THE REFORMATION PAPERS; CROSSING THE GREAT CHASM

Introduction

2008 Edition With Additions


M

artin Luther started it all with his 95 Theses which led to the Protestant Reformation. Did he go far enough in his break from traditions created by men? Some may think these Reformation Papers, an attempt to judge other Christians. The Apostle Paul taught that in the church we do have the responsibility of judging those who are within the church. But these papers are also the account of a journey that I have taken over the past few years. There are things that I think I used to believe, but I have come to reevaluate many of those things with a new understanding of the Scriptures.

The basis of the Reformation Papers is the Bible. The Bible is the final authority for all our faith and practice. Much that is done in some circles today is outside the realm of the authority and the clear teaching of the Scriptures; therefore, it is rejected as not valid. An explanation is not required for any experience that has no Biblical authority or backing. Many of the experiences of Christians today are simply responses to suggestions and fleshly indulgences.

Perhaps this series of position papers will make some angry, but my purpose is not to create controversy. I wish only to send a message to the church. The message is this: get back to the Scriptures and rightly dividing the Word of Truth. We must seek the truth of the Scriptures to guide us in all decisions we make.

Just what do I mean by the Great Chasm? I have been a Christian for 34 years. My main source of teaching for 25 of those years was Calvary Chapel of Costa Mesa, CA and pastor Chuck Smith. I have been a part of several Calvary Chapel fellowships over the years, and pastored some of those fellowships. Now, many of the beliefs and convictions I held over the years have been challenged. I have never known a time in my Christian walk in which I have been as spiritually and mentally stimulated as I am now. How often I taught things simply because they were the things that I had always heard, but never really took the time to fully examine the scriptures. So you see, it is a great chasm that I crossed. Many times I couldn’t see the other side, and when I looked down, I couldn’t see the bottom. But I have the anchor of God’s Word carrying me through.

Sometimes I struggle to sort out these new found truths. In reality, I have believed and taught many of these truths for many years, often causing misunderstanding among other Christians. May we always be people of The Word and fully investigate the teaching, to see whether it is of God.

It is the intent of these Reformation Papers as Martin Luther, to call the church back to the Scripture as our foundation. If as a result of reading these papers some are helped in their understanding of God’s Word, then they have truly served their purpose. To those believers in the Grace Movement and those who rightly divide the Scriptures, this is the story of my understanding of right division. I come as one from the outside; someone who used to be critical of those things that I thought you believed and represented. This new understanding has come as a result of Bible Study, not as a result of a spiritual revelation.
Some of the topics examined in these papers are truths that I have always believed, and ones that I feel the church needs to proclaim with more vigor. Other truths are new discoveries made under the principles of right division.

As you read these Reformation Papers and the additional writings that follow, I ask that you keep in mind the following points.

· This is a progressive story of a journey that I have taken into the Grace Bible dispensational movement. Please read each paper consecutively.

· Please excuse the redundancy of repetition. Someone said the three keys to learning are:

1.
Repetition

2.
Repetition

3.
Repeat numbers 1 & 2

· As mentioned earlier, I have been a Christian for 34 years, but have only been exposed to the Grace Dispensational message for the past nine years. My writing and explanation of truths presented in these papers may be rough and unrefined. I ask for your patience and indulgence.

· Carefully consider each topic, and compare with the Scriptures. To those outside the grace dispensation movement, I appeal to you, that you would, with an open mind consider these things.

When considering any topic of Scripture, we assume certain things.

· The Bible is the inspired, inerrant Word of God. God has inspired the words on the page, and the complete Word of God is found in the pages of the King James Bible.

· We believe these things by faith, not because science has proven them. We believe with no outward proof. We walk by faith, not by sight. (II Corinthians 5:7)

· When what we think we believe differs from God’s Word, we discard what we think we believe and accept what God says in His Book.

Paul the Apostle said this in Ephesians 3:7-9:

Whereof I was made a minister, according to the gift of the grace of God given unto me by the effectual working of his power. 

Unto me, who am less than the least of all saints, is this grace given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ; 

And to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ.

The 2006 Edition of the Reformation Papers with Grace Controversies…

Paul’s mission was to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery. What caused me to see the mystery? This question prompted the writing of The Reformation Papers, and this expanded edition which will include, Grace Controversies; Exploring the Depths of the Evangelical Everglades. 

