Unchanging Truth in Uncertain Times #2

“How Firm a Foundation”
Selected Scriptures

There is a virus more deadly than COVID-19. It has infected entire nations and it threatens to infect the Church of Jesus Christ. It is a spiritual virus. It cannot be seen with the naked eye, but it can be easily transmitted. It is called doubt, specifically doubting the Word of God.

Satan’s first line of attack is against the Word of God. Consider his first recorded words in Genesis 3:1, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” Of course, we know that God said no such thing; in fact, God’s exact words in Genesis 2:16-17 were, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” Almost the exact opposite of what Satan said. But that was his plan all along. 

You see, once the inspiration of Scripture is called into question, and the lines are blurred between right and wrong, then the doctrinal dominoes begin to fall one by one. The church has no basis of truth…no standard that proclaims salvation…no authority to call the world to repentance…and none of the essential benefits that produce spiritual maturity. With inspiration in the balance, humanity is left as we were in the Garden of Eden—helpless and hopeless. Satan’s old lie still works, and its results still kill. 

We live in an age that has drifted from a wholesome standard of morality to a wholesale and undiscerning emphasis on tolerance. Biblical standards are being replaced with political correctness. Criminals are being defended more passionately than victims. If we claim something is immoral, we are marked as bigoted, prejudiced, and out of touch. If we stand against same-sex marriage, we are branded as intolerant, homophobic, and guilty of “hate speech.” If we are pro-life, we are seen as anti-women, narrow-minded, and lacking compassion. If we promote abstinence as the best method for birth control, as well as for preparation for a healthy marriage, we become a laughingstock, and we’re told we don’t live in the real world.

Even though Scripture clearly states what is right and wrong, we have no hearing in the world’s ears. Why? Because the Bible is not viewed as God’s Word. There is a blurring of the line between right and wrong. That’s the world, and it shouldn’t surprise us. That will always be true of the world’s system, as long as it’s headed by Satan. 

But that should never describe the church, headed by Jesus Christ. Unfortunately, it often does. 

One of the most strategic attacks the adversary wages against the church has to do with the inspiration of Scripture. It is the watershed issue of every new generation. (There’s that word again!) If Satan can get us to doubt the truth of God’s Word, then we have no standard by which to live, no clear message of salvation, and no guidelines for the oversight and advancement of Christ’s church. If the truth of the Bible is muddled or cloudy in our minds, we have nothing to guide us but our own wits. And they are not enough! As my mentor Howie Hendricks often says, “A mist in the pulpit puts a fog in the pew.”

The Changeless Character of God’s Word

As we continue our series, “Unchanging Truth in Uncertain Times,” I want to spend a couple of weeks considering the changeless character of God’s Word. In our last study we saw the unchanging nature of God’s person; this morning we will examine God’s precepts; and next Sunday (the Lord willing) we will view God’s promises.

What is a precept? A precept is a guideline, a principle, a rule, or even a law. The Hebrew word translated “precepts” is piqqûdîm, and it appears 24 times, only in the book of Psalms—21 times in Psalm 119. It is a general term for the responsibilities that God places on his people.
 The word is drawn from the sphere of an officer or overseer, a man who is responsible to look closely into a situation and take action. So the word points to the particular instructions of the Lord, as of one who cares about detail.

I mentioned that the Hebrew term for “precepts” appears 21 times in Psalm 119. Many know that Psalm 119 is the longest chapter in the Bible—176 verses in all! It was written as an elaborate acrostic, in stanzas of eight verses each beginning with the succeeding letters of the Hebrew alphabet.
 What many do not know is that 174 of the 176 verses mention God’s Word in one way or another. Eight different terms are used, including “precepts.” Turn with me to Psalm 119:89-96,

Your word, O Lord, is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens. Your faithfulness continues through all generations; you established the earth, and it endures. Your laws endure to this day, for all things serve you. If your law had not been my delight, I would have perished in my affliction. I will never forget your precepts, for by them you have preserved my life. Save me, for I am yours; I have sought out your precepts. The wicked are waiting to destroy me, but I will ponder your statutes. To all perfection I see a limit; but your commands are boundless. 

Here we see the various words used to describe Scripture, “precepts” appearing twice. But also notice the changeless character of God’s Word—it is “eternal”, His faithfulness “continues through all generations”, His laws “endure to this day.” Just like God’s person, God’s precepts are still the same as they always were.

