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In the last blog post, Three Arguments For Cessation That I No Longer Find Convincing, I mentioned three
arguments that I have made at different times in my life (or three forms of one argument) that I no longer
find convincing. This time I want to address one more argument, which is subtle, often unspoken, and yet
incredibly powerful in many minds. This is by no means to accuse every, or even most cessationists, of
using this kind of argument (most godly and biblically thinking cessationists I know would avoid this
argument like the plague). Rather, it's to bring to the surface an argument that I think underlies many
people's objections, even if they don't identify it as such. At least, it used to strongly undergird my own
objections. 

But What About All The Heretics On TBN?
This was not so much articulated directly, but was still felt deeply. False teachers, false prophets, and
heretics abound in our day, as they have in every day. Due to the vehicles of television, internet, and social
media, I suspect false teachers in our age have a greater reach than any prior time in history. Add to this
the fact that this reach often now extends to folks removed enough from the teachers themselves that
there is little accountability or testing of their teaching. Add again to this already volatile mix the influx of
"health and wealth" claims which make their message all the more attractive to hurting and desperate
people. You now have a recipe for some of the greatest proliferation of false teaching the church has ever
seen.

I don't recommend that anyone ever watch TBN, or
follow the teachers featured there. There may be a
few solid folks in the midst of it all, but there is also
a great deal of rampant false teaching. Anyone who
preaches that God has promised wealth for
obedience, or has promised unqualified healing on
command in this age is preaching a false gospel.

Such heresy is ably explained and refuted by Gordon
Fee, himself a longtime Pentecostal scholar of the
highest rank, here, in his work, The Disease Of The
Health And Wealth Gospels. (See also a number of
works refuting the prosperity gospel linked to in the
first post here, all by prominent charismatics, who
personally have, I think, done a better job of
opposing that false gospel than cessationists). To
string together select quotations from his longer
essay;

American Christianity is rapidly being infected
by an insidious disease, the so called wealth and
health Gospel—although it has very little of the
character of Gospel in it....In the full biblical view, wealth and possessions are a zero value for the
people of God. Granted that often in the Old Testament—but never in the New—possessions are
frequently related to a life of obedience. But even here they are seen to have the inherent double
danger of removing the eye from trusting God and of coming to possess the possessor....The cult of
prosperity thus flies full in the face of the whole New Testament. It is not biblical in any sense...despite
all protests to the contrary, at its base the cult of prosperity offers a man-centered, rather than a God-
centered, theology....One may count on it: Any “Gospel” that will not “sell” as well among believers in
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso or Dacca, Bangladesh or Phnom Penh, Cambodia as in Orange County,
California or Tulsa County, Oklahoma is not the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.

My thinking once went something like this, "All those guys on TBN are charismatics. Therefore charismatics
= false teachers and nut jobs." But such a notion survived in my mind only because I didn't subject it to
careful thought. Any careful, critical examination would have revealed (and later did) that there are a host
of problems with such an equation. 

First, plenty of heresies exits outside of charismatic
contexts. Charismatics have no corner on the heresy
market. Heretics abound as equally in
cessationist circles as in charismatic ones. Even the
"prosperity teaching" so often mistakenly equated
with charistmatic belief is roughly as common
worldwide in cessationists as it is in charismatics
(See Brown, Authentic Fire, at length).

Second, the vast majority of charismatics are not
defined by such excesses. The fact that television
ministries make these men and women the most
vocal by no means suggests they are the most
dominant. For example, one regularly hears about the
notion of "barking in the Spirit" practiced by some
weirdos (note the sermon arguing for cessationism
linked to in the first post in this series for example,
which used this antic as a way to make fun of all
charismatics). 

But as Michael Brown pointed out, even after most
of his ministry being spent in charismatic circles,
including some 130 trips onto the international

scene, he has never even one time seen this phenomena (Authentic Fire, pg. 40). I could lists scores of
other charismatic ministers who have also never seen this antic. As Brown noted with a touch of humor, "I
am quite confident that there are more people sleeping in cessationist services than there are people
barking in charismatic services. (That is actually an extreme understatement, given the fact that quite a
few church attenders get drowsy during Sunday morning services while “barking in the Spirit” is rarer than
chupacabra sightings.)"

