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PART IV 

FREEING OUR HERMENEUTICS FROM LEGALISM 

Hermeneutics is the set of rules that we apply to interpret Scripture. While few 

Sunday School programs teach a course on hermeneutics, the fact is that we all carry 

around with us our own hermeneutics. And for most of us, our hermeneutics are invisible 

to ourselves. We pick up a Bible, read a verse, and just know what it means. However, we 

also find that other people often disagree with what is so clear to us. And they just know 

what they know as certainly as we do.  

Why is it that we can read the same words as someone else and reach radically 

different conclusions as to what those words mean? It’s because we bring with us 

different assumptions and attitudes regarding how to understand what is written. We are 

often unaware of these assumptions and attitudes—we think we are being truly objective 

and yet they are there and they influence our reading.  

Not surprisingly, our historic legalism has created legalistic hermeneutics within 

the Churches of Christ. Thus, before we read the first word of Scripture, we have already 

brought certain false presuppositions to the process. For example, traditionally, we in the 

Churches of Christ have looked at the Scriptures to tell what is authorized. But before we 

look at the Scriptures, we decide that the question is one of authority. But, you see, the 

Scriptures not only tell us the answer, they tell us the questions, and authority is not one 

of the questions addressed by the New Testament. It is, however, a doctrine invented by 

John Calvin and still taught by strict Calvinists.
48

 You see, the Campbells and Stone were 

strict Calvinists by education, and although they rejected the Calvinistic view of 

salvation, they did continue in the mainstream of Calvinistic hermeneutical thought.
49

 

And we often worry about whether silences are prohibitions or permissive, and 

we invariably conclude that silences must be all one or the other, and so the silences must 

be prohibitions. Yet we go on building our church buildings, as to which Scriptures are 

silent, attending youth rallies (silent), building gyms (silent), supporting Christian 

colleges (silent), supporting orphanages (silent on orphanages but mandatory on caring 

                                                 

48
 The idea that authority for an act of worship, church organization, church name, etc. is required is 

taken from John Calvin. Among Calvinists the doctrine is called the Regulative Principle. See, e.g., John 

Calvin, Commentaries on the Four Last Books of Moses (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 1:344-345. See, 

generally, Brian Schwertley, Sola Scriptura and the Regulative Principle of Worship (Lansing, Mich., 

2000). <http://www.reformed.com/pub/sola.htm>. 

49
 The Churches of Christ inherited other Calvinistic tendencies. Our preference for modest, unadorned 

buildings, often without steeples or stained glass, comes straight from the iconoclasm of the Calvinistic 

tradition. Our practice of centering services on the sermon, rather than the Lord’s Supper or prayer, for 

example, is Calvinistic, too. Calvin loved to preach! On the other hand, our practice of pointing the entire 

service toward an invitation to be extended immediately after the sermon is from 19
th

 Century Frontier 

Revivalism, particularly the methods of Methodist Charles Finney, whose work was closely followed by 

Stone. Obviously, the Calvinists and Methodists are capable of teaching scriptural truths, and none of these 

practices are wrong by virtue of their origins. Indeed, our offering of “the invitation” is perfectly legitimate, 

but there’s no evidence that First Century preachers did it this way.  
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for orphans), using song leaders (silent), hymn books (silent), insisting on three services 

per week (silent), disfellowshipping those outside our own congregation (really, really 

silent), conducting baptisms during the assembly (baptisms are certainly authorized, but 

nowhere do we read of baptisms during the assembly), conducting Sunday School classes 

(silent), insisting that communion be served by only men (silent—nothing in Scriptures 

keeps women from silently passing food and drink while standing up), and on and on and 

on. 

Indeed, every branch of the Restoration Movement, not matter how right winged, 

inevitably declares some silences filled by expedience, meaning human wisdom guided 

by godly principles. It’s just that we disagree as to which silences are prohibitions and 

which permit expedience. 

And just where is it the Bible talks in terms of silences? I entirely agree with the 

old maxim, “We speak where the Bible speaks and are silent where the Bible is silent.” 

What it means is that if the Bible is silent, I have to be silent. Saying nothing is not the 

same thing as pronouncing a prohibition. Rather, if scripture is silent on church 

periodicals, then they are neither prohibited nor permitted by the silence. Instead, we 

must look at other principles to reach a conclusion: is this practice consistent with love? 

(some periodicals certainly are not); is this consistent with grace? (again, some are not); 

is this practice immoral—perhaps due to slander or gossip? (again, some are very 

immoral). There’s no silence on these questions, and they are quite sufficient to prohibit 

some but not all periodicals, even though the question of periodicals is nowhere found in 

Scripture. 

We’d all be much better off arguing about what the Bible says rather than what it 

doesn’t say. It says quite enough to guide us to heaven, and if we don’t believe that, we 

truly have a low view of inspiration, don’t we?  

Rather, for now I want to share the insights regarding hermeneutics that I’ve had 

as a result of studying the Bible itself, especially from Galatians and 1 Corinthians. In 

fact, my goal is to read Paul’s epistles to ask what hermeneutics did he bring to his own 

study of Scripture and writings? If I can glean a bit of Paul’s own principles of 

interpretation, then I’ve surely made a major step toward a truly sound hermeneutic. This 

is far better than consulting Calvin and his disciples. It’s far better than just assuming that 

Alexander Campbell, when he followed Calvinistic hermeneutics, was right. 

One final note. There are important hermeneutical principles that I won’t be 

covering that are not specific to Scriptures or spirituality. For example, no one seriously 

questions the importance of the historical-critical method, which just means considering 

Scripture in literary and historical context. But this is also true of the Iliad, the Tale of 

Two Cities, and Huckleberry Finn. Just so, we must treat poetry as poetry, history as 

history, and proverbs as proverbs. And we shouldn’t forget that prose is often rich in 

figures of speech that must be read figuratively. Such principles as these are important 

and well covered in other works. Rather, for our present purposes, I’m looking for 

hermeneutics that are peculiar to the Bible. 
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A. First Principle:  

Some Biblical principles are more important that others,  

and the gospel is most important. 

This contradicts the view of some that the Scriptures are hermeneutically flat, that 

is, that all commands are as important as the others, and all violations are thus equally 

damning. 

It’s really easy to reach this conclusion. The Scriptures say it plainly— 

(1 Cor. 15:1-6) Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I 
preached to you, which you received and on which you have 
taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly 
to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in 
vain. For what I received I passed on to you as of first 
importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the 
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day 
according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and 
then to the Twelve. 

Paul says that the gospel is of first importance. Therefore, some principles are 

more important than others, and therefore, the gospel is of first importance. And if you’ve 

read the preceding chapters of this book, the reason for that should be obvious. Accepting 

the gospel saves. Rejecting it damns. What could be more important than that? 

Now, once this principle is accepted, we are forced to construct some sort of 

hierarchy of Biblical principles: which ones are more important than others? And the 

previous discussions should simplify that process quite a bit. 

First, those doctrines that bear on how to become saved and how to stay saved are 

most important, as they carry the highest penalty for error—damnation. Parts I and II of 

this book focus on those principles.  

Second, questions of how best to live as a Christian, that is, living a love-driven 

Christian ethic, must be next, as the New Testament writings, the Gospels and the 

Epistles, spend so much time on Christian living. And because we know the centrality of 

love. In fact, living a life of love is so central to the Christian message that in Matthew 25 

Jesus pictures the dead being judged on Judgment Day based on who cared for the 

hungry, the thirsty, the naked, and those in prison. 

Third, questions of how to organize a church, conduct the assembly, and such 

must be of even lesser importance, as the Scriptures hardly address these questions at all. 

There is quite a bit on the role of elders, but hardly anything at all on what deacons are to 

do. There are verses that mention Christians singing, but no explicit command to gather 

to sing. Indeed, were it not for uninspired early Christian writings, we would struggle to 

know from just the New Testament how the early Christians conducted their assemblies 

or organized their churches. You won’t find a book addressing the instrumental music 

question that doesn’t quote from Justin Martyr and other uninspired early church leaders. 
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Congregational autonomy is nowhere discussed, only implied from the history we find in 

Acts, and not without exception.
50

 

Now I don’t intend to assemble an elaborate structure of priorities, as the 

Scriptures don’t do so. I simply observe that our teaching ought to reflect the priorities of 

the New Testament writers. If a cappella singing was worth two verses out of thousands 

in the First Century, then the same importance should prevail in our teaching and 

preaching today. 

Sadly, our priorities tend to focus on those doctrines that distinguish us from other 

Protestant denominations. Hence, a cappella singing and weekly observance of the 

Lord’s Supper are of very high importance in our teaching. I understand why that is, but 

question whether we should give such short shrift to other doctrines which entire epistles 

are dedicated to while focusing so intently on doctrines that, together, are built on four or 

five verses? I just don’t think God will be pleased if we get the frequency of the Lord’s 

Supper right while entirely missing the point of Galatians, of Romans, or of Hebrews. 

B. Second Principle:  

None of the Bible can be well understood until  

the overarching story of the Bible is well understood. 

This is more than just understanding the literary context of the Bible. Rather, we 

have to understand the Bible narrative in terms of the big picture.
51

 What is God telling 

us about himself and what he did and is doing? Why is God acting in human time and 

history as he has? If we get the big picture right, then the details will be much easier to 

sort out. 

