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lates as “bound to the law” or “in the
law.” Abelieverisboundtothe law,
or is in the law. He is not under the
law.)

Antinomism is an aspect of
dispensationalism’scentral and non-
negotiable doctrine of the essential
difference between Israel and the
church. The law is for Israel, not for
the church. The other side of this
heresy is that the gospel is for the
church, not for Israel. Inherent in
dispensationalism’s denial of the
unity of Israel and the church is the
teaching that Old Testament Israel
was saved in some other way than by
faithin Jesus Christ. Gerstner presses
this charge against dispensa-
tionalism, showing that even those
contemporary theologians who try
to distance themselves from
Scofield’s teaching that the Jews
were tobe saved by the law deny that
the object of faith in the Old Testa-
ment was Jesus Christ. Gerstner’s
conclusion is

that the charge that Dispen-
sationalism teaches more than one
way of possible salvation is well
founded. Not only did the early
dispensationalists teach this her-
esy, but more recent dispensa-
tionalists have failed toexonerate
their predecessors and have, in
more subtle ways, fallen into the
same error. The problém here, as
we have seen, is the understand-
ing of a dispensation as a “period
of time during whichman is tested
in respect of obedience” which is
central to the dispensational sys-
tem. As we have seen, dispensa-
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tional adherence to this definition
results in a denial of the gospel.
More recent dispensational at-
tempts to correct their theologi-
cal system at this point are only
another pathetic instance of put-
ting on a band-aid to heal a fatal
internal wound (p. 169).

But dispensationalism with-
holds the gospel even from the New
Testament church. Forinspite of the
protestations of some dispensa-
tionalists that they are “four-point
Calvinists” (they openly admit to
denying the doctrine oflimited atone-
ment), dispensational theology is
“five-point Arminianism” (p. 149).
It rejects and opposes every one of
the five points of Calvinism, that is,
the gospel of salvation by free, sov-
ereign grace. The only one of the
five points of Calvinism that
dispensationalism makes any sub-
stantial pretense of holding is the
fifth, the perseverance of saints. But
this is thoroughly corrupted by
dispensationalism’s antinomiandoc-
trineof the “eternal security” of those
who live impenitently in wicked-
ness. Gerstoer demonstrates that
dispensationalism is “five-point
Armminianism” in the hard-hitting,
critically important chapter entitled,
“Spurious Calvinism” (pp. 105-147).
The gravity of this criticism of dis-
pensational theology, Gerstner indi-
cates when he remarks that “Calvin-
ism is just another name for Christi-
anity” (p. 107).

The chapter, “Spurious Cal-
vinism,” is of special interest to the
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Protestant Reformed since in it
Gerstner condemns the doctrine of
the “well-meant offer of the gospel.”
Because of Gerstner’s stature as a
Reformedtheologian, and in view of
the almost universal acceptance of
the “well-meant offer” by Calvinis-
tic churches, this repudiation of the
“well-meant offer” as un-Reformed
has sent a tremor throughout the
Reformed world. The passage de-
serves to be quoted in its entirety. In
the context of his treatment of
dispensationalism’s denial of lim-
ited atonement, Gerstner notes that
also some Reformed theologiansdis-
play weakness regarding this doc-
trine. He then takes up the issue of
the “well-meant offer of the gospel™:

We mustalso sadly admit that
the majority of Reformed theolo-
gianstoday seriously err concem-
ing the nature of the love of God
for reprobates. We mention this
here only because this defect in
contemporary Reformed theology
makes it all the easier for the
dispensationalists to continue in
their abyssmal error.

Most Reformed theologians
also include, as a by-product of
the Atonement, the well-meant
offer of the gospel by which all
men can be saved. Some Re-
formed theologians take a further
step still and say that God even
intends that they should be saved
by this Atonement which never-
theless was made only for the
elect. For example, John Murray
and Ned Stonehouse write: “Our
Lord ... says expressly that he
willed the bestowal of his saving
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and protecting grace upon those
whom neither the Father nor he
decreed thus to save and protect.”
One may sadly say that West-
minster Theological Seminary
stands for this misunderstanding
of the Reformed doctrine since
not only John Murray and Ned
Stonehouse but also Cornelius
VanTil, R.B. Kuiper, John Frame,
and, so far as we know, all of the
faculty, have favored it. The
Christian Reformed Church had
already in 1920 taken this sad
step away from Reformed ortho-
doxy and has been declining ever
since. The Presbyterian Church,
U.S.A. had even earlier, though
somewhat ambiguously, departed
and the present mainline Presby-
terian church affirms that “The
risen Christ is the savior for all
men.”

