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Introduction

The Sweet 
Relief of Grace

My dad kept a coin jar on his dresser. Every night when 
he got home from work, the first thing he did was head 
upstairs to change his clothes. You could hear the familiar 
jangling of pennies as they spilled from his pocket as he 
set them in the jar. When I was about nine years old, I 
decided his coins should be mine. Over time I pilfered 
a few nickels here, a handful of pennies there. Before I 
knew it, I had successfully swindled my dad out of his 
loose change, and he never even noticed.

Sometime later, guilt gripped me. I knew that what I had 
been doing could only be considered stealing. I had no 
way to explain away my behavior. With a pounding heart, 
I penned an apology to him, confessing my sin and asking 
him to forgive me. I tucked it under his coin jar along with 
a pile of pennies as restitution.

By Marian V. Liautaud
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I waited anxiously for my dad to confront me. But the first day 
went by and he didn’t say anything. Another day passed; still 
nothing. And then another, and another. Eventually, I forgot 
about the note.

Then one day out of the blue, my dad stepped into my bedroom, 
and said, “Marian, I got your note and the pennies.” My heart 
raced; my throat felt like a marble was lodged in it. I didn’t 
know what to expect next. I didn’t see a belt gripped in his 
hand, as I would have expected after behaving so badly, and 
he didn’t seem especially upset. In fact, if I didn’t know better 
(and at nine, I didn’t), he seemed on the verge of tears. But that 
didn’t make any sense. I had wronged him. He had every right 
to be mad and punish me. Instead he said, “Thank you.” And 
then he gave me a hug.

And then he left.

We never spoke of it again.

I stood there dumbfounded. Why, when I fully deserved my 
father’s wrath, did he instead show me mercy? I didn’t deserve 
it; I hadn’t earned it. I felt like a criminal let off scot free!

This was my first powerful lesson on judgment and grace. 
Since then I have never gotten over the way grace feels. It’s 
like waiting for the other shoe to drop, but it never does. It’s 
experiencing utter relief and humility in the face of guilt 
because you know how bad you can be, but God (or your daddy) 
chooses to love and forgive you anyway.
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The articles that follow explore the paradox of God’s judgment 
and grace. While we’ll never fully understand why God chooses 
to extend his grace to all and yet reserve judgment for some, 
the authors included in these pages help lift the veil on this 
deep mystery of our faith. May God’s unfathomable love draw 
you to him as you experience the sweet relief of his grace.

In Him,

Marian V. Liautaud
Contributing Editor, Kyria downloads
Christianity Today International
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“God’s Judgment, God’s Grace” can be used for individual or 
group study. If you intend to lead a group study, some simple 
suggestions follow.

1. Make enough copies for everyone in the group to have her own 
guide.

2. Depending on the time you have dedicated to the study, you 
might consider distributing the guides before your group meets 
so everyone has a chance to read the material. Some articles are 
quite long and could take a while to get through.

3. Alternately, you might consider reading the articles together as a 
group—out loud—and plan on meeting multiple times.

4. Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is 
essential to getting women to open up.

5. When working through the Reflect questions, be willing to make 
yourself vulnerable. It’s important for women to know that others 
share their experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in 
your group.

6. End the session in prayer.

Leader’s Guide

How to use “God’s 
Judgment, God’s 
Grace” for a group study

www.kyria.com
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Grace was genuine, real, personal, and palpable to the 
great saints. Brother Lawrence, Frank Laubach, Francois 
Fenelon—these Christian mystics had no doubt they were 
the constant recipients of God’s amazing grace. Grace 
was a practical part of their everyday lives. For example, 
Brother Lawrence said that when he made a mistake 
he didn’t spend any time thinking about it; he just 
confessed it and moved on. He reminded God that without 
him, to fall is natural. Before I read that, I lingered over 
guilt. Immediate grace was too good to be true. Brother 
Lawrence’s experience greatly released me.

In our spiritual life, we can’t 
earn God’s grace. 
By Fred smith, sr.

Freedom to 
Do Good
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Nevertheless, legalism appeals to common sense. I find it 
necessary to remind myself that the very Scripture that makes 
me know my guilt lets me know God’s grace. By refusing 
grace we play God and punish ourselves. We view events as 
punishment. We see discipline coming when in reality it isn’t 
discipline, it’s just a consequence, but we try to read into it 
God’s judgment.

Why? Because we feel we deserve judgment rather than grace. 
Grace brings freedom. If we could only accept grace fully, then 
we could have the freedom to admit failure and move on. Since 
grace cannot be deserved, why should I feel others are more 
worthy of it than I?

This article appears on our sister site 
BuildingChurchLeaders.com.

Reflect
£ What is the connection between grace and the freedom to fail?

£ How quick am I to confess and repent when I’ve done wrong?

£ Do I feel others are more worthy of grace than I? If so, why?

www.kyria.com
www.BuildingChurchLeaders.com
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My thoughtful collegiate daughter recently asked 
me a good question that threw me into a quandary. 
She pointed to several passages in the Pentateuch and 
asked, “Should a God who commands his people to wage 
war be worshiped?” I dared not treat the subject lightly. 
I realized she was sincerely troubled by the violence.

The truth is, so am I. Until she asked her question, I 
had successfully avoided it. But it is one thing to stuff 
your own nagging doubts in a dark corner. It is quite 
another to tell the searching heart of your child to be 
quiet and go away. Instead, I told her I would pray, 
study, and write to her with my thoughts.

The same holy hands that punish the 
wicked pull the righteous to safety.
By Linda Falter

A Beautiful 
Anger

www.kyria.com
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A Beautiful Anger

Thus, for several months I have been seriously grappling with 
the terrifying aspects of God’s nature. For many, the inscrutable 
temperament of God is a stumbling block to belief. They choose 
the “safer” scenario of a universe without God over one in which 
our lives hang on the mercy of an infinitely powerful force we 
can’t fully understand, much less control. But I would rather be 
boldly inquisitive than safe. Better to probe threatening territory 
than to draw back in apprehension, hoping someone else will find 
a solution for my dilemma.

Consider the difference between the swineherds of Gerasa (Luke 
8:26-39) and the storm-beaten disciples on the sea (Mark 4:35-
41). Both groups witnessed compelling demonstrations that 
Jesus could kill or save by his word alone. Yet only the disciples 
had the courage to ask, hearts pounding, armpits sweaty, “What 
manner of man is this?” (Mark 4:41, KJV). The swineherds opted 
to cut their losses (2,000 dead pigs) and retreat. They didn’t want 
to know why a man of such power would take pity on a lunatic; it 
was enough to know he was dangerous.

What shall we do, then, with this dangerous God of the Old 
Testament (and the Book of Revelation, for that matter), who 
wreaks vengeance on some and bestows undeserved mercy 
on others?

One possible answer is that we are unworthy to question God at 
all, since we are wholly sinful and deserve death. But this seems 
unworthy of an unfathomably compassionate God. There must be 
a greater depth of understanding for those who desire to honor 
God by seeking it.

