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In the last several posts,

Why I Changed My Mind About Miraculous Spiritual Gifts
Three Arguments For Cessation That I No Longer Find Convincing
Helpful Resources On Spiritual Gifts
One More Bad Argument For Cessation

I've talked about miraculous spiritual gifts. I've shared some of why I became a continuationist, and shared
some of the arguments for cessation that I once held that I no longer find convincing. But some
cessationists (perhaps even many) don't really hold their position because of a biblical argument (though I
highly respect those who attempt to make a solid biblical argument). I suspect that some at least are
actually motivated by something much deeper. At least, I once was. 

Jack Deere On Three
Reasons For
Cessationism
Jack Deere, in Surprised By The Power Of The
Spirit, maintains that there are basically only three
reasons that Christians do not believe in the
miraculous gifts of the Spirit today (pg. 55-56
initially, then at length from 56-86). That's not to say
that all (or any!) cessationists would describe their
reasons for their position this way. But it's to suggest
that these are the underlying reasons that, at least
for some, actually motivate their position. And
despite regular protests to the contrary, none of
them has anything to do with Scripture. 

It's worth briefly examining these. Whatever position
you hold to, I think these are bad reasons to be a
cessationist, and I urge you not to let these reasons
affect your position on the issue of the miraculous
gifts. 

I've Never Personally Seen Them
First, most who don't believe in them don't believe in them simply because they have never personally
seen them. This is no argument from Scripture. Rather, it is a realization that our own experience doesn't
match up to Scripture. But since when do we judge the Bible by our experience? When we don't see revival,
do we assume that God simply no longer wants it? Or do we beg him to show up in more powerful ways?
In other words, it is more appropriate, when we find a discrepancy between what we experience in our
lives and what we see on the pages of Scripture, to come to read the Bible in a way that it matches our
experience? Or is it more appropriate to start with the biblical text, and seek God for his power that our
experience might line up with it? Craig Keener notes that when his experience today seems to fall short of
what we see in the pages of Scripture (as it did in his own personal experience when when he first wrote
these words, though I suspect he would not say the same today after his experience writing his 4,000+
page Acts commentary and his two-volume work investigating Miracles), he is faced with a choice;

I could seek theological rationalizations for this lack, contending that God simply does not want to do
such miracles today, but seeking an argument to validate my experience would violate my
commitment to read my experience in light of Scripture. Because I affirm that Scripture is God’s Word,
I must submit to it rather than make it say what is convenient. As a biblical scholar who by conviction
determines the meaning of the text first and then asks its implications for today, I must conform my
experience to the Bible rather than the Bible to my experience. In other words, I remain committed to
spiritual gifts because I am committed to Scripture, rather than the reverse (even though my spiritual
experience has often helped fortify my evangelical convictions while working through formidable
liberal scholarship over the years). The Bible’s message does not simply confirm my own experience of
miracles; it summons me to be more open to appropriate signs and wonders than I already am.
(Gift and Giver, pg. 111)

I think that statement expresses the conviction that is appropriate not only as that of a faithful and
impartial biblical scholar, but that is appropriate of all believers who choose to honor the Bible itself first,
and commit to interpreting their experience in light of the Bible rather than vice versa. This is a conviction
I share, and one I commend to my friends on all sides of the aisle of this debate.

"...I remain committed to spiritual gifts because I am committed to

Scripture..."

- Craig Keener

(Tweet This)

Only The Spirit Can Make The Wind Blow
Let me address one related question in particular. Some have asked me, "I have never experienced tongues.
Does this mean I am missing out? Am I deficient in some way? Am I in sin?" Let me say emphatically - no!
And the same is true of each gift. Paul is clear that while we can and should desire and seek gifts, praying
for them (I Cor. 12:31; 14:1, 13, 39), they are gifts given sovereignly by the Spirit. No one is more godly than
someone else because they have one that someone else doesn't have. The gifts are no mark of spirituality
or superior spiritual status, as though Christianity were divided into "haves" and "have nots." That
misguided thinking is precisely what stood behind the Corinthian problem, and occasioned much of I Cor.
12-14 in the first place. 