There was a time when theological thinking, biblical understanding, and doctrinal truth were our guides for living. If the Bible addressed it, we didn’t drift from the standard. If the Word of God declared it, that’s what we believed. Sounds terribly narrow and naïve today, I know. Remember when politicians and educators cited the Scriptures frequently? When prayer was a part of every classroom? No one even thought of it as being inappropriate. (Of course, that was long before the days of  being “politically correct.”) Pastors stood and spoke fervently in favor of the Holy Scriptures…they took the Scriptures literally…they taught the Bible with confidence and authority. Evangelical pulpits were known for strong doctrine and a commitment to biblical exposition. Why? Because the Bible was viewed as inspired of God. 

No longer. Today God has been reduced to a national mascot where God can mean anything to anybody. Politicians frequently gush the politically correct, “God bless America,” but none of them dare use the politically incorrect J word. Prayer in school is now the stuff of lawsuits, and no president has openly quoted the Bible in decades. Ministers who view the Word of God as inspired are dwindling each year. And many churches have become entertainment centers where people are made to feel good about themselves, rather than to repent of their sins. 

Author and law professor Stephen Carter writes, 

My date book contains cartoons first published in The New Yorker. One shows a young boy in front of his class, doing arithmetic at the blackboard. He has just written “7 × 5 = 75” and says to his astonished teacher, “It may be wrong, but it’s how I feel.” There, in a nutshell, is the problem with the post-secular university. Faith is dead, reason is dying, but “how I feel” is going strong [Stephen Carter, “When 7 x 5 = 75,” Christianity Today, December 2006; vol. 50; no. 12]. 

If the Bible is not inspired, then it is not authoritative. And if it is not authoritative, then its commands are mere suggestions on par with every other book of morals. Furthermore, what it says about God is only as valid as any other religion’s so-called holy writings. See the problem? With no inspired text, our guide then becomes our feelings. It’s the same slick lie Satan whispered in Eve’s ear in the garden. And that deception destroyed the spiritual lives of the whole human race. Our times are difficult because of it.
 

Subjective experience must be balanced with objective evidence, because experiences can change, but truth never changes. In Galatians 3:6-14, Paul balances the subjective experience of the Galatian Christians with the objective teaching of the unchanging Word of God.
 As David Wells reminds us: “Christianity is not just an experience, we need to remember, but it is about truth.”

Last week we established that God is immutable—He cannot change. In Numbers 23:19 we see that the immutability of God’s person also applies to His precepts:

God is not a man, that He is able to lie, nor is He a son of man that He is able to change. Has He said, and will He not do it? Or has He spoken and will He not confirm it?

Similarly we read in 1 Samuel 15:29, “He who is the Glory of Israel does not lie or change his mind; for he is not a man, that he should change his mind.”  Psalms 33:11 declares, “But the plans of the Lord stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through all generations.” Jesus states in Matthew 24:35, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.” The Bible is God’s unchanging Word. What God says is permanent and unchanging.
 That is nonnegotiable.

The Correct Comprehension of God’s Word

Next we need to consider the correct comprehension of God’s Word. How do we understand God’s changeless Word in our ever-changing world? I believe that God’s precepts in some way reflect His very being. Since God is unchanging in His person, He is unchanging in His precepts.
 What God declared in His Word as right is still right today; what He declared as wrong is still wrong today.

“Wait a minute!” you may object. “There are a lot of laws, rules, and regulations in the Old Testament that don’t seem to make sense in our day and age. What about those?”

Good point. Chuck Swindoll contrasts “precepts” with “principles,” both of which appear in Scripture, and I think this distinction is helpful:

Precepts are specific, black-and-white truths that take all the guesswork out of the way. Principles are general guidelines to assist us through the gray areas. Not so much “do this” and “don’t do that,” but an appeal to use wisdom and discretion as needed.

We have both precepts and principles in our traffic laws. The sign that reads “Speed Limit 35” is a precept. The one that reads “Drive Carefully” is a principle. And that principle will mean one thing on a deserted street at two o’clock in the morning, but something else entirely at three-thirty in the afternoon when children are walking home from school.

This helps us understand and apply the Bible to our lives. Unlike the general and broadly applicable Ten Commandments, many precepts in the Mosaic Law—especially in the book of Leviticus—are specific to the time and culture in which they were given. To benefit from these, we must look at the principles behind the precepts.

