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I’ve had writers ask me, “What’s the theme of the next is-
sue?” so that they have an idea what topic to write on. And I al-
ways answer the same way: “We don’t have themes, because if
someone isn’t interested in that specific theme, then the issue is
boring to them.” Well, I changed my mind for this issue, be-
cause this “theme,” the Passion [suffering] of Jesus Christ is
something all Christians should focus on regularly. As Bob
Myhan, one of the writers in this issue, states, “To more fully
appreciate the Passion of Christ ourselves, we must view it from
as many perspectives as possible.”

Additionally, since this is officially the largest issue we’ve
ever produced, we have a multitude of other topics covered,
which we know will pique your interest. Gerald Cowan takes on
the question of baptism replacing circumcision. John Krivak in-
vites us to bring people to “robust baptism.” Ryan Manning
jumps right into a controversial fire by asking if we’ve been
mis-defining agape love. Edwin Walker shows why we should
view the Lord’s Supper as a covenant meal of peace. Joseph
McWhorter writes on the Christian’s response to abortion. Rich-
ard Mansel digs into the history of Nineveh and why Jonah had
it out for the people who lived there. And Kyle Frank gives in-
sight on the occult.

By special request, your editor is beginning a series of arti-
cles on the Restoration Movement. This issue’s article gives a
brief overview of the Christian Connexion. Let us know what
you think of it.

In addition to all this, we’ve also got several other articles for
your reading pleasure.

And if you don’t read anything else, please read about the
man known as “Blondie,” starting on page 4. It would mean a
lot to me.

The articles contained in each issue represent
the research and conclusions of the authors,
and may not reflect the views of the other
authors (or even the editor). But they are
presented for contemplation by Christians
who are dedicated to living for the
one true God of heaven
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WE CALLED HIM ‘BLONDIF’

An Editorial by Bradley S. Cobb

This isn’t going to be easy for me to write. I’ll just tell you that from the get-go.
Though I first met him in Pell City, Alabama in 1994, I don’t remember any specific interac-
tion with him until three years later at Roundhouse *97. Our
discussion wasn’t a long one, but it was memorable. I had
brought my razor, and began shaving in the men’s bath-
room at the campsite. He looked at me in shock, and bel-
lowed to me, “What are you doing?” | responded, “I’m
shaving.” He said (with a note of terror in his voice),
“Where’s your shaving cream?” I told him that I tended to
shave without any, and proceeded to continue my whisker-
| shortening. Next thing | knew, his hands were smacking my
face, covering it with his shaving cream. “There,” he said,
“that’s better. My face was hurting just watching you!”

The next time | saw Bill Roderick was in 2000, when |
drove 6 hours to take his beautiful daughter, Jesse, out on
our first date. Two months later, by virtue of marrying that
sweet Christian woman, | inherited him as a father-in-law.

We didn’t always see eye-to-eye, especially at first. Af-

ter all, who wants some guy from Illinois to take your
daughter 7 hours away in an era when long-distance
charges and cell phone roaming fees made communica-
tion expensive? | am pretty sure that he really didn’t
like me for a long time...but either he was really good
at not showing it, or I was just clueless (it was probably
a mixture of both). But time went on, and | guess he
decided he was stuck with me in the family.

Before | get too much further into this, I should tell
you that Bill Roderick, according to the records I’ve
seen, first filled in for the Gravel Hill church of Christ
in 1968. He became their regular preacher sometime
around 1971 (or thereabouts), and served in that role
until earlier this year. He was also an elder there for as
long as I’ve known him, and by all accounts showed
true love and care for the members there.

Unlike some preachers I’ve met, Bill Roderick
(known to his friends and family as “Blondie”) wasn’t
interested in becoming a big-name preacher. He wasn’t in it for fame, for notoriety, or for the op-
portunity to move on to a bigger and better local work. He worked full-time for the power com-
pany as a lineman, and preached—not for the pay (he took what the church paid him and put it
back in the collection plate), but because he loved the Lord and he loved people.

| think those two facts are the reason why he was so longsuffering with me. When we moved
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back to Arkansas, within a week he was out in the hot July sun, trying to teach this ignorant city
boy how to change his alternator in the parking lot of Auto Zone. He kept saying, “You can do
this.” He put up with my ego, and let me talk about all the things I ‘knew’ better than anyone else,
when | know inside he really wanted to drop a truth bomb on me and leave me a shocked smol-
dering ruin. His love for me, along with his humility, kept him from doing that.

After | expressed an interest in going to preaching school, he encouraged me—even though he
wasn’t fond of me taking away his daughter again—this time with his four grandchildren. We
had ever-increasing Bible conversations. | would share some of my newly-discovered genius in-
sights, only to find that he’d figured them out before | was born. He loved seeing my shocked ex-
pression, and he would clap his hands and laugh his unique laugh.

From that point on, it became an ongoing joke: whenever we would go visit them on a week-
end, the first thing he would say to me is, “You got a sermon ready?” I know part of that was that
he wanted me to always be prepared to share the word of God with people, but the main part was
because he knew that when we came, he could talk me into filling in for him—Ietting him have a
Sunday off.

Now, before I go any further, I should probably explain why he was called “Blondie.” After
all, his hair was brown and grey, and prior to that it was just brown. But according to a highly
credible source, he used to live in California, and was a “surfer dude” with sun-bleached blond
hair. Two sisters took a liking to him, and started referring to him as “that blond-headed boy,”
and later just “Blondie.” One of those sisters (my reliable source/mother-in-law) married him.

Blondie went from being
an incidental part of my life
(as my father-in-law) to be-
ing a friend, mentor, en-
courager, and example. He
was a big fan of The Quar-
terly, and was proud to have
an article published in it (I
think it was his first article
in a brotherhood paper)
back in 2017.

You know, there’s a lot
he did for me, a thousand
little things here and there
that 1 never took thought of
on their own. I don’t know
how many of those were conscious decisions that he made trying to steer me in the right way,
and how many of them were just Blondie being Blondie. But I like to think that they had their de-
sired impact.

At his funeral, just a couple months ago, the men from Gravel Hill did the service, and every-
thing they did and said made me cry. The first prayer. The obituary. The songs. The eulogy. The
closing prayer. The military salute and ‘Taps.” And as I look back on the words they said, it was
all so much better than I could say it. I don’t feel like I’ve even come close to doing him justice in
this short editorial.

I just know | miss him.
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Brent Green

The Himalayan Mountains are some of the
tallest and most majestic mountains in the
world. They actually contain the highest peaks
of any mountain range on earth, including over
100 that exceed 23,000 feet. Among this
unique range is the mountain of mountains—
Mount Everest. The summit of Everest is the
highest point above the surface of the earth, a
daunting 29,035 feet above sea level. Many
dream about reaching the summit and breath-
ing in the beauty of the Himalayas, to reach
the highest point on earth. Only a few, howev-
er, have ever seen the majesty of the summit.

Most will never start the climb. Climbing
Everest requires planning, tremendous effort,
and sacrifice. When most consider all of the
emotional, physical, and financial costs in-
volved in climbing Everest, they quickly dis-
miss the enormous challenge as impossible.

Most look at the idea of becoming a Chris-
tian in the same way.

They look at God’s plan and believe there is
no way it would work for them. They consider
the effort it is going to take to stay the course
and think that it is impossible for them to suc-
ceed. They count the cost and feel the sacrifice
required is just too much. The sadness of this

-~

-

reality is heard in the words of King Agrippa.
He said, “You almost persuade me to become
a Christian” (Acts 26:28). Indeed, most will
echo these words and never begin their Chris-
tian climb.

Some will climb halfway. Of the billions of
people who have lived on earth throughout
time, only a small percentage has ever at-
tempted to scale the face of Everest. They
counted the cost and had enough courage to
begin the trek. However, because of weak-
nesses, trials, lack of planning, and a slew of
other reasons, they failed to climb all the way
to the summit. Although most would not de-
scribe such attempts as mediocrity, the word
does fit. Mediocrity literally means halfway up
the mountain. Those who become Christians
but fail to make it to the summit can also be
described by such mediocrity. They indeed
count the cost to begin, but when the trials,
difficulties, and sicknesses of life come, they
quit their journey to the top. How many have
failed to reach the summit because they slid
off into the abyss of sin? How many have
failed to summit because they were content
with mediocrity? Far too many Christians do
not feel the need to worship regularly (He-
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brews 10:25), to keep their bodies pure (Co-
lossians 3:5), to continue walking the straight
and narrow path that leads to heaven (Luke
13:24). Indeed, some will begin the Christian
climb but will fail to reach the summit.

Only a few climb to the summit. Of those
who have attempted to climb to the summit of
Everest, only a few over 8000 have successful-
ly made it. Their stories of perseverance,
commitment, and sacrifice are amazing. Many
have lost fingers and toes to frostbite. Others
have lost friends along the way. Yet, those
who have made it to the summit all have this
in common: They never stopped climbing!
They trudged through the snow, scaled the icy
bluffs, traversed the rocky cliffs, and tight-
roped the narrow ridges. They endured every-
thing for the majesty on high. Jesus said, “En-
ter by the narrow gate ... because narrow is the
gate and difficult is the way which leads to
life, and there are few who find it” (Matthew
7:13-14). Only a few of the billions who have
lived will stay the course to the summit. Those
who have the faith to reach the summit will
have persevered through persecutions, shown
themselves to be truly committed (Galatians
2:20), and sacrificed all of their being to daily
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take up the cross of Christ (Matthew 16:24).
Indeed, only a few will climb to the heavenly
summit to dwell forever in the presence of the
Majesty on high.

Although climbing Everest may only be a
dream for most, making it to that heavenly
home is a hope that can be realized. God has
not asked anyone to scale to the summit of Ev-
erest. However, He has promised salvation to
those who will follow His plan of salvation.
Hear the saving message of Jesus Christ (Ro-
mans 10:17; Ephesians 1:13). Believe that Je-
sus Christ is the Son of God, that He died on
the cross, and that He resurrected (Hebrews
11:6; John 8:24). Be full of godly sorrow and
turn from the lifestyle of sin (2 Corinthians
7:10; Luke 13:3). Confess the name of Christ
(Romans 10:10) and be immersed in water for
the forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:38; Galatians
3:26-27). Then, live faithfully unto to the point
of death (Revelation 2:10; Matthew 10:22).
This is God’s plan to climb to the heavenly
summit. Count the cost and “press toward the
goal for the prize of the upward call of God in
Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:14). Climb to the
summit!

Barton W. Stone
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“According to the grace of God which
was given to me, like a wise master
builder | laid a foundation, and anoth-
er is building on it.

But each man must be careful how he
builds on it.”

1 Corinthians 3:10, NASB

Everyone takes a step to complete their
conversion. For some it’s a small step. For
others, it is a step of greatest magnitude. The
magnitude required depends largely on the
demands set forth by the evangelist—some
make it tough to become a Christian; other
ministers make it as easy as possible. There is
great variability and that raises the question:
what magnitude of step does the Lord Jesus
require for one to enter a saving relationship?

True story. During a gospel-meeting cam-
paign, a teenage girl asked to be baptized. The
preaching-school student who attended to her
conversion asked about her sins because part
of the “step” requires repentance. She stated
she had no awareness of any sins. Then why,
he asked, did she want to be baptized at all?
She replied, “There is so much love in this
church that I want to be part of this family!”
He shared the story and explained his decision
to baptize her: “I can’t see how God could ob-
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Jject to that, so neither do I.” That is a very

small step to take.

My failure. When | worked my earliest
evangelisms, | knew baptism resulted in salva-
tion. So | would set before my converts the
“five-finger checklist” of salvation require-
ments: hear, believe, confess, repent, and be
baptized. “Do that,” | said confidently, “and
salvation is yours!” \WWhen the resulting bap-
tisms were done and over, | had not yet spoken
a single word about the Cross. | had not shared
the gospel. Small wonder | was able to find
some willing to take such a tiny step for such a
spectacular prize. My bad!

A cartoon. In a single frame, we see two
couples sitting on living room furniture with
Bibles open on their laps. Their facial expres-
sions display an incredulous lack of words ad-
equate to respond to the woman who blurts
out: “Well, I never actually DIED to sin—but |
did feel kind of faint once!” Ouch! You are
with me if you wonder if that poor woman’s
conversion was deficient.