In fact, while I respect their earnest desire to seek powerful experience of God, and love them, I have to
disagree sharply with my brothers and sisters who hold the so called "classical Pentecostal" position at this
point (which claimed that tongues was always an initial evidence of Spirit baptism, as an event subsequent
to conversion). I think Spirit baptism always occurs at conversion for all believers. And the Bible not only
never promises that all will speak in tongues, (though it would be great if they did - I Cor. 14:5), Paul is
adamant that all will not (I Cor. 12:27-30)! Of course, he is just as adamant that this is no reason for those
who don't to forbid the practice of those who do, as long as in the assembly things are done decently, in
order, in a way that edifies all (I Cor. 12:39). Paul's teaching on spiritual gifts in general is that no one gift is
inherently more important than any other. All the members of the body need the others (I Cor. 12:14-26),
and it is God who grants distributions as he sees fit (I Cor. 12:4-11), and "apportions to each one
individually as he wills."

What we are responsible for is obedience to the direct biblical commands not to forbid tongues (I Cor.
12:39), to desire prophecy (I Cor. 14:39), to earnestly desire spiritual gifts (I Cor. 14:1), to not quench the
Spirit (I Thess. 5:19), and not despise prophecies (I Thess. 5:20), but rather to test prophecy before we
receive or reject it (I Thess. 5:19-22; I Cor. 14:29), to promote edification in the assembly, and the such like.
What God chooses to show up and do, or not do, is entirely up to him. We can neither dictate, nor
demand, his actions. And how and to whom he apportions his gifts are no measure for us to compare one
another by - an action we are repeatedly warned against in Scripture in any case! We can only trust the
sovereign God (I Cor. 12:4-11). As Sam Storms illustrates well (adjusting an illustration from Piper); 

Imagine that you’ve decided to go sailing. The problem is that you know next to nothing about sailing!
So you go to the store and you purchase several books to find out what’s involved. You carefully read
them and then you talk to a veteran sailor who answers questions for you. The next day, you rent a
sailboat. You examine it closely to make certain that everything needed for a successful sailing
experience is present and in good working order. Then, you take your boat out onto the lake. Your
excitement is at a fever pitch, though you’re also afraid. But you follow the instructions you’ve read
and the counsel received from the experienced sailor, and you launch your boat into the water. You
carefully monitor each step and hoist the sail. 

At that precise moment you learn a crucial lesson. You can study sailing. You might even be able to
build a sailboat. You can seek counsel from the wisest and most veteran of sailors. You can cast your
boat onto the most beautiful of lakes under a bright and inviting sun. You can successfully hoist the
sail. But—and this is a big “but”—only God can make the wind blow! 

You and I can study the Bible. We can learn everything there is to know about spiritual gifts. We can
honor and submit ourselves to the Lord Jesus Christ. We can orchestrate a worship service according
to biblical guidelines. We can do everything that lies in the power of a Christian man or woman. But
only the Spirit can make the wind blow! Whether or not the sails fill with a breeze, whether or not the
boat moves an inch in the water, is dependent on the will of the sovereign Spirit who blows when and
where and however much he pleases. You and I cannot force him to move. Not even our obedience
guarantees that the Spirit will do what we have hoped and prayed that he will do. 
(Practicing the Power, pg. 34-35)

 
Or, as the Apostle Paul put it;

For the body does not consist of one member but of many. 15 If the foot should say, “Because I am
not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. 16 And if
the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any
less a part of the body. 17 If the whole body were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the
whole body were an ear, where would be the sense of smell? 18 But as it is, God arranged the
members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. 19 If all were a single member, where would the
body be? 20 As it is, there are many parts, yet one body. 

21 The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no
need of you.” 22 On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable,
23 and on those parts of the body that we think less honorable we bestow the greater honor, and our
unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty, 24 which our more presentable parts do not
require. But God has so composed the body, giving greater honor to the part that lacked it, 25 that
there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have the same care for one another.
(ESV, 1 Cor. 12:14–25)

 

I Can't Find Them In The History

Of The Church
The second reason Deere offers is that some don't
believe they can find the miraculous in the history of
the church. But this is a patently wrong reading of
history, as we noted in the last two posts. To say that
our scant historical records of some periods of church
history don't allow us to claim that the gifts were
always at all periods evidenced universally in strong
operation is possible. But to claim they ceased after
the apostles is little more than historical nonsense.
Check out Ronald Kydd's volume on the early Church,
or Oliver's 3-volume popular history tracing the gifts
throughout church history, or Craig Keener's 2-
volume work documenting the miraculous.