For example, under Mosaic Law God commanded his people to keep a kosher kitchen. Those are surely rules, but the key question is whether they are ethical rules or not. Theologians usually call them ceremonial rules and say that they are fulfilled in Christ and his work on Calvary, so that in the NT era we are not under these laws. But changes in ceremonial laws do not mean a change in God’s basic nature or the basic ethical norms that stem from his character. For instance, the precept to build a railing around one’s roof is an application of the more fundamental principle to love one’s neighbor, but it applies to a time when houses had flat roofs and people spent time on them. The principle to love one’s neighbor might appropriately be applied today by making sure that a passenger in one’s car puts on his or her seat belt. We might disagree about which rules are ethical principles and which are ceremonial precepts, but the basic point remains: God’s ethical rules had better not change.

Key principles in God’s Word are to love God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength; to love our neighbors as ourselves (found in Leviticus, believe it or not!); to act justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God, in the words of Micah 6:8.

Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All scripture is God-breathed and is profitable…” and this applies to the Old Testament as well as the New (since the Old Testament was all Paul had at the time!) God’s Word is the only dependable source of truth. In these days of rapidly changing ideas, events, and situations, the unchanging Word of God is our dependable light and unshakable foundation.

We must be careful not to interpret the Bible through our own cultural lenses. Before we can understand what it means today, we must understand what it meant then, when it was originally given. That means taking the history, culture, and even grammar into account. You may wonder why I spend time explaining the original Hebrew or Greek words, or point out what was happening historically or culturally. This is why—so that we understand Scripture in its proper context.

The changing times do not affect God’s unchanging word; in fact, the church should be especially wary about changing its policies to follow the world’s lead, because the church and the world are two opposing orders based on two very different foundations.
 Scripture always trumps contemporary culture, not the other way around.

Before I leave this thought, however, I need to address one area that causes much confusion among Christians. Passages read above such as Numbers 23:19 and 1 Samuel 15:29 state clearly that God never changes His mind, and yet we read in some verses that God “repented,” such as Genesis 6:6, “And it repented the Lord that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him at his heart”; 1 Samuel 15:35, “…the Lord repented that he had made Saul king over Israel”; and Jonah 3:10, “And God saw their works, that they turned from their evil way; and God repented of the evil, that he had said that he would do unto them; and he did it not” (all quoted from the King James Version). How do we correctly comprehend this?

In the verses quoted above (and many others in which God “repents”), the verse communicates the feeling God had, not the action God took. Listen to these same three verses in the New International Version: Genesis 6:6 – “The Lord was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain.” 1 Samuel 15:35 – “And the Lord was grieved that he had made Saul king over Israel.” Jonah 3:10 – “When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.” These verses are what is called “anthropomorphisms,” the description of God in human forms, and more particularly, in this case, anthropopathisms, the description of God in human feelings.
 When speaking of Himself, God frequently accommodates His language to our limited capacities.

God is not a man, as Numbers 23:19 clearly states, yet He created mankind in His image. I believe we see this likeness in our personality, which includes the intellect, the emotions, and the will. God has all of these characteristics, too, though on an infinitely higher level than we do. And so we should not interpret these passages as though God changed His mind or changed His ways (the definition of repentance), but rather than He was grieved because of the sinfulness of mankind. As to the Jonah passage, that falls under the category of a conditional statement, which we will encounter in our next study.

Our Cherished Confidence in God’s Word

All of this brings us to our final thought, our cherished confidence in God’s Word. Turn to Hebrews 6:17-19, 

Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath. God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged. We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.

God’s unshakable nature and Word provide the strongest ground of faith and bring strong comfort.
 We believers do not have to “work up” a good feeling of hope. God’s unchanging Word assures us that our hope is secure in Christ. In fact, this hope is compared to an anchor that can never break or drift.

We have all been in the same boat with cloudy thinking about hope. The common view of hope in our culture is quite different from Christian hope. If we live by cultural hope, we will have a boatful of wishful thinking, and what we hope for will sometimes happen … and sometimes not. However, Christian hope is based on the Bible—God’s unchanging Word. By patiently relying on what God says, we will have all the hope necessary with all the certainty we will ever need.

The great reformer Martin Luther wrote these words that still ring true today:

For feelings come and feelings go, 

And feelings are deceiving; 

My warrant is the Word of God, 

Naught else is worth believing. 

Though all my heart should feel condemned 

For want of some sweet token, 

There is One greater than my heart 

Whose Word cannot be broken. 

I’ll trust in God’s unchanging Word 

Till soul and body sever: 

For, though all things shall pass away, 

His Word shall stand forever.

We have every reason to be stable because our confidence rests upon the unchanging God who has given us His unchanging Word.
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