It is not my interest here to be the one who
judges between true and false Christians based
on the adequacy of their conversions. That role
belongs only to the Lord Jesus. But, if you will
bear with me, I would like to speak in a cau-
tionary way to readers who will work conver-
sions and want to do that work competently.
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The Magnitude Jesus Demands
Total Surrender.

"The kingdom of heaven is like a
treasure hidden in the field, which a
man found and hid again; and from joy
over it he goes and sells all that he has
and buys that field. Again, the kingdom
of heaven is like a merchant seeking
fine pearls, and upon finding one pearl
of great value, he went and sold all
that he had and bought it” (Matt.
13:44-46).

Those admitted to the kingdom sacrifice all
self-interest for Jesus—He is the treasure, the
pearl worth any sacrifice. | remember reading
Juan Carlos Ortiz years ago. He imagined Je-
sus and a convert/follower coming to terms.
Jesus asked what he owned, and to every pos-
session named, Jesus declared, “T’ll take that
now!”—wealth, home, even family members.
Is that price too steep? Is the magnitude too
great? Jesus does not think so. He demands
everything from those who want Him!

Some might prefer an easier and smaller
step. Listen to Wilbur Rees:

“I would like to buy $3 worth of
God, please. Not enough to explode
my soul or disturb my sleep, but just
enough to equal a cup of warm milk
or a snooze in the sunshine. I don’t
want enough of God to make me
love my enemies or pick beets with a
migrant. | want ecstasy, not trans-
formation. |1 want the warmth of the
womb, not a new birth. 1 want a
pound of the Eternal in a paper sack.
| would like to buy $3 worth of God,
please.”

No Competition Between Relationships.
"If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his
own father and mother and wife and children
and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own
life, he cannot be My disciple” (Luke 14:26).
We may soften this a bit by admitting that He-

10 |

brew idiom uses ‘“hate,” not literally, but to
express lower priority among relationships.
Jacob was said to “hate” Leah—but look how
many children he fathered by her! We need not
hate our families to be Christians. However,
Jesus demands that relationship with Him wins
against competing interests in any other rela-
tionship!

A Second Cross. “And He was saying to
them all, ‘If anyone wishes to come after Me,
he must deny himself, and take up his cross
daily and follow Me’” (Luke 9:23). The gos-
pel that saves does not have a single Cross; it
has two. One of them belongs to you. Every-
one in that day knew that taking up your cross
meant just one thing: you are going to die!
That may actually mean the physical death of a
martyr (Rev. 2:10). That would not be an un-
reasonable sacrifice for a Savior who takes a
Cross himself for you.

But the word “daily” tips us off to another
possible meaning (cf. 1 Cor. 15:31). It means a
self-sacrifice so thorough that it virtually is a
death: “For the love of Christ controls us, hav-
ing concluded this, that one died for all, there-
fore all died; and He died for all, so that they
who live might no longer live for themselves,
but for Him who died and rose again on their
behalf” (2 Cor. 5:14-15). Strange concept in-
deed, but there is such a thing as a “living sac-
rifice” (Rom.12:1).

None of these huge steps are optional. None
are presented as long-range goals for a Chris-
tian to reach after steady spiritual growth and
maturation. They are conversionary prerequi-
sites, or one is not accepted by Jesus.

Towards Robust Baptism

Not only is the magnitude of the step often
eased as a requirement. Baptism likewise gets
the stuffing pulled out, until only a shadow of
itself remains.

Baptism is the conversionary act of getting-
wet-all-over plus a stuffing of many inherent
meanings: remission of sins (Acts 2:38;
22:16), salvation (Mark 16:16; 1 Peter 3:21);
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enrollment in church membership (Acts 2:41;
1 Cor. 12:13), reception of the Holy Spirit
(Acts 2:38; 19:2-3), and dying with Jesus
(Rom. 6:3-4). | am sure this list is not exhaus-
tive.

The question arises: what if someone gets-
wet-all-over while ignorant of some or all of
these meanings? Is the baptism still valid?
Will God fulfill all such meanings and allow
the convert to learn of them later? What if
someone had no awareness of dying with Je-
sus; would that happen regardless?

| have heard hypotheticals played out until
the only essential requirement left to a
stripped-down baptism was obeying the act of
getting-wet-all-over in response to God’s
command. The “obedience” itself yielded effi-
cacy—apart from any attached meaning(s).
Listen, 1 am not getting cheeky or being flip-
pant when | refer to baptism as getting-wet-all-
over. But getting-wet-all-over is all that re-
mains if the stuffing is all pulled out of this
conversionary act. And that is precisely the
aspect of baptism marked out by 1 Peter 3:21
as inconsequential for achieving salvation—
“not the removal of dirt from the flesh.” Yes,
immersion in water is essential, but the real
action takes place in the “conscience”—and
for that to be possible we need a more robust
understanding of what baptism means.

It is not my intent to spell out what the es-
sential meanings of baptism are. It is not my
intent to deny the validity of any baptism that
has some ignorance of theological meaning.
Perhaps some meaning can be learned after the
fact, after the act. That may be possible. But |
do know that Paul asked, “Or do you not know
that all of us who have been baptized into
Christ Jesus have been baptized into His
death?” And he asked this in such way that
indicates confidence that the Roman church
had at least that much stuffing in their bap-
tisms. But the point that | wish to make is this:
some of the stuffing needs to be inside of bap-
tism for the act to function as a conversionary
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requirement—and the more the better. Let’s
move toward robust baptism!

Be a Wise Master Builder!

“According to the grace of God which
was given to me, like a wise master
builder 1 laid a foundation, and anoth-
er is building on it. But each man must
be careful how he builds on it. For no
man can lay a foundation other than
the one which is laid, which is Jesus
Christ. Now if any man builds on the
foundation with gold, silver, precious
stones, wood, hay, straw, each man's
work will become evident; for the day
will show it because it is to be revealed
with fire, and the fire itself will test the
quality of each man's work. If any
man's work which he has built on it
remains, he will receive a reward. If
any man's work is burned up, he will
suffer loss; but he himself will be
saved, yet so as through fire. Do you
not know that you are a temple of God
and that the Spirit of God dwells in
you? If any man destroys the temple of
God, God will destroy him, for the
temple of God is holy, and that is what
you are” (I Cor. 3:10-17).

This Scripture is concerned with the quality
of convert brought into our circle of fellowship
through evangelistic process. Two factors are
determinative. Each one baptized launches into
one of four trajectories set forth in the Parable
of the Sower. Three of these fall to failure. The
quality and competence of the evangelist’s
work will show, but even the best workman-
ship cannot prevent all failure. Some work will
be “burned up” anyway. The convert also has
responsibility for his own success, for the
length of his trajectory.

The evangelist, however, is largely respon-
sible. If his convert is lost and has himself to
blame, all that the preacher has worked for
with that particular person will be lost forever.
But the preacher will survive spiritually—
apparently because some matters were out of
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his hands. Yet, he—based on the quality of his
workmanship—also will have to pass through
the fires of Divine judgment. If he is to be
saved, God will have to sort out responsibility
between converter and convert.

What is critical is that conversionary build-
ing rests upon the one foundation: Jesus
Christ. And again | ask: what magnitude of
step lands one atop that foundation? How ro-

bustly full of Scriptural meaning must baptism
be to launch a trajectory that takes seed to har-
vest? Be careful how you build!

I can show you how to do this, and intend
soon to publish a book on evangelistic method
that is good and short. The method is simple
and undemanding on you; but your converts
will need to take a step of greatest magnitude!

THE
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Ford's Supper

-

Edwin Walker

Food is important. It is one of the basic ne-

cessities of life. Most people eat to live, but
some of us live to eat! Food has been essential
from the beginning.

God provided food for mankind:

Genesis 1:27-29 So God created man
in his own image, in the image of God
he created him; male and female he
created them. And God blessed them.
And God said to them, "Be fruitful and
multiply and fill the earth and subdue
it and have dominion over the fish of
the sea and over the birds of the heav-
ens and over every living thing that
moves on the earth." And God said,
"Behold, | have given you every plant
yielding seed that is on the face of all
the earth, and every tree with seed in
its fruit. You shall have them for food.

Food also had its part in the beginning of

SIn:

Genesis 3:6 So when the woman saw
that the tree was good for food, and
that it was a delight to the eyes, and
that the tree was to be desired to make
one wise, she took of its fruit and ate,
and she also gave some to her husband

who was with her, and he ate.
Food was provided for in Noah's ark:

Genesis 6:21 Also take with you every
sort of food that is eaten, and store it
up. It shall serve as food for you and
for them."”

Food is more than just for nutritional pur-
poses. It has historically served a ceremonial
or symbolic function as well. The first time we
find food in this kind of setting is when Abram
returns from rescuing Lot:

Genesis 14:17-20 After his return from
the defeat of Chedorlaomer and the
kings who were with him, the king of
Sodom went out to meet him at the
Valley of Shaveh (that is, the King's
Valley). And Melchizedek king of Sa-
lem brought out bread and wine. (He
was priest of God Most High.) And he
blessed him and said, "Blessed be
Abram by God Most High, Possessor
of heaven and earth; and blessed be
God Most High, who has delivered
your enemies into your hand!" And
Abram gave him a tenth of everything.

The first time we find food in a social set-
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ting is when the Lord appears to Abraham in
the form of three men:

Genesis 18:1-8 Now the LORD ap-
peared to him by the oaks of Mamre,
while he was sitting at the tent door in
the heat of the day. When he lifted up
his eyes and looked, behold, three men
were standing opposite him; and when
he saw them, he ran from the tent door
to meet them and bowed himself to the
earth, and said, "My Lord, if now I
have found favor in Your sight, please
do not pass Your servant by. Please let
a little water be brought and wash
your feet, and rest yourselves under
the tree; and | will bring a piece of
bread, that you may refresh your-
selves; after that you may go on, since
you have visited your servant." And
they said, "So do, as you have said."
So Abraham hurried into the tent to
Sarah, and said, "Quickly, prepare
three measures of fine flour, knead it
and make bread cakes.” Abraham also
ran to the herd, and took a tender and
choice calf and gave it to the servant,
and he hurried to prepare it. He took
curds and milk and the calf which he
had prepared, and placed it before
them; and he was standing by them
under the tree as they ate.

Another time we find food in a social set-
ting is when Abraham's servant went to Meso-
potamia to find a wife for Isaac:

Genesis 24:33 Then food was set be-
fore him to eat. But he said, "I will not
eat until 1 have said what | have to
say." He said, "Speak on."

A specific aspect of the ceremonial use of
food is in the covenant meal. We first see this
when Jacob decides to leave his father-in-law,
Laban. Jacob takes his family and leaves with-
out telling Laban. He gets a three day head
start and it takes Laban 7 days to catch up with
him. After some intervention by God, they de-
cide to part peacefully and establish a cove-
nant between them:
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Genesis 31:44-54 ""So now come, let us
make a covenant, you and I, and let it
be a witness between you and me."
Then Jacob took a stone and set it up
as a pillar. Jacob said to his kinsmen,
"Gather stones." So they took stones
and made a heap, and they ate there
by the heap. Now Laban called it
Jegar-sahadutha, but Jacob called it
Galeed. Laban said, "This heap is a
witness between you and me this day."
Therefore it was named Galeed, and
Mizpah, for he said, "May the LORD
watch between you and me when we
are absent one from the other. "If you
mistreat my daughters, or if you take
wives besides my daughters, although
no man is with us, see, God is witness
between you and me." Laban said to
Jacob, "Behold this heap and behold
the pillar which I have set between you
and me. "This heap is a witness, and
the pillar is a witness, that I will not
pass by this heap to you for harm, and
you will not pass by this heap and this
pillar to me, for harm. "The God of
Abraham and the God of Nahor, the
God of their father, judge between us.”
So Jacob swore by the fear of his fa-
ther Isaac. Then Jacob offered a sac-
rifice on the mountain, and called his
kinsmen to the meal; and they ate the
meal and spent the night on the
mountain.

The eating of the meal together sealed the
covenant between them ... they were then at
peace with each other. We find this a con-
sistent theme throughout the Old Testament.