Further, it is a wrong conclusion from that reading,
even if that reading had been correct. Even if there
were a total absence of gifts in history after the first
century (there isn't), this wouldn't demand that God
no longer desires to give them today. It may be that
disobedience in God's people caused a lessening of such manifestations (just as lack of spiritual vigor
causes a dearth of revival), or a quenching of the Holy Spirit occurred. It may be that such gifts were often
present but not recognized as such. And in any case, this would again be another blatant argument from
experience - not from the Bible. 

I've Seen People Do And Say Horrible Things In The Name Of The Gifts
The third reason Deere cites is the revulsion caused by the misuse and abuse of the gifts in some
contemporary charismatic churches (and I might add, the fraudulent claim to have them, when something
else entirely seems to be at work). Like Sam's story I shared in the last post, many have seen widely
televised wacky claims or antics of heretics and false teachers. Or you may have a personal horror story of
someone abusing tongues, or falsely calming healing, or espousing heresy while claiming to be speaking by
the Spirit. It makes sense that those who spread a gospel of prosperity that leeches wealth from the
hearers would have the most money to most loudly spread their message. But as we saw last time, the
presence of outspoken fakes is no argument for there being nothing real anywhere. 

This is again an experiential claim, and one from an undeniably limited scope - you have not seen and
personally tested every claim to the miraculous. This doesn't mean you should accept all as true gullibly,
but it does mean you have no ground to demand that all are false, before examining and testing them.
The lack of charity inherent in claiming that every single claim to the miraculous made by millions of
professing Christians the world over is false, without even examining them, is staggering. This all the more
so when Paul's exhortation to love, in the context of the gifts (I Cor. 13), calls us to a love that is patient,
and kind, that is not cantankerous, does not keep a record of wrongs, and rejoices in truth. 

What I Concluded About My Own Reasons
I can't speak to anyone else's experience, but looking back, I can see that all three of those reasons
factored into my own positions for most of my life. I had convinced myself that I believed what I believed
because the Bible taught it. But in reality, my beliefs were profoundly shaped by my experience (or rather,
my lack of it), and I had adjusted the way I read the Bible to match my experience. I do not think this is
the wisest course.

If you disagree, that doesn't mean I don't love and respect you. There are far more important issues in the
Bible than what one thinks of spiritual gifts, and I embrace with open arms all my brothers and sisters who
make the same orthodox confession of faith in the Triune God, who has revealed himself in Christ, through
whose atoning crucifixion and bodily death salvation has been made available by faith. But I hope these
lasts several posts have explained for my friends briefly why I have changed my mind about spiritual gifts.

A Plea For Spiritual Hunger
I urge those who find their own experience of the Spirit lacking (as I often do!), and sadly falling short of
the power and dynamic we see in the pages of Scripture, rather than adjusting the way they read the Bible
to make them more comfortable, to instead earnestly beg God for a moving of the Spirit that would let
their lives instead come closer to what we see on the pages of Scripture. To be sure, some romanticize and
over-dramatize their reading of Scripture, and we must watch out for that extreme. But given that caution,
when we find a gap between our experience and what Scripture legitimately teaches, how do we deal that
discrepancy? How should we? Perhaps we will never in this age fully bridge the gap many perceive between
their experience and Scripture's portrayal. But can it truly hurt us to get down on our faces before God and
passionately beg him to manifest himself in greater power?

"...there is a clear correlation between our own hunger after God, on

the one hand, and our experience of God, on the other."

- Gordon Fee

(Tweet This)

Gordon Fee concludes his brief summary of his larger work on Paul with some reflections on how the
church can seek to recapture the dynamic life of the Spirit as an experienced reality. He urges; 

At the individual level, my stock answer is admittedly
not always helpful: hunger and thirst with openness.
For some this puts too much emphasis on the
human rather than on the divine side; and I too fear
that. But my own experience in the church is that
there is a clear correlation between our own hunger
after God, on the one hand, and our experience of
God, on the other. This does not remove the
experience of the Spirit from God’s own sovereignty,
nor does it imply that the one hungering and
thirsting does not already have the Spirit in full
measure. I simply know of no other practical solution.