"I am quite confident that there are more people sleeping in

cessationist services than there are people barking in charismatic

services."

- Michael Brown
(Tweet This)

Some take an absurd, extremely rare antic like that (or other antics that are similarly exceptional), assume
it to be the common or at least widespread practice, and then safely conclude that they find here some
support for cessationism. "Whew! That was a close one." But this is roughly the equivalent of showcasing
the hateful and bigoted antics of Fred Phelps and Westborro Baptist church, pretending they represent the
common practice of all Baptists, and using this as an argument for why no one should be a Baptist! Such
misguided arguments are not only fallacious and entirely inefficient, they are also incredibly uncharitable
to millions of godly Christians the world over. 

A Biblical Principle
But there is a third and much more significant problem with such an objection. Biblically, the presence - or
even prevalence - of fakes has never been reason to argue for the total absence of all genuine
manifestations of a gift. Every heretic, after all, professes to be a Christian; we do not thus abandon
Christianity wholesale in reaction.

I suspect more people misuse and abuse the teaching gift than use it properly (in fact, every single false
teacher has this in common - the abuse of the gift of teaching). This gift may have been more often
abused in history than any other spiritual gift! The answer to this is not to cease all teaching in the church,
but to urge the proper use of the gift (ironically, via teaching!). Paul’s example here is clear; tongues were
being grossly abused at Corinth, and causing disorder. But Paul’s response is correction of abuse, not the
command to cease the use of the gift altogether in fear of what may come from abuse. He offered
corrective, not censure. 

To use another analogy (and it is only an illustration, not meant to press continuity between writing
prophets and NT prophecy), in Jeremiah’s era, there were untold numbers of false prophets decrying lies
(Jer. 6:14; 14:14; 23:27, 27, 37-40; 28:9; etc.), and only a handful of genuine prophets that we know about
from the biblical material (while his ministry in Judah likely overlapped at points with those of Nahum,
Zephaniah, Habkkuk, and perhaps Obadiah, at other points he would have been the sole prophetic voice
in Judah). He was surrounded by scores of false prophets with no real word from God who claimed “peace
is here” when God was actually saying “judgment is coming” (see his rebuke in Jer. 23; 26-29). As Craig
Keener explains here;

If we do not immerse ourselves in God’s voice in Scripture, we can sometimes miss the voice that is
genuinely God’s when His Spirit speaks to us. That happened in Jeremiah’s day: the consensus of
prophets was that everything would be well with God’s people; God would defend them from their
enemies, who were far worse than they (Jer 6:14; 8:11). Among the prophets, Jeremiah stood virtually
alone, for years, in warning the nation of coming judgment. Jeremiah was an outlier; who would
believe his ornery preaching against the consensus of prophets that God would defend His special
people? The consensus of prophets, however, was illusory; too many were stealing God’s words from
one another (Jer 23:30).

Anyone coming into that scene would have been inundated by the pervasive presence of false prophecy.
As Christopher Wright notes, "...we need to remember that [false prophets] did not wear lapel badges
stating that identity! For the ordinary people it must have been very confusing (then as now) to have
contradictory voices all claiming to be preaching ‘what God says’" (The Message of Jeremiah, pg. 247). And
if anyone wants an illustration of how difficult it may have been at times to discern true from false, one
only need read the odd story in I Kings 13.

But suppose someone were to conclude, (or think it easier to simply say), “All this nonsense falsely spoken
in the name of the Spirit surely means that prophecy doesn’t exists anymore. It is probably even dangerous
to acknowledge that there may be a real prophet.” They would have missed out on what the Spirit
was genuinely saying through Jeremiah!

We see the same prevalence of false prophets even more clearly in I Kings 22, as Keener goes on to
explain at length. There were four hundred false prophets (I Kings 22:6) who all unanimously spoke one
message of blessing (I Kings 22:13), and one single, solitary, lone prophet, Micaiah, who was genuinely
speaking for God (I Kings 22:8). Yet the prevalence of false prophets didn't prove the total absence of any
genuine prophetic voice. If there were 400 false teachers in the charismatic movement today for every
one, solitary, faithful teacher who was exercising his gifts faithfully, then to demand that the presence of
so much false teaching could be most easily swept away with a single brush would be to censure the
genuine leading of the Spirit - something to which he does not take kindly. 