To borrow from Thomas Olbricht, “The focal point in Scripture is the mighty 

loving action of God in his created universe and on behalf of man, who is made in his 

image.”
52

 In other words, sometimes what we teach our third graders is more important 

than what we teach our adults.  

The big picture runs along these lines— 

• God created the heavens and the earth. We know that, of course, but we 

sometimes forget what it means. God is a person. God created as an act of his freewill. 

                                                 

50
 The congregations founded by Paul were certainly subject to his oversight—but he was an apostle, 

an office that no longer exists. On the other hand, the council at Jerusalem (Acts 15) answered doctrinal 

questions put to them by the church in Antioch. Apostles sat on the council, but so did the local elders (v. 

6). On the other-other hand, Paul did not feel bound by their instructions, as the council required the 

Gentiles to abstain from meat sacrificed to idols (v. 20), and Paul did not require his converts to do so 

(1 Cor. 8). At the least, we see congregations discussing with one another important doctrinal issues in 

cooperation, mutual respect, and an evident desire for unity without a rigid hierarchy imposing uniformity. 

51
 It’s fashionable to refer to this as a story, which is okay I suppose, but some might think that “story” 

suggests a myth. Hence, when it’s not too awkward, I speak of a “narrative.” It really happened. 

52
 Hearing God’s Voice (Abilene: ACU Press 1996). 
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And he made man, male and female, for no reason other than love. And man is made in 

God’s own image, which means at least that we have a moral nature.
53

 

• Adam and Eve lived in a sinless world until they ate of the Tree of 

Knowledge of Good and Evil, contrary to God’s command. As a result, Adam and Eve 

became mortal and God cursed the world. This is called the Fall of Man and results in 

man having the nature that we now see. Man was created to be sinless but due to his now 

corrupt nature, he continually does what he knows is wrong, even if he wants to do right. 

In fact, the entire universe has become imperfect and corrupted. We will discuss this 

some more when we get to the Sixth Principle.  

• God called Abraham, and Abraham accepted God’s call. God credited 

Abraham’s faith as righteousness, which is good because Abraham was far from a perfect 

man, but he was a man of faith who tried to honor God with his obedience. God and 

Abraham had a truly “personal relationship” as God communicated with Abraham 

through conversation, not law. God told Abraham that the world would be blessed 

through one of his descendents—one of the first of many prophecies of the coming of 

Jesus. God blessed Abraham’s descendents—Isaac, Jacob (later known as Israel), and his 

twelve sons. The descendants of Israel became the twelve tribes of the Israelites. 

• The Israelites lived in Egypt for centuries until a pharaoh enslaved them. 

A member of pharaoh’s household, an Israelite named Moses, called on the pharaoh to 

free the Israelites. After God brought ten plagues on the Egyptians, the pharaoh allowed 

the Israelites to leave. 

• Moses led the Israelites on a 40-year journey to the Promised Land, 

Palestine. God performed many mighty miracles during this journey to protect and 

preserve his chosen people.  

• On Mt. Sinai God gave Moses the Ten Commandments and, later, the 

entire Law of Moses, revealing both God’s ethical standards as well as a theocratic 

system for the governance of the Israelites. Although God spoke through law, he also 

spoke personally with Moses, much as one man speaks to another. 

• Under the leadership of Joshua, the Israelites conquered Palestine. Again, 

God perform many miracles to make this possible, most famously taking down the walls 

of Jericho. 

• Originally, the Israelites had no formal government other than elders in the 

cities and priests serving at the tabernacle, but God raised up mighty leaders (judges) as 

they were needed, including Deborah, Gideon, and Samson. 

• At the request of the people, God appointed Saul as king over the twelve 

tribes. God handed Saul many victories over the enemies of Israel, but Saul became 

arrogant. As a result, God appointed David as the new king. 

                                                 

53
 Gen.1. This principle does not require a particular view as to the age of the earth. Whether God 

made the earth in seven literal days about 6,000 years ago or in the Big Bang 14 billion years ago, he made 

it, and he made it from nothing. 
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• David was “a man after God’s own heart.” David moved the seat of 

government to Jerusalem, wrote many of the Psalms, and God worked mightily through 

him. However, David sinned by committing adultery with Bathsheba, the wife of one of 

his 30 mighty warriors, Uriah. David had Uriah killed to cover up his sin with Bathsheba, 

who’d become pregnant. God’s prophet Nathan confronted David, David confessed his 

sin and repented, and God forgave the sin itself and allowed David to remain as king. 

However, God punished David by taking the life of his child and visiting other sorrows 

on him. 

• After David, his second son by Bathsheba, Solomon, ruled Israel with 

wisdom given by God and built the temple in Jerusalem on Mt. Zion. This became the 

new center of Israelite worship. 

• After Solomon, the kingdom of Israel split north and south, with the 

southern tribes being ruled by descendants of David and Solomon. The northern tribes 

were ruled by several dynasties. God raised up many prophets from among the southern 

tribes to preach God’s message to his chosen people and urge repentance. The prophets 

prophesied the coming of the Messiah in remarkable detail. “Messiah” means anointed, 

and refers to a king in the lineage of David. The Messiah was prophesied to usher in a 

golden age among God’s people. 

• As punishment for their sins, God allowed the northern tribes to be 

defeated by the Assyrians and taken into captivity never to return. 

• Years later, as punishment for their sins, God allowed the southern tribes 

to be defeated by the Babylonians and removed to Babylon. Jeremiah prophesied from 

Jerusalem during the conquests by the Babylonians. In Babylon, God did amazing 

miracles through Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, and raised up Ezekiel as a 

prophet, all to encourage his people in Babylon to remain loyal to God. Daniel and 

Ezekiel further prophesied the coming of the Messiah. 

• Seventy years later, after the Persians had conquered the Babylonians, the 

Persians allowed some of the Israelites to return to Palestine under the leadership of 

Nehemiah and Ezra. They rebuilt the temple and the walls of Jerusalem and reestablished 

the worship of God. God sent prophets, Zechariah and Malachi, to encourage the people 

and to call them again to repentance. The prophets also promised the coming of the 

Messiah. 

• Nearly 500 years later, in accordance with prophecy, God raised up John 

the Baptist to prepare the way for the Messiah. John baptized in the Jordan River for the 

remission of sins. 

• The Holy Spirit caused Mary, a virgin and descendant of David, to 

conceive and bear Jesus, the Messiah. The Greek word for Messiah is Christos or Christ. 

Jesus was born and lived a life exactly as predicted by the prophets centuries earlier. 

• John baptized Jesus, and God declared Jesus “my beloved Son in whom I 

am well pleased.” 

• Jesus spent three years in Palestine preaching and performing wondrous 

miracles, calling for repentance and preparation for the coming Kingdom of Heaven. 
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Jewish leaders caused the Roman authorities who ruled Palestine to kill Jesus by 

crucifixion. He was buried and raised on the third day, as prophesied. Soon thereafter, he 

ascended to heaven. In allowing himself to be sacrificed, Jesus carried the sins of the 

world so that God could forgive those sins—as Isaiah had clearly prophesied. 

• Jesus trained a group of apostles (literally, ambassadors) to carry on his 

work. On the Day of Pentecost, 50 days after his death, one of the apostles, Peter, was 

empowered to preach the gospel in Jerusalem by the Holy Spirit. More than 3,000 of the 

Jews were converted, baptized, and became the first Christians. The apostles performed 

many miracles to confirm the words they spoke, and many more were converted. 

• From heaven, Jesus called Paul to become an apostle to the Gentiles, and 

Paul, the other apostles, and other missionaries carried the gospel throughout the Roman 

Empire. Paul wrote many letters that became part of the New Testament. 

• Those who received the gospel received the Holy Spirit and lived lives 

emulating Jesus, doing works of service and spreading the gospel as they had 

opportunity. 

• God showed the apostle John a vision of God’s victories over his enemies 

and the eternal reward of his people in heaven, resulting in the writing of Revelation. 

I have obviously simplified this a bit, and this is likely a bit simplistic for many of 

my readers, but notice how little attention we tend to pay to the Old Testament part of the 

story in our adult classes and preaching, assuming our listeners learned all this as 

children, which is no longer necessarily true. In fact, if we are an evangelistic 

community, many of our members won’t know this material.  

And notice how many times the New Testament writers refer to part of this 

narrative to teach New Testament doctrine. In fact, it’s interesting that, when Paul writes 

a letter to a Gentile congregation, he feels free to teach lessons backed by the Old 

Testament narrative. Plainly, the early church taught their new members the story. And 

notice how many times I’ve had to refer to portions of this narrative to argue my case in 

this book. I mean, I love quoting from Hebrews 8, where the writer quotes from 

Jeremiah.  

And so, what does this mean to us? How is this hermeneutics? 

First, it shows us what’s important. Why choose Abraham and his descendents? 

Because God needed to send his Son to die for us, and for this to happen, the whole story 

had to happen. The story is about the Fall and then Redemption through Jesus. And God 

worked his plan over the course of human history to lead to a culmination in Jesus and 

the cross. 