Moreover, our Lord himself pronounced his
congratulatory blessing on those who “hunger and
thirst after righteousness,” promising that they “shall
be filled.” Part of the point of this book is that
hungering and thirsting after the life of the Spirit is
what that beatitude is all about. And that beatitude
presupposes the first one, that those who recognize
themselves before God as “impoverished in spirit [S/spirit?]” are the inheritors of the kingdom.

The concern for openness is where I would emphasize the divine sovereignty. It is a way of suggesting
that we need less often to tell God what we want, as though we knew what is best for us, and more
often to have a stance of openness, so that we might continually be surprised by joy. Openness means
seeking earnestly after the Spirit, with readiness for whatever the Spirit may want to do, not for the
sake of our individual walk alone, but for what it will mean for sake of the body. My experience over
many years, including the reading of Scripture, has taught me that the one God, who lives in holy joy
and love in triune relationship, delights to delight his people, and those delights are as diverse as the
creation itself.
(Paul, The Spirit, And The People of God)

 

An Imperfect Analogy
We can readily understand the wisdom of such an approach in other areas. For example, when missions
work wanes, and few if any enter the foreign fields, do we conclude that this means that God no longer
grants the gift of evangelism, and no longer wants missionaries to go? Do we assume that missions work
as it's found on the pages of Acts, with the Spirit constantly calling men and women to remote peoples,
and churches sending them there, is simply no longer what God wants today? As if this was something
God only did in the apostolic age?

This is apparently what happened in an era prior to William Carey. For centuries prior (as far back as the
Reformation) it was commonly (though not universally) claimed by Protestants in the Western world that
the Great Commission was already completed (See David Bosch, Transforming Mission, chapter 8 for
details). That was a command only for the apostles, no longer valid for the age after the apostles. A few
outliers tried to argue that it still mattered (like Saravia, or the Moravians), but others (like Theodore
Beza) would "put them in their place," sternly explaining that the Commission was only for the apostolic
age. 

One notable exception was among the Anabaptists, a back-to-the-Bible movement that was willing to
view even a millennium of the practice of the church as unimportant in light of what they saw in the text
of Scripture. The Great Commission figured highly in their life and preaching. They had no problems
ignoring the precedent of a thousand years of baptismal practice if they felt that practice didn't match
Scripture. (And it's worth noting that some of the most excessive "Spirit manifestations" since the
Montanists occurred in their midsts). But they were a rare exception. 

As Ralph Winter notes, missions work from 1600-1800, "was almost exclusively a Roman Catholic show. By
the year 1800, it was painfully embarrassing to Protestants to hear Catholic missionaries writing off the
Protestant movement as apostate simply because it was not sending missionaries" (The Kingdom Strikes
Back, location 12454 in kindle edition of "Perspectives On The World Christian Movement"). As Carey
himself explained in his epoch-making, An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to Use Means for the
Conversion of the Heathens;

It seems as if many thought the commission was sufficiently put
in execution by what the apostles and others have done; that we
have enough to do to attend to the salvation of our own
countrymen; and that, if God intends the salvation of the
heathen, he will some way or other bring them to the Gospel, or
the Gospel to them. It is thus that multitudes sit at ease, and give
themselves no concern about the far greater part of their fellow-
sinners, who to this day, are lost in ignorance and idolatry. There
seems also to be an opinion existing in the minds of some, that
because the apostles were extraordinary officers and have no
proper successors, and because many things which were right for
them to do would be utterly unwarrantable for us, therefore it
may not be immediately binding on us to execute the
commission, though it was so upon them.

But he goes on to argue at length that the Commission was not confined only to the apostles, no matter
how many thought this, and no matter how long it had been thought. Was it theoretically possible that the
Commission was confined to the apostles and not binding on us today? Certainly. If God had spoken
clearly by new revelation to repeal his earlier command, or if there were no longer any heathen to convert,
(a functional argument). But God had manifestly done no such thing. The Bible never says that the
Commission has been repealed, or that there should be now a cessation of missions work that we find in
Acts. 