The Presbyterian Church in
the United States (now part of the
Presbyterian Church, U.S.A)) is
not far behind, and the separatist
Presbyterians such as the Ortho-
dox Presbyterian Church and the
Presbyterian Church in America
are following in this train. Only
the Protestant Reformed Church
seems willing to hold to the whole
counsel of God on this doctrine
(pp. 127, 128).

Gerstner’s style makes for de-
lightful reading. He gets off some
memorable lines. With reference to
dispensationalism’steachingthat the
supposedly dead sinnermustand can
do something to bring about his own
regeneration, Gerstner writes:

So, dispensational corpses come
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alive. This is the classical theo-
logical case of vigor mortis. The
dead live of themselves. The
dead spontaneously generate their
own life. Out of nothing living
something comes alive (p. 139).

Taking note of dispensationalism’s
objection to the teaching of covenant
theology that Israel is fulfilled in the
church, because this does not allow
the Jews to look forward to inherit-
ing Palestine, Gerstner observes:

This certainly does make it hard
on the Jews! When they might
have had a glorious piece of real
estate on the Mediterranean, all
they end up with under this inter-
pretation is Christ, of whom it
was said that “it pleased the Fa-
ther that in him should all fulness
dwell” (Colossians 1:19) (p. 44).

Wrongly Dividing takes its
place with O.T. Allis’s Prophecy
and the Church as outstanding Re-
formed critiques of dispensa-
tionalism and outstanding defenses
of covenantal theology against
dispensationalism.

The book will serve one very
practical purpose: Put it into the
hands of the man or woman who
professes to be Reformed but who is
contemplating leaving the Reformed
church for a dispensational church.

* * * * L] * »

Two significant reviews of
John H. Gerstner’s Wrongly Divid-
ing the Word of Truth have ap-
peared recently. Tom Wells re-
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views it inthe Calvinist Baptist maga-
zine, Reformation Today (January-
February 1992). Wells does not
merely hedge on the basic issue of
the disjunction that dispensa-
tionalism makes between Israel and
the church. He aligns himself with
dispensationalism on this basic is-
sue.

But while Gerstner rightly faults
dispensationalism for its radical
disjunction between the Church
and Israel, he shows no recogni-
tion of the problem with which
they are wrestling.... Gerstner is
surely simplistic when he says,
“Paul teaches that Israel and the
Church constitute an organic
unity. They are the same olive
tree with the Gentiles of the
Church being grafted into the tree
that was Israel.” ...there never
was a time when OT Israel and
Paul’s tree were the same. The
nation called “the Church” is a
new nation of which Israel is a

type... (p. 30).

Thereason for the Calvinist Baptist’s
opting for dispensational theology’s
disjunction between Israel and the
church by rejecting covenant
theology’s affirmation of the “or-
ganic unity” is his denial of the iden-
tity of circumcision and baptism.
The rejection of infant baptism is
necessarily dispensationalism in
principle.

The other review, as might be
expected, appears in Dallas Theo-
logical Seminary’s Bibliotheca Sa-
cra. The review is in two lengthy
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parts. The first appears in the April-
June 1992 issue of the Dallas jour-
nal; the second, in the July-Septem-
ber 1992 issue. John A. Witmer does
not so much review Gerstner’s book
as offer an angry counter-attack.
What especially angers the Dallas
theologian is that Gerstner declines
to participate in the current irenic
“covenant-dispensational dialogue,”
asother Presbyterian theologians are
doing. In the course of the two-part
review, Witmer admits every charge
that Gerstner levels against
dispensationalism, ancient and mod-
ern. Dispensationalism is anti-
nomian; dispensationalism does hold
that Israel and the church are two,
different, separate peoples;
dispensationalism is Arminian.

One intriguing passage is
Witmer’s attack on Gerstner’stheol-
ogy as “arigid and extreme form of
Reformedtheology.” Witmer is seiz-
ing on Gerstner’s criticism of many
of the Reformed and Presbyterian
churches for compromising Calvin-
ism by their doctrine of the “well-
meant offer.”