Job is my trailblazer. He refused to agree with his friends’ 
explanations for his suffering. Instead, he cried out for a face-

www.kyria.com
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to-face meeting with God, at which point he was planning to 
complain of gross injustice. In fact, he had already sustained his 
complaint for 30-some chapters. God’s response? A thundering 
self-revelation complete with lightning, a heart-stopping 
whirlwind, and a voice from heaven essentially saying, “Enough of 
blind rancor! You condemn me without knowledge of me. Now you 
shall see against whom you stand!” Fearsome words, yet Job is 
ultimately commended and blessed for possessing a faith that fully 
expects God to hear and answer.

I’m bracing myself, God. Just who are you, really?

Beautiful Anger
Stephen Charnock, the 17th-century Puritan theologian, wrote, 
“Power is God’s hand or arm, omniscience his eye, mercy, his 
bowels . . . but holiness is his beauty.” Since God’s holiness drives 
the judgment delivered by his powerful hand, surely there must 
be a beauty in its manifestations. Somehow I need to look for the 
beauty in the hands of an angry God. The problem is, we can’t 
imagine anger being anything but ugly.

When my kids were little, I dutifully instructed them against 
the ungodliness of unchecked aggression. “Do you want to find 
out who’s strongest?” I’d say. “Then let’s see who can be strong 
enough not to punch the lights out of his brother who pokes him. 
Do you know who was the strongest man who ever lived?”

“Superman!”

“No,” I patiently explained, “it was Jesus, because he was God and 
he was strong enough to send angels to destroy the ones hurting 
him, but instead he forgave them.”

www.kyria.com
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In 25 years of parenting, I have come to fully appreciate the 
significance of my little sermon. The Crucifixion, so often 
dismissed as a barbaric episode, in fact modeled fatherly 
forbearance to a stunning degree. God held the limitless force of 
celestial wrath in check.

Try to imagine it! The blameless, beloved Son of God is mocked, 
tortured, and murdered while his Father watches. Remember 
that Jesus is one with the Father. When Jesus cries, “My 
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” the agony of their 
estrangement tears at them both. Jesus bears the sin of the 
world in his body, yet the shame and desperation drive a knife 
through both Father and Son.

Surely God would need no further justification to manifest his 
wrath toward evildoers. But, amazingly, this is the point at 
which God chooses to reveal the strength and beauty of his holy 
love. The Almighty gives silent assent to the words, “Father, 
forgive them.” When Jesus whispers, “It is finished,” he uses 
his final breath to underscore God’s sovereign purposes in the 
madness of his death. Jesus, who loves his Father enough to do 
anything to extinguish the pain of losing us forever, gives his 
life as the ultimate sacrifice.

God’s silence at Jesus’ suffering is the greatest of all mysteries, 
and sufficient to muffle all accusations of bloodthirstiness in his 
character. For if God is a vengeful judge, then what happened 
at the Cross—or rather, what did not happen—makes no sense. 
Surely there is no greater sin than to kill the innocent Son 
of God. Yet God fails to avenge him. Why? Similarly, if God’s 
assessment of man is that we are all prisoners on death row, 
then why not be done with it and kill us all?

www.kyria.com
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It is because God’s anger is not like ours. It is infused with 
holy purpose. The Cross revealed the broken heart of God over 
sinners. Jesus’ death was for God’s vindication as well as our 
salvation. The Accuser is rendered speechless as the logic 
of a fallen universe is turned upside down. The hands of the 
almighty God at the pinnacle of his anger are outstretched, 
nail-pierced, bleeding, forgiving.

Limitless Love
The seemingly random acts of judgment in the Old Testament 
had a purpose, too: ultimate restoration. The prophets told of 
desired reconciliation between God and his people as much 
as impending doom. Even the severest warnings of judgment 
against Israel commingled with a hopeful anticipation of 
repentance and peace with God.

Think of history’s great travesties—the West African “blood 
diamond” wars and the Holocaust, for instance—and ponder the 
meaning of justice. Is it right for the perpetrators of such acts 
to escape retribution? Even our callused hearts recognize the 
injustice of unpunished crime. The terrors of the afflicted were 
no less severe in biblical times: children were burned atop 
sacrificial altars (Jer. 19:5); women and men were gang raped 
to the point of death (Judges 19:23-27); and before the Flood, 
when violence reigned on the earth, “every intention of the 
thoughts of [man’s] heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5, 
ESV). Why do we deem reprehensible the violence inherent in 
God’s judgment, but overlook the violence of mankind that calls 
it forth?

Many are angry at God for not acting against a relentless tide of 
wickedness. They conclude that God must not exist or doesn’t 
care. Is God angry over sin? Yes. Why shouldn’t he be? But his 
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holy rage is under the perfect control of limitless love. He 
suspends final judgment for a time, until every good purpose 
is fulfilled. Make no mistake: his forbearance will surely 
come to a terrifying end. But just as surely, the nail-scarred 
hands of a wholly compassionate God will pull us to safety. 
Patience, holiness, beauty, strength—this is why he is worthy 
of honor and worship.

Linda Falter has served with a Christian humanitarian 
organization in West Africa, and is currently a freelance 
writer and volunteer in prison ministry. This article originally 
appeared in our sister publication Christianity today, 2011.

Reflect
£ Does Linda Falter, the author, satisfactorily answer her 
daughter’s question, “Should a God who commands his people to 
wage war be worshiped?” Why, or why not?

£ How do you reconcile God’s vengeance with his mercy and 
grace as portrayed throughout Scripture? Are there points you 
still stumble on?

www.kyria.com
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When Evan Almighty hit theaters, some evangelicals 
worried that elements of the movie were sacrilegious. 
One of their particular objections got me thinking.

In the film, God (played by Morgan Freeman) claims 
that people miss the point of the story of Noah’s Ark 
because they think it’s about God’s anger, when really 
it’s a “love story.” Some Christians saw that statement as 
an offensive distortion of the Genesis account of God’s 
wrath. Their protest left me pondering what I suspect is 
a fundamentally important question: Is there any story 
about God that isn’t a love story?

Is there any story about God 
that isn’t a love story?
By carolyn arends

The Grace 
of Wrath

www.kyria.com
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Growing up, I had two images of God. The first was a painting 
on my bedroom wall, Bernhard Plockhorst’s Jesus Blessing the 
Children. After bedtime prayers, I would drift off imagining I was 
one of those children in Jesus’ embrace. Everything about that 
picture reinforced the first thing I was taught in Sunday school: 
God Is Love.

My other image was a mental one I’ll call “the Vengeful God,” a 
peeved Father Time crossed with an accusing Uncle Sam. That 
picture helped me remember that God hates sin, and reinforced 
the second thing I learned in Sunday school: God Is Holy.

We sang about grace at my church, and we meant it. But we 
suspected that an exclusive emphasis on God’s love would lessen 
our desire to live holy lives. So periodically, our preacher would 
thunder about God’s wrath and judgment, ensuring we were 
never “soft on sin.”

