Q&A 49: What is progressive revelation?

A: The classical use of the term ‘progressive revelation’ says that the contents of Scripture were inspired by God so as to be written over time.  We could say that ‘progressive revelation’ means that God progressively revealed the contents of           Scripture to mankind.
The two page supplemental handout conveys the overall progression of the writing of Old and New Testament books.  The following summary statements about the writing of the Bible may help our understanding:

· The Bible was written by about 40 authors over a period of about 1500 years, though some portions of it were compiled from earlier documents, and make reference to documents that are no longer available to us.  The one modification to the 40 authors figure is that we don’t always know the names of the authors of some of the Psalms, so the figure might be increased somewhat if we did know all of the authors.
· It appears that most of the authors of the Bible were of Jewish ethnicity, with the known exception of Dr. Luke (Colossians 4:10-14), who wrote over ¼ of the New Testament (the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts), and possibly the author of Job.

· Each author wrote what was revealed to him at the time that he wrote.  The cumulative revelation from God up to that time was the amount of truth revealed, though more would eventually be written until the time when the revelation through Scripture was complete, with the writing of the book of Revelation by the apostle John (about 95 AD).  Many of these authors were given to write prophetically of the future, but even in those instances did not always understand what they were writing (Daniel 12:5-10).  

· Scripture uses the term ‘mystery’ to convey something that was not revealed in the past but now has been revealed (Colossians 1:26).  This term, then, is based on the principle of progressive revelation.  Alongside this principle of progressive revelation is the understanding that God has established certain stewardships (aka dispensations), and that the various stewardships were set in place by God according to specific principles of stewardship (such as Law, or Grace).

There are those groups and individuals who will overextend the concept of progressive revelation to say that God is always continuing to reveal more and more, even now, and that the group or the individual is the channel or a channel through which God continues to reveal new truth.  Groups or individuals of this persuasion will not limit God’s special written or oral revelation to the Bible, but will use the Bible as a point of departure and justification for further and ongoing revelation.  Those of this persuasion will be found to ‘correct’ earlier revelation with subsequent revelation, making the earlier revelation outdated or superseded.  We will discuss these issues further in the next two Q&A questions this morning.           

Q&A 50: Did the apostolic gifts end with the apostles or are they continuing even now?

· Those of the Pentecostal or Charismatic perspective will say that the gifts of the apostolic era are continuing even today, or that they have been restored in this era of the ‘Latter Rain’.  But there are several reasons to believe that God’s specific oral and written revelations are complete in Scripture, and that the apostolic gifts were given for the era of apostles and are not included in the gifts God intended to be expressed today:
· The presence of known and named apostles at the time of Christ’s first coming and shortly thereafter offered a mutual validation, as openly testified in the New Testament that is no longer possible today (Acts 1; Acts 11, Acts15, 1 Corinthians 15, Galatians 2, 2 Peter 3:15).  It is not a matter of apostolic succession, but of mutual and multiple apostolic confirmations.  Each living apostle could vouch for the validity of the other.

· The apostles and their contemporary sponsored authors (Mark, Luke, etc.) were authorized to write Scripture, but the evidence is strong that the canon of Scripture - God’s deliberate and specific written revelation - is closed (Jude 3; Revelation 22:18, 19).  All scripture is inspired, but that means that anything that is not Scripture is not inspired (2 Timothy 3:16, 17).
· After the New Testament era, the ‘church fathers’ as they are called, recorded that the apostolic gifts were no longer being expressed, and the one exception to that was Montanus, who had several clear strikes against him: 1) his primary co-prophets were women, each of whom had left their husbands to follow Montanus, 2) two of those in direct or secondary relationship with John the apostle wrote that Montanus was an heretic, and 3) Montanus said that Jesus would return to Asia Minor, where Montanus lived, rather than to Israel, as the Bible says.
· 1 Corinthians 13, verses 8-13, offer strong indication that the apostolic era gifts are fitting only to the era of the apostles (see  Holly Hills Bible Church – 27 1 Corinthians series – December 13, 2009 - 1 Corinthians 13:8-13 – Love is forever).  Hebrews 2:3, 4 (written middle to late 60s AD) expresses the testimony and miraculous acts of the apostles in the past tense, but not as if these apostolic era gifts were ongoing even then.

· The apostles met specific biblical criteria for being apostles (see  Holly Hills Bible Church – 27 1 Corinthians series – December 13, 2009 - 1 Corinthians 13:8-13 – Love is forever – Tongues supplement, page 3), which included that they could do signs, wonders and miracles.  The end of the apostles who met all of these criteria would mean the end of the gifts that fitted the unique ministry of the apostles.  The apostles were a foundation (Ephesians 2:20), and that foundation is complete.  

Q&A 51: How should we view a statement by someone who says, “God told me…”?

The “God told me…” phrase typically assumes that God is continuing revelation today, to and through specific people.  The “God told me…” phrase merits a few appropriate observations and questions:
· “God tells us…” followed by something derived clearly from Scripture is a more fitting statement for today.  What God has revealed to us in His word is objectively observed, objectively interpreted, and then subjectively applied – first personally, then to others.
· The “God told me…” phrase often reveals a lack of regard for the purpose and sufficiency and finality of Scripture.  It’s a subjective bypass of objective truth.  For an apostle or apostolically sponsored author, “God told me…” is revelation.  For anyone else, it’s Gnosticism.  If God tells us something subjectively, how do we know for sure if it’s God who did the telling?    
· God’s word is His intended instrument for deep spiritual impact (Hebrews 4:12, for truth and sanctification (John 17:17), for spiritual transformation (2 Corinthians 3:18), and for spiritual growth (1 Peter 2:2).  Why would an understanding believer replace that with feelings and hunches and unverifiable separate revelations?
· Any supposed revelation, feeling, hunch, voices in the mind, or experience must be judged and evaluated by Scripture, and not the reverse.  The urging of Scripture itself is: “The things which you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.” (2 Timothy 2:2), and “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth.” (2 Timothy 2:15).
Even in the apostolic era, when prophecy was a valid and genuine gift, Paul wrote this, “…do not despise prophetic utterances. 21 But examine everything carefully” 1 Thessalonians 5:20-21.  We’re now in a time when prophetic utterances are no longer being made through the Holy Spirit’s gifting, but examining everything carefully with Scripture is exactly what God has in mind.
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