On pages 127-28 Gerstner details
how one Reformed group after
another has departed from what
he calls “Reformed orthodoxy”
(p. 127) — his position — until
“only the Protestant Reformed
Church seems willing to hold to
the whole counsel of God on this
doctrine” (p. 128). According to
the latest statistics available this
denomination had 21 churches,
4,544 members, and 31 ordained
ministers. The Reformed tradi-
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tion embraces a broad spectrum
of views, and yet Gerstner pre-
sents his restricted position as
representative of the entire Re-
formed tradition, whichin turn he
considers “essential historical
Christianity.”

Apparently, at Dallas Theological
Seminary they do statistical theol-
ogy: the correctness of a doctrine is
determined by the number of souls
holding it. Since the Protestant Re-
formed Churches are numerically
small, the doctrine of particular grace
in the preaching, held by them and
defendedby Gerstner, cannot betrue.
This is truly a new theology. It has
interesting implications. The doc-
trine of the Deity of Christ that
Athanasius defended “contra
mundum” must have been wrong.
Luther’s doctrine of justification by
faith alone cannot have been right,
since it was confessed by one monk
against all of Christendom. And
since theology is now done by the
numbers, Protestants should pay care-
ful attention to the size of the Roman
Catholic Church. ¢

The Gospel According to Jesus (A
New Translation and Guide to his
essential teachings for believers and
unbelievers) by Stephen Mitchell;
Harper Collins, publishers, 1991. 310
pp., $23.00 (hardcover). [Reviewed
by Edward W. Sager.]

Increasingly the Bible has be-
come the target of blatant, frontal
assaults from various quarters. This
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one in particular is touted to be “The
Gospel According to Jesus,” whenin
reality it is nothing more than an-
other gospel sent to trouble the
church, a perversion of the gospel of
Christ. This is but another example
of the perversion of language em-
ployed by theological liberalism for
many years in order to masquerade
their unbelief under the guise of a
returnto“the authentic Jesus,” whom
they have never discovered. Itisa
shame that only when such frontal
assaults appear in media other than
print do they arouse the ire of evan-
gelical Christians. Although it is an
unpleasant task to attend to such
matters, itis evident that fortoo long
the mighty weapons of God’s argu-
ments have lain dormant, while the
enemies of the gospel have busily
engaged themselves in an ongoing
effort to destroy the Word of God.

Against a backdrop littered
with the failed remains of his prede-
cessors, Mr. Mitchell claims to be
able to pick his way through the
extant manuscript evidence of the
New Testament of our Lord Jesus
Christ, and give us Jesus’ essential
teachings that are for both believers
and unbelievers.

Let’s consider Mr. Mitchell’s
methodology: what is his methodol-
ogy; what is the basis for this meth-
odology; what this methodology pro-
duces. By way of examining his
methodology, let’s pay particular
attention to Mr. Mitchell’s episte-
mologicalfoundations, i.e., howdoes
he know these things?

First, what is his methodol-
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ogy? Mr. Mitchell begins by assert-
ing that his method is similar to that
employed by Thomas Jefferson, who
took scissors and cut from the King
James Version of the English Bible
what he believed to be the authentic
gospel and pasted it into a notebook.

Mr. Mitchell does distinguish
between what he wishes to do, and
what Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John
did, when he states that, while these
“aretoa large extent teachings about
Jesus, I wanted to compile a Gospel
that would be the teaching of Jesus:
what he proclaimed about the pres-
ence of God....” This differentiation
from the account of the biblical writ-
ers ensures that Mr. Mitchell’s prod-
uct will be quite different indeed
than what we haveinthe Bible. This,
then, is his method: to distinguish
the authentic teaching of Jesus from
the inauthentic accretions, thus com-
piling what purports to be “The Gos-
pel According to Jesus.” How Mr.
Mitchell defines what the “essen-
tial” teachings are remains a mys-
tery.