God is love, BUT God hates sin. How does one hold those two 
realities in tension? I unconsciously developed a theology that 
intermittently had God the Son and God the Father in a good 
cop, bad cop routine, with the Holy Spirit stepping in as a 
sympathetic parole officer.

I professed that God was love all the way through, but deep down 
I couldn’t help assuming he was a bit like me. Even his love had 
to have limits. It stopped at sin and turned into wrath. Naturally.

My understanding began to change when I read Baxter Kruger’s 
depiction of God’s wrath as his love in action—his emphatic 
“No!” to anything that leads to our destruction. That perspective 
flipped a switch for my husband and me. If our daughter 
stepped into oncoming traffic, she might perceive our reaction 

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
The Grace of Wrath
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(screaming “No!” and yanking her out of harm’s way) to be 
harsh and unloving. But in reality it would be an expression of 
our fiercest and purest love. Is that how it is with God?

What if God’s wrath is not a caveat, qualification, or even 
a counterpoint to his love, but an expression of it? What if 
God grieves sin less because it offends his sensibilities, and 
more because he hates the way it distorts our perceptions and 
separates us from him?

Recently, my friend Liliane told me the story of her conversion. 
Years ago, someone handed her a pamphlet with Jesus on 
the cover asking, “Do you love me?” Honestly, I can’t say I do, 
Liliane whispered to Jesus. I really like you, though. I want to 
get to know you.

For a year, Liliane attended church and spent time with people 
who knew Jesus. One day, with a start, she realized she did love 
him. He’d captured her heart.

“That whole first year, I didn’t read the Bible, and I’m really 
glad I waited,” she told me, laughing at my raised eyebrow. “You 
know how, when you’re with someone you really trust, you can 
say the hard things if you need to? Now that I know God, I see 
his love all through the Bible, even in the hard bits.”

There are some pretty hard bits in Scripture. It is difficult to 
frame, say, the saga of Sodom and Gomorrah as a love story. 
But if we truly believe that God not only loves, but is love, we 
must believe there is no action he can take that is not animated 
by love.

www.kyria.com
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My church was right to be concerned that an inadequate 
understanding of God’s righteousness would lead to sin. After 
all, one of Satan’s strategies with Eve was to undermine the 
reality of God’s judgment: “You will not surely die” (Gen. 3:4).

But his more sinister tactic was first to get Eve to doubt 
God’s love and character: “Did God really say, ‘You must not 
eat from any tree in the garden’?” (Gen. 3:1). His strategy 
worked then, and it works now. Our sin is rooted not only in a 
lack of reverence for God’s holiness, but also in a profoundly 
insufficient understanding of his love.

God is love, SO God hates sin. We are loved with a holy love 
that cries “No!” again and again to the things that destroy 
us. We are part of an epic love story, and what we all need 
desperately is to know the Author better.

Carolyn Arends is an award-winning singer-songwriter, author, 
and film critic for ChristianityTodayMovies.Com who lives in 
Vancouver with her husband and two children. This article is 
adapted from her article “The Grace of Wrath,” which originally 
appeared in our sister publication Christianity today.
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Reflect
£ The author, Carolyn Arends, asks, “What if God’s wrath 
is not a caveat, qualification, or even a counterpoint to his 
love, but an expression of it?” Although tough love does not 
fully capture the essence of God’s wrath as love, tough love 
is one way humans handle conflict and difficult or dangerous 
situations. In what ways is tough love an expression of love and 
not punishment? 

£ In what ways does sin distort our perceptions of God and 
separate us from him?

 

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
The Grace of Wrath
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Some Christians today are nervous about the 
Atonement. They think that we can know little or 
nothing about how God has been righteous and yet 
“justified the ungodly” (Rom. 4:5). Especially because 
of the doctrine’s associations with “the wrath of God” 
and “punishment” and other harsh language, they would 
prefer to leave the question of How? in the sphere of 
theory and speculation, if it is to be handled at all.

At the heart of the universe, there 
is a just and gracious God.
By Peter Jensen

The Good 
News of 
God’s Wrath
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About such people theologian James Denney said, “They profess 
to believe in the fact of the Atonement, but they despair of 
finding any theory of it. There are even some who glory in 
this situation; it is not with despair, but with triumph, that 
they find in the very heart of the gospel a mystery which is 
simply insoluble, in the very focus of revelation a spot of pure 
impenetrable black.”

Mystery is all well and good, but the hesitation to be clear in 
this doctrine robs us of something important. We may not want 
to go too far, but surely we may go as far as the Bible itself 
takes us. When we do, we have the joy of learning from the 
Lord himself something of how the death of his Son has brought 
forgiveness and redemption. We cannot understand it all, but 
what he gives us illumines the rest, and gives us a proper and 
amazing sense of satisfaction that at heart of the universe, 
there is a just and gracious God.

Core words
Remember who Jesus is. Paul says that the rulers of this age 
“crucified the Lord of glory;” they put God to death. We know 
that the one they crucified was the man Jesus Christ, but we 
know too that he was both God and man. In his coming, life, 
and death, we do not see the fragmentation of God but the 
work of God, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Lord who 
has saved us is the Prince of Peace, mighty to save. It is God 
himself who has taken this action. He has identified himself 
with us so absolutely that we see in him the revelation that 
God understands our sin-induced griefs from within: “A man 
of sorrows, and familiar with suffering . . . he took up our 
infirmities and carried our sorrows” (Isa. 53:3-4).

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
The Good News of God’s Wrath
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Then let us note that to describe what he has done, the 
Scriptures use the category of sacrifice. The old sacrifices of 
bulls and goats could not take away sin, though they point with 
utmost clarity to our need to have our sins removed through 
blood-shedding. But now, “Just as man is destined to die once, 
and after that face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed once to 
take away the sins of many people” (Heb. 9:27). This was a 
sacrifice of himself; he made it by his choice; so great and all-
sufficient was it that it has never, and can never, be repeated, 
not even sacramentally. We cannot add to it.

Three great words help us to understand the significance of 
this sacrifice.

1. Substitution. It was as a substitute that Jesus made this 
sacrifice; he took the place of those who were condemned. 
Certainly he acted on our behalf, as our representative in regard 
to sin because we are powerless to do it ourselves. “Very rarely 
will anyone die for a righteous man,” says Paul, “. . . while we 
were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Since the wages of sin is 
death, and since we are sinners, and since Christ has rescued 
us, it must be by the exchanging of his death for ours: “One died 
for all, and therefore all died” (2 Cor. 5:14).