In today’s world, both secular and spiritual, the emphasis is on tolerance and acceptance of others in spite of differences. Christians are reluctant to talk and teach doctrine in the name of loving one another. While I believe we can exercise tolerance, we need not avoid subjects of doctrine. Many believe that there are several different interpretations of the Bible; however, the Bible is its own, best interpretation. The plain, simple, most apparent meaning is the best meaning. Spiritualizing and allegorical interpretations are unnecessary.

The constant cry heard today is, Can’t we all just get along? Yes, we can get along. But don’t ask me to compromise the clear teaching of the Scriptures. I can accept you and welcome any opportunity to discuss spiritual issues. I do not consider myself superior to any other person or Bible believer. We are all under the same requirement of God; that is, by faith believing what He has revealed in His Word. If we accept the Bible at face value and believe that it is the Word of God, then we must make certain conclusions about our beliefs.

As we attempt to understand the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City, the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., and the attempted hijack that ended in a crash in Pennsylvania on September 11, 2001, we are at the threshold of a new threat. This new threat reveals the desire to have religious beliefs politically enforced. The radical Muslim terrorists carried out their evil deed in total devotion to their god Allah. They believed that rewards awaited them in heaven for their obedience to Allah and destruction of the infidels in the United States of America.

All the major Christian teachers in the U.S. spoke out about this attack, offering what they believe it means to us as a country and to the Body of Christ. Their call was to get the country to return to the God of the founding fathers, whereby we might find righteousness in our land once again. They would have us enact legislation to ensure this righteousness is carried out by all. To do so offers the same solution as these radical terrorists proposed. They want all to believe their way. If we seek to force our way on others, which way will it be? Will Baptist theology dominate, or will it be Pentecostal theology? Will it be Roman Catholic, Lutheran, or Anglican? And how about those who believe the church is responsible to bring the Kingdom of God to the Earth before Jesus Christ can return? Will we have them enforce their brand of Christianity and righteousness? Any religious belief politically enforced is wrong.

Certainly a government based upon Scriptural moral principles and true freedom in Christ is superior to any other. But, the true key is that of liberty and freedom in Christ; and not an enforced spirituality. Government exists for our protection and to enable us to live in peace. God has designed it this way. God is not using any one nation today – even the United States of America. God works through the Body of Christ today, an agency that has members in all continents and nations.

The answer to the cause of the terrorist attack on September 11, 2001 is simple. Lost men made an evil choice. It was not God judging this country for its sins. It was not a wake-up call from God. These men made an evil choice, which resulted in tragic consequences. Now the world is experiencing a new war as the United States attempts to close down the terrorists’ network. 

We don’t want to lose the freedoms that make our country what it is. I don’t want my spiritual views politically enforced, anymore than I want any other religious views politically enforced. I will do my best to convince anyone that what I believe is right (and I certainly believe that it is; hence the writing of this treatise), but everyone still has the freedom and power to choose for themselves. I don’t wish to take from anyone that which God gave to them – the ability, freedom, and power to choose their own destiny. We wish to persuade others to the truth; but we cannot force them to conform to us.

The answer is not that all religions worship the same God in different ways. We often hear this, especially at times like these. If the Jews, Christians, and Muslims all worship the same God, and are headed for the same destination, then God is certainly schizophrenic. Why would He not reveal the same requirements to everyone? God is a revealer of truth, and is not sending confusing signals as to who He is and how is to be worshipped. He has one standard today of how we hear His voice. He has spoken in His Word, the Bible. It is the final authority. Still, the choice is ours. We will either trust in His Word as the final authority, or find some other source of revelation. But all can’t be right.

There are two initial response options when faced with the claims of the Bible. We either:

1. Accept it as the truth and inspired Word of God and believe it, or,

2. Reject it outright, believing it to be just another book.

Today’s scholars have added another option; the Bible perhaps was written under inspiration of God, but men wrote it, men who are susceptible to error and mistakes. What’s more, these scholars believe the translators made errors as did the copyists, who over the centuries copied the Scriptures; therefore, it’s possible – they believe – that the Bible contains errors. They believe that only educated scholars can truly understand the meaning of the Bible, most of which is allegorical and uses fictional accounts to illustrate life’s truths. I reject this view of the so-called scholars.

My position is that the Bible is the inspired, infallible, inerrant Word of God. I appeal to those readers who also believe this fact about the Scriptures. Allow the verses to speak for themselves. Their meaning is clear when looked at side by side with other verses. The Bible defines its own terms and serves as its own best commentary. Allow it to do so. There must be an objective standard for our beliefs. The Bible serves as that standard. Anything else is subject to the opinions of men. I choose to accept what the Bible says as the truth. You have the freedom to disagree, but what is your standard?