Second, let us see what the
basis is for achieving this goal. We
do well to consider Mr. Jefferson’s
approach. The method of determin-
ing what went into his “authentic”
gospel notebook he declared, “In the
New Testament there is internal evi-
dence that parts of it have proceeded
from an extraordinary man; and that
other parts are of the fabric of very
inferior minds. It is as easy to sepa-
rate those parts, as to pick out dia-
monds from dunghills” (p. 4). What
this internal evidence is, is never
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mentioned, that I can find. Then Mr.
Mitchell states that he selected and
translated “only those passages that
seem to me authentic accounts and
sayings of Jesus.” What it is that
makes certain passages seem to him
to be authentic we are not told. He
goes ontostate, “I have alwaystaken
seriously the strictly scholarly crite-
ria. But there are no scholarly crite-
ria for spiritual value. Ultimately
my decisions were based on what
Jefferson called ‘internal evidence’:
the evidence provided by the words
themselves.” Exactly how the words
themselves provide this criteria,
again, we are not told. For example,
how do we know the word, logos, in
John 1:1, is, or is not authentic?
What about this word tells us that it
is authentic? Of course, this same
question can be raised withany word
found in the Greek New Testament.
These “strictly scholarly criteria” are
said to be found in “Sanders and
Davies, Studying the Synoptic Gos-
pels, pp. 301ff.” 1 haven’t lcoked at
this publication yet, so I still don’t
know what Mr. Mitchell’s criteria
are. The issue of what are and what
are not authentic sayings and ac-
counts of Jesus is then left up to Mr.
Mitchell’s decisions, just as the de-
termination as to what constitutes
“essential” from non-essential teach-
ings.

Mr. Mitchell finds the account
of Mark the most trustworthy of the
synoptic gospels “in certain ways,”
when there are three accounts of the
same incident. What the basis is for
thinking Mark more reliable, and in
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what ways, again, we are not told.

What then is the process of
selection to be employed by Mr.
Mitchell in determining what seems
like a later theological or polemical
orlegendary accretion? For this, Mr.
Mitchell has far better tools than a
pair of scissors, or sohe thinks. “The
scholarship of the past seventy-five
years is an indispensable help in
distinguishing the authentic Jesus
from the inauthentic. No good
scholar, for example, would call the
Christmas stories anything but leg-
ends, or the accounts of Jesus’ trial
anything but polemical fiction. And
evenaboutthe sayings of Jesus, schol-
ars show a remarkable degree of
consensus” (p. 6). So it is modern
scholarship, of a carefully selected
kind, which is to be Mr. Mitchell’s
criteria for making these determina-
tions; he knows because of the find-
ings of certain modern scholars. Itis
apparent that all conservative schol-
arship within the past seventy-five
years has been denied any consider-
ation at all, even as a form of schol-
arship. I find this to be appalling,
when I consider the contribution to
scholarship made by someone like J.
Gresham Machen, for example (see
his “The Virgin Birth,” “The Origin
of Paul’s Religion,” and “Liberalism
and Christianity”). He, and some
others of a decidedly conservative
position, have to be accorded at least
the recognition of good scholars.
Mr. Mitchell’s statement is patently
absurd, but this is indicative of his
methodology.

Yet another absurdity is his
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finding a remarkable degree of con-
sensus about the sayings of Jesus.
This just is not so. Scholars are
notorious for their diversity of opin-
ion on just this question. “But on the
other hand, methods change, new
methods are constantly introduced,
the conclusions of all methods are
constantly being altered. ‘The as-
sured results of modern scholarship’
is a figment of the imagination — in
critical studies of Scripture as in the
natural sciences” (Herman
Hoeksema — Protestant Reformed
Theological Journal, April 1992, p.
72, review of New Testament Criti-
cism & Interpretation, ed. by David
Black & David Dockery). Do all of
the colored beads gathered by the
members of the Jesus Seminar agree?
Mr. Mitchell acknowledges this di-
versity in his account of how they
nave determined that the second
highest ranking parable, the parable
of the good Samaritan, received an
average of 81%. I think this illus-
trates that this method is a return to
the Dark Ages, when the common
man was not allowed to read the
Bible, for it was considered to be the
exclusive domain of scholarship.
Thusthis man would have the church
presided over by a scholarly elite,
who will tell us what Jesus said and
did, in distinction from what the
church has believed Jesus said and
did for almost two millennia. In-
stead of recognizing that these things
are hidden from the wise and pru-
dent, and revealed unto babes, Mr.
Mitchell and his ilk turn this state-
ment on its head. These blind schol-
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ars don’t even know what is the
Bible, and yet they are to be blindly
followed, with the result that they
and their followers fallintothe ditch,
Such an empirical basis, if this can
be construed to be one, inevitably
leads to a result that is skewed by the
observer.