In the second section of his work he presents at length the history of the spread of the gospel by missions
work in Acts, and then traces in history why this pattern changed (the joining of state to church, the rise of
the papacy, etc.), or appeared only sporadically. His third section takes up at length a reporting of the state
of the unevangelized nations of the world in his own day. While the parallels aren't exact, and the analogy
could easily be over-pressed, it might not be unfair to say that his entire argument could be sketched out
as;

1. The Bible commands a certain experience of missions work and demonstrates it at length in the
book of Acts.
2. History explains that the church in some seasons got away from this experience.
3. Our modern experience falls astoundingly short of what the Bible demonstrates.

Yet he did not reason, "Therefore we must conclude that the Commission was confined to the Apostles."
He instead adamantly opposed this conclusion based on experience. Whereas many seemed to conclude
that if men and women were not going and being sent to the heathen, God must not want them to, Carey
concluded rather that this was a misunderstanding of the interplay between God's sovereignty and human
agency. To be sure, he does not in this abandon his firmly Reformed faith, or his deep conviction of God's
sovereignty. But Reformed faith at its best has always recognized that God sovereignly works in ways
through prayer that he will not work without prayer. The problem isn't a high view of sovereignty, but
rather the mistaken equation that would suggest that a high view of sovereignty renders human action
unnecessary.

Carey would have none of this. Rather, he urged that we must rise up to make our experience conform to
what the Scriptures command; "All these things are loud calls to Christians, and especially to ministers, to
exert themselves to the utmost in their several spheres of action, and to try to enlarge them as much as
possible." In his fourth section he virtually begs for Christians to pray for a mighty moving of the Spirit of
God for the conversion of the heathen, for God often does such works in proportion as his people pray for
and seek them. "The most glorious works of grace that have ever took place, have been in answer to prayer;
and it is in this way, we have the greatest reason to suppose, that the glorious out-pouring of the Spirit,
which we expect at last, will be bestowed." Rather than settle in and accept the status quo, he begged
others, "Let then every one in his station consider himself as bound to act with all his might, and in every
possible way for God."

The parallels to the arguments made by many cessationists, while not exact, are nonetheless striking. "Yes,
we see all that 'stuff' on the pages of Acts. But we don't see it much in later history. And we don't see it
today." There is a notable gap between what we read in Scripture and what we see in our lives. So God
must have meant that experience to be left with the apostles. Yet Carey was convinced that when the
widespread and longstanding experience of the church doesn't conform to what we see in the book of
Acts, the conclusion that this means that the experience was confined to the apostles was misguided.
Rather, we must take up our duties to conform our experience to Scripture, and earnestly seek the Spirit of
God for the power to do this which only he can provide. It might not be too much to say that Carey's
argument here literally changed the world, and birthed the modern missions movement.

"Expect great things [from God];

Attempt great things [for God]."

- William Carey

I think it is still the wisest course today when we face situations where our experience doesn't line up with
what we see on the pages of Scripture. As Keener noted above, we face a choice; change the way we read
the Bible so that it no longer has expectations of us that make us uncomfortable, or let the Bible challenge
us, as we seek and hunger for God to manifest himself in ways that look more like what we read about in
Scripture. 

I can only imagine and speculate on what it would be like to look back on history to the era just before
Carey, and know that the world, and the shape of missions work in it, was just one man's hungry prayer
and life of sacrifice away from being changed forever by an outpouring of God's Spirit that stirred
thousands to sacrifice for God and seek him like never before. 

And I can't help but wonder if we today might be just one person's hungry prayer and sacrifice away from
seeing a greater outpouring of God's Spirit than we have known in our lifetime, that would stir thousands
to sacrifice for God and seek him like never before. 

And in my admittedly speculative imaginings, I can't help but wonder if that person might be you.
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Lawrence Brown
I hold the same position on the gifts. I read 1 Cor 12 and 14 over and over
which led me to that. Most people I've come across who are continuationist
hold the tongues initial evidence doctrine which I've never found to be
biblical and is a misreading and misapplication of the narratives in Acts. 1
Cor 12 and 14 speak directly against it.

Just a word on Keener..I appreciate his work here and agree we should let
the Bible shape us not the opposite. But in his Matthew commentary on
Jesus teaching on divorce I think he is guilty of not doing this himself. He
simply calls Jesus teaching hyperbole and moves on, no exegesis because
it seems he can't accept it. Really poor.
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