Jesus himself directly foretold that there would be, not a few, but "many" false prophets after his ministry
(Matt. 7:21-23). Yet the prevalence of fakes about whom Jesus would say in the judgement "I never knew
you" was never used by the church in the NT to say that there was thus no genuine prophecy.

The prevalence of fakes, from a biblical perspective, is simply not an argument for the total absence of the
genuine. The disobedience of others, the disobedience of many (sometimes even the disobedience of
most) is no excuse, biblically speaking, to denounce genuine stirrings of the Spirit. Even if the vast majority
of charismatics were heretics and false prophets (and this is not the case) this would not be an argument
for cessationism, but for the need, in this age as in every age, to exercise biblical discernment. I could point
to a handful of works that, despite their no doubt genuine attempt to call the church to biblical
faithfulness in these areas, are little more than an extended exercise in ignoring this biblical principle. They
amount to little more than one massive "guilt by association" smear campaign. That's not honoring to
Jesus.

"From a biblical perspective, the prevalence of fakes, hucksters,

charlatans, and false prophets is never an argument for a total absence

of any genuine moving of the Spirit of God."
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Maybe you have some personal horror story of witnessing the gifts (or alleged gifts, or outright fakes)
produce some awful result that was displeasing to God. You've watched some abusive huckster swindle
people out of money in the name of the Spirit on TV. You've been in a service where tongues were used
but not in a biblical way. You've met someone who, claiming to be under the influence of the Spirit, said or
did something that you can tell is inherently offensive to God. And so you're tempted to write the work of
the Spirit off altogether. Don't. My heart breaks for those who have seen abuses, and been hurt by them. I
am so sorry for what you've endured. But can you really say for sure that there is not one authentic voice
amidst any of the fakes? Can you really say with conviction that there is not a single authentic healing
reported among the millions of stories, even if some of them are hoaxes? I would urge extreme caution
here. Yes, you are to try the Spirits, and to tests prophecies, and to weigh them (I John 4:1-5; I Thess. 5:19-
22; I Cor. 14:29). But can you really say that what this means is, "See one example, conclude it is false, and
thus declare every claim a lie"? I can think of no less charitable response. The point of these commands is
to urge us to weed out the fake from the genuine; a purpose that is irrelevant if the right response is to
conclude that there is no such thing as anything genuine!

An Urgent Warning From The Savior 
It's important in this regard to notice the incredible danger that Jesus attached to declaring that a genuine
work of the Spirit was a work of the Devil. This is not to suggests that all cessationists are guilty of this
(most aren't). Nor that you are. But it warrants mention. When Jesus cast the demon out of a blind and
mute man, and thus healed him (Matt. 12:22), the pharisees responded not by denying that any miracle
had been done, but by attributing this work of God's Spirit to Satan (Matt. 12:24). Jesus responded that
this was impossible - he could not cast out demons by the power of Satan, for that would be Satan
opposing himself (Matt. 12:25-27). Rather, the miraculous work of Jesus was evidence that the kingdom of
God had come (Matt. 12:28). Jesus then tells a small parable the point of which is clear. Jesus is not in
cahoots with Satan; he is mounting an attack against Satan who's defeat is sure and inevitable (12:29). His
final words have far too often been ripped from their context;

 31 Therefore I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven people, but the blasphemy against
the Spirit will not be forgiven. 32 And whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven,
but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to
come. 
(ESV, Matt. 12:30–32)

In their context here, Jesus is not talking about cursing, or swearing (as though anyone who had sworn was
now irrevocably hell-bound). Nor are they meant to make anyone think that they are beyond the grace of
Jesus to save at any point. Rather, they are a warning to the arrogant who would take a genuine work of
the Spirit of God and attribute it to the devil. France explains;