2. Punishment. He endured punishment by becoming this 
substitute for us. This was prefigured in Isaiah 53: “He 
was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our 
iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon 
him, and by his wounds we are healed.” The New Testament 
again and again connects the death of Christ to our sins. And 
when it does, it means that God himself actively punishes; it is 
not merely a matter of sin being its own reward. Thus the New 
Testament speaks of Christ “bearing sin,” “becoming a curse,” 
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The Good News of God’s Wrath

and “becoming sin.” There is no doubt as to the significance of 
these expressions: you “bear sin” by taking the penalty of sin, by 
paying the price of sin, by being punished for sin: “He himself 
bore our sins in his body on the tree . . . . By his wounds you 
have been healed” (1 Pet. 2:24). It is useless hoping that there 
is no such thing as punishment in a just universe. It is useless 
hoping that you will not merit punishment in a just universe. You 
can only hope that somehow, someone will lovingly bear your 
punishment, and that the universe will still be just.

When Christ was handed over by his own people to the pagan 
occupying power, it was understood to be a mark of judgment. He 
fell under the curse of God, just as when Israel went into exile. 
Jesus experienced  every sign of God’s wrath: the betrayal, the 
abandonment of friends, the twofold negative judicial verdict by 
those who were God’s agents of justice, the darkness at noonday, 
the great cry of dereliction from the cross. It is important to see 
here not some heavenly Trinitarian transaction occurring out of 
our sight, but the actual, in-the-body acceptance of judgment by 
a totally righteous man for the sake of those who deserved to be 
forsaken by God. As the old hymn “Man of Sorrows” puts it, “In my 
place condemned he stood.”

3. Propitiation. This is a personal word: it means an action 
that turns aside anger or wrath from a sinner. I expiate a sin; I 
propitiate a person. The Scriptures speak of the wrath of God, his 
holy anger against sin and those who sin against him. His anger 
is just and thoroughly righteous; we deserve it. If there were no 
anger of God in this universe, we would be living in an unjust and 
hopeless world. But the fact that we are the enemies of God means 
that we are by nature the children of wrath. It is this that John 
means when he writes, “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, 
and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world” 
(1 John 2:2).
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Agnostic about sin
As I mentioned, there is some resistance to this way of talking 
about the death of Jesus. Such resistance is understandable if 
Christ’s sacrifice is presented as the punishment of a loving 
Son by the angry Father. But such is not the New Testament 
description.

To quote from Anthony Thiselton’s commentary on 1 
Corinthians: “Propitiation leads to disastrous distortion only 
if we fail to emphasize that God himself is the source of the 
action, not that Christ ‘propitiates’ an angry and reluctant God.” 
It was the Lord of Glory who was crucified for us; unlike the 
pagan gods, he provided the propitiation himself, of himself. 
In the great words of James Denney, some say, “God is love . . . 
and therefore he dispenses with propitiation,” but “God is love, 
say the apostles, for he provides propitiation.”

Likewise, some people are troubled by penal substitution, 
asking how one person can be punished in place of another. 
Once again the answer is to be found in the Person of the 
substitute, for in God’s way of ordering his universe, the 
actions of one can be made for another. As in the case of Adam, 
so, too, by his willing choice, the Lord of glory himself may 
sustain the cost to be paid by his own penalty: “God made him 
who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21).

However, the difficulties with the doctrine arise from another 
source still. The New Testament makes the connection between 
our sin and the death of Christ so frequently and clearly, that 
when the New Testament doctrine of the death of Christ is 
doubted, it is almost always because of a failure to perceive the 
seriousness of sin. We falter at accepting the sheer depth of sin 

www.kyria.com


25

©2010 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
The Good News of God’s Wrath

and its enslaving hold on the human heart. We falter at accepting 
the judgment of sin, the righteousness of that judgment, and the 
seriousness with which the Lord regards iniquity.

All human beings dream of freedom: it is our great hope and 
chief ambition. We want to be free of all outside influence, to do 
whatever we please. Our yearning is so great, we sometimes fool 
ourselves into thinking we are freer than we are.

The Bible knows nothing of utterly free human beings. It only 
knows of men and women in bondage to their lords. Jesus said, 
“Everyone who sins is a slave to sin” (John 8:34). That is, we 
have the status of a slave, unable to be free. The Bible says that 
we are enslaved by our fear of death, and with good reason. 
Death is not the natural end of life, an opening to the peace of 
oblivion. Death is the opening to judgment in which the law of 
God will condemn the sin of our hearts and tongues and lives: 
“The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law” 
(1 Cor. 15:56).

Death itself is God’s judgment on our sinfulness, and beyond 
death there is a judgment with a God before whose justice we 
should quail. But in the secularist West, unbelief about the 
gravity of sin, not just unbelief about God, is a major triumph 
of the Evil One. And when Christians make less of sin and 
judgment than the Bible does, you may be sure that it will show 
itself first in the doctrine of the Atonement, and then in the 
doctrine of justification by faith.

The evangelical theology to which we adhere is a coherent 
whole. When we give up, modify, or distort one section, it has 
unforeseen consequences elsewhere. We have been too little 
aware of this important point and too willing to trade away parts 
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of our theological heritage. The doctrine of penal substitution is 
inherent to evangelical religion; it is part of the logic of it. That 
is why in days gone by evangelicals have been in the forefront of 
the fight to preserve it.

And that is why it is at the very center of evangelical piety. 
Twice when Paul talked about the love of Christ, he used a very 
significant past tense. We would say that Christ loves us; he said 
Christ loved us. He could not graduate beyond the cross of Jesus 
as the source and power of his religion, as the place at which he 
gained assurance, as the demonstration beyond any other need of 
proof of the grace and love of God.

The biblical doctrine of the Atonement is a continual reminder 
of just where we stand with God. It puts us in exactly the right 
place with regard to him: as helpless sinners, saved ever and 
only by his grace; always in debt to him; always, only able to 
boast because of him. The consideration of the Cross fills us 
more and more with the knowledge of the length and height and 
depth and breadth of the love of God for us, and it makes us love 
the Lord more and more.

Again, from that old hymn:

In my place, condemned he stood,
Sealed my pardon with his blood!
Alleluia!

Peter Jensen is the 11th Anglican Archbishop of Sydney, Australia. 
This article is adapted from an address given at the National 
Evangelical Anglican Congress in September 2003. 
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Reflect
£ Substitution, punishment, and propitiation are three core 
words that help us understand God’s judgment and grace. 
How would you describe these concepts to someone else?

£ The concept of atonement is sometimes described as “at-
one-with.” How does being at one with God help make sense 
of substitution, punishment, and propitiation?

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
The Good News of God’s Wrath
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I ’ve been listening to Dante’s The Divine Comedy (the 1891 
Charles Eliot Norton translation from Christian Audio).

One horrific scene in the Inferno struck me as a literary echo 
of a more lighthearted moment in J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
and the Sorcerer’s Stone.

In Rowling, there is a sorting hat. In Dante, there is a 
sorting monster.

Dante’s sorting monster and J. K. 
Rowling’s sorting hat represent our 
longing for an orderly universe.  
by david neff

Does Hell 
Have a 
“Sorting Hat”?
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In Rowling, the wizarding school Hogwarts is divided into 
four residential houses, and a magical hat assigns each first-
year student to one of them. When placed on a student’s 
head, the sorting hat announces where the student belongs: 
Gryffindor, Hufflepuff, Ravenclaw, or Slytherin.