There are certain distinctive teachings of the Grace Movement. I will examine each of these distinctive doctrines and discuss where and why I came aboard. While most of the response to The Reformation Papers was positive, some reaction was somewhat emotionally negative. It is extremely difficult to consider, let alone admit, that what we have believed for many years is possibly wrong. This is really the first hurdle to grace dispensational teaching; acknowledging that what we have always been taught and believed is not entirely correct. Of the negative reactions I received, none gave me a valid, sound, Scriptural argument against anything that I said. Many felt that perhaps I was bitter for some reason and this new theology was the way to deal with it. All I ask is that the reader consider the Scriptures and search to see if these things are so. If I am wrong, please show me from the verses and help me see the error. Some of my very dear and closest friends were shocked at what I wrote. One friend even said that he abhors what I now believe. It is because they are my friends that I wrote and now write this expanded and updated version. Someone has to challenge all evangelicals that there just might be another valid point of view that can be considered without fear of losing their salvation.

This effort examines the points of doctrine distinctive to Grace Dispensational teaching but foreign to most evangelical believers. I picture most evangelical believers much like the large boats used to skim the surface of the Florida Everglades, propelled by the large fan on the back of the boat. It is not propelled in deep water; it is unsafe to do so. In the same way, modern evangelical believers only skim the surface of Bible doctrine refusing to go into deep theological water; hence the name Exploring the Depths of the Evangelical Everglades. These topics are controversial to evangelical believers, as well as some grace believers. Please react according to an intelligent examination of the Scriptures and not with an emotional response.

The following are some of the controversies discussed in this expanded version.

1. Salvation, Eternal Security, and Water Baptism. We are saved and justified by faith alone, and eternally secure in Christ; water baptism was for Israel to show their repentance, rather than to the Church the Body of Christ.

2. The Start of the Church. The Church the Body of Christ started in mid-Acts, rather than on the day of Pentecost in Acts chapter two.

3. Paul, Replacement for Judas? Paul the Apostle was called by God as the Apostle to the Gentiles, rather than the replacement of Judas Iscariot as one of “the twelve.”

4. The Lord’s Supper. The “Lord’s Supper,” sometimes erroneously referred to as “communion” was an ordinance given to Israel, rather than the Church the Body of Christ.

5. Who Is Born Again? Israel as a nation was to be “born again,” whereas individual members of the Church the Body of Christ are “new creatures.”

6. Christmas Legends. Many “legends” surrounding Christmas have their roots in traditions that are more “religious” and secular, rather than Biblical.

7. The “New Covenant.” The “New Covenant” was and will be established with the nation of Israel, with whom the first (Old) covenant was established, rather than the Church the Body of Christ.

8. Is The Gospel in John 3:16? This verse is the boat of the Evangelical Everglades and makes it float; but our message of salvation cannot be found in John 3:16.

9. Does God Direct Our Steps? All believers are in the Will of God and have the same calling. Things happen because things happen.

10. The Call to Ministry. God does not “call” a person to ministry today. We make our own decisions based on our desires as we understand the Word of God.

11. Ministry Gifts. The ministry gifts as listed in I Corinthians 12 & 14 have ceased, in favor of God’s complete revelation in the Scriptures.

12. The Great Commission. Our Great Commission is different from the one Jesus gave to the Twelve Apostles.

13. Is tithing for believers today? Tithing is an Old Testament principle for God’s people Israel who functioned under God’s Law.

14. Is God involved in the details of our lives? God is silent today and does not intervene.

15. The King James Bible. God’s Word is preserved for English speaking people today in the King James Bible.

The most obvious distinction of the Grace Movement, and one in which we are most vocal is our teaching that water baptism is not for the believer today. (This teaching is discussed in writings.) We must take care that this belief does not become something that we use to taunt other believers in a way that is reminiscent of the teasing of children. It’s as though we’re saying in a singsong voice, We don’t water baptize, and you do, nyeh nyeh nyeh nyeh nyeh! The belief that water baptism is not for today is not the heart of our message.

Although I was baptized in water and baptized others I went out of my way to explain and clarify that water baptism was not necessary for salvation. Only a saved person could be baptized. I believed that it was possible for someone to be saved and not be baptized, or for someone to be baptized and not be saved. This belief brought criticism from segments of the church that heavily promoted water baptism.

I had no problem accepting that water baptism is not for the believer today. This was not a major issue to me and did not bring me to the Grace Movement.