During the process of God giving Moses the
Law, the Covenant between God and the peo-
ple of Israel, God calls Moses, Aaron, Nadab,
Abihu, and 70 of the elders to Mt Sinai where
they saw God ... and they ate and drank.

Exodus 24:7-11 Then he took the book
of the covenant and read it in the hear-
ing of the people; and they said, "All
that the LORD has spoken we will do,
and we will be obedient!" So Moses
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took the blood and sprinkled it on the
people, and said, "Behold the blood of
the covenant, which the LORD has
made with you in accordance with all
these words.” Then Moses went up
with Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and
seventy of the elders of Israel, and they
saw the God of Israel; and under His
feet there appeared to be a pavement
of sapphire, as clear as the sky itself.
Yet He did not stretch out His hand
against the nobles of the sons of Israel;
and they saw God, and they ate and
drank.

God made a covenant of peace with this na-
tion, and before anything had been done to
break it, they had perfect fellowship with God
-- they could eat and drink in His presence.
Because of the covenantal bond made through
the blood of the sacrifices, God had accepted
them into his presence. Not only could they be
there, but they even could eat a meal, demon-
strating their peaceful relationship with him.
This was the beginning of God's answer to the
break in fellowship that occurred in the Gar-
den of Eden, when humanity was cast out of
God's presence because of sin.

Some interesting considerations about the
sacrifices under the Law. The Israelites were
to make four kinds of offerings or sacrifices to
God. The most important were the burnt offer-
ings. They symbolized the total consecration
of the person to God. The second were the
grain and drink offerings which symbolized
the consecration of a person's possessions to
God. The third were the sin offerings, or
atonement sacrifices and trespass offerings.
These reestablished peace with God and one
who had sinned. The fourth were peace offer-
ings, sometimes called thank offerings. These
were joyous celebrations of peace and fellow-
ship between a person and his God. These sac-
rifices were not burnt up, but were eaten by the
person or family in the presence of God.

Deuteronomy 14:23-26 "You shall eat
in the presence of the LORD your God,
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at the place where He chooses to es-
tablish His name, the tithe of your
grain, your new wine, your oil, and the
firstborn of your herd and your flock,
so that you may learn to fear the
LORD your God always. If the dis-
tance is so great for you that you are
not able to bring the tithe, since the
place where the LORD your God
chooses to set His name is too far
away from you when the LORD your
God blesses you, then you shall ex-
change it for money, and bind the
money in your hand and go to the
place which the LORD your God
chooses. "You may spend the money
for whatever your heart desires: for
oxen, or sheep, or wine, or strong
drink, or whatever your heart desires;
and there you shall eat in the presence
of the LORD your God and rejoice,
you and your household.

Eating in the presence of the Lord is an ob-
vious indication of being at peace with Him!
We find an interesting reference with a con-
nection with food and the presence of the
Lord:

Isaiah 23:17-18 It will come about at
the end of seventy years that the LORD
will visit Tyre. Then she will go back to
her harlot's wages and will play the
harlot with all the kingdoms on the
face of the earth. Her gain and her
harlot's wages will be set apart to the
LORD; it will not be stored up or
hoarded, but her gain will become suf-
ficient food and choice attire for those
who dwell in the presence of the
LORD.

The Passover is a special example of the
whole nation participating in a Peace offering.
The animal is sacrificed to God, but is eaten by
the worshipper.

Deuteronomy 16:1-7 Observe the
month of Aviv and celebrate the Pass-
over of the LORD your God, because
in the month of Aviv he brought you
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out of Egypt by night. Sacrifice as the
Passover to the LORD your God an
animal from your flock or herd at the
place the LORD will choose as a
dwelling for his Name. Do not eat it
with bread made with yeast, but for
seven days eat unleavened bread, the
bread of affliction, because you left
Egypt in haste--so that all the days of
your life you may remember the time of
your departure from Egypt. Let no
yeast be found in your possession in all
your land for seven days. Do not let
any of the meat you sacrifice on the
evening of the first day remain until
morning. You must not sacrifice the
Passover in any town the LORD your
God gives you except in the place he
will choose as a dwelling for his
Name. There you must sacrifice the
Passover in the evening, when the sun
goes down, on the anniversary of your
departure from Egypt. Roast it and eat
it at the place the LORD your God will
choose. Then in the morning return to
your tents.

Some other scriptures show the connection
between eating a meal together and establish-
ing a covenant of peace:

Exodus 34:15 otherwise you might
make a covenant with the inhabitants
of the land and they would play the
harlot with their gods and sacrifice to
their gods, and someone might invite
you to eat of his sacrifice,

Deuteronomy 27:7 and you shall sacri-
fice peace offerings and eat there, and
rejoice before the LORD your God.

Ezekiel 39:17 As for you, son of man,
thus says the Lord GOD, “Speak to
every kind of bird and to every beast of
the field, ‘Assemble and come, gather
from every side to My sacrifice which |
am going to sacrifice for you, as a
great sacrifice on the mountains of Is-
rael, that you may eat flesh and drink
blood.”
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Ezekiel 39:19 "So you will eat fat until
you are glutted, and drink blood until
you are drunk, from My sacrifice
which | have sacrificed for you. ”

Psalms 23 refers to God preparing a table
(food) in the presence of our enemies. Was
this a feast with God where the enemies were
observing, or was it a covenant meal where
peace was made with those enemies?

Consider Luke 15, the penitent Prodigal re-
turns and immediately the father prepares a
meal. To celebrate his coming home ... and to
confirm that he is forgiven, they are at peace
with one another.

An example of this concept is found in
the example of Peter. Just moments after es-
tablishing the Lord’s Supper at the Passover
meal, Jesus says that one of the 12 will betray
him. Peter, in his usual impetuous way, de-
clared he would always be faithful:

Luke 22:33-34 But he said to Him,
"Lord, with You I am ready to go both
to prison and to death!" And He said,
"l say to you, Peter, the rooster will
not crow today until you have denied
three times that you know Me."

We know this happened that night. As Jesus
is on trial by Annas we find his first tempta-
tion:

John 18:17-18 Then the slave-girl who
kept the door said to Peter, "You are
not also one of this man's disciples,
are you?" He said, "I am not." Now
the slaves and the officers were stand-
ing there, having made a charcoal fire,
for it was cold and they were warming
themselves; and Peter was also with
them, standing and warming himself.

Following this, Peter denies Jesus two more
times. He failed in his commitment to his
Lord. His self-esteem has just taken the big-
gest hit possible. He goes out and weeps bitter-
ly.

After the resurrection, Jesus appears to
them in the upper room, then Peter with six
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other disciples went fishing. Jesus appears on
the shore after they have fished all night and
tells them where to catch fish. They realize it
is Jesus and Peter jumps in and swims to
shore.

Jesus is there waiting:

John 21:9-13 So when they got out on
the land, they saw a charcoal fire al-
ready laid and fish placed on it, and
bread. Jesus said to them, "Bring some
of the fish which you have now
caught.” Simon Peter went up and
drew the net to land, full of large fish,
a hundred and fifty-three; and alt-
hough there were so many, the net was
not torn. Jesus said to them, "Come
and have breakfast." None of the dis-
ciples ventured to question Him, “Who
are You?" knowing that it was the
Lord. Jesus came and took the bread
and gave it to them, and the fish like-
wise.

Jesus declares to them all that they are in
covenant relationship with Him, that their fail-
ure to remain with Him during the trial is for-
given, and especially that Peter’s three denials
are forgiven. They are at peace with each oth-
er. (Note that John 18:18 and John 21:9 are the
only two times in the New Testament that this
particular word, anthrakia = charcoal fire, is
used, possibly to draw our attention to the
connection between these verses.)

It is on this basis that Jesus then asks Peter
to reconfirm a commitment through the three
questions: Do you love (agapao) me, do you
love (agapao) me, are you my friend (phileo)?
Peter has learned his lesson, his arrogance is
gone. He refuses to make more commitment
than he feels he can live up to. And even with
Peter’s rather weak commitment at that time,
Jesus gives him work to do and expresses con-
fidence that Peter will be so faithful that he
will suffer death for Jesus.

This concept shows why it is important
not to eat with those who continue to in-
dulge in sin because that would show them
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that we are at peace with them:

1 Corinthians 5:9-11 | wrote unto you
in an epistle not to company with for-
nicators: Yet not altogether with the
fornicators of this world, or with the
covetous, or extortioners, or with idol-
aters; for then must ye needs go out of
the world. But now | have written unto
you not to keep company, if any man
that is called a brother be a fornicator,
or covetous, or an idolater, or a railer,
or a drunkard, or an extortioner; with
such an one no not to eat.

Isaiah prophecies of a covenant meal of
peace with not only the Israelites, but also
with people of all nations:

Isaiah 25:6-9 The LORD of hosts will
prepare a lavish banquet for all peo-
ples on this mountain; A banquet of
aged wine, choice pieces with marrow,
And refined, aged wine. And on this
mountain He will swallow up the cov-
ering which is over all peoples, Even
the veil which is stretched over all na-
tions. He will swallow up death for all
time, And the Lord GOD will wipe
tears away from all faces, And He will
remove the reproach of His people
from all the earth; For the LORD has
spoken. And it will be said in that day,
"Behold, this is our God for whom we
have waited that He might save us.
This is the LORD for whom we have
waited; Let us rejoice and be glad in
His salvation."

Jesus confirms this picture of the peace
meal with all nations:

Matthew 8:10-11 Now when Jesus
heard this, He marveled and said to
those who were following, "Truly | say
to you, | have not found such great
faith with anyone in Israel. | say to you
that many will come from east and
west, and recline at the table with
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the
kingdom of heaven;
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John’s vision also refers to this meal of
peace with those who are faithful to Jesus:

Revelation 3:20 'Behold, | stand at the
door and knock; if anyone hears My
voice and opens the door, | will come
in to him and will dine with him, and
he with Me.

Because of this background, it is not sur-
prising that the Pharisees were perplexed when
Jesus ate with Publicans and Sinners!

Also because of this background, the
Jews were not at all surprised when Jesus
establishes a covenantal meal of peace as
the singular memorial His people were to
observe.

Luke 22:19-20 And when He had taken
some bread and given thanks, He
broke it and gave it to them, saying,
"This is My body which is given for
you; do this in remembrance of Me."
And in the same way He took the cup
after they had eaten, saying, "This cup
which is poured out for you is the new
covenant in My blood. ”

Our participation in the Lord’s Supper is
not only a way to remind us of Jesus, it is a
regular renewal of our covenant with Him. It is
a constant statement that we are at peace with

Him and a commitment to live in a way that
He will be at peace with us.

That’s why it is significant that Jesus says
He will be eating the covenant meal WITH us
in the kingdom:

Matthew 26:26-29 While they were
eating, Jesus took some bread, and af-
ter a blessing, He broke it and gave it
to the disciples, and said, "Take, eat;
this is My body." And when He had
taken a cup and given thanks, He gave
it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of
you; for this is My blood of the cove-
nant, which is poured out for many for
forgiveness of sins. But | say to you, |
will not drink of this fruit of the vine
from now on until that day when I
drink it new with you in My Father's
kingdom."

As we gather to participate in the Lord’s
Supper we should also remember that it is a
meal of peace which is afforded to us because
of the covenant that Jesus has made with us
and to which we have committed ourselves.
This meal signifies both our commitment to
Him and His commitment to be at peace with
us.
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REPLACE

cwitsly 6 Vecuspclsion

AS THE SIGN AND SEAL OF GOD'S COVENANT?
(COLOSSIANS 2:9-12)

Gerald Cowan

There exists a long-standing controversy
over whether baptism is God's intended re-
placement for physical circumcision, serving
the same purpose as circumcision, and leaving
no need or place for circumcision now. It is
used by paedobaptists (those who believe in
and practice baptism of infants) to justify and
validate their practice, even though infant bap-
tism is based upon a false theological premise
of inherited original sin, a doctrine which is
itself both non-biblical and anti-biblical. The
purpose of the present essay is to clarify the
reasons for both circumcision and baptism, to
show dissimilarities of both the action and the
purposes of each,
to show that each
stands alone and
neither is related to
the other in either
purpose or results. Although there are some
significant parallels, neither is the counterpart
of the other, neither can substitute or replace
the other. One can no more substitute baptism
for circumcision than one can substitute pour-
ing or sprinkling for baptism (immersion).
There is a further note on this below.
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Definition, Method, and Purpose of

Circumcision as a Sign and Seal

A sign or seal can be a mark or identifying
symbol — like a tattoo or brand or symbolic act
— serving to indicate identity, ownership, affil-
iation, or relationship. It could be a signature
to attest acceptance and agreement, as signato-
ries to a contract or covenant. It can be a certi-
fication of genuineness and authenticity, as of
a document or even of a person (the idea of an
identification card, license, passport, etc.).
Paul signed his letters by hand (Galatians 6:11,
2 Thessalonians 3:17). He certified his gospel
message as being from Christ (Galatians 1:11

[Circumcision] was called a sign by God...but it
was never called a seal of or from God.

