to seminary, no questions asked, and take up a pastorate, with unfought
and unsurrendered idols in the throne room of your life. What hope is there for churches that have
under-shepherds whose loyalties are so divided and distorted?

Aside from pastors, we know some ‘new’ young Calvinists who will never settle in a dedicated,
working church, because their views live only in their heads and not their hearts. We know of some
whose lives are not clean. We know of others who go clubbing. The greater their doctrinal prowess,
the greater their hypocrisy.

These are harsh words, but they lead me to say that where biblical, evangelical Calvinism shapes
conduct, and especially worship, it is a very humbling, beautiful system of Truth, but where it is
confined to the head, it inflates pride and self-determination.

The new Calvinism is not a resurgence but an entirely novel formula which strips the doctrine of its
historic practice, and unites it with the world.



Why have the leading preachers servicing this movement compromised so readily? They have not
been threatened by a Soviet regime. No one has held a gun to their heads. This is a shameful capit-
ulation, and we must earnestly pray that what they have encouraged will not take over Calvinism
and ruin a generation of reachable Christian young people.

A final sad spectacle reported with enthusiasm in the book is the Together for the Gospel confer-
ence, running from 2006. A more adult affair convened by respected Calvinists, this nevertheless
brings together cessationists and non-cessationists, traditional and contemporary worship expo-
nents, and while maintaining sound preaching, it conditions all who attend to relax on these con-
troversial matters, and learn to accept every point of view. In other words, the ministry of warning
is killed off, so that every -error of the new scene may race ahead unchecked. These are tragic days
for authentic spiritual faithfulness, worship and piety.

True Calvinism and worldliness are opposites. Preparation of heart is needed if we would search
the wonders and plumb the depths of sovereign grace. We find it in the challenging, convicting call
of Joshua:

‘Now therefore fear the Lord, and serve him in sincerity and in truth: and put away the gods which
your fathers served on the other side of the flood, and in Egypt; and serve ye the Lord. And if it
seem evil unto you to serve the Lord, choose you this day whom ye will serve; whether the gods
which your fathers served that were on the other side of the flood, or the gods of the Amorites, in
whose land ye dwell: but as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.’

Endnotes

1 His resolution of the question of divine sovereignty versus human free will, however, is much
nearer to the Arminian view.

2 A recent book entitled Worldliness: Resisting the Seduction of a Fallen World by C J Mahaney
and others, hopelessly under-equips young believers for separation from the world, especially in
the area of music, where, apparently, the Lord loves every genre, and acceptability is reduced to
two misleading and subjective questions.

For a more detailed consideration of worship please see the writer’s book Worship in the Melting
Pot, Wakeman Trust, 2002, ISBN 9781870855334. The first four chapters of this book are shown
as articles on this site.
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