In Dante, hell is divided into nine circles, progressing from 
circle one, populated by the virtuous pagans who lived 
without Christianity, on through the realms of the lustful, 
the gluttonous, the avaricious and prodigal, the wrathful, 
the heretical, the violent, the deceitful, and finally, in circle 
nine, the traitors.

How are sinners assigned to the proper circle? By the sorting 
monster named Minos. As Dante tells it,

Thus I descended from the first circle down into the 
second, which girdles less space, and so much more woe 
that it goads to wailing. There abides Minos horribly, and 
snarls; he examines the sins at the entrance; he judges, 
and he sends according as he entwines himself. I mean, 
that, when the miscreant spirit comes there before him, 
it confesses itself wholly, and that discerner of sins sees 
what place of Hell is for it; he girdles himself with his tail 
so many times as the degrees he wills it should be sent 
down. Always before him stand many of them. They go, in 
turn, each to the judgment; they speak, and hear, and then 
are whirled below. (Canto V) 

Like C. S. Lewis and J. K. Rowling after him, Dante borrowed 
figures from pagan mythology and imported them into 
narrative contexts teeming with Christian figures and tropes. 
Pagan and Christian figures work in complementary fashion 
to represent longing and fulfillment. 

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
Does Hell Have a “Sorting Hat”?
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The monster Minos was a mythical king of Crete who after 
death was said to become a judge of the dead in Hades. That 
much Dante borrowed. But the act of coiling his tail around 
himself the precise number of times needed to indicate the 
circle of hell to which the sinner is to be “whirled below” is 
Dante’s imaginative invention.

Hades is not Hogwarts and Hogwarts is not hell—indeed for 
most of Rowling’s series it is effectively defended against 
invasion by the forces of evil. But both the sorting hat and 
the tail of Minos represent an orderly universe. Each discerns 
the corruption or capability of the souls it examines and then 
places them where they are most suited—either to develop (at 
Hogwarts) or to suffer (in hell).

Both Dante and Rowling represent the longing for an orderly 
universe in which talent is cultivated (in the manner in 
which it specifically ought to be nurtured) and malfeasance is 
punished (in a manner most fitting to its perversity).

W. S. Gilbert parodied such an orderly universe in his song “A 
More Humane Mikado.” The “more humane” Mikado announces 
that instead of executions and arbitrary imprisonments, he 
will bring in a new order of criminal justice:

 
My object all sublime
I shall achieve in time —
To let the punishment fit the crime —
The punishment fit the crime;
And make each prisoner pent
Unwillingly represent
A source of innocent merriment!
Of innocent merriment!
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All prosy dull society sinners,
Who chatter and bleat and bore,
Are sent to hear sermons
From mystical Germans
Who preach from ten till four.
The amateur tenor, whose vocal villainies
All desire to shirk,
Shall, during off-hours,
Exhibit his powers
To Madame Tussaud’s waxwork.

And so on with exquisitely devised punishments for ladies who 
dye gray hair yellow or puce, advertising quacks, music hall 
singers, and billiard sharps. The billiard sharps are forced to 
play “On a cloth untrue / With a twisted cue / And elliptical 
billiard balls!”

How exquisite was Gilbert’s sense of justice.

A longing for something like fitting justice persists throughout 
the Bible and the history of Christian thought. It is implicit, for 
example, in Christ’s parable of the servant who was forgiven 
much yet failed to forgive a much smaller debt. We enjoy the 
jailing of that unforgiving servant precisely because the longing 
and instinct for such justice is planted within us.

Without this same instinctual longing we would not understand 
the scandalous character of grace, illustrated by the vineyard 
owner who pays the latecomers as well as those who have 
worked all day, the prodigal son who gets the fatted calf, and 
the prostitutes and tax collectors who enter heaven before the 
religious leaders.

www.kyria.com


32

©2010 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

A longing is evidence for the existence of what we long for—
whether we lust for junk food or justice. The desire for ultimate 
justice is a pointer, a sign, a seed, a fragment of evidence that we 
do well to pay attention to.

David Neff is editor in chief of Christianity today magazine, in which 
this article was first published.
 

Reflect
£ What would an orderly system of judgment look like to you?

£ David Neff refers to the “scandalous character of grace.” In 
what ways is grace scandalous?

£ What does our innate longing for justice prove the existence of?

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
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Three 
Models 
of Hell
Why would God engage in 
punishment that seems so cruel?  
by r. todd Mangum

God would not be party to anything as sordid as 
torture; Christians can agree on that. However, 
theologians are divided about how eternal judgment is 
not tantamount to such. 

Two competing answers are proposed: (1) Yes, hell 
involves eternal pain inflicted on the unsaved, but this 
should not be regarded as gratuitous, unjust, or cruel; 
and (2) the final judgment will not involve eternal, 
conscious torment as has been traditionally assumed, 
and this misreading of biblical teaching needs 
modification. Both sides raise legitimate concerns 
worth careful consideration.
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The first position is the view of most Christians. It argues that 
people commonly underestimate the appropriate punishment for 
defying an infinitely holy God. When human rebellion wrecked 
God’s original good design, God undertook, at great cost, to restore 
humans to a loving relationship with himself. Those who spurn 
God’s love deserve their eternal destiny, justly suffering the pain 
of God’s wrath.

Of course, God alone has the right to execute this type of sentence. 
And God gets no sadistic enjoyment from pain he inflicts (Ezek. 
18:23, 32). In righteousness and justice, God exacts deadly 
retribution for wickedness on those not under the blood atonement 
of Christ. 

Other Christians argue that God would never be so seemingly 
punitive or vicious. They say the Bible’s imagery occasionally 
reflects vindictive presuppositions of ancient cultures, but no one 
should take this imagery literally. Since rejection of God’s love is 
reprehensible, they say, God will ultimately (and here the answers 
vary): overcome all evil and all resistance (universalism), destroy 
all evil (annihilationism), or inflict only as much pain as is 
necessary to extract repentance, leaving only the incorrigibly evil 
in everlasting pain (a purgatorial view of hell).

As we contemplate the questions raised by hell, it is helpful to 
remember two strands of complementary biblical teaching. First, 
just sentences for sin, as described in Scripture, are both propor-
tional and prorated. Divine punishment is meted out in accordance 
with the severity of a crime and the awareness a person had of 
God and of sin. To whom much is given, much is required. 

The deuteronomic code forbade beating a guilty person beyond 40 
lashes, lest the person be “degraded” (Deut. 25:3). In addition, 
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although a person guilty of heinous crimes might be executed, 
nowhere was infliction of pain over a lengthy period of time 
commanded or countenanced. That is partly why medieval 
Christians constructed an elaborate purgatorial scheme, which 
allowed for varying levels and lengths of suffering, and which 
posited a host of variables that God might take into account in 
rendering verdicts (see Luke 12:47-48). In purgatorial hell, only 
incorrigibly evil people suffered a limitless duration of pain (see 
Rev. 14:9-11). This view has never been common among 
Protestants, but believing in purgatory as the state that purifies 
and hell as the state of eternal damnation continues to be an 
official teaching of the Roman Catholic Church.