KJV) — not only by word but by works, the
signs of an apostle (2 Corinthians 12:12). Even
Jesus was identified and certified by words
and works, given and done through him by
God (John 5:36, 10:38).

Circumcision was not just a mark or a cut
or partial removal but the complete cutting
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away and removal of the foreskin of the stipu-
lated body part of the male — there was no
equivalent part and no physical application to
females. This mark in the flesh was a sign of
God's covenant with Abraham. Those who did
not receive it, including those to whom it had
not been done and who did not correct the
omission by their own choice later, were cut
off from the people of God (Genesis 17:10-
15).

Requisites for circumcision in the flesh.
For the infant it was required that he be of the
bloodline of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — an
Israelite by birth. Certification of blood would
be given by the parents or other knowledgea-
ble witnesses. The child would be presented to
the proper priestly authorities who would then
perform the surgery. Non-Jewish males who
were joined to, adopted by, or were “property”
of Jews could be (forcibly, if necessary) cir-
cumcised (Genesis 17:1-15). The mark in the
flesh was called a sign by God, specifically a
sign of the covenant he made with Abraham
(Genesis 17:10-11), but it was never called a
seal of or from God. A
Jew who had not been cir-
cumcised could present
himself for it or could be
required to submit to it, to
receive the mark/sign. For
example, males born dur-
ing the wilderness wandering after the exodus
from Egypt were not circumcised, but when
crossing into Canaan, Joshua was instructed to
circumcise all those men (Joshua 5:2-8). When
it was received by desire and request — as with
Abraham himself and those willing to be iden-
tified with him — it could be taken as a sign
and also a tangible seal — one sealed himself to
God. It was like a signature and certification of
one's covenant status, a pledge of acceptance
and personal commitment to the covenant.
Abraham, just as an example, was accepted,
blessed, and promised that Messiah would
come from him. Then, fourteen years later, he
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was circumcised, not only to receive the sign
but also to seal himself to God — it could be
called “believer's circumcision.” As a kind of
parallel, children are born justified but are bap-
tized only when they become believers who
pledge themselves to personal faith and obedi-
ence, so a “believer's baptism.” Abraham's cir-
cumcision was not the sign of his acceptance
by God — which he actually had before his cir-
cumcision and while he was not yet circum-
cised. It was his personal testimony, the sign
and seal, of his acceptance of the relationship
and mission and covenant God offered to him
(see Romans 4:11-12). Having thus, by obedi-
ence and fidelity, been established as faithful
in God's covenant, Abraham became meta-
phorical father of all — circumcised or uncir-
cumcised, Jew or non-Jew — who by obedient
faith become heirs of the promise of God (Ga-
latians 3:26-27, 29).

Results of circumcision. It marks one as a
Jew by blood and birth or, in the case of one
not a Jew by birth and blood, as a Jew by
adoption, a proselyte, convert to Jewish reli-

In the case of infant baptism, there are no
effects, no benefits, no change in relationship
either to the parents and family, or to the
church, or to God and Christ.

gion. When chosen by a convert to Judaism
(received physically by males, implied for fe-
males but not a physical mark or reality), it
was and is a pledge to keep the covenant and
law of Moses perfectly.

Circumcision, as a sign or mark indicat-
ing one is a member the covenant and
bloodline of Abraham, lIsaac, and Jacob,
was not only a requirement but a privilege
for those born Jewish. When Paul had the
half-Jew Timothy circumcised, it was not only
to placate the Jews who knew of his Jewish
blood (Acts 16:1-4), but was also to
acknowledge and honor his ancestry and his
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Jewish heritage — it was not about religious but
only racial or national Judaism. Jews, whether
in infancy or later, could be circumcised with-
out jeopardizing the spiritual identity as Chris-
tians. As a Jew, Timothy was permitted and
even encouraged to honor his blood line and it
did not affect his Christianity. Titus, on the
other hand, a Gentile and not a Jew, was for-
bidden to be circumcised because, in his case,
it could have been only religious, a concession
to those who insisted one must become a Jew
before he could become a Christian. Non-Jews
seeking and receiving
circumcision indicated
acceptance and com-
mitment to the cove-
nant of Abraham and
the Law of Moses. As Paul said to non-Jewish
Christians in Galatia, if they accepted circum-
cision they would be obligated to observe eve-
ry part of the then and now defunct Old Law
and Covenant. But if they did so, Christ would
be of no benefit to them. One must cease being
a religious Jew in order to be a Christian (Ga-
latians 5:1-6).

Definition, Method, and Purpose of
Baptism as a Sign and Seal

Baptism, specifically baptism as com-
manded by Christ and his apostles (Mat-
thew 28:19, Mark 16:15, Acts 2:38, 10:47-
48) is immersion in the water. Not a ritual
pouring (CHEQ) or sprinkling (RANTIDZO)
or partial immersion, but complete burial, a
full immersion (BAPTIDZO) of the body of
the person. Unlike circumcision, which was
only for men, baptism is for both men and
women (Acts 8:12). Unlike circumcision, bap-
tism changes only one's spiritual status, not
one's physical, national, racial, or social status.
It affects one's spiritual relationship to God,
not one's relationship to Abraham.

Requisites for efficacious scriptural bap-
tism: Personal faith, repentance, request, and
volitional reception. Belief in Jesus as the son
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of God is not enough to justify or validate
one's baptism. It also requires personal com-
mitment to and continuing identification with
Jesus Christ, with God the Father, and the Ho-
ly Spirit (Matthew 28:19, Romans 6:3-5, Co-
lossians 2:11-12, Acts 19:5, 1 Corinthians
12:13, Galatians 3:26-27, etc.).

Results of baptism. In the case of infant
baptism, there are no effects, no benefits, no
change in relationship either to the parents and
family, or to the church, or to God and Christ.
Having it done might be a sin for the parents,

Some professing Christianity are baptized in water but
not in heart — the water baptism is then essentially a
historical memo, a meaningless pretense.

also for the person who does the actual bap-
tism — it is at best an addition to the require-
ments and stipulations of God; at worst it is a
substitution for and eventual omission of
something required by God.

In the case of one being baptized through
discretionary choice and commitment, there
are many benefits and blessings. When predi-
cated upon faith, repentance, and submission
to the Lord and His gospel it brings spiritual
cleansing, remission and removal of the guilt
of acknowledged sins — thus the salvation of
the soul and spirit — the Holy Spirit of God
given and received (Acts 2:38-39), identifica-
tion with Christ as Lord and Savior (Romans
6:4-5 and Galatians 3:26-27), a place in the
spiritual body of Christ, the church (1 Corin-
thians 12:13), adoption into the spiritual fami-
ly of God as children — sons and daughters of
God (Ephesians 1:3-7, Romans 8:14), the
household of God (1 Timothy 3:15), the tem-
ple in which God dwells (2 Corinthians 6:16b-
18, 1 Peter 2:5).

The “seal” of or from the Holy Spirit is
not a visible mark or sign, it is confirmation in
the mind of the obedient person that he or she
is redeemed and belongs to God in the fellow-
ship of His Son and His Holy Spirit (2 Corin-
thians 1:22, Ephesians 1:13), sealed in their
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foreheads/minds (Revelation 7:3).

Circumcision of the Heart

Not all of national Israel was also of
spiritual/covenant Israel (Rom. 2:28-29).
Physical circumcision without faith and per-
sonal commitment was ineffective for making
one a spiritual Jew, even though he was a
blood Jew. The bar-mitzvah was one's confir-
mation and acceptance of his right to become a
child of the law, a child of God. Infant circum-
cision could not accomplish that. In some
sense the baptism of a willing and committed
believer is a bar-mitzvah (applicable to fe-
males as well as males) under the new cove-
nant in Christ. Circumcision of the heart was
also commanded of those who became cove-
nant members — OT as well as NT, under Mo-
ses and under Christ.

Circumcision of the heart is involved in
both requested voluntary circumcision and
baptism.

Deuteronomy 10:16 (NKJV) “There-
fore circumcise the foreskin of your
heart, and be stiff-necked no longer.”

Jeremiah 4:4 “Circumcise yourselves
to the LORD, And take away the fore-
skins of your hearts, you men of Judah
and inhabitants of Jerusalem, lest My
fury come forth like fire, and burn so
that no one can quench it, because of
the evil of your doings.”

Circumcision must also be a spiritual
thing. In the conscious mind and heart, not
merely as a mark on the body. Keeping the
outward physical symbol but not realizing the
inward spiritual significance of it leaves the
symbol meaning nothing — the reality is in the
heart. One can be circumcised on the outside
but not the inside. Some professing Christiani-
ty are baptized in water but not in heart — the
water baptism is then essentially a historical
memo, a meaningless pretense. Seeking and
accepting circumcision is the external symbol
depicting the need for a total cleansing from
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sin and identification with God. In practice,
Israel had reduced circumcision to a physical
mark, a tribal tattoo. They could feel that as
long as they were circumcised they had God's
blessing. Christians may make baptism the
equivalent of a once-done ritual that leaves no
mark but can be certified as having happened
— “Have you been baptized?” “Yes, I've been
baptized.” — a tribal tattoo, a mark of identity
but not necessarily the mark of conscious in-
ward spiritual conversion and commitment to
God, about as effective as “making the sign of
the cross” to ward off evil and secure God's
blessings. As faith without requisite works is
dead (James 2:17), cannot we not also say
works, marks, signs, and symbolic acts with-
out requisite faith are also dead?

Neither circumcision alone nor baptism
alone can accomplish and validate one’s re-
lationship to God. Circumcision alone did not
make one a true spiritual Jew (see Romans
2:24 and 9:6). Just so, baptism alone does not
make one a true Christian. Baptism is permit-
ted only when faith and understanding, sub-
mission and commitment are verified. It is a
step in the process of conversion and salvation
but does not constitute the complete process (1
Peter 3:21), must not be taken as a one-step
plan of salvation.

Neither circumcision nor baptism is
permanent and irrevocable. The benefits of
both can be lost. Proper after-circumcision
attitudes and actions were essential for main-
taining a right relationship with God under the
Old Law and Covenant. Proper after-baptism
attitudes and actions are essential for maintain-
ing a saving relationship with God in Christ
(Ephesians 2:10). In both cases one can lapse
and lose salvation, lose his place and fellow-
ship with God and His people, lose his prom-
ise and prospect of heaven (Galatians 5:4, 2
Peter 1:3-11, Philippians 2:1213), which is
why faithfulness is required for the eventual
reward promised by the Lord (Revelation
2:10).
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Putting off the sins, etc. is the act of obedi-
ent faith one must make on his own — not
something God does for him but something he
requests and cooperates with God in doing.
See Colossians 2:10-11, compare 2 Corinthi-
ans 6:1-2 and other “put away or put off” pas-
sages. This was also required of Jews, not at
birth but when capable of personal discretion.
By receiving and being in Christ — because
one's heart is circumcised whether one's flesh
is circumcised or remains uncircumcised (Co-
lossians 2:13) — the condemnation against one
is removed, not the Old Testament law but the
record of one's own sin, transgression, and
disobedience (Colossians 2:14).