Third, let us examine where
Mr. Mitchell is leading us with the
application of these methods of his.
The Jesus Mr. Mitchell presents us
with as a result of his “strictly schol-
arly criteria,” is first of all a man that
grew up as an illegitimate child (p.
19). He grew up to be a man that
violated the Sthcommandment, i.e.,
he wasasinner (p. 43). Mr. Mitchell’s
Jesus had an enlightenment experi-
ence like that of other mystical reli-
gious leaders (p. 31). This Jesus
doesn’t teach that there is such a
place as hell, for hell is only a psy-
chological metaphor (p. 68). Like
all the great spiritual Masters, Mr.
Mitchell’s Jesus taught only one
thing: presence (p. 10). He has no
ideastoteach, only presence. He has
no doctrines to give, only the gift of
his own freedom. All we need to
know about him are his teachings (p.
16). Is it surprising that Mr.
Mitchell’s Jesus takes on the appear-
ance of the Zen Buddhist Master
under whom he has been studying?
Zen is noted for its repudiation of
reason and logic.

The foregoing assertions about
Jesus are presented in amost definite
manner, as well as the following
statementsthat indicate we are being
led by Mr. Mitchell from the solid
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rock of biblical truth to the sinking
sand of fallen human opinions. Mr.
Mitchell likewise asserts in a most
definitive manner, “(We know noth-
ing ... we know nothing.... Even
when I don’t say it explicitly, this
phrase will be a kind of silent ground
bass that accompanies everything I
try to intuit about Jesus’ life.)”
“...when I use the word authentic, 1
don’t mean that a saying or incident
can be proved to originate from the
historical Jesus of Nazareth. There
are no such proofs; there are only
probabilities. And any selection is,
by its nature, tentative” (p. 7). So,
when all is said and done, we can’t
know on the basis of Mr. Mitchell’s
methodology, who Jesus is, or what
he really said. It sounds strangely
like the position arrived at by mod-
ern physics after the quantum revo-
lution, with itsattendant uncertainty.

For myself, I can have nothing
whatever to do with such an exer-
cise, excepttoexpose it for whatitis:
an intellectual exercise in suppress-
ingthe truthin unrighteousness (Rom.
1:18). I am in absolute agreement
with the traditional acceptance of
the 66 books of the Bible, the Old
Testameiffsin Hebrew, and the New
Testament in Greek, were inspired
by God, and have been providen-
tially preserved by the Holy Spirit
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(see Westminster Confession of
Faith, 1647 ed., Article ], as well as
1689 London Baptist Confession of
Faith, Article I). Since the Bible
alone is the Word of God written, it
is not the product of human opinion
about Jesus, and is not to be handled
like any other book. Ratheritistobe
received as the Word of God. Itisa
fearful thing to fall into the hands of
the living God, and this warning is
especially pertinent to Mr. Mitchell
and all who would add to or detract
from the Word of God, which God
declares he even hasmagnified above
his own name (Ps. 138:2).

Anyone interested in what has
happened recently to the battle for
the Bible ought to read this book,
unpleasant though the experience
may be. It will provide a look at the
results of modemn critical scholar-
ship, and give believers a deep ap-
preciation forthe real Gospel of Jesus,
the entire contents of Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John.

In conclusion, Mr. Mitchell’s
book certainly is able to live up to
half of his claims: it is for unbeliev-
ers; yet as a half truth is also a whole
lie, Mr. Mitchell’s account is tried in
the balance and found to be a lie.
This is no Gospel at all, but the hiss
of the serpent. @

83



Contributors for this issue include:

Robert D. Decker, professor of Practical Theology and New
Testament’ Studies in the Protestant Reformed Seminary,
Grandville, Michigan.

David J. Engelsma, professor of Dogmatics and Old Testament
Studies in the Protestant Reformed Seminary, Grandville,
Michigan.

Herman C. Hanko, professor of Church History and New
Testament Studies in the Protestant Reformed Seminary,
Grandville, Michigan.

Edward W. Sager, pastor of Highlands Grace Reformed
Church, Sebring, Florida.