The opening “therefore” indicates that in this context blasphemy against the Holy Spirit...is to be
understood in terms of the Pharisees’ charge in v. 24, attributing what is in fact the work of God’s
Spirit (v. 28) to his ultimate enemy, Satan. It is thus a complete perversion of spiritual values,
revealing a decisive choice of the wrong side in the battle between good and evil, between God and
Satan. It is this which has shown these Pharisees to be decisively “against” Jesus (v. 30). And it is this
diametrical opposition to the good purpose of God which is ultimately unforgivable. The point needs
to be emphasized, since the language of this saying has sometimes been incautiously applied to real
or supposed offenses “against the Holy Spirit” which have nothing to do with the blasphemy of these
Pharisees, and serious pastoral damage has thus been caused. This saying is a wake-up call to the
arrogant, not a bogey to frighten those of tender conscience.
(R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT,  482–483)

 
Now don't misunderstand me - I'm not accusing all (or any) cessationist of this action. My point is simply
that before one would write off the claimed experience of millions of Christians the world over as deluded
at best and demonic at worst, they should carefully consider this passage. Are you certain that your limited
personal experience in your own little "horror story" really gives you the grounds to make such a sweeping
accusation? I urge caution, care, and openness. We should never gullibly affirm all claims before testing
each individual case; but neither should we critically reject all claims as false without having heard each
case. A fool renders his verdict without hearing the case (Prov. 18:13). Jesus urges greater wisdom than that.
As Craig Blomberg explains; 

Unfortunately, with every religious movement come abuses and quackery. With the advent of
television and the proliferation of televised ministries, especially of Pentecostal or charismatic
preachers and their congregations, the potential for even more abuse becomes natural, whether in
harangues for money, deceptive claims of miracles, or overly authoritarian ministries. But we should
never throw the proverbial baby out with the bathwater. Millions of Christians worldwide worship
weekly with one or more of the supernatural gifts present, without undue attention drawn to them,
and with men and women coming to Christ, growing in Christ, and experiencing spiritual power and
healing—and, occasionally, dramatic physical healing as well. To dismiss all of this as of human
manufacture, or worse, as diabolical counterfeits, is a presumption of monstrous proportions. 

"The cessationist view is based on some fanciful exegesis of

passages, introducing distinctions that cannot stand up to close

scrutiny."

- Craig Blomberg
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Yet, although their numbers are not nearly as large as they were even just a generation ago, there are
still plenty of cessationists, who argue that the supernatural gifts have ceased. This, of course, requires
them to distinguish two kinds of gifts where the first Christians would almost certainly have looked at
all the gifts as supernatural. The cessationist view is based on some fanciful exegesis of passages,
introducing distinctions that cannot stand up to close scrutiny. Often cessationism requires its
advocates to acknowledge that God can still work miracles today, but that what we see happening just
shouldn’t be called the spiritual gift of miracles—virtually a distinction without a difference! Most
serious of all, it risks putting one on the threshold of committing what Jesus labeled the unforgivable
sin—attributing the visibly undeniable power of the Holy Spirit to the devil (Mark 3: 29).
(Can We Still Believe The Bible? pg. 209)

The Eleventh Commandment Of Bible-Believing
Evangelicalism
I end by sharing here a story from Sam Storms. Several years ago, he was watching a TBN evangelist who
claimed to be conversing with God audibly in the middle of his sermon. At one point, this "evangelist"
exclaimed irreverently, “What was that, Lord? Hold on. Just hold on. I’ll get back to you in a minute.”
Naturally, the gall of claiming to put God on hold to attend to some allegedly more important ministry not
only offended Sam, it enraged him. He tells his story at length;
 

The entire affair was highly manipulative and
irreverent, even blasphemous. I remember
feeling a knot develop in my stomach. I was
physically repulsed by the disgraceful manner of
what this man called ministry. I quietly but
decisively said to myself: “If that’s what it means
to operate in the gifts of the Spirit, I want no
part of it.”

No sooner had I silently spoken those words to
myself than this question flashed in my mind:
“Sam, are you justifying your disobedience to
what Scripture tells you to do because someone
else badly abused what he claimed was a