Why have a Law of Moses? To teach us God’s ethical requirements for us—how 

to live morally—but also to show us that we can’t actually meet those requirements, and 

so we need a Savior. 

Why all the prophets? To prove that Jesus was and is divine, the Son of God, and 

that God is sovereign. God doesn’t just predict the future, he is outside time and so not 

bound by time. Isn’t it remarkable that Jeremiah (and others) could write Christian 

theology hundreds of years before Jesus?  
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And the Scriptures repeatedly teach us that the reason for all this is my sin. And 

yours. Not sin as some generalized concept, but the very particular sins of very particular 

people. Jesus didn’t just die to generate a pot full of grace to sprinkle on us centuries 

later. Jesus died to take away my sins. Every sin I’ve committed or will commit hung on 

the cross, killing God’s own Son. Now this violates cause and effect as we experience it, 

as my sins were not yet committed when Jesus died. But remember, God is outside time, 

and so my sin really was hung on that cross. Indeed, every time I sin, I hang one more 

burden on the bleeding back of Jesus my Savior.
54

 

Also, the story of the fall and redemption of mankind helps us understand God’s 

plan for men and women, as we will discuss later. In fact, one reason so many get this 

wrong is because they don’t correctly understand the Fall of Man. 

And this means that the Old Testament matters. It’s not a dead book in a dead 

language. God’s relationship to his people has changed, and the rituals and theocracy of 

the Law of Moses are gone, but the God of the Old Testament remains the God of the 

New Testament, and we should spend much more time in the first two-thirds of the Bible. 

But (God help us!) let’s never return to law as the means of our salvation! It’s already 

been tried, and it didn’t work. 

Indeed, one reason God spent centuries of history dealing with the Israelites as his 

chosen people was to show us that salvation by works has been tried, and despite 

numerous direct interventions by God in Israel’s history and the pleadings of the 

prophets, the system failed, leading ultimately to the arrogance and hypocrisy of the 

Pharisees that were so condemned by Jesus.  

The story teaches us that the new covenant cannot be like the old. It’s not just a 

refinement of the old system. It’s not better laws and better enforcement. It’s freedom 

from law.
55

 

C. Third Principle: 

God is sovereign (and man is not). 

How can I understand the gospel if I don’t understand who God is, what he has 

done, and that we mortals are all fallen creatures lost in our sins? This is why, for 

example, Paul begins the great book of Romans with a discussion of principles that teach 

that we have all fallen short of the glory of God (culminating in Romans 3:23). If we 

misunderstand that, we misunderstand everything. 

And as I’ve argued before, we do misunderstand that, because we arrogantly 

assume that our intellect is not fallen. We are humans in the flesh but virtual gods in the 

intellect! Surely this sounds wicked. It is. Those who believe this don’t really understand 

Genesis 3 or Romans 1-3, among many other passages. 

Gary Collier concludes— 

                                                 

54
 Rom. 5:16; Heb. 9:28; 1 Pet. 2:24. 

55
 Rom. 7:3-4; 8:1-2. 
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[Jesus] wants people who are forgiving and kind, people who 
understand God’s law by looking at God! In fact, he said that when 
his followers understand his new message about the kingdom of 
heaven, then they will know how to read Scriptures!

56
 

A similar conclusion is suggested by Richard Hughes— 

[T]he apocalyptic perspective focuses on God’s mighty deeds, 
culminating in his final triumph over all the earth. The focus here is 
on God: what he has already done for us and what he will do in 
the future. …  

[T]he apocalyptic perspective inevitably focuses on great biblical 
themes that stand as corollaries to the one theme that is central to 
all of Scripture: the sovereignty of God. What are those themes? 
Creation. Redemption. Discipleship. Salvation.

57
  

By “apocalyptic” Hughes means that our view of Scripture should focus on the 

spiritual rather than the material—God, Jesus, and the Cross rather than ourselves. It’s 

not about my genius or intellect or education—it’s about what God has done for me 

through his Son.  

And so we have to bring to the study a certain attitude: humility. We have to 

appreciate that God is infinitely smarter and subtler than we can begin to comprehend. 

The very notion of understanding all of God’s will perfectly in all its magnificence 

should strike us as patently ridiculous. Plainly, God intends for us to know enough to 

become and stay saved and serve him effectively. Beyond that, how important can it be? 

God is not a rulebook—he’s a person with free will. I’ve grown to hate the cliché 

“putting God in a box,” but it makes the point. You cannot understand God by wondering 

about prohibitive silences. Rather, you learn how to fill in those supposed silences by 

knowing God as a person, a person who so loves that world that he gave us Jesus to die 

for our sins. 

And so we have to be God-centered in our thinking—by “God” meaning the 

entire Godhead. Thus, our faith is in Jesus. It is definitely not faith in “salvation by 

grace” or in “we speak where the Bible speaks.” Jesus saves, not theology, doctrine, or 

what have you. 

Obviously, salvation by grace matters, but we should better think of it as 

“salvation given by God.” This is why in some of the charts shown earlier I try to express 

things in terms of our relationship to Christ. We don’t just “believe,” we “accept Jesus as 

the Son of God.” In one sense, the two say exactly the same thing, but in reality, one is 

about what I do and which doctrine I hold, and the other is about how I relate to a real 

person.  
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 The Forgotten Treasure (West Monroe, La.: 1993), 171. 
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 Reclaiming a Heritage (Abilene: ACU Press 2002), 80-81. 
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Just think of it. Our entire “plan of salvation”—hear, believe, repent, confess, be 

baptized—does not mention God, Jesus, or the Cross! Whom do we believe? What do we 

believe? Into whom am I baptized? Why repent? Because I have to do it to go to heaven? 

Or because having learned of the incredible sacrifice of the very Son of God, I’m shamed 

in my sinful ways, and I desperately want to become what He wants me to be?  

Now, as you’ve surely guessed by now, I’m an extremely left-brained person, and 

talking like this is hard for me. But we have to admit, accept, and even revel in the 

emotional side of our salvation—of our relationship with the Creator and his Son. We are 

an emotional people, and so our emotions have to be reconciled just as does our intellect. 

Hence, this has to be about persons—what God, a person, did to create the universe and 

us in it, how Adam and Eve sinned, and how the person God, with incredibly undeserved 

love, gave his only begotten Son so that people who in no way deserve salvation can have 

salvation (John 3:16). And how we now have an amazing relationship with God, who 

actually lives within us through his Spirit just to be closer to us.  

We must bring to our study of the Scriptures a humility in tune with the heart of 

God. “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up” (Jas. 4:10). 

This is not some vaporous abstraction—it’s the essence of understanding. In fact, 

this is surely the greatest weakness of Church of Christ hermeneutics—we think that the 

Bible is a book of riddles that we are to solve, and having solved them, we believe we 

have accomplished something that makes us superior to other believers. 

In the Churches of Christ, we have taken great pride in having the right answers, 

the right pattern, the right plan. Thus, while the other churches may have bigger 

buildings, on better streets, in better neighborhoods, we’ve had the Old Paths. We know 

the truth while we pretended the “denominations” were willfully ignoring the truth, 

indeed, were intentionally teaching lies. The sense of superiority has been palpable. We 

have been a proud people! It’s always fun to have someone to look down on. 

But godly people don’t look down on others. If I happen to know something 

someone else doesn’t, it is only because it has been given to me, and as a result, I am 

called to teach, but not to feel superior. Indeed, the truth is that only God is sovereign and 

only God is righteous. And if I make it to heaven, it’s because of a gift I’ve been given, 

not because of anything I have accomplished. 

D. Fourth Principle:  

The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.  

(faith element) 

In Galatians 5, at the apex of his argument, after four chapters of elaborate 

explication, Paul declares a profound principle—one that the reader is to understand as 

being just as true as can be: “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through 

love.” This faith-love principle is stated this way to make clear that circumcision is 

nothing and hence cannot be a condition of salvation. Why is it nothing? Because it has 

nothing to do with faith or love. Plain and simple. 

Now we have to study Paul (and the rest of Scripture) to put some meat on the 

bones of these few words, but we can’t explain them away or treat them as a mere 
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rhetorical flourish. They are true—so true that those who ignored them were declared 

alienated from Christ! That’s quite enough to get my attention! 

So what is the faith element? Well, it’s what we’ve already studied at length. It’s 

the gospel. It’s how we’re saved. And how we’re saved profoundly influences how we 

are to live our lives as saved people. 

I’ll offer a series of examples from 1 Corinthians, as it is a very practical book 

that deals with several problems in the church at Corinth. 

(1 Cor. 1:11-13) My brothers, some from Chloe’s household have 
informed me that there are quarrels among you. What I mean is 
this: One of you says, “I follow Paul”; another, “I follow Apollos”; 
another, “I follow Cephas”; still another, “I follow Christ.” Is Christ 
divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Were you baptized into the 
name of Paul? 

When Paul is confronted with a church divided over personalities, and perhaps 

disagreements over doctrine, Paul answers by reminding his readers that only Jesus was 

crucified for them and that they were baptized into only one person: Christ. And as Christ 

is not divided, neither may they be divided. 

Notice that Paul’s argument is centered on Christ as a person—not a recitation of 

rules. And that he concludes that the terms on which the Corinthians were saved define 

how they are to live. They were saved by one person into one person and thus must 

remain one. 