Second, we must remember that it is never cruel for God to 
enforce penalties appropriate to crimes committed. Pity toward 
the guilty is actually suppressed in the Old Testament (Deut. 7:2, 
16; 19:21; 25:12). We sometimes assume that this stands in 
contrast to Christ and his work. It does not. Indeed, God in the 
Old Testament may have overlooked some wrongs as a 
concession to the immaturity of his people, but he never forbade 
them to do something (showing pity to the guilty, in this case) 
that Jesus later declared to be godly. Jesus came to fulfill the Old 
Testament, not to overturn it.

The prophets warn that God executes his wrath without pity 
(Jer. 13:14; Ezek. 5:11-13; 7:4-9; 8:18). Jesus and the New 
Testament writers confirm that God’s future outpouring of wrath 
will be horrific (Matt. 13:40-42, 48-50; 2 Thess. 1:5-9). If such 
biblical descriptions of God’s character strike us as harsh, 
perhaps we need to consider whether our thinking has been 
compromised by the sentimentalist humanism of our culture.

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
Three Models of Hell
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Studying the views of theologians throughout history can give 
us insight into how God’s loving reconciliation may be con-
summated along with his righteous judgment. But in the end, we 
are simply called to trust—to put our faith in the goodness of 
God, knowing that he will do what is right and that he will not 
acquit the unrepentant guilty.

Todd Mangum is associate professor of theology at Biblical 
Theological Seminary in Hatfield, Pennsylvania. This article 
originally appeared in our sister publication Christianity 
today, 2007.

Reflect
£ The author says, “People commonly underestimate the 
appropriate punishment for defying an infinitely holy God.” Why 
are people inclined to diminish the importance of God’s 
holiness?

£ Does eternal punishment in hell fit the crime for spurning 
God’s love? Explain.

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
Three Models of Hell
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Would a 
Loving God 
Send People 
to Hell?
If we ignore the reality of hell, we make one 
of Jesus’ frequent teachings a mere metaphor.  
by dan Kimball

Clocking in at 55 minutes, I nearly broke my 
personal record for the longest sermon I’ve ever 
preached. It was “Hell.”

In our series called “Hot Theology,” the topics were 
determined from surveys of the congregation. The 
most common question: “Would a loving God send 
people to hell?” That’s hard to cover in 35 minutes.
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The subject of hell and judgment is all over the New 
Testament. Still, we don’t hear much about hell today, at 
least not from the church. We tend to cover other subjects 
repeatedly, but ignore one that Jesus talks about all the time. 
There are some exceptions, but the preachers yelling “turn or 
burn” on street corners are rare.

There is an episode of Seinfeld where Elaine’s boyfriend, 
Puddy, becomes a Christian. He starts listening to Christian 
music and begins badgering Elaine about going to hell. At 
one point he asks her to steal the neighbor’s newspaper for 
him because she’s “the one going to hell, so [she] might as 
well steal it.” Elaine explodes, starts whacking him with the 
newspaper, and screams, “If I am going to hell, you should 
care that I’m going to hell!”

I think Elaine has the right perspective. We cannot approach 
the subject of hell merely as a doctrine and ignore the human 
impact. Teaching on hell is not for the sake of knowing 
Christian trivia or to satisfy theological curiosity. If we 
believe in hell, and if we believe people created in God’s image 
will either experience eternity in communion with him or 
apart from him, then we should be communicating the gospel, 
both the good news and the bad news.

Of course, this calls for balance. Christians have often been 
guilty of making hell the primary motivation for salvation. I 
believe this is an alteration of the holistic gospel found in 1 
Corinthians 15. But if we completely ignore the reality of hell 
and judgment, we are forced to make one of Jesus’ frequent 
teachings little more than an obscure metaphor.
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Because of the church’s tendency to be unbalanced about hell, 
and because of our cultural assumptions about the afterlife, I 
began my sermon by having the congregation read aloud every 
single New Testament passage about hell. The exercise took 
several minutes but it got people participating and thinking. 
We compared these passages with popular portrayals of hell—
from The Far Side cartoons to AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell”—to 
see how we’ve had our beliefs shaped by pop culture, the red 
devil with horns and a pitchfork, and all that.

Then we looked at concepts of the afterlife from other cultures 
and religions. Christians aren’t the only ones who believe in 
a hell. Despite our culture’s growing discomfort with eternal 
judgment, we shouldn’t be embarrassed by a belief that’s been 
almost universally held throughout history and still is today.

I led the congregation through a study of the words translated 
“hell” in English: Jesus described Gehenna, the garbage dump 
outside Jerusalem where bodies were thrown, where worms 
ate flesh, and where fires continually burned.

Finally, we returned to Elaine on Seinfeld and what matters 
most—the mission.

As Charles Spurgeon said, “If sinners be damned, at least let 
them leap to Hell over our bodies. If they will perish, let them 
perish with our arms around their knees. Let no one go there 
unwarned and unprayed for.”

Dan Kimball is the pastor of Vintage Faith Church in Santa 
Cruz, California. His article originally appeared in our sister 
publication Leadership JournaL, 2008.
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Reflect
£ If you believe in hell, how much do you concern yourself 
with the people you fear may be headed there?

£ How do we present a balanced perspective of God’s 
judgment and his grace so as not to make a “mere metaphor” 
out of Jesus’ teachings on hell?

God’s Judgment, God’s Grace
Would a Loving God Send People to Hell?
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Has God 
Played Fair?
God created humankind knowing 
that people, in every generation, 
would reject him.  
by timothy George 

Why would an all-knowing God create mankind knowing the 
very people he created would reject him? The honest answer 
to this question is, we don’t know—at least not in a cocksure, 
foolproof way that takes the risk out of faith and the mystery 
out of revelation. The Bible says that “the secret things belong 
to the Lord our God” (Deut. 29:29, NIV). And yet this is a 
natural and reasonable question to ask. We can say four things 
in response:

First, everything God does, by either explicit decree or 
permission, has an ultimate beneficial purpose. This includes 
the fact of hell and God’s judgment against rebellious sinners, 
as well as the blessings of heaven and salvation in Christ. 
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Love and holiness are both essential attributes of God, and 
they are not in competition with one another. As with Job, in 
the face of suffering and mystery we are tempted to accuse 
God of wrongdoing and put him in the dock. But God’s answer 
to Job reaches us as well: “Would you condemn me to justify 
yourself?” (Job 40:8).