Abraham's circumcision) and baptism in Ro-
mans 4, or anywhere else in scripture. There is
an evident intentional disanalogy. First, it is
improper to have sign and seal modify the
same word — circumcision — in the context.
Paul makes it clear that Abraham was accepted
and covenanted with God because of his faith,
and was intended to be metaphorical father of
all those who were or would become faithful
to God — not by genetic input but as prototypi-
cal of those (non-Jewish Gentiles are in mind
here) who, though not circumcised and not
subject to circumcision, would be justified by
obedient faith in the seed of Abraham desig-
nated by God as their Savior (Galatians 3:26-
29). Circumcision was to be a sign of God's

Romans 4:11-12 is not about circumcision in general
but about Abraham's circumcision in particular.

Baptism was Never Designated as a
Replacement for Circumcision. Neither
was It Intended to Be a Substitute for

Personal Faith.

Baptism is postulated by some as a re-
placement for circumcision, especially by
those who advocate infant baptism, suggesting
that as circumcision was received on the
eighth day of life to mark one as God's proper-
ty, sanctified to Him as His spiritual child, so
one should be baptized in infancy to achieve
the same purpose and result. The proposition
and assignment are too readily accepted, with
more assumption than thoughtful considera-
tion, by those whose religion is more formality
and groupism than rationalized and individual-
ized personal covenant. Circumcision is as-
sumed to have been a sign and seal of the cov-
enant of God with Abraham, based upon a
misreading and separation from its context of
Romans 4:11 concerning Abraham, that he
received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the
righteousness he had while yet uncircumcised.
But there is no analogy of circumcision (even
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covenant of blood with Abraham that from
him nations of people would come, including
(but not limited to) the nation of Israel. All
males in Abraham's bloodline were to be cir-
cumcised to mark them as his descendants, not
as God's spiritual property. Abraham com-
plied, and the ritual marking continues for
those who are of Abraham's blood. Romans
4:11-12 is not about circumcision in general
but about Abraham's circumcision in particu-
lar. Though he had been accepted and justified
by God for his faith, for fourteen years before
his circumcision, he accepted the procedure
and the mark for himself as a seal of his faith
and commitment to God. He was not circum-
cised to become righteous by faith; he was cir-
cumcised because of and to signify and seal
his righteousness of faith. He was not circum-
cised to become justified; he was circumcised
because he was justified — by his faith and his
faithful response to God's requests.
Circumcision and baptism are not for the
same purpose, nor do they indicate or provide
the same result. Circumcision was not a mark
or sign or seal of salvation, but only of blood.
Infant circumcision was something done to the
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child. Forgiveness, salvation, and sanctifica-
tion required the personal faith and request of
a knowledgeable person for himself. The per-
sonally-requested circumcision of one able to
speak his own mind and will was a pledge of
obedient faith and commitment, which is of
course not possible for infants. There is a par-
allel here: infant baptism would be of no spir-
itual benefit to the child because it could not
entail personal faith, repentance, submission,
and obedience from the heart. Baptism marks
the personal entrance and commitment to the
new covenant — it cannot be the mark of one's
becoming a member of a group denominated
as a “church” without or apart from expressed
will. Baptism to be placed into the spiritual
body/church of the Lord as a work in, of, and
by the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:13) must
be by personal choice accompanied by prior
faith and repentance. Infant baptism is without
faith and repentance of the baptized individual,
and therefore is invalid. A later “confirmation”
or acceptance of what was done to one before
is invalid because the baptism itself was inva-
lid. There is no parallel or analogy here of (in-
fant) circumcision and later bar mitzvah (be-
coming a “son of the law/covenant”) with (in-
fant) baptism and later confirmation (becom-
ing a confirmed child of God in the
body/church of Christ).

How and by Whom Circumcision of the

Heart is Accomplished
We cited earlier the plea and command to
Israelites (from Deuteronomy and Jeremiah) to
circumcise their hearts. But in Colossians
2:11-12 we read:

In whom [Christ] you are circumcised
with the circumcision made without
hands, in the putting off the body of the
sins of the flesh by the circumcision of
Christ: buried with him in baptism,
wherein also you are risen with him
through the faith of the operation of
God.
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Does this imply that the circumcision of
the heart is done by Christ or by God and not
by the person himself? The circumcision made
without hands simply means it is not some-
thing physical done by physical means. The
circumcision of Christ can mean something
done by Christ but can also mean something
commanded by Christ or identified with
Christ. Risen (raised) ... through faith in/of the
operation of God seems to imply that the
whole transaction is a work of God, not of the
person being circumcised in heart, baptized
into Christ.

The question of who does it is really an-
swered by saying it is the joint work, the coop-
erative effort of God and the person, done in
Christ. We are told to put off the old man with
his flaws, blemishes, faults, and sins and put
on the new man renewed and recreated in the
image of the Creator (Colossians 3:8-10,
Ephesians 2:22-24). Repent of sin, stop it, and
correct whatever you are doing. But it is God
who forgives, who removes the guilt, cleanses
and restores the soul, renews and recreates and
gives new life to the spiritual person (Colos-
sians 2:13) — only God can do that, nobody can
do it for himself. It is not our work alone or
God's work alone but rather a cooperative ef-
fort. We, like apostles and others, are workers
together with God (2 Corinthians 6:1a). We
are to work out our salvation by obeying God
who works in us (Philippians 2:12-13). The
record of our sins and transgressions (not “the
Old Testament Law” but our sins against any
and all laws of God) is, by the Lord himself,
nailed to the cross of Christ (Colossians 2:14).
This cooperative operation is set forth clearly
in Ephesians 2:8-10. God has graciously given
all needed information and instructions for
salvation (v. 8). Man responds obediently in
faith (v. 9). God again in grace receives and
accepts man's response and gives salvation and
a new life of continuing works, which He
specifies. Salvation and life in Christ is by
God's grace and one's own faith (v. 10). Cir-
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cumcision of a believer's heart is then in two
parts: The believer's part is faith, repentance,
and obedience. It is accomplished by action of
the believer, prior to and continuing after bap-
tism. God's part is removal of guilt and spiritu-
al consequences, in and continuing after bap-
tism as long as faith is maintained.

There is one final part of the disanalogy of
circumcision and baptism. As we have already
said, circumcision was to identify one as in
and of Abraham, but not for salvation of the
spirit of the circumcised. But baptism into
Christ is not only for identity but also a re-
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quirement for salvation He who believes and is
baptized shall be saved (Mark 16:15-16). Re-
pent and be baptized for (in order to receive)
the remission of your sins (Acts 2:38). Cir-
cumcision is an appropriate privilege for de-
scendants of Abraham — genetic: blood, not
religion. Baptism is required of all who would
enter into Christ — religious faith and salva-
tion; not genetic. Even blood descendants of
Abraham must enter into Christ to receive any
spiritual benefits, and all who do so become
children of God in him (Galatians 3:26-29).
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Introduction

God told Jonah to go to Nineveh and “cry
out against it,”" because “their wickedness”
was great. Jonah didn't think this was a good
idea and he fled the other way to avoid God's
command (Jonah 1:1-3). He rejected the wis-
dom of God and sought his own answers in-
stead.

As a result, judgment came upon him (Jo-
nah 1:4-15) and he found himself in the sea,
resting in the belly of a great fish (Jonah 1:17).

Why did Jonah reject God's command? Was
it simple rebellion or fear?

The City
The first capital of the Assyrians was
Ashur. Yet, kings, in time, built a temple to the

! All Scripture quotations are from the New King James
Version.
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goddess Ishtar in Nineveh and installed their
capital there.> Sennacherib enlarged the city
and made it one of the greatest cities of the
world.® His palace covered five acres and he
constructed the marble House of Tributes to
store the gold and wealth taken from con-
quered cities.*

Sennacherib built canals to ensure lush foli-
age and to enhance the beauty of the city.”
Kings had the power, wealth and security to
have whatever they desired in their showplace
city.

“This metropolis was resplendent

2 Charles Seignobos, “The World Of Babylon.”
Translated by David Macrae. (New York: Leon Amiel,
1975). 39.

*Ibid, 40.

*Ibid.

*Ibid.
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with terraces and storied palaces, ar-
senals and barracks, libraries and
temples. Although Jonah could have
walked past the temples and palaces
in an hour, he would have had to
tramp for days through endless war-

The reputation of the Soviets spread terror
In its wake. Assyria in their own time became
one of the most feared armies in the history of
the world. They were master record keepers
and we have extensive accounts of their be-
havior and, yes, their savagery.

rens and mazes where the common
people lived in order to cover the
whole city with his message of
doom.”®

It's estimated that the population of Nineveh
was 100,000.” The perimeter of the city was
about 50 miles and the “fortifications were 50
feet thick and 160 feet high.”® It's said that
three chariots could run side by side on the top
of the walls.’

The Fear

When soldiers find themselves in combat,
firefighters face the hungry flames or the po-
lice face a meth-head with a gun, fear is ever
present. Even among the bravest, fear is com-
mon.

When we consider the barbarous nature of
the Assyrians, we're on safe ground to suppose
that Jonah may have simply been afraid. Repu-
tation is a powerful stimulus in fear.

At the end of World War 2 in Europe, there
were two branches of Allied armies storming
to Berlin. They had the same purpose but dra-
matically different attitudes.

The branch of the Allies containing the
Americans, British, French and Canadians was
focused on the task at hand while the Soviets
were racing across the German countryside
destroying, looting and raping everywhere
they went. Gang-rapes so terrified everyone
that word spread and German citizens were
praying that the Americans would win the race
to Berlin instead of the Red Army.

® John Phillips, “Exploring the Minor Prophets” in the
John Phillips Commentary Series (Grand Rapids:
Kregel, 1998), 138.

"Ibid, 140.

BSeignobos, 39.

®Phillips, 184.

“The Assyrians were the first to
make extensive use of iron weaponry
and not only were iron weapons Su-
perior to bronze, but could be mass-
produced, allowing the equipping of
very large armies indeed.”*°

“More than anything else, the As-
syrian army excelled at siege war-
fare, and was probably the first force
to carry a separate corps of engi-
neers...Assault was their principal
tactic against the heavily fortified
cities of the Near East. They devel-
oped a great variety of methods for
breaching enemy walls: sappers were
employed to undermine walls or to
light fires underneath wooden gates,
and ramps were thrown up to allow
men to go over the ramparts or to at-
tempt a breach on the upper section
of wall where it was the least thick.
Mobile ladders allowed attackers to
cross moats and quickly assault any
point in defences [sic]. These opera-
tions were covered by masses of
archers, who were the core of the in-
fantry. But the pride of the Assyrian
siege train were their engines. These
were multistoried [sic] wooden tow-
ers with four wheels and a turret on
top and one, or at times two, batter-
ing rams at the base.”"*

They chose regions to attack every spring.

“When the battle was over, they
chopped the heads off the dead and

Ohttps://www.ancient.eu/assyria/
1 Seiognobos, 42
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put the prisoners in chains, often kill-
ing them, too. Then they laid siege to
the capital city, looting everything
within, if they succeeded in taking it;
statues and sacred vases from the
temples, furniture, clothes and car-
pets from private houses. They then
set fire to the whole city and with-
drew with their loot, leaving behind
them an empty, shattered land-

“With his warriors and chariots, he
set out from Nineveh and headed
north up the Tigris, as far as the
mountains of Armenia. The inhabit-
ants fled to the mountain tops, which
were ' as sharp as the tip of a dagger,
and which only the birds of the sky
could reach." The Assyrians scaled
the mountains, took 200 prisoners
whom they then proceeded to massa-
cre, and seized all the livestock. "The
corpses were strewn, like autumn
leaves, all over the mountains." The
horrified peoples from neighboring
regions hastened to prostrate them-
selves before the king and offer him
gifts of horses, cattle, and sheep. The
army then took a dozen cities and
sacked them. The Assyrians took the
one fortress which did try to resist,
and on the king's orders, massacred
all the defenders, chopped off their
heads and hung their bodies on
stakes; their chief was taken back in
chains to Arbela where he was flayed
alive and displayed on the ram-
parts™*®

Many more gruesome examples could be
given. The fear they provoked would give an-
yone pause. No one wants to be murdered or to
have their bodies massacred after their death.

21hid.
BIbid, 44.

WWW.COBBPUBLISHING.COM

Jonah would go to them defenseless and
point out their sins and threaten destruction.
The mind reels at what could have happened to
him. He obviously lacked faith in God's ability
to keep him safe (Proverbs 3:5-6). His human
side overrode his spiritual learning.