Another issue in the Grace Movement is the doctrine of grace itself. Many believers today have a legalistic view of their salvation. While believing that the grace of God saves them, many believe they must maintain good works of obedience to prove and keep their salvation. However, this was not my experience. The truth of the grace of God was not new to me. I understood it from the beginning of my salvation. I am thankful for the teaching I have had over the years that brought the truth of the grace of God to me. I have known for many years that I am saved forever through no effort of my own. So, it was not the teaching of grace that made the difference for me.

Another emphasis among the Grace Movement is the exclusive use of the King James Bible. But I was already there! I had been studying and teaching classes on the problems with new Bible versions. This study was based on the Textus Receptus from which the King James Version was translated. This also did not bring me to the Grace Movement.

A very strong distinctive teaching of Grace Bible Believers is that of rightly dividing the Word of Truth, from II Timothy 2:15. We often speak of Bible study from a rightly divided King James Bible. But the Baptist brethren believe that they are rightly dividing the Bible, many of which hold very strongly to the King James Version. As part of the Calvary Chapel Movement, Pastor Chuck Smith taught us to rightly divide the Word of God. Well-known author and Bible teacher, Clarence Larkin wrote a book called, Rightly Dividing the Word, which does not fully follow the teaching of the Grace Movement but certainly does emphasize the need to rightly divide the Scriptures.

So what makes the difference in rightly dividing? Right division is driven by certain guiding principles. While right division is a method of understanding the Bible, right division itself is driven by other factors. Right division is a means to an end, and not the end itself. A grace believer could have quoted II Timothy 2:15 to me until they were blue in the face, but my response would have been, “Yeah, so?” It was no big deal.

How about the distinctive ministry of Paul the Apostle? I have always believed that many things taught by Paul were not taught anywhere else in the Scriptures. Chuck Smith taught us that Paul received his gospel by special revelation, not from the teaching of men or of the other apostles. This is what Paul says in the book of Galatians. I believed it and taught it. Even one of my favorite commentaries on the book of Romans, written by William Newell declares this fact. He said, Throughout church history, to depart from Paul has been heresy. To receive Paul’s gospel and hold it fast, is salvation.
. William Newell is also the author of one of my favorite hymns, At Calvary.

The first real key I found for understanding the Scriptures is the doctrinal truth of dispensationalism. Dispensational teaching used to scare me. I did not understand it, which is why I did not like the Scofield Reference Bible. I believed that Scofield dispensationalized too much. Now I understand. Without understanding God’s dispensational activity throughout history, the Bible seems contradictory. This then is the key to the understanding of right division. How do we rightly divide? By understanding the distinctive dispensations established by God Himself. This differentiates us from others who claim to rightly divide. Because of this, I now call myself a “Bible believing dispensationalist.”

Finally, the thing that made the biggest impression on me was the fact that the dispensational right division approach to the Bible explained many irreconcilable differences. Irreconcilable differences are those passages of Scripture that seem to contradict other passages of Scripture. It is impossible to reconcile these passages together and apply them equally to the believer today without attempting to explain that some passages must mean something other than what they plainly say. These truths also comprise the Grace Controversies discussed in this writing. These are controversies to evangelicals because they cannot be reconciled to the common teaching and traditions.

We’ve heard it before, the Bible says what it means, and means what it says. But I don’t think that the groups I was associated with ever really believed this! The Bible explains itself in wonderful detail and does not need spiritualizing from us. In the past I often tried to reconcile difficult passages, resulting in the conclusion that the Scripture meant something other than what it obviously said. I have some of my old Bible Study tapes in which I said this while attempting to explain the passage! This was especially true of the doctrines taught by Paul the Apostle. I referred to this as “The Contradictory Nature of What I Think I Used to Believe.”

These so-called contradictions, irreconcilable differences, and controversies are the subject of this book. Again, the premise is that the Bible is the inspired, inerrant Word of God. It contains its own explanations and interpretations. We will examine these Scriptures in detail. Four points comprise the total purpose and intent of our gathering together as the Body of Christ. These four points are: A Gospel You Can Believe, A Life You Can Live, Study You Can Understand, and A Bible You Can Trust. In the end, the reader must make some conclusions about the Scriptures. I hope this writing perhaps will lead someone to salvation as well as help “all to see the mystery,” as revealed by Jesus Christ to Paul the Apostle.

� Romans Verse by Verse, by William R. Newell. Moody Press, Chicago, 1938. Page 2.
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