Second, this question assumes that human beings are victims 
caught in the vise of an inexorable fate. But the Bible teaches 
that God in his goodness has created a world of moral order, 
one in which men and women are free moral agents. By 
creating Adam and Eve in his image and likeness, God gave 
them a quality of relationship with him that no other creature 
has. God’s creative act was so great that he trusted them 
with freedom. Unfortunately, freedom includes the freedom 
to turn away from God, and that is what Adam and Eve did. 
The fact that God knew beforehand what they would do in no 
way abrogated their capacity to act and do as they chose. God 
condemns no one unjustly. God is the judge of all the earth, 
and he will do right by everyone. On the final day of judgment, 
no one will be able to stand before God and say to him, “I have 
been treated unfairly by you!”

Of course, exactly how the inequities of this life will be seen in 
the tapestry of eternity remains imponderable. But we do know 
that God’s plan is free and purposive, that he does not compel 
or coerce human creatures made in his image, and that nothing 
can ultimately thwart his glory and grace.

Third, it may seem that we can get God off the hook by denying 
his absolute foreknowledge of future events, by seeing Creation 
as an open-ended experiment about which even God is in the 
dark. Rather than taking the problem of evil seriously, though, 
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such a view of God trivializes it. We would not praise a doctor 
who produced horrible deformities while experimenting with 
human cloning. Nor can we find solace in a disabled deity 
whose creative power unleashes a floodtide of suffering 
and evil over which he has no certain knowledge and only 
limited control. Such a god might deserve to be pitied—but not 
worshiped and adored. This is why orthodox Christians of all 
confessions have affirmed God’s complete foreknowledge of the 
future, however much they may have differed on issues such as 
election and predestination.

Finally, Jesus Christ is the surest window into the heart of God. 
When Martin Luther was asked difficult questions such as the 
one posed here, he replied by encouraging his troubled friends 
to “look to the wounds of Jesus.” That same advice had been 
given to him as a young man, when, plagued by guilt, he 
doubted whether he could ever be accepted by a holy God. By 
focusing on Christ, he discovered the doctrine of justification by 
faith alone. In Jesus Christ, God’s grace and truth were realized 
in perfect equipoise. In Jesus we see that God is unspeakably 
generous, “abundant in goodness and truth” (Ex. 34:6, KJV), and 
at the same time a God of uncompromised purity and right-
eousness. In Jesus Christ the Creator has become our 
Redeemer, the Judge has received our judgment. Through his 
death and resurrection, the way to eternal life has been forever 
opened to all who turn from selfishness and sin and in simple 
trust commit themselves to Christ for all time and eternity.

Timothy George, a Christianity today executive editor, is dean of 
Beeson Divinity School at Samford University in Birmingham. This 
article originally appeared in Christianity today, 2001.
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Reflect
£ If “everything God does, by either explicit decree or per-
mission, has an ultimate beneficial purpose,” as Timothy George 
states, what is the benefit of condemning humans to hell?

£ God created humankind to act as free moral agents in the 
world. To what extent do you use your freedom to draw closer 
to God, or move away from him?

£ Author Timothy George states, “God condemns no one 
unjustly. God is the judge of all the earth, and he will do right 
by everyone. On the final day of judgment, no one will be able to 
stand before God and say to him, ‘I have been treated unfairly 
by you!’” Do you truly believe that God’s judgment will be just? 
If not, what causes you to doubt that he is just?

£ If questions about God’s wrath and mercy trouble you, in 
what ways does the author’s statement, “Jesus Christ is the 
surest window into the heart of God” help you sort them out?
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Longing for 
Judgment
Worthy of God’s love, finally.  
by Patty Kirk

A couple of my Christian friends have told me they worry 
about being judged before God at the end of time, as the 
apostle Paul says will happen in 2 Corinthians 5:10: “For 
we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that 
everyone may receive what is due them for the things done 
while in the body, whether good or bad.” One friend still 
anguishes over sins she committed long before she became 
a Christian. I argue in vain that these sins—along with 
every sin she’s committed since then and will commit 
later—vanished from God’s notice for all time when she 
accepted Jesus’ death in payment for them.
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“I know they won’t keep me from heaven,” she explains. “But still. 
I did evil, and I know I’ll be held accountable for it in the end.”

My other friend worries more about her sins of omission: namely, 
that she hasn’t done enough good and therefore won’t have many 
crowns to cast before Jesus. So, she works tirelessly for God by 
leading Bible study groups and taking frozen meals to elderly 
homebound acquaintances.

Both friends know the same good news—that God’s mercy out-
balances his anger and Jesus’ death renders us entirely sinless in 
God’s eyes—that I heard when I became a Christian. Indeed, these 
two friends were among the ones who taught me the gospel in the 
first place. Nevertheless, they take to heart the parable about the 
worker who buried the money entrusted to him instead of 
investing and multiplying it, as his commended comrades did. My 
friends worry they’ll earn, at best, a low place on the totem pole 
of God’s favor.

I feel lazy and complacent compared to my friends—not just these 
two, but most of my Christian acquaintances. I wish I worried 
about such matters—the sins of my past, the spiritual idleness of 
my current life, my ultimate rank in God’s kingdom. I wish that 
I did the good things I see my friends do, and that I took 
Scripture’s warnings as ardently to heart. I wish I were, in 
short, a better person. More certain in my faith. More active in 
working it out.

Alas. Most days, I struggle just to be nice to the ones I love. My 
mother-in-law, for instance—a lonely widow with all the habits of 
an 85-year-old. She’s probably the most guileless person I’ve 
ever met and entirely devoted to my family’s and my happiness. 
Nevertheless, I have to force myself to spend time with her. And, 
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when I’m with her, being forgiving and loving—as I hope someone 
will be to me in my old age—is a trial. Instead of focusing on her 
many sweetnesses of character and selfless dedication to my 
family, I seethe that she doesn’t wear her hearing aid or that she 
repeats a tedious story four times or that she acts horrified when 
I let my 14-year-old daughter stay home alone while my husband 
and I go out to dinner.

If my mother-in-law notices my surliness or impatience, she 
doesn’t let on. Her very ignorance of my mean thoughts is a 
judgment on me, transforming my good deed of spending time 
with her into one of those “filthy rags” even our most righteous 
acts amount to, according to Isaiah 64:6. Every visit with her 
previews the Day of the Lord.

Here’s my personal vision of that day. God, in the form of my 
mother-in-law, stands before me. She beckons to me, offers me a 
plate of her chewy biscuits and a cup of bad coffee, and smiles 
her sweet crazy smile of welcome—the same smile of pure joy she 
smiles at me whenever I visit. 

Heaven, in my estimation, will be the ability to share that joy, 
unadulterated by pique and arrogance, boredom and guilt. To be 
genuinely glad to see her. To love her completely, as God already, 
amazingly, loves us both.

I don’t fear the Day of Judgment. I wait in hope for that day. For 
that moment when, in a flash of God’s power, I’ll be made kind 
and good. For the moment when, though worthless in my own 
power, I’ll nevertheless be—for the first time, for all time—worthy 
of God’s love.