Conclusion

We don't know Jonah's motivations for run-
ning from God. But the fear factor is certainly
a strong candidate. The Assyrians were capa-
ble of more than violence. AsSurbanipal built a
huge library and sought out all the books he
could find.*

Yet, their reputation was well-earned and
the role it played in Jonah's mind will forever
remain a mystery. But it certainly helps the
reader understand the cultural context.

“So the people of Nineveh believed
God, proclaimed a fast, and put on
sackcloth, from the greatest to the least
of them” (Jonah 3:5).

God knows what He's doing and we need to
trust Him every day (Psalm 9:10).

“ https://www.livius.org/articles/place/assyria/
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Our information
regarding this James
is very scant indeed.
\ M Most of what we
5, Y know with certainty
comes from general statements about the apos-
tles in the gospels and Acts. There is little
more than this.

James, the Brother

of a Tax Collector

As seen in the last chapter, Matthew (Levi)
was also called “the son of Alphaeus.” Mark is
the only one who mentions this fact, and with-
in one chapter, mentions someone else who is
“the son of Alphaeus.” There is no reason at
all to mention Matthew’s father if it wasn’t the
same Alphaeus.” It is possible that James, too,
worked with his brother and that they were
both tax collectors. If this is the case, then
James may have become a disciple of Jesus the

! Compare Mark 2:14 with 3:18.

2 Most Bible dictionaries seem to ignore this com-
mon sense explanation and say that there were two dif-
ferent men named “Alphaeus.” The question then arises:
If this is the case, why did Mark mention Matthew’s
father at all? Certainly the Roman readers would have
had no idea who this Alphaeus was, so it wasn’t as
though Mark was appealing to their existing knowledge.
Alphaeus doesn’t appear in the gospel narratives at all,
so it wasn’t because Mark was introducing a new char-
acter that would appear later. The only reasonable con-
clusion is that Matthew (the son of Alphaeus) is the
brother of James (the son of Alphaeus).
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James

the don of Alphaeus

Bradley S. Cobb

same day.’

Regardless of his occupation, James, like
his brother Matthew, was a man from Galilee,
like the rest of the apostles* (except, perhaps,
for Judas Iscariot).

James,
the Wee Little Man?

Most writers identify James, the son of Al-
phaeus, with a man known as “James the less”
in Mark 15:40. The word translated “less” is
the Greek word mikro (where we get “micro”).
It’s the same word that was used to describe
Zacchaeus, the “wee little man” who was
“short of stature.”® This word can also mean
younger, as in the younger brother. The main
reasons given for connecting the son of Al-
phaeus with James the less are:

1. There are three men named “James”
who Mark mentions prior to this point,
and it would make very little sense to
mention—near the end of the gospel—
someone being related to a “James”
who has nothing to do with the story,

% This possibility is mentioned by David Smith in
James’ Hastings Dictionary of the Bible, “James, the
son of Alphaeus.”

“ Acts 1:11, 2:7.

® Judas was probably from a small town in Judah.
See the chapter on Judas for more details.

® Luke 19:2-3. The phrase “wee little man” is not in
the text, but is found in a children’s song about Zac-
chaeus the tax collector.
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and who hasn’t been mention at all.
Thus, it must be one of the three men
mentioned previously in the book.

2. James, the son of Zebedee, is always
described as such,
and is almost always
connected with John.
Since neither John
nor Zebedee are
mentioned in Mark
15:40, it cannot be
that James.

3. James, the brother of
the Lord is men-
tioned only in pass-
ing by Mark, so (it is

claimed) it cannot be
a8

many to be the same man as Cleophas,™ Cleo-
pas,’? or Clopas,™ due to a similarity in the
pronunciation in Hebrew,'* though this is a
matter of speculation.’ If indeed Alphaeus is
to be identified with one of
these men (or both, if Cleo-
phas and Cleopas are the
same man), then that would
make for quite an impressive
family: two apostles, whose
parents were both disciples of
Jesus—the mother being at
the cross, and the father
meeting with Jesus on the
road to Emmaus.

False Ideas about James,

the Son of Alphaeus
Because of the insistence

him.
4. Therefore (the con-
clusion goes), it

must be James, the son of Alphaeus.®
This sounds good on the surface, but it is
based on guesswork. The evidence is actually
more in favor of “James the less” being the
brother of Jesus instead of one of the apos-
tles.'®
James,

the son of Alphaeus
The man known as Alphaeus is said by

" Matthew 27:56 also confirms this, by identifying
the mother of Zebedee’s children as a different woman
from “Mary, the mother of James and Joses.”

® The same thing can be said about James, the son of
Alphaeus, as well. Both he and the brother of the Lord
are mentioned just once in Mark’s gospel account.

° This is compelling to an extent, but it must be
pointed out that Mark mentions that the “Mary” who
was the mother of “James the less” is also the mother of
“Joses.” The only “Joses” mentioned in Mark is the
brother of Jesus (and the brother of James), whose
mother is named “Mary” (see Mark 6:3). So, if we ac-
cept this argument, then instead of proving this to be
James, the son of Alphaeus, the evidence would actually
prove it to be James, the brother of the Lord.

19 See the previous footnote, as well as the section
“James the Less” in the chapter on James, the Brother of
Jesus.
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that Mary remained a virgin
her entire life, the Catholic Church goes
through some crazy hermeneutical gymnastics
that include this James. Their argument goes
like this:
1. Mary remained a virgin her entire life,
with Jesus being her only child.
2. Therefore, the “brothers” of Jesus
(James, Joses, Simon, and Judas) were
actually cousins.

1 John 19:25

2 | uke 24:18

'3 John 19:25, ASV

* The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia
(“Clopas; Cleophas”) says “Upon the philological
ground of a variety in pronunciation of the Hebrew root,
[Clopas is] sometimes identified with Alpheus, the fa-
ther of James the Less.”

!5 James Hastings’, Dictionary of the Bible (“Cleo-
pas”) says it is “a matter of dispute.” Hastings’ Diction-
ary of Christ in the Gospels (“Clopas,” “Cleophas,” and
“Cleopas™) shows that there’s not even agreement on
whether Cleophas and Cleopas are the same individual,
let alone that Alphaeus is another name for one or both
of them. Smith’s Bible Dictionary (“Cleopas”) says
“Some think that this [Cleopas] is the same Cleophas as
in John 19:25. But, they are probably two different per-
sons. Cleopas is a Greek name, contracted from Cleo-
pater, while Cleophas, or Clopas as in the Revised Ver-
sion, is an Aramaic name.”
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3. The woman named “Mary” who was
the mother of James and Joses'® was
not the mother of Jesus, but the sister
of the Virgin Mary. *’

4. The mother of James and Joses is the
wife of Cleopas.

5. Therefore, Cleopas (who is to be iden-
tified with Alphaeus) was the Virgin
Mary’s brother-in-law, and the father
of four of the apostles: James the less,
Judas [the brother] of James, Simon the
zealot, and Matthew.*®

This whole line of argumentation starts with

a false premise, and continues to make false
claims and assumptions to try to back it up.
This whole idea is proven false by the follow-
ing:

1. Matthew 1:25 says that Joseph didn’t
“know” (have sexual relations with)
Mary until after Jesus was born. This
means that after Jesus was born, they
did. Thus, she was not a perpetual vir-
gin.

2. The “brethren” of the Lord are men-
tioned repeatedly as being with Mary,
the mother of Jesus.® So, instead of
these adult males being with their own
mother (who was still alive), they went
everywhere with their aunt?!? Such an
idea is ridiculous.

3. Those who knew Jesus said He was the
“son of Mary, the brother of James,
and Joses, and Judah, and Simon” and
that his sisters also lived there.?

4. No rational parent would name two
daughters with the same name—Mary

'® Matthew 27:56; Mark 15:40.

" This is based on a misreading of John 19:25,
which lists four women. The Catholic Church claims
there is only three: Mary, her sister (also named Mary),
and Mary Magdalene.

8 Bishop Lightfoot argues this, though it goes
against the evidence given in John 7:5, and the fact that
Matthew is never mentioned in the listing of Jesus’
“brothers.”

19 Matthew 12:46-50; 13:55.

20 Mark 6:3.
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did not have a sister named Mary.

5. There were four women mentioned in
John 19:25, not three: Mary, her sister
(Salome), Mary the mother of Cleopas’
children, and Mary Magdalene.

6. After Jesus selected the twelve apos-
tles, his “brethren” still did not believe
in Him.?! Therefore, neither James, nor
Judas, nor Joses, nor Simon (all named
as “brethren” of the Lord) could have
been among the apostles.?? Nor could
Matthew have been a brother of the
Lord, for he was one of the twelve that
had already been chosen.

In short, James, the son of Alphaeus, was

not the brother of the Lord, nor were any oth-
ers among the twelve.

Traditions About James,
the Son of Alphaeus

The Genealogies of the Twelve Apostles
claims that James was of the tribe of Gad.?®

One tradition says that James was preaching
in Jerusalem, which angered the Jews greatly,
and they drug him before Claudius,®* making
accusations against him, and Claudius com-
manded him to be stoned to death.”

Most of the traditions surrounding James
come from the Catholic Church, which wrong-
fully identifies him as James, the brother of the
Lord.?®

2! John 6:70-71 shows that Jesus had already select-
ed the twelve apostles; and just five verses later, John
informs us that His brethren still didn’t believe in Him.
Thus, James the son of Alphaeus cannot be one of the
“brethren” of the Lord.

22 See also John 7:3, where the brethren of Jesus dis-
tinguish between themselves and the disciples of Jesus;
showing that they did not consider themselves to be
among that group.

2% See Budge, Contendings of the Apostles, vol. 2,
page 50.

24 Whether this is supposed to be the Roman Emper-
or, or some local ruler (like Herod), isn’t stated in the
text from which this legend comes.

% See “the Martyrdom of Saint James,” in Budge,
Contendings of the Apostles, Vol. 2, pages 264-266.

26 See the article on that James for more information
regarding the traditions surrounding him.

>
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THE PASSION OF JESUS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF

BARABBAS

The time is the Jim Crow South. The KKK
is about to lynch an innocent Black man after a
rigged trial. The Governor, knowing the cor-
ruption within the trial, but not caring, steps in
to stop a gathering riot. “Lynch him” came the
cry and chant. The Governor, no friend to
Blacks, was in charge of peace and didn’t want
the National Guard to restore order. To him,
peace was more important than justice.
“Blood” was what the crowd wanted.

Now at that same time, there was a White
man who, because he was so openly blatant in
his crime, was found guilty of killing a Black
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Perry Hall

woman who had rebuffed him. That rightful
and truthful judicial decision almost started
another riot.

Scheming, what if the Governor could make
a trade: set free the innocent but convicted
Black man for the guilty White man? Before
all, he offered a pardon to the Black man, tell-
ing everyone he was innocent; but the crowd
kept chanting “lynch him.” They threatened to
get the President involved. The Governor
backed down from doing the honorable thing,
and cowardly let the innocent man hang on a
tree.
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The above event is set in the period of the
Jim Crow laws. That would be between the
end of Reconstruction in 1877 through the be-
ginning of the Civil Rights movement in the
1950-60’s. While the above recreated event
about the Black man is fictional, it is sadly
reminiscent of historical events wherein an
innocent man dies.

Now go back 2000 plus years. A Jewish
man thinks he is destined to bring peace
through violence. After being caught then
convicted, this criminal is unexpectedly set
free from his lex talionis death: violent crime
usually results in violent punishment. What
happened?

The law of retribution is set aside by
Rome...and unknown to all the same thing is
done by God (Acts 2:23):

e the latter by mercy, grace, and peace;

e the former by a small example of Pax

Romana — Roman Peace.

Ironically both Rome and Israel's God de-
sired peace. One by the death of their enemy.
The other by the death for their enemy. Barab-
bas is caught in between these two worlds and
set free. Jesus is hung on a cross. We know
who Jesus is; but who is this Barabbas?