In another passage, Paul explains how our salvation impacts our sexual conduct— 

(1 Cor. 6:15) Do you not know that your bodies are members of 
Christ himself? Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite 
them with a prostitute? Never! 

The fact that we have been added to the one body of Christ means that our bodies 

must be kept holy. If Jesus is holy, then we, as part of Jesus, must also be holy! Paul 

could have said that there’s a law against fornication, but he chose instead to reason from 

the essence of the gospel. 

When Paul is asked whether the Corinthians may eat food sacrificed to idols, he 

again turns to the gospel for guidance— 

(1 Cor. 8:4-6) So then, about eating food sacrificed to idols: We 
know that an idol is nothing at all in the world and that there is no 
God but one. For even if there are so-called gods, whether in 
heaven or on earth (as indeed there are many “gods” and many 
“lords”), yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all 
things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, 
Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom 
we live. 

Paul’s argument has two elements. First, remember the sovereignty of God. How 

can there be idols when God is the One True God and Jesus is the One True Lord? 

Second, when we were saved we committed to live “for” God and “through” Jesus. Thus, 
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idols are nothing at all and so food sacrificed to them has been sacrificed to nothing at all. 

It’s just not a problem. 

But while God’s absolute sovereignty gives us freedom, the commitment we 

made when we were saved sometimes limits what we are free to do— 

(1 Cor. 8:7,10-11) But not everyone knows this. Some people are 
still so accustomed to idols that when they eat such food they 
think of it as having been sacrificed to an idol, and since their 
conscience is weak, it is defiled. … For if anyone with a weak 
conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol’s 
temple, won’t he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed 
to idols? So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed 
by your knowledge. 

You see, as the gospel declares, Christ died not only for me but also for you. 

Therefore, your salvation is just as important as mine. Therefore, my freedom never 

extends so far that I may interfere with the salvation of another Christian. Hence, I may 

have to decline to eat certain foods if my eating could tempt my brother to sin. 

We now shift briefly to a verse in Colossians— 

(Col. 3:11) Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or 
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, 
and is in all. 

Why are there no distinctions between races and social classes? Because “Christ 

is all,” that is, sovereign, and because Christ “is in all.” All are saved on the same terms 

and thus we should treat them all the same. If God treats them the same, so should we. 

Indeed, when we are saved, we are added to the same body, indwelled by the same Spirit, 

and become one. Fleshly distinctions thus disappear. 

And this inevitably forces us to face up to a passage in Galatians that we have 

judiciously skipped until now— 

(Gal. 3:26-28) You are all sons of God through faith in Christ 
Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed 
yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor 
free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  

Why is there neither “male nor female”? Not what do we wish the answer to be, 

but what is the reason Paul gives? Plainly, “for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Just as 

was true in Colossians, as we have all been accepted by God on exactly the same terms 

and added to exactly the same one body, as we have all been “clothed with Christ,” we 

are one and thus God makes no distinctions based on matters extrinsic to the gospel. 

It has often been argued that this passage is only addressing the terms of 

salvation, so that after we are saved, there are indeed gender distinctions. But for this to 

be so, the terms of our salvation—the very gospel—cannot determine how we live as 

Christians after we’ve been saved, and yet plainly it does. Indeed, the fact that the terms 
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of the gospel dictate what it means to live the Christian life is one of the most 

fundamental of all Biblical principles.
58

 

Many other examples can be given. The point is that when Paul is asked a 

question, he doesn’t pull out a rulebook and tell us what the rule is. He doesn’t tell what 

is authorized or not. He doesn’t speak about silences. Rather, he reminds us of the 

sovereignty of God and the gospel. He returns us to the terms on which we are saved—

and then tells us how these terms apply to our particular facts by assuming that surely we 

realize that how we were saved tells us how to live.  

E. Fifth Principle:  

The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. 

(love element) 

The application should be obvious by now. Love and faith are the “interstitial 

doctrines,” that is, they fill in all the gaps. There are no gaps. No silences. No missing 

authority. It’s all there in two words. 

Maybe a reminder of some fundamentals will help us hang flesh on this element. 

What is it that a congregation of the Lord Jesus is supposed to do? Believe and love is the 

answer. And so, how do they do this. Well, first they love each other (John 13:35), but 

they must also love those outside the congregation. 

Again, they first love their fellow Christians. The gospel tells us that God loves us 

all and made us his adopted children, and so we must love one another as brothers and 

sisters in the same family. And just as is true in our earthly families, we may not much 

like each other, but we still love each other and we stand up for each other. 

The church—the body of Christ—is, of course, much larger than any one 

congregation. We are to love the entire body of Christ. And so, there should be inter-

congregational fellowships of some sort, just as your own family has the occasional 

family reunion or Thanksgiving dinner. Congregational autonomy is well and good, but 

autonomy can never divide brother from brother. After all, the family of God is forever. 

Even if I outlive all my earthly family and friends, I have a worldwide family that has to 

take me in.
59

 It’s a wonderful thought—never being lonely. 

Of course, God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son for anyone 

who would believe in him (John 3:16). And God plainly wants all to be saved. Therefore, 

my gospel teaches me that I must want the same thing. And if that is true, I will zealously 

work to save the lost of the world as I have opportunity. Indeed, I’ll go out of my way to 

make opportunity. Love demands no less. 
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 A much more thorough discussion may be found in the author’s Buried Talents. I am aware of the 

verses that would give many readers pause. We will discuss more of this as we go. 
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 “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, / They have to take you in.” from Robert 

Frost, “Death of the Hired Man” (1914). 
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But my brothers and sisters—and the lost—have needs other than Jesus, and if 

we’re to be like the Jesus we read about in the Gospels, then we must have compassion 

for the poor, the hungry, the thirsty, and even those in prison. Again, love compels us. 

Therefore, while we certainly should share the gospel with the poor, we help them 

because they need our help and because we have Christ-like compassion on them, not just 

in order to save them.  

Suddenly, the Sermon on the Mount becomes not a rule book but a vision of the 

heart of God. And we find the Gospels to be rich with examples of how to live a life of 

faith and love—and how to think and feel and do as Jesus did. In fact, we become less 

interested in doctrine (which remains important) and more interested in ethics. That is, if 

we really enjoy living a life of love, then the Sunday assembly becomes an opportunity to 

be with those whom I love and to be equipped to better express my love the rest of the 

week, rather than the drudgery of rule keeping. We become less concerned with five acts 

of worship and instead are overwhelmed with a desire to be spurred on toward love and 

good deeds (Heb. 10:24).  

It’s time for another example. Let’s apply our principles to divorce and 

remarriage. Hardly the only passage, but a central one, is taken from the Sermon on the 

Mount— 

(Matt. 5:27-32) “You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit 
adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully 
has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right 
eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better 
for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to 
be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it 
off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your 
body than for your whole body to go into hell.  

“It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a 
certificate of divorce.’ But I tell you that anyone who divorces his 
wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an 
adulteress, and anyone who marries the divorced woman commits 
adultery.” 

It’s hard to imagine a more controversial passage in current Church of Christ 

thinking. Many churches have split over disagreed interpretations of this one. I will not 

attempt a complete exposition—just a few observations. 

First, this part of the Sermon on the Mount is a series of contrasts between the 

Law of Moses as it was understood with the Law of Moses as it should have been 

understood. Jesus is not legislating. How could he? He came to free us from law, not to 

impose new laws! 

Indeed, we really have to let Jesus speak for himself— 

(Matt. 5:17-18) “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law 
or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. 
I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the 
smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means 
disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished.” 
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Jesus explains exactly what he is intending to do. He is not abolishing the ethical 

requirements of the Law of Moses—rather he is calling on his disciples to live as Moses 

should have always been understood. 

Thus, Jesus comments on the Seventh Commandment, pointing out that his 

listeners all know not to commit adultery. But Jesus explains that the command is broader 

than just the sex act itself. If you’re married, don’t flirt with other women, don’t be 

infatuated with other women, don’t look at other women as sex objects, keep your 

thoughts pure. 

Does the Seventh Commandment really teach this? Well, of course it does. How 

can I be free of adultery unless I am free of the things that lead to adultery? And doesn’t 

the command really mean that I should be faithful to my wife, and if that is so, how can I 

be faithful and lust after other women? 

You see, Jesus calls us to a much broader view of ethics than mere rules. If we 

take the trouble to understand the purpose and heart behind the command, then we much 

better understand how to fulfill the command. And in so doing, we avoid being 

hyperliteral. We understand that we don’t really have to gouge out our eyes or cut off our 

hands. Those aren’t literal commands. They are figures of speech, and we are sure of that 

because we know that love truly requires us to keep our thoughts pure in order to keep 

our actions pure, but love doesn’t require us to maim ourselves. Hence, the love principle 

helps us see what the true scope of the teaching is and protects us from a Pharisaic 

interpretation.  

Just so, in Deuteronomy 24, the Law of Moses plainly permits divorce and gives a 

procedure for divorce—the husband gives his former wife a document evidencing the 

divorce, which in turn allows her to remarry. However, the Jews had concluded that 

therefore divorce is not a sin. But Jesus declares that it is! How do we know? Because 

divorcing my wife is not a loving act. It’s not hard to see really. Jesus is not legislating a 

new rule; rather, he is telling us how to understand the rules that were already there.  