This article originally appeared on Kyria.com, 2010.
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Reflect
£ Do you fear the Day of Judgment? What do you envision it 
will be like? 

£ Even though the author’s friends know the truth about 
God’s grace, they live in fear of condemnation. Do you relate 
to this feeling? If so, why?

£ Using a tool such as Biblegateway.com, look up Scripture 
that refers to judgment and grace. How do these verses help 
you stay grounded in Truth?

www.kyria.com
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You Are or 
You Aren’t
It’s not possible to be just 
a little bit lost.  
by erik thoennes 

When the Bible uses salvation (Gk. soteria) in a spiritual 
sense, it describes the broad range of God’s activity in the 
process of rescuing people from sin and restoring them to a 
right relationship with himself.

A believer has been saved from the guilt of sin 
(justification, Eph. 2:8), is being saved from the power of 
sin (sanctification, 1 Cor. 1:18), and will be saved from the 
judgment and presence of sin (glorification, Acts 15:11). 
Regeneration is the miraculous work of the Holy Spirit 
in which a spiritually dead person is made alive in Christ 
(Ezek. 11:19-20; Titus 3:5).
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Usually people use the term saved to refer to regeneration 
and justification. If this is what they mean, it is not accurate 
to speak of it as happening or not happening in differing 
degrees. To be a Christian means you have traded in your 
“rubbish” of self-righteousness for the perfect righteousness 
of Christ (Phil. 3:8-9). You have ceased striving and now 
rest in the finished work of Christ—no longer depending on 
accomplishments, religious pedigree, or good works for God’s 
approval, but only what Christ has accomplished for you 
(Eph. 2:8-9).

Thus you understand, with Paul, that “it is no longer I who 
live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the 
flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me” (Gal. 2:20, ESV). You believe that when Jesus 
said, “It is finished,” it really was. Because of this, “there is 
therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus” (Rom. 8:1).

Conversely, if you have not been saved in this way, you are 
“condemned already, because you have not believed in the 
name of the only Son of God” (John 3:18). You remain “dead 
in your transgressions and sins” (Eph. 2:1). In this regard, 
there are no degrees of being saved or lost—dead or alive. 
Either you are or you aren’t. “Whoever has the Son has life; 
whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life” 
(1 John 5:12).

The Bible does recognize that from an experiential, ethical 
standpoint, there are degrees or gradations of sin according 
to knowledge (Luke 12:47-48; Matt. 10:15; John 19:11), 
intent (Num. 15:30-31), amount, kind, and effect. All sinful 
behavior, however, is the expression of universal human 
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depravity. We sin because we are sinners. This is why we 
read in James 2:10 that “whoever keeps the whole law and 
yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking it all.”

Within the broader salvation process, the Bible does 
recognize degrees of sanctification as well as the good works 
and rewards it can produce. It is the tragic lack of true good 
works and rewards in the sanctification process that is in 
view regarding those saved “but only as through fire” in 1 
Corinthians 3:15. Here the “fire” of God’s judgment at the 
return of Christ will reveal the quality of a believer’s works, 
and some will have little to show for their salvation.

Additionally, the idea of the righteous being saved “with 
difficulty” in 1 Peter 4:18 (NAS) refers to the difficulty 
of salvation in light of the God-ordained suffering and 
persecution that believers endure all through this age. 
In spite of this difficulty, however, Peter also recognizes 
that God’s power is sufficient to guarantee a believer’s 
perseverance in salvation (1 Peter 1:4-5).

We also recognize that on the way to salvation, there is often 
a gradual process as people gain greater understanding of the 
gospel. Jesus recognizes this process in the wise scribe of 
Mark 12. We don’t know this scribe’s end, but Jesus tells him 
that he is “not far from the kingdom of God.”

Although we may recognize degrees of understanding as the 
gospel takes root in a person’s life—even saying things like 
“this person is really close to being saved”—until God has 
brought about this transformation through repentance and 
faith in Christ, people remain as lost as they can be. 
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Yes, a person may experience more or less of the full reality 
of salvation in degrees of sanctification. Yes, a person may 
experience more or less of the consequences of sin in being 
lost. But the objective states of being saved or lost are 
definite and absolute, as eternity will show.

Erik Thoennes is a professor and a pastor. This article 
originally appeared in our sister publication Christianity 
today, 2004.

Reflect
£ How would you define justification, sanctification, and 
glorification in your own words?

£ Many in our culture bristle at the idea that people are 
either lost or found (saved)—that there is no gradation in 
meaning with these terms. Are you lost or found?

£ If you were to create a timeline of your sanctification 
process, what would be the benchmarks on your journey? In 
what areas do you think you’ve grown in holiness? Where do 
you still struggle?
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Online Studies

“The Beautiful Anger of God,” a Bible study based on this 
article is available at ChristianBibleStudies.com

“What the Bible Really Says About Hell,” 
ChristianBibleStudies.com

“The Mysteries of God’s Freedom and Grace,” 
ChristianBibleStudies.com

 

Where to go to learn more.

Additional 
Resources

www.kyria.com
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/beanofgod.html
www.ChristianBibleStudies.com
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/whbiresaabhe.html
www.ChristianBibleStudies.com
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/myofgofrandg.html
www.ChristianBibleStudies.com
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Books 
The War is Over: God is Not Mad, So Stop Struggling with Sin 
and Judgment by Andrew Wommack (Harrison House, 2008). 
Do you still feel the guilt of past sins? Do you struggle to 
believe that you’re really forgiven? Peace is available, because 
Jesus did everything for you on the cross so you could be free 
from judgment and fear. In The War is Over, Andrew Wommack 
reminds you of the extent of God’s grace through Christ.

Sinners in the Hands of a Good God: Reconciling Divine 
Judgment and Provision of the Bible by David Clotfelter  
(Moody Publishers, 2004) Are heaven and hell real? How 
does God’s election correspond to our freedom? Why did Jesus 
have to die? Why doesn’t God save everybody? These are all 
questions raised in this book, and biblically answered by 
author David Clotfelter. Contrasting the theologies of Jonathan 
Edwards with George MacDonald, the author reconciles the 
difficult doctrines of divine judgment and predestination.

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in this 
download are from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, 
Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Wheaton, 
Illinois 60189. All rights reserved.

www.kyria.com
http://www.christianbook.com/not-mad-stop-struggling-with-judgment/andrew-wommack/9781577949350/pd/949350?item_code=WW&netp_id=563644 &p=1006339
http://www.christianbook.com/not-mad-stop-struggling-with-judgment/andrew-wommack/9781577949350/pd/949350?item_code=WW&netp_id=563644 &p=1006339
http://www.christianbook.com/sinners-reconciling-divine-judgment-provision-bible/david-clotfelter/9780802481603/pd/81608?item_code=WW&netp_id=338819%20&p=1006339
http://www.christianbook.com/sinners-reconciling-divine-judgment-provision-bible/david-clotfelter/9780802481603/pd/81608?item_code=WW&netp_id=338819%20&p=1006339
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