L. Who is Barabbas Historically?
According to inspiration:

e He is called a “notorious prisoner”
(Matthew 27:16). Notorious means
well-known.

e He is in prison with the rebels who had
committed murder during the insurrec-
tion against the occupying Roman
forces. As an aside note, Jesus had one
of these revolutionaries as an apostle —
Simon the Zealot. It reminds me people
can change if we give them the gospel
(Mark 15:7; Luke 23:19).

e He is described as a bandit, robber, or
revolutionary (John 18:40). Here's
what “NET Notes” noted: "It is possi-
ble that Barabbas was merely a robber
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or highwayman, but more likely, given
the use of the term Anotig (lestes) in
Josephus and other early sources, that
he was a guerrilla warrior or revolu-
tionary leader....The word Anotig was
used a number of times by Josephus (J.
W. 2.13.2-3 [2.253-254]) to describe
the revolutionaries or guerrilla fighters
who, from mixed motives of national-
ism and greed, kept the rural districts
of Judea in constant turmoil.”

Barabbas could be, in the eyes of many
Jews, a reminder of the glorious Maccabean
people. The Maccabean Revolt was a Jewish
rebellion, lasting from 167 to 160 BC. It was
against the Seleucid Empire and the Hellenis-
tic influence on Jewish life. Unexpectedly,
when they revolted against their Hellenistic
rulers, they won; and for a brief time, the Jews
enjoyed their only period of self-rule since
Babylon sacked and burned Jerusalem 600
years earlier. Barabbas is not a good person
according to Roman standards, but for some
Jews he represents freedom.

These Zealots’ intentions were good, even
godly, since the Romans would periodically
impose their will on the people against their
monotheistic ways. For example, just a few
years before Barabbas is captured, Pilate and
his wife arrive in Caesarea (26 AD). Almost
immediately, troubles start: Roman soldiers
are bringing statues of the emperor Tiberius
into Jerusalem. Almost the entire population of
Jerusalem marched to Caesarea, imploring the
new governor to remove the effigies." Barab-
bas would be considered a hero in the eyes of
many, despite or because of his violent ways.

II. Who is Barabbas Spiritually?
As much as Barabbas represents freedom
historically for the Jews of that time, he stands
for so much more: hypocrisy, sinners, and iro-

ny.

! https://www.livius.org/articles/person/pontius-

pilate/pontius-pilate-4/
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Morally — You remember the story. Pilate
offers the guilty Barabbas and the innocent
Jesus to the people to choose which one to
free. Never has there been a more obvious
contrast. Coaxed by the Jewish leaders, the
crowd chooses the guilty one. This can be seen
as hatred for Jesus; but also, one who repre-
sented nationalistic freedom for their nation.
None knew (Acts 3:17) by this choice they
unwittingly were being providentially used by
God to provide spiritual freedom for both Jews
and Romans, including all Gentiles (Acts
2:23). Morally the Jews and Romans make the
hypocritical choice.

Typologically — In a twisted way, the Bar-
abbas and Jesus narrative reminds me of “The
Binding of Isaac” (Genesis 22). Without re-
hashing that whole typological story, in the
end the ram is substituted for the son. Correct-
ly, we make the analogy that Jesus was substi-
tuted for us, like the ram was for Isaac. But
with Barabbas, the twist is the Son is substitut-
ed for the revolutionary "ram." The Jews had
accepted the wrong kind of revolution. Meta-
phorically, Barabbas represents the guilty of
the world for whom Christ was crucified; and
not just the “elect” or "world" as defined by
Reform Theology. Because of Jesus we too
can be set free.

Ironically — Have you ever taken the time
to look at the name “Barabbas”? Remember,
God often providentially has names given to
people, even at birth, to foreshadow and de-
scribe their place within God’s yet-to-be-
written-history. Naomi’s sons who died in
Moab were named Mahlon and Chilion. Their
names respectively mean “sickly” and “weak
or failing.” The prophets had meaningful
names too such as Elijah, which means “My
God is Yahweh.”

Now back to Barabbas. First, compare his
name to Peter’s name Bar-Jonah (Matthew
16:17). For Peter it means ‘“son of Jonah”.
Now look more closely at Barabbas:

e “Bar” means “son of”.
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e “Abbas” means “a father.”

Barabbas is Bar-Abbas. When Pilate offers
Barabbas and Jesus to the Jews, he is offering
“a son of a father” and “the Son of the Father.”
Don’t” you think God’s hand was in this play
on words and meaning?

All of history is sadly filled with innocent
people dying. There are even historical records
of one person substituting themselves for an-
other out of love. Only Jesus represents true
freedom; freedom from sin, and from our own
hypocritical ways. Through Jesus’ blood we
get to call God, Abba, because we also gain a
meaningful name — “sons of God” (Romans
8:14-17). All this because an innocent man
was hung on a tree.

Acts 5:30 (CSB) The God of our ances-
tors raised up Jesus, whom you had
murdered by hanging him on a tree.
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THE PASSION OF JESUS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF

NICODEMUS AND

JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA

The Passion of Christ is the watershed mo-
ment in the history of God’s dealings with
mankind.

“... the Passion (from Late Latin:
passionem "suffering, enduring™) is
the short final period in the life of
Jesus covering his entrance visit to
Jerusalem and leading to his cruci-
fixion on Mount Calvary ....” (Wik-

im k\%\\&i\\

Bob Myhan

ipedia).

From God’s perspective, or point of view,
the Passion of Christ is the fulfillment of His
eternal purpose, which was to provide redemp-
tion for fallen mankind. Countless characters
are involved in His Story. Among them were
Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea. How did
they view the Passion? Were they aware of
what was going on? Were they aware of their
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particular roles in bringing it to pass? These
are the main questions this writer is seeking to
answer based on what was written by inspired
men. But why should their perspectives even
matter? To more fully appreciate the Passion
of Christ ourselves, we must view it from as
many perspectives as possible.

Very little is said of Nicodemus and Joseph.
The former is mentioned only by John, while
the latter is mentioned in all four gospels but
only at the scene of the cross. However, from
what little is specifically revealed we can learn
a great deal. To appreciate the perspective of
these two men on the Passion of Christ, one
must first know as much as we can about
them.

Nicodemus

Nicodemus is mentioned only in the gospel
of John, who did not intend to write a biog-
raphy but a series of vignettes. He described
only a few of the miracles of Jesus and several
conversations He had with a variety of indi-
viduals, Nicodemus being one of these. The
scenes in which he appears are included by
John because they advance his agenda.

His Name

The name “Nicodemus” means “conqueror
of the people” or “victor over the people” (In-
ternational Standard Bible Encyclopedia, Re-
vised Edition — Volume Three: K-P). The giv-
ing of this name by his parents indicates great
expectations of their child. Perhaps they hoped
he would have a part in the establishment of
the coming kingdom of God. If they lived long
enough, they saw their hopes realized.

His Background

Nicodemus was a Pharisee. As such, he
was atypical. These leaders were severely crit-
icized by the Lord, in part because they elevat-
ed traditions above the requirements of God,;
they emphasized externals while neglecting
“the weightier matters of the law: justice and
mercy and faithfulness” (Matt. 23:23; cf Mic.
6:8). It is often said that they neglected the
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spirit (intent) of the law while overemphasiz-
ing the letter (specific wording) of the Law.
They, like many chief rulers, were hypocrites,
doing things for the praise of men rather than
for the praise of God (see John 12:42-43).

Nicodemus represented the best of the
Pharisees. In the first of three scenes, Nico-
demus came by night to see Jesus, who in-
structed him in spiritual matters (John 3:1-15).
Most of the Pharisees would not have come to
Him at all. They were too blinded by their
misconceptions of the Messiah to see anything
worthwhile in Jesus.

“That Nicodemus came to Jesus ‘by
night’ is less likely to be due to fear
than to desire for uninterrupted con-
versation.” (Beasley-Murray, p. 47)

There were many half-hearted believers
present when Jesus was at the temple during
the Passover Feast just prior to the visit of
Nicodemus, “[bJut Jesus on his part did not
entrust himself to them, because he knew all
people and needed no one to bear witness
about man, for he himself knew what was in
man” (John 2:23-25). But He entrusted Him-
self to Nicodemus; He knew this was a good
man who was ‘head and shoulders’ above his
peers.

Jesus knew what needed to be said
and done with Nicodemus’s life, but
Nicodemus knew nothing at all that
could change his life or future—or
ours also. A certain aura of mystery
seems to penetrate the entire third
chapter of John. The themes treated
contribute to this atmosphere: the
new birth, the Son of Man, and tes-
timony that is borne without saying
to whom it is directed (The College
Press NIV Commentary — John).

His Psychology

Nicodemus acknowledged that Jesus was
“a teacher come from God.” This certainty
was based on the miracles he had seen Jesus
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perform. He eagerly anticipated the coming of
the kingdom but thought his natural birth was
sufficient to guarantee him a place therein. The
truth of the matter is that from the time of
Samuel, the Israelites had wanted nothing
more than a geopolitical kingdom with a pow-
erful king who would keep them safe from the
nations around them. This is all they were an-
ticipating. Jesus knew that Nicodemus had the
coming kingdom of God on his mind and, like
so many others, had misconceived its nature.
Jesus questions his claim to be “the teacher of
Israel” while remaining obtuse regarding spir-
itual matters. Nicodemus seemed to have no
idea of the need to be spiritually-minded. Jesus
immediately dealt with this inadequate con-
cept. A man needed to be born a second time if
he wanted to enter the kingdom of God which
was about to be established.

Nicodemus had never heard such teach-
ing before. (John 3:9-12) But the spiritual
change that was necessary for a sinful Israel
was described by the prophet Ezekiel (18:31;
36:26). This is precisely what Jesus meant
when He said, “You must be born again” (v.
7). As Wiersbe has said, Nicodemus “wanted
to learn more about Jesus, but he ended up
learning more about himself!”” (page 46).

The “new birth” is an ‘“‘earthly” thing be-
cause it takes place on earth. In baptism, we
allow God to operate on us in “putting off the
body of the flesh, by the circumcision of
Christ” (Col. 2:11-14). This is “the working of
God” not the working of man.

Jesus then uses the raising up of the brazen
serpent by Moses in the wilderness (Deut.
21:4-9) as a prophetic type of His coming cru-
cifixion. Jesus also connects His future death
to the availability of eternal life. It is doubtful
that Nicodemus understood this at the time but
how could he help thinking back on this mo-
ment when he later witnessed Jesus “lifted up”
on the cross?

“Nicodemus did not fully compre-
hend all that was said to him, but the
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teaching must have lingered with
him and challenged his thoughts for
years to come.” (Thurman, page 43)

His Character

Nicodemus was an honest Pharisee,
which (but for him and perhaps a few others)
would have been an oxymoron. He did not al-
low any prejudice he might have had to stand
in the way of an honest evaluation of the
teaching and character of Jesus. We see this in
the second scene in which he appears, “the
Jews’ Feast of Booths” in the seventh chapter
of John. Here we see Jesus making such an
impression on the Jewish rulers that they asked
one another, “How is it that this man has learn-
ing, when he has never studied?” Jesus did not
appear outwardly to be “a man of letters,” and
they would have known if He had been a
scholar, but what He said was so clearly the
truth that they could not argue against it. They
were amazed at His teaching. Of course, His
teaching was not His own but came from the
One who had sent Him. He told them if they
really wanted to do God’s will, they would
know whether He was teaching God’s will or
not. (John 7:1, 14-19) Some of the people
wondered whether Jesus could be the Messiah.
Some asked, “When the Christ appears, will he
do more signs than this man has done?” (John
7:31).

The Pharisees, as they mingle with
the crowd, become aware of the
widespread discussions that are tak-
ing place concerning Jesus. As usual
they take the initiative in action
against Jesus, and they persuade the
priestly authorities, who were in
charge of the temple, to have Jesus
arrested (the Ovmmpéron are “servants”
at the disposal of the Sanhedrin....
Whether these police officers were
instructed to arrest Jesus at once we
are not told; it is feasible that they
were ordered to watch for a favora-
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ble opportunity to arrest him without
creating an uproar. (Beasley-Murray,
page 112)

Having decided months earlier to
Kill Christ, they were here spurred to
action by the growing sentiment of
the people that would have hailed
him as the Christ. Their strategy of
meeting such an event was to attempt
his arrest; but the power of God re-
strained them until his "hour" had
come. (Coffman)

“On the last day of the feast”, the officers
returned to “the chief priests and Pharisees,
who said, ‘Why did you not bring him?” The
officers answered, ‘No one ever spoke like this
man!” The Pharisees responded, ‘Have you
also been deceived? Have any of the authori-
ties or Pharisees believed in him? But this
crowd that does not know the law is accurs-
ed’” (7:43-49). The only strategy the Pharisees
knew in dealing with rational opposition was,
“If you cannot reason, ridicule.”