As a result, we cannot expect to find a complete theology of divorce in this 

passage. Jesus is not trying to give all the answers—he’s trying to show his listeners that 

they have entirely missed the point of the Law of Moses. It’s not just a bunch of arbitrary 

rules to be obeyed—it’s about understanding the heart of God. 

And just how can I know that these verses can only be parsed through the lens of 

love? Because Jesus says so. 

(Matt. 7:12) So in everything, do to others what you would have 
them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets. 

It is, of course, the Golden Rule, which we correctly paraphrase as “Do unto 

others as you would have them do unto you.” The King James Version is more accurate. 

Rather than “this sums up the Law and the Prophets” it translates “this is the law and the 

prophets.” What is really the Law of Moses? The Golden Rule. What is the Golden Rule? 

Love. 

If in Jesus’ discussion on divorce he is interpreting the Law of Moses, and if the 

Law of Moses “is” the Golden Rule, then Jesus’ teaching on divorce must be simply the 

Golden Rule as applied in the context of marriage. There is no other possibility. And, if 
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we take Paul seriously when he repeatedly declares that the entire law is summed up in 

“love thy neighbor,” then we can be confident that we are reading truly. 

Now I’ve not attempted a complete exposition of the Bible’s teachings on 

divorce, but I hope you see that whatever ethical interpretation some preacher or scholar 

might suggest must meet this test to be true: is the proposed interpretation not only 

consistent with the Golden Rule but also driven as a necessary consequence of the 

Golden Rule? If we have to suppose new laws and concepts in addition to love, we are on 

very questionable ground.
60

 

Now the result of all this is a huge simplification of Christianity. These principles 

are grounded in the most profound of all concepts—the gospel (hope), faith, love, the 

sovereignty of God—but they aren’t hard. You don’t need a Masters in Divinity to 

understand them. And you don’t need to carry around a library of books helping you 

explain away half the Bible. Rather, the Bible starts to make remarkable sense. 

Of course, it takes practice and discipline to change from a legalistic mindset to a 

faith- and love-based mindset. And a good way to get there from here is to read Paul. 

Each time Paul makes an argument, look not so much at the answer he reaches but how 

he reaches the answer. What premises does Paul argue from? How does he apply faith, 

hope, and love to answer practical problems, even if he doesn’t use exactly those words? 

And then ponder all the controversies that we’ve battled over during the 20
th

 

Century. Take, for example, orphanages. Does the Bible contain express language 

authorizing a church-supported orphanage? We’ve said no. Some have said the silence is 

a prohibition and others say the silence permits support as a matter of expedience. How 

foolish we’ve been! The Bible says to love and that congregations are to be made up of 

loving people who prove that they belong to Jesus by the intensity of their love. Jesus did 

countless miracles of healing because he had compassion for hurting people. And Jesus 

loved children. 

Is caring for orphans loving? Does it violate the gospel? Faith? God’s 

sovereignty? Or does it demonstrate the fulfillment of God’s Kingdom through the body 

of Christ to help heal a hurting, fallen world? Doesn’t helping orphans in fact fulfill the 

very purpose of the entire story of God’s intervention in human history? It’s not a hard 

question. And then, why would we suppose that God has limited the authority of a church 

to do his will? 

F. Sixth Principle: 

 Genesis 1 and 2 establish God’s model in matters of sex and marriage. 

Genesis 1 and 2 show us man and woman in a sinless, ideal relationship. These 

chapters show us the creation of sex in a sinless world. The Biblical view of sexuality is 

defined by these passages. Homosexuality, fornication, and adultery are therefore wrong 

because they violate the sinless ideal for marriage in Genesis 2. Divorce is wrong for the 
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same reason. Therefore, although homosexuality may well result in a loving relationship, 

it is always wrong as homosexual conduct is always contrary to the sinless perfection of 

Eden. 

These chapters are also the basis for the Bible’s teachings on the relationships 

between husbands and wives within a marriage. Moreover, these are the teachings on 

which the New Testament’s doctrine of the role of women in the church is built. 

In a number of places, Paul refers to the Creation accounts as the basis for his 

teachings regarding women.
61

 Sometimes he refers simply to the “Law,” but we 

understand that Jews refer to the first five books of the Old Testament as the Law—not 

just the Law of Moses (found primarily in Leviticus and Deuteronomy). As there is 

nothing in the Law of Moses commanding that women be subject or even submissive to 

men, we take it that Paul is referring to the Creation accounts. 

Because of this, the key to finding the truth of such matters is Genesis 1-3. We 

must first look to Genesis and find out what God’s plan for men and women really is. 

Only then can we look to Paul’s references to these accounts and determine the point that 

Paul was intending to make. We read the Genesis accounts for the truths that are in them. 

And we rigorously apply those truths to every passage that deals with men and women.  

Because all the lessons of Genesis 1 and 2 are so needed by the 21
st
 Century 

Church, I will spend some extra time explaining how I understand them. 

1. Genesis 1.  

We study Genesis 1:26-28 first— 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, 
and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, 
over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures 
that move along the ground.”  

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he 
created him; male and female he created them. God blessed them 
and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth 
and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air 
and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” 

This passage describes God’s final creative act, occurring on the Sixth Day. What 

does it tell us about men and women? 

1. Both are created in God’s image. 

2. Both have the rule over the Creation. 

3. God made man male and female. 

4. Man (that is, male and female) is to be fruitful. 
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So far as can be told from this passage, there is no distinction between men and 

women. The passage deals with the authority of man (male and female) to rule God’s 

Creation, but does not give the male authority to rule the female. Not only is the female 

not declared to be inferior to the male, both are declared to be made in God’s image.  

2. Genesis 2.  

Genesis 2 contains a more detailed account of the creation of woman. 

(Gen. 2:16-25) And the LORD God commanded the man, “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.”  

The LORD God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will 
make a helper suitable for him.”  

Now the LORD God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of 
the field and all the birds of the air. He brought them to the man to 
see what he would name them; and whatever the man called each 
living creature, that was its name. So the man gave names to all 
the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the field. But 
for Adam no suitable helper was found.  

So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and 
while he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs and closed 
up the place with flesh. Then the LORD God made a woman from 
the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the 
man.  

The man said, “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my 
flesh; she shall be called ‘woman,’ for she was taken out of man.” 
For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be 
united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.  

The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame. 

Now, what does this teach us about males and females? 

1. The male is incomplete and inadequate by himself. It is “not good” for 

him to be alone. Indeed, the only creation declared “not good” is Adam—until God’s 

creation of Eve, completing the creation of man. 

2. Neither God Himself, who walked with Adam in the Garden, nor any of 

the animals were helpers suitable for Adam. The lesson is that man’s helper could neither 

be superior (God Himself) nor inferior (an animal), but rather must be flesh of his flesh. 

3. God chose to make woman out of a rib. First, this teaches us that woman 

and man are the same flesh. God certainly could have made woman from scratch, just as 

he did man. But God chose to teach a lesson by making her from the identical material as 

Adam—Adam himself. The Jewish rabbis have taught since before the time of Christ that 

God’s choice of a rib is also significant. God did not make woman from Adam’s head, as 

though she were to rule over him, or from his feet, as though to be in subjection to him, 
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but from his side, to be close to him. We frequently teach this lesson in our wedding 

ceremonies. 

Moreover, the ideal of “one flesh” is eternal as well. In the case of Adam and Eve, 

it means that the two were of literally identical flesh. But for us, it must mean that the 

husband is required by God to recognize his wife as a part of himself. He must love her 

as though her body were his body. He cannot treat her as an inferior or as a part of his 

domain.  

5. Adam called Eve “woman” because she “was taken out of man.” In the 

Hebrew, the words for “woman” and for “man”—”adam” and “adamah”—are very 

similar, and Adam’s choice indicates and emphasizes the similarity between man and 

woman. After Eve was made, Adam referred to her as ishshah (woman or wife) and to 

himself as ish (man or husband) (Gen. 2:23). Again, the similarity of the names indicates 

their unity and similarity. In fact, Eve wasn’t called “Eve” until after the Fall (Gen. 3:20), 

with the new dissimilarity of the names indicating the new barrier between husbands and 

wives. 

6. God made man before woman. Some argue that woman is subordinate to 

man because Adam was made before Eve. But cows and birds were made before man, 

and yet man (male and female) is plainly given rule over all that was created before them 

(Gen. 1:26). Being made second does not in and of itself indicate subordination. Rather, 

the lesson is that the male was incomplete—not good—until the female completed the 

Creation. In other words, the Creation order is from incompleteness toward increasing 

completeness. 

7. God made woman to be a suitable helper. This concept is far too important 

to be passed over lightly. Many consider this verse the linchpin of their argument 

regarding the submission of women to men. It is, they contend, God’s designation of Eve 

as a helper that makes women subordinate to men for all time.  

3. What Does “Helper” Really Mean?  

The word translated “helper” is the Hebrew word ‘ezer. In the vast majority of 

cases, ‘ezer refers to God Himself.
62

 Indeed, God as ‘ezer is a central element of God’s 

relationship with His people. 

Obviously, God’s calling Eve ‘ezer does not mean that Eve is subordinate to 

Adam or that women are subordinate to men. On the other hand, calling Eve “helper” 

certainly means that Eve was Adam’s complement. She completed what was lacking in 

Adam. But there is no basis in the Scriptures to find subordination or a principle of male 

leadership in this word. 

Perhaps our difficulty in interpreting ‘ezer can be better seen by noticing how we 

use “helper” in English. We speak of “mother’s little helper,” a “plumber’s helper,” being 

                                                 

62
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like God); Ezek. 12:14 (a general’s staff); Dan. 11:34 (King of the North gives “a little help”); Hos. 13:9. 
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a “good helper.” In current English, “helper” carries the connotation of a subordinate—

even a child.
63

 Thus, if I were drowning, I’d call out, “Help!” But I wouldn’t refer to the 

person who rescued me as my “helper.” My rescuer truly helped me, but calling him 

“helper” would be too condescending—even belittling. 

But these thoughts are utterly foreign to the Hebrew ‘ezer. There is no 

condescension in the Hebrew word at all, so that “helper” (or “help meet,” as in the King 

James Version) is truly a clumsy translation. In other verses, ‘ezer is used in the sense of 

“rescuer” or “liberator.” The word is also used in the sense of “one who fights alongside 

against a common foe.” “Comrade” or “ally” would come close to the sense in many 

contexts. Thus, the psalmist often sings that God is Israel’s help—not a mere helper—but 

an ally so powerful that Israel must prevail. “Complement” is the best translation I can 

come up with, as it indicates neither inferiority, superiority, or even equality and is true to 

the Hebrew. 

Now ‘ezer does have a deeper significance. God’s declaring Eve as complement 

means that God gave Eve a special role in relationship to the man. She is to complete, 

finish, and make God’s creation of man good. Clearly, therefore, a wife may not, 

consistent with her God-given role, belittle her husband or injure his reputation. Neither 

may she act as an independent agent, free of concerns for the impact of her behavior on 

her husband. She must act as part of a greater whole.  

4. The Curses of Eve, Adam, and Mankind.  

The subordination of women began not in Genesis 2 but in Genesis 3. 

To the woman he said, “I will greatly increase your pains in 
childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your desire 
will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”  

To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from 
the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’ 
“cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will 
eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles 
for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of 
your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, 
since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will 
return.”  

Eve. God tells Eve that her pain in childbearing will greatly increase. The 

significance of this cannot be understated. Until very recently, there was a very high 

death rate in childbearing. The pain of childbearing before modern antibiotics, sanitation, 

Cesarean sections, and such was many times greater than it is now. 
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God next curses the woman by causing her husband to rule over her. Notice these 

things— 

1. This was a change. If Adam already had the rule over Eve in sinless Eden, 

why did God say He was doing this to her because of her sin? Thus, nothing in Genesis 1 

or 2 can support an argument for male rule. 

2. God states that husbands rule over wives—under His curse. He does not 

curse all women with being under the rule of all men. 

3. God also states that the wife’s desire will be for her husband. This curse 

has been interpreted many different ways.  

a. Some suggest that this refers to sexual desire, the idea being that 

the woman cannot avoid the pain of childbearing due to her sexual desires. But this 

makes sexual desire by a wife for a husband a curse, which is clearly not God’s plan. 

Moreover, Adam and Eve were commanded on the Sixth Day to be fruitful and multiply. 

Sex was a part of the plan from the beginning and is not a result of sin. 

b. Others suggest that wives are cursed with wanting to do their 

husband’s will. But this suggestion fails for lack of evidence.  

c. A third group suggests an interpretation based on the close 

similarity of the language of the curse to Genesis 4:7— 

“If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not 
do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have 
you, but you must master it.” 

In the King James Version, this verse says that “unto thee shall be [sin’s] desire, 

and thou shalt rule over him.” The NIV translators have paraphrased this passage to 

interpret “unto thee shall be his desire” to mean “it desires to have you.” Thus, in Genesis 

3, the virtually identical phrasing, only a few verses away, must mean that woman’s 

desire for her husband is her desire to rule her husband. God is saying that although the 

wife may want to rule her husband, under his curse, the husband will rule the wife.
64

 

A result of Adam’s and Eve’s sin is strife in marriage. Both husbands and wives 

will want to be in charge, but in the ordinary case, the husband will succeed in ruling 

over his wife. And certainly the last several thousand years have proven this to be very 

true indeed. 

Adam. God next curses Adam for his sin. Adam will be required to earn a living 

by the sweat of his brow, and the ground will produce thistles and thorns. 
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Mankind. Finally, God makes man mortal. We all die because of the sin of Adam 

and Eve. 

5. The Meaning of the Curses.  

Genesis 3 is known to students of the Bible as the Fall of Man. It is the account of 

the first sin and marks the beginning of the separation of man from God. It is exactly this 

separation that Jesus died to cure. Man sinned, both male and female, and therefore death 

came into the world. Jesus came to earth to undo the curse. Paul explains this in 

Romans— 

(Rom. 5:12-18) Therefore, just as sin entered the world through 
one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all 
men, because all sinned—for before the law was given, sin was in 
the world. But sin is not taken into account when there is no law. 
... For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through 
that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s 
abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign 
in life through the one man, Jesus Christ. Consequently, just as 
the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also 
the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings 
life for all men. 

But the Fall of Man affected much more than our own mortality and our 

relationship with God. The entire Creation was corrupted by man’s sin. 

(Rom. 8:20-23) For the creation was subjected to frustration, not 
by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in 
hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to 
decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of 
God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in 
the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but 
we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly 
as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our 
bodies. 

We see, therefore, that the curses pronounced in Genesis 3 are only examples of 

the complete corruption of the Creation. Everything decays. Nothing is permanent. All 

that is living will die. This corruption affects our marriages, our work, our childbearing, 

our relationships with God, and everything made.  

(Eph. 4:22-24) You were taught, with regard to your former way of 
life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful 
desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put 
on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and 
holiness. 

(1 Pet. 1:22-23) Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying 
the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one 
another deeply, from the heart. For you have been born again, not 
of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and 
enduring word of God. 
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(2 Pet. 1:4) Through these he has given us his very great and 
precious promises, so that through them you may participate in 
the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused 
by evil desires. 

The italicized word in each quoted passage is from the same Greek root as 

“decay” found in Romans 8:22. Because of sin, Paul says in Romans that we are in 

bondage to decay (or corruption, or perishability). He then says in Ephesians that we had 

been corrupt before our salvation, but our new self is to be like God (that is, not corrupted 

by sin). Peter tells us in 1 Peter that by being saved we have relinquished our perishable, 

fleshly nature (that is, our corrupted nature) and replaced it with an imperishable nature. 

In 2 Peter he tells us that God gives each of us a part of his divine nature (the Holy Spirit, 

immortality) that allows us to escape the corruption of the world. But we know from 

Romans and 1 Corinthians that the corruption of the world came from the curse in 

Genesis 3, which followed the entry of sin into the world. Thus, we are instructed to 

escape these curses, not to impose them on one another!  

We are all going to keep sinning, but we are still bound to our Lord to try to stop 

and to rid ourselves of sin so far as it is within our abilities. 

(1 Cor. 15:21-26) For since death came through a man, the 
resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. For as in 
Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. But each in his 
own turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who 
belong to him. Then the end will come, when he hands over the 
kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, 
authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his 
enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death. 

We see in 1 Corinthians that death, which came through Adam, is Christ’s enemy 

and will be the last enemy destroyed. Moreover, we see that Paul describes the corruption 

of Creation as the enemy of God. 

Therefore, we must understand that the curses pronounced in Genesis 3 are curses 

and not commands—far from it. They are evidence of the decay and corruption produced 

by sin and the frustration Creation has been subjected to while awaiting the end of time. 

How then can we command our women members to obey a “command” that is not a 

command but a description of the consequences of sin? 

This argument will surely be hard for many readers to accept, but it becomes 

much clearer when we consider the other curses. The man is cursed to work by the sweat 

of his brow. Does this mean that air conditioning is a sin, because it is contrary to God’s 

eternal design? Are anti-perspirants wrong? Is it wrong to use herbicides and pre-

emergents to prevent the growth of weeds? Didn’t God intend that we work the fields by 

hand to rid them of weeds? Must all men work in the fields? Is office work a sin? 

Is it a sin to use anesthesia to relieve the pain of childbearing? Or is that also part 

of God’s eternal plan? For that matter, why should we resist any of the world’s 

corruption? God corrupted it, who are we to oppose it? 

I read with horror the description of the fate of Eufame MacLayne 
… . Eufame was a woman living in 16

th
 century Scotland, 
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pregnant with twins. Her labor was complicated and very painful, 
and during it she requested painkilling herbs to help her deliver 
her babies. Births had high mortality rates in those days, but 
Eufame and her twins were able to come out of it alive. 
Unfortunately, word got out that Eufame had used painkillers. 
Painkillers were forbidden, said the church leaders, for it was 
God’s law that women suffer in childbirth. Therefore, the babies 
were taken from this new mother, and she was tied to a stake and 
burned.

65
 

We are quite properly repelled at the thought of punishing a laboring woman for 

taking painkillers. We instinctively know that pain in childbirth is a curse, not a 

command, and a curse that we are free to overcome. But we can’t consistently reject the 

views of the 16
th

 Century Scottish church and at the same time insist that Genesis 3:16 

commands husbands to rule over their wives. 

Adam and Eve corrupted the world, not God, and we are God’s children charged 

with working to undo the curse. We do this by bringing others to Jesus to escape the 

curse of death, by alleviating suffering, by struggling against the corruption of this world 

any way we can—and this certainly includes doing so within our marriages. We are 

compelled as Christians to work to rid our marriages of sin, including the quest for 

dominion over our spouse, and to rid our churches of sin as well. 

At this point, many readers will wonder how this interpretation of Genesis can be 

reconciled with New Testament passages on the role of women. We certainly don’t 

believe that Paul or any other Bible author contradicts the lessons of Genesis 1, 2, and 3. 

But the meaning of the curses pronounced in Genesis 3 is plain. They simply are not 

commands, and should not be taught as commands. If the curse of a husband’s dominion 

over his wife is a command, then so are the other curses, and we should deny our wives 

painkillers in childbirth. We can’t have it both ways. Because Genesis 3 is a curse on 

Creation when we study the Fall of Man, it is a curse when we study the role of women. 

6. Conclusion. 

I’ve perhaps spent too much space in explaining my understanding of Genesis 

1-3, but the impact of these verses is far greater than just the current controversy 

regarding the role of women. In fact, Genesis 1 and 2 give the model for godly sexual 

conduct. Hence, adultery, fornication, bestiality, and homosexuality are all wrong 

because they violate Genesis 1 and 2—which define sinless sex—even if the premarital 

or homosexual sex is a very loving relationship.  

Of course, Genesis 1 and 2 occurred in a sinless world and so set the pattern for 

husbands and wives. Hence, when the Scriptures discuss divorce, they refer to Genesis 1 
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and 2. And we’ve often missed the point because we’ve so often misread these important 

passages.  

As Jesus declares in Matthew 19, God meant for husbands and wives to be one 

flesh, and so divorce is always a sin. However, so is the dominance of women by men or 

wives by husbands. To have truly healthy marriages (and churches), we have to return to 

the sinless ideal of Genesis 1 and 2 and stop defending what we do and teach from 

Genesis 3. 

One other thought. Nothing in Genesis justifies hatred of homosexuals. I mean, 

we should no more despise a sexually active homosexual couple than a sexually active 

unmarried couple. Both violate Genesis 1 and 2 and God’s will, but neither is inherently 

more evil than the other. 

Now I strongly object to the recent efforts of many to change Western culture to 

accept homosexuality as equivalent to heterosexuality, but I also object to the effort to 

accept sex between unmarried heterosexuals as equivalent to sex between husband and 

wife. It’s just that we’ve already lost the culture war against “shacking up,” while the 

cultural battle regarding homosexuality is still being fought. But despite the fact that the 

media and church periodicals are pounding the battle drums on homosexuality, 

homosexuals remain people who are fallen and who need to be loved and brought into 

God’s grace. 

Unfortunately, the Christian community has lost much of its credibility when we 

claim to love the sinner and hate the sin, as we long stood silent while homosexuals were, 

quite literally, brutalized, beaten, and treated as less than human. We are, however, 

slowly coming to a more balanced, gracious attitude. I am still touched by the reaction of 

a local Church of Christ when their long-time preacher, a married man, was arrested for 

homosexual solicitation, resulting in a much-discussed newspaper story. 

The preacher resigned and, the next Sunday, came forward in the assembly to 

confess his sin. Virtually the entire congregation came up afterwards, showered him with 

hugs and love. Several members said, “You were there when my husband and I were near 

divorce, and we’re not about to desert you now.” Forgiveness. Love. Grace. Hope. 

Christianity lived as Jesus lived. The preacher remains a member of that church to this 

day. 

It is a very sad commentary on the Churches that we have often allowed our 

worldliness to hold us back on cultural issues when we should have been at the forefront. 

We were—and remain—slow to racially integrate our churches. During the civil rights 

struggles of the 1960’s, most of the Churches were segregationist in practice if not in 

doctrine. We reflected the Southern culture in which we lived. There were notable 

exceptions, going back to even pre-Civil War times, but we did not comport ourselves 

well on the race issue. No one could seriously argue that we treated our black brothers 

and sisters as called for by the gospel and by love. And yet, Genesis 1 and 2 plainly teach 

that all men are children of Adam and Eve, made and loved by God.  

This hardly means that we should now go running after every fashionable social 

issue—just that we can’t trust our culture to guide our doctrine. We have to live as 
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strangers in a strange land and be true to our principles, even when society rejects us for 

doing so. 

G. Seventh Principle: 

Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are given  

to teach us about our relationship with God and each other. 

This is the last principle we will discuss in any detail. There are more, of course, 

but these strike me as the most important, and seven seems like a good biblical number. 

I was not expecting to find this as an important principle, but as I read Paul’s 

arguments in particular, I am struck at how many times he refers to baptism or the Lord’s 

Supper as instructive for our behavior in other contexts. Paul argues from these while we 

argue about these. Surely this fact alone tells us how far removed we are from the 

apostolic mindset. 

An obvious example of Paul’s use of baptism and the Lord’s Supper as instructive 

in other contexts relates to the division among the Christians in Corinth— 

(1 Cor. 1:12-15) What I mean is this: One of you says, “I follow 
Paul”; another, “I follow Apollos”; another, “I follow Cephas “; still 
another, “I follow Christ.” Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for 
you? Were you baptized into the name of Paul? I am thankful that 
I did not baptize any of you except Crispus and Gaius, so no one 
can say that you were baptized into my name. 

(1 Cor. 10:16-17) Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give 
thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread 
that we break a participation in the body of Christ? Because there 
is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of 
the one loaf. 

In both passages we see Paul accepting baptism or the Lord’s Supper as 

normative for all Christians—not an optional practice that some may or may not accept—

and thus available to build arguments from.  

In both cases, Paul builds a case for unity from these two distinctive institutions 

(Alexander Campbell’s term). We are all baptized into Christ, and thus we all belong to 

one person who is not divided. Therefore, we cannot let ourselves be divided. We all 

share in the cup and loaf of communion, and so, again, we are an indivisible one.  

Hence, these practices have meanings much deeper and richer than just the 

commands to be baptized and to take communion. Indeed, they’re barely even about 

commands. If we don’t see the larger truths behind the commands, then mere obedience 

to the commands is of little consequence. God has no interest in seeing us get wet for the 

sake of wetness! And eating some bread and drinking a sip of grape juice is hardly 

valuable for its own sake. It’s not much of a meal. Rather, the fact that we take a common 

meal with our brothers and sisters reminds us of the community we’ve been added to and 

all that Jesus did for us so that we could be part of that community. 
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However, neither baptism nor communion is a “work” as neither has intrinsic 

merit. We are not more moral because of taking communion or submitting to baptism, 

and we can’t chew and sip our way into heaven.  

The Churches of Christ, however, have incomplete theologies of baptism and the 

Lord’s Supper. We tend to see them in terms of something to be obedient to rather than 

an opportunity to participate in what they symbolize. We take great pride in honoring 

these practices as they did in the First Century—which is a very good thing—but we fail 

to give them the full significance that they had in the First Century. 

For example, our persistence in division plainly denies the unity that both 

symbolize. And many of us deny the full power of the grace that both evidence. For 

example, 

(Rom. 6:4-8,23) We were therefore buried with him through 
baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the 
dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. If 
we have been united with him like this in his death, we will 
certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know 
that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin 
might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to 
sin—because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. Now 
if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. 

… For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life 
in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Romans 6, which is all one discussion, deals primarily with Christian ethics, 

living a life freed from sin because of the meaning of our baptism. But intrinsic to that 

message is the fact that our baptism shows us that we will live again just as Jesus lived 

again. Our salvation is a matter of confidence in the final result because of our confidence 

in what God did for Jesus in the resurrection, and our certainty that we share in the 

resurrection is amply evidenced by baptism. Indeed, just as baptism was given freely, so 

is eternal life. If it’s a gift, then we can’t earn it! We all earn damnation, but we’re given 

salvation.  

H. Conclusion and an Example 

These principles I suggest are formed in the very heart of Christianity. I could 

multiply examples, but I hope the point is made. This is how inspired men reason about 

God and his Kingdom, and so this is how we should reason as well. 

Let me offer a lengthy example from 1 Corinthians 14 of how I see all this 

working together. This chapter tellingly contrasts how Paul reasons compared to how 

we’ve traditionally reasoned.  

When the Corinthian church presented Paul with an assembly in which members 

spoke in tongues, prophesied, and often acted irresponsibly, Paul explained how to tell 

what is appropriate conduct in the assembly— 

(1 Cor. 14:2-5) For anyone who speaks in a tongue does not 
speak to men but to God. Indeed, no one understands him; he 
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utters mysteries with his spirit. But everyone who prophesies 
speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement and 
comfort. He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself, but he who 
prophesies edifies the church. I would like every one of you to 
speak in tongues, but I would rather have you prophesy. He who 
prophesies is greater than one who speaks in tongues, unless he 
interprets, so that the church may be edified. 

Paul doesn’t ask whether prophecy or speaking in tongues is authorized or one of 

the approved five acts of worship. He doesn’t wonder whether the Scriptures are silent on 

tongues in the assembly. He only asks whether they edify (build up) the church or 

otherwise strengthen, encourage, or comfort the church. He later explains that tongue 

speaking is permitted if a translator is present, as the translator makes the tongue 

speaking edifying. Otherwise, it is not. Hence, tongue speaking is not inherently 

authorized or unauthorized. The test is edification, and so if it edifies, it is authorized. 

Well, if Paul meant what he said when he stated that “the only thing that counts is 

faith expressing itself through love” and that the entire law is fulfilled by “Love your 

neighbor,” then this is precisely the outcome that we’d expect. Pragmatically speaking, 

does the proposed act accomplish our loving purpose in assembling as Christians? If it 

edifies, strengthens, encourages, comforts, or in other words, spurs on toward love and 

good works (Heb. 10:24), then it does what God called Christians to assemble to do, and 

so it’s authorized.  

Now, there’s one more standard we read about in 1 Corinthians 14:23-25— 

So if the whole church comes together and everyone speaks in 
tongues, and some who do not understand or some unbelievers 
come in, will they not say that you are out of your mind? But if an 
unbeliever or someone who does not understand comes in while 
everybody is prophesying, he will be convinced by all that he is a 
sinner and will be judged by all, and the secrets of his heart will be 
laid bare. So he will fall down and worship God, exclaiming, “God 
is really among you!” 

Our assemblies must respect the needs of the unbelieving visitor. If we are to be a 

loving people, then we will certainly love the lost, and so we won’t do things in the 

assembly that drive such people from God. Rather, we will conduct ourselves in such a 

manner that even the lost will see the presence of God, because the gospel and love for 

our lost neighbors demand nothing less. 

Finally, as Paul is concluding his discussion on worship, almost as an 

afterthought, he states, 

(1 Cor. 14:33b-35) As in all the congregations of the saints, 
women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed 
to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says. If they want 
to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at 
home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church. 

Traditionally, we’ve interpreted this verse by figuring that Paul’s reference to “the 

Law” is a reference to Genesis 3:16, which declares that husbands are to rule their wives. 

However, once we get the overarching narrative right, we realize that Genesis 3:16 is a 
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part of a curse on Creation, resulting from sin, which Jesus died to help us overcome. 

Genesis 3:16 is hardly a sound basis for Christian conduct. 

Failing that, we tend to say, “It’s just a rule,” and then try to obey it. But the “just 

a rule” approach contradicts the essence of the gospel. Jesus died to save us from law, not 

to enact a whole new set of laws. Fortunately, we have some more tools in our 

hermeneutical tool belt to ascertain what Paul is really saying here.  

First, requiring women to be silent in Christian assemblies has nothing to do with 

the overarching story or the gospel. As Galatians 3:26 plainly teaches, arbitrary gender 

distinctions contradict the gospel. 

Second, this conclusion is hardly driven by God’s sovereignty. Certainly God has 

the authority to make this or any other rule he chooses, but this is not consistent with the 

personality of God as revealed in other Scriptures. God himself appointed Deborah as a 

judge in Israel—she commanded the leader of the Lord’s armies and settled disputes 

among the people. She was hardly silent. Just so, Anna was a prophetess who told people 

about Jesus in the temple courts. She wasn’t required to be silent. In 1 Corinthians 11, 

Paul teaches lessons about women who were praying and prophesying in the assembly. 

It’s hard to imagine someone prophesying silently! And 1 Corinthians 12 teaches that the 

Spirit gives each Christian gifts as he wills and that God expects those gifts to be 

exercised. Thus, what we know of God from other passages strongly suggests that 

appropriately gifted women be allowed to speak in the assembly, as was plainly 

happening in 1 Corinthians 11. 

The lessons we learn from baptism and the Lord’s Supper all point toward unity 

and acceptance, not toward drawing an artificial distinction based on gender. Women are 

equally invited to the baptistry and the communion table. 

Faith hardly supports silencing women. Women are equally invited to accept the 

gospel and receive the identical blessing from the gospel as men.  

And so we come to love. What would be a loving reason that a woman might be 

urged to be silent in the assembly? Let’s remember, Paul’s entire discussion is not the 

issuance of a series of arbitrary laws but careful reasoning from the simple principle that 

it’s okay to do what edifies and not okay to do that which doesn’t. Surely, Paul is saying 

that at that time and in that place, women speaking does not edify. And we notice the 

reason that Paul gives: women speaking is “disgraceful”! This is not about permanent 

rules of right and wrong but what in the local culture might disgrace the church. Surely, 

loving women would not want to bring disgrace to the congregation. But is it inherently 

disgraceful for a woman to speak? Plainly not, based on my experience. I’ve heard far 

more disgraceful things said by men in church than by women, actually. 

And Paul gives a subtle but important clue as to why their conduct was considered 

disgraceful. “If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands 

at home … .” Paul doesn’t suggest that the women ask the speaker in private or outside 
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the meeting room, but that they ask their “own” husbands and then at home. Clearly, the 

shame was in a woman inquiring of another woman’s husband.
66

 

By reading as I have suggested, we can get very far in our interpretation long 

before we have to turn to the commentaries and history books for help. In fact, if we have 

the mind of Christ, then we should instinctively know that God doesn’t despise or look 

down on women—whom he created. And if we realize that Paul is driven by applying 

love to the facts at hand, we are forced to look for a loving interpretation. This approach 

completely disallows the “it’s just a rule” approach. It’s not just a rule—it’s an example 

of how sometimes women must give up their freedom found in the gospel out of love for 

the lost. 

So now we can look at the history books and see what might drive this disgrace. 

Osburn quotes the Grecian historian Plutarch, a near contemporary of Paul: “Not only the 

arm but the voice of a modest woman ought to be kept from the public, and she should 

feel shame at being heard, as at being stripped. … She should speak either to, or through, 

her husband.”
67

 Plainly, in the local culture, it was considered scandalous for a married 

woman to speak in public—especially to the husband of another woman. To have done 

so, then, would have violated the wife’s obligation to her husband as a suitable helper (or 

complement) by shaming him—a very unloving (not to mention unhelpful) thing. And a 

visitor, unaware of the new relationship between men and women granted in the gospel, 

would have been scandalized. 

This interpretation is thus consistent with the great principles of the Bible—

indeed, it is a necessary consequence of them as applied in First Century Corinth. This 

interpretation makes sense from a spiritual standpoint. 

And this is not surprising. We aren’t trying to explain away the passage. Rather 

we realize that the passage cannot contradict the essential nature of God and will not be 

just an arbitrary rule to be obeyed for fear of hell.  

Notice that we were on notice that the traditional interpretation—that women may 

never speak in the assembly—couldn’t be right long before we searched history or the 

commentaries for guidance. That interpretation has to be wrong because it diminishes 

God’s creation of women in his own image and as the completion of man. Plainly, one 

lesson of the creation of Eve in Genesis is that “it is not good for the man to be alone.” 

Why should it be good for men to be alone in church and nowhere else? 

The Bible does not use silence as an interpretive principle, nor authority, nor five 

acts of worship, nor tests of fellowship, nor marks of the church, nor binding examples. 

Nothing is just a rule. God is never arbitrary. Rather, the teachings of the New Testament 

follow logically and sensibly from a few simple premises, and the New Testament makes 

no secret of this. In fact, the Scriptures themselves tell us how they are to be read 
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And so, let’s reason as they reasoned in the First Century. Indeed, what would be 

the point of claiming to be the First Century church restored if don’t read and interpret 

Scripture and reason about God’s inspired Word as they did in the First Century?  

Discussion questions— 

1. Are hermeneutics really important? Reflect on the Bible lessons you’ve been 

taught over the years. How have hermeneutics, implicit or explicit, influenced your 

interpretation of Scripture? 

2. Compare the author’s approach to hermeneutics with the traditional Church of 

Christ hermeneutics focusing on (i) commands, inferences, and binding examples, (ii) 

requirement of authority, (iii) prohibitive silences, (iv) authority from expedience, and (v) 

five acts of worship. Which approach is truer to the heart of Christ? Which approach 

derives more from the Scriptures themselves? Which approach is easier to apply? 

3. Have our traditional hermeneutics been consistent with a correct understanding 

of Spirit and grace, faith and love? 

4. What did Paul mean when he declared the gospel “of first importance”? 

5. Does “the story” of the Bible provide a helpful starting point for Bible study? 

Does the author’s “simplistic” outline of the story bring any fresh insights to you? 

6. What does the author mean by referring to God as “sovereign”? Why do you 

suppose his caption says “and we’re not”? Do we ever act as though we are sovereign? 

Has this ever affected our interpretation of Scripture? 

7. Do the faith and love approaches help you understand any particular Scriptures 

better?  

 8. What lessons can we learn from the institutions of baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper?  

 9. The author’s discussion of Genesis 1-3 is rather lengthy and detailed. Do you 

really think that these verses are the basis for the sexual and marriage standards found in 

the New Testament? How do these chapters address homosexuality? Fornication? 