Nicodemus, who had gone to him be-
fore, and who was one of them, said to
them, “Does our law judge a man
without first giving him a hearing and
learning what he does?” They replied,
“Are you from Galilee too? Search
and see that no prophet arises from
Galilee.” (John 7:50-52)

Nicodemus, as “one of them,” was a mem-
ber of the Sanhedrin and was acutely aware of
their prejudices against Jesus. However, being
a fair man, he was “demanding both the rule of
law (not elitist power politics) and due process
(not mob lynching or secret judgments).”
(Bryant).

“You shall not be partial in judgment.
You shall hear the small and the great
alike. You shall not be intimidated by
anyone, for the judgment is God’s. And
the case that is too hard for you, you
shall bring to me, and I will hear it.”
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(Deut. 1:17; see also Deut. 17:1-5)

Rather than answer his question, the council
members ridiculed Nicodemus as well. Then
they asserted that there were no prophecies
concerning a prophet coming out of Galilee.
However, Isaiah 9:2 was just such a prophecy,
which Matthew quoted and applied to Jesus.
(4:12-16)

Those who were unbiased saw some-
thing unique in Jesus, and they
couldn’t help but be affected (vv. 45-
46). I love their response: “You ask
why didn’t we arrest him? Have you
heard him speak? There’s no one like
him” (my paraphrase). But the Phari-
sees had decided, and no amount of
evidence would change it. They had
chosen not to believe, so they came up
with excuses to make their unbelief
seem reasonable (vv. 47-52). They
didn’t believe Jesus because they did
not want to believe Jesus. Their unbe-
lief was rooted in an unwillingness to
discern the truth. (Carter and Wred-
berg, page 181)

While Nicodemus showed little understand-
ing of spiritual matters at the time of his
nighttime meeting with Jesus, he must have
given a great deal of thought to those things in
the years that followed. While he is never
called a disciple, he next appears at the cross
with one who was a disciple.

Joseph of Arimathea

Even less information is directly revealed
about Joseph. As mentioned, Joseph only ap-
pears at the cross, taking down the body of Je-
sus with the help of Nicodemus and placing it
in a tomb that he had newly hewn out of the
rock. This alone says a lot about him, but let us
consider a few other facts.

His Name

Several men in the Bible were given this
name, the first of which seems to be the
firstborn and favored son of Jacob by Rachel.
According to Nelson’s Biblical Cyclopedic
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Index, the name “Joseph” means “may He
(Yahweh) add.”

Then God remembered Rachel, and
God listened to her and opened her
womb. She conceived and bore a son
and said, “God has taken away my re-
proach.” And she called his name Jo-
seph, saying, “May the LORD add to
me another son!” (Gen. 30:22-24)

Previously barren, Rachel had long prayed
that she might give Jacob a son. When God
allowed her to conceive and give birth, this
gave her hope that she might bear another.
Thus, his name was a prayer in itself, which
God also answered in the affirmative when she
gave birth to Benjamin. However, she died
giving birth to this twelfth and final son of Ja-
cob (Gen. 35:16-20). Rachel’s firstborn made
his name a proud one. It was through this man
that God orchestrated the relocation of the
people of Israel from Canaan to Egypt (Gen.
45:4-8; 50:15-20).

At least ten others bore this name, but only
one more will be considered to add to the hon-
or God bestowed upon it. A descendant of Da-
vid, through Solomon, was chosen to be the
legal father of Jesus, the Messiah (Matt 1:6-
16). This Joseph’s birth and espousal to a
young virgin named Mary helped to bring
about the fullness of the time (Gal. 4:4-5).
Here was a godly man of the tribe of Judah
and family of David espoused to a godly
woman who was also of the same tribe and
family, though from David’s son Nathan rather
than Solomon. We can see that Joseph is a
proud and honorable name among the lIsrael-
ites.

His Background

Matthew tells us only that he was “a rich
man from Arimathea..., who also was a disci-
ple of Jesus” (27:57). Mark says he was “a re-
spected member of the council, who was also
himself looking for the kingdom of God”
(15:43). Luke adds, he was “a good and right-
eous man, who had not consented to [the] de-
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cision and action” of the council to seek the
death penalty for Jesus from the Romans. Only
John relates that Joseph had kept his disciple-
ship a secret (19:38). There is no indication
that he ever came into close contact with Je-
sus, as Nicodemus had. However, it is possible
that he was included in the “we” of Nicodemus
(John 3:1). How could he have become a dis-
ciple of Jesus without hearing His teaching
and knowing something about His character?
A disciple is a learner and a follower, after all.
This means he had put into practice what he
had heard from and seen in Jesus. Jesus had
said, “Whoever does not bear his own cross
and come after me cannot be my disciple”
(Luke 14:27). Since both Matthew and John
identify him as a disciple, he must have been
bearing “his own cross.” Coffman observes,
“Along with Barnabas, Joseph of Arimathea
ranks with a very select few who, in the Scrip-
tures, are called good men.”

His Psychology

Whatever was true of him earlier, he is no
longer a “secret disciple, for fear of the Jews.”
He no longer cares who knows it. As with
Nicodemus, he was “looking for the kingdom
of God.” This means that he was not merely
anticipating it but eagerly watching for it. All
of those who knew the prophets understood
that the Roman Empire was the fulfillment of
the “legs and feet of iron” on the image in
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. In addition, almost
all of the Jews had heard John the Baptist an-
nounce the coming of the Messiah. John had
even publicly pointed Him out as such. Also,
Jesus had performed so many miracles in pub-
lic that many “had hoped that he was the one
to redeem Israel.” (Luke 24:21). And, while
the hopes of the apostles seemed to be dashed
by the crucifixion, those of Nicodemus and
Joseph still seemed to burn bright.

His Character
This writer would define Joseph’s character
by his courage. While he may have lacked the
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courage to reveal himself for a while, his cour-
age has increased exponentially. Each disciple
is to “supplement [his] faith with virtue” (2
Peter 1:5), which commentators have defined
as “Moral courage, the natural fruit of a trust-
ing faith in God” (Johnson) or “the courage of
one’s convictions” (Coffman). Wesley’s New
Testament renders verse five, “For this very
reason giving all diligence, add to your faith
courage.” Estes rendered it, “And for this very
reason, also, using all diligence, superadd to
your belief fortitude, and to fortitude
knowledge” (page 274). It took real courage
for two lone members of the council to take
down the body of Jesus and prepare it for en-
tombment. From all that is revealed, it certain-
ly seems that Joseph of Arimathea lived up to
his name by performing this generous act of
service for Jesus. Whether he knew he was
fulfilling prophecy by doing so is impossible
to know.

John then tells us, ‘“Nicodemus also, who
earlier had come to Jesus by night, came
bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about
seventy-five pounds in weight” (19:39). This
might indicate that he, like Joseph, was a
wealthy man.

The myrrh and the aloe wood were
reduced to powder, and inserted be-
tween the bandages, which were
wound fold upon fold round the
body. The enormous quantity (about
75 Ib. avoirdupois) of spices, though
surprising, is credible as the offering
of two wealthy men. (Dummelow)

Self-evidently Nicodemus would not
normally have on hand the amount of
spices here mentioned. There must
have been an urgent collaboration
with Joseph while Jesus was dying,
and so Joseph procured the grave
clothes and Nicodemus the spices.
“Thus,” commented Hoskyns, “the
two timorous believers are publicly
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and courageously drawn to the Christ
after his exaltation upon the cross
(12:32)” (536). (Beasley-Murray,
page 359)

The temporary darkness had passed; they
were now in the twilight of early evening, se-
cret disciples no longer. They might not be
allowed back into the synagogue for Sabbath
worship, but this did not concern them. In ad-
dition, they had the courage to go to Pilate and
request to remove the body for burial. In con-
trast, the only concern of the Pharisees was
that the bodies of Jesus and the two thieves
“not remain on the cross on the Sabbath,” in
accordance with the letter of the Law (John
19:31; Deut. 21:23).

Their Perspective

So what perspective did they have on the
Passion of Christ? How did they view the Pas-
sion? Were they aware of what was going on?
Were they aware of their particular roles in
bringing it to pass? Can we answer these ques-
tions with any degree of certainty from the ma-
terial presented? Probably not, but we can in-
fer an answer to some of them.

Perhaps no one, not even the apostles, could
fully appreciate the sacrifice of Jesus prior to
Pentecost (Acts 2). None of His closest disci-
ples did. Why should Nicodemus and Joseph?
We never see them again in scripture, so we do
not know whether they were ever baptized into
Christ. However, it is hard to imagine that they
would not have received Peter’s word gladly,
had they been in attendance during that first
gospel sermon. But, again, we do not know.

However, they seem to have had a clearer
perspective on the events of that week than
most others. What else can explain their cour-
age? McGarvey and Pendleton wrote, “It is
strange that those who were not afraid to be
disciples were afraid to ask for our Lord's
body, yet he who was afraid to be a disciple
feared not to do this thing” (page 734), and
“We find, therefore, these Jewish rulers full of
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active interest in the dead Christ while his
apostles and friends are listless in despair.”
(page 738)

Nicodemus must have realized that Jesus
was more than a mere man as he observes Je-
sus being “lifted up” as He had said He would
be. He may have been thinking:

“There must have been more to the
analogy than both being physically
lifted up. The serpent had been lifted
up that the people could look at it
and be cured of snakebite. For what
purpose was Jesus to be lifted up and
why ‘must’ it be so? What was it Je-
sus said? Oh yes. ‘And as Moses lift-
ed up the serpent in the wilderness,
so must the Son of Man be lifted up,
that whoever believes in him may
have eternal life’ (John 3:14-15). It
was imperative that He be lifted up
to impart eternal life just as it had
been imperative to look at the brass
serpent to continue to have temporal
life.” (bjm)

This fulfillment of the prophetic type would
confirm Jesus’ statement that He had indeed
“descended from heaven.” Again, we know
that Nicodemus had witnessed Jesus’ miracles
and heard His teaching (John 3:1). Many
things Nicodemus had not understood now
begin to make sense. Jesus was and is the
unique “Son of God” as well as “the Son of
Man.”

Even if Joseph never came into personal
contact with Jesus, he could not have been
even a secret disciple without being aware of
His teaching, miracles, and character. Perhaps
Nicodemus had shared with him his conversa-
tion with the teacher who was “sent from
God.” He may have told him of Jesus using the
brazen serpent to prefigure the event the two
of them had just witnessed. But, again, we do
not know; such is not recorded. Did they even
witness the “lifting up” or did they come upon
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the scene afterward? The fact that they went to
Pilate for permission to take down the body
before Pilate knew Jesus was dead suggests
that they came to the cross sooner rather than
later.

Whether they anticipated a resurrection is
unclear. But they would surely have seen
through the later report of the soldiers who
guarded the tomb of Jesus during the time He
was in the sepulcher. How then would they
have interpreted the empty tomb? Could they
believe the disciples had stolen the body from
the sepulcher when they had shown no interest
in taking it down from the cross?

It is difficult to believe that any human be-
ing understood whatever role he was playing
in the events of that week but these two were
honest and good men. Would they not have
listened thoughtfully to the message of the
apostles when the twelve finally crawled out
of hiding to boldly proclaim the gospel? It is
difficult for this writer to imagine otherwise.
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THE PASSION OF JESUS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF

THE HOLY SPIRIT

James Pasley

The crucifixion of Christ and his subse-
quent resurrection is without a doubt the piv-
otal point of all Earth’s history. It would be
difficult to overemphasize the importance of
this astonishing event. We often talk about
what Jesus went through leading up to the
cross and dying on it. We talk about his Father
looking down and how difficult it was for him
to see his Son dying. We talk about the wicked
men who orchestrated it and the righteous who
mourned as they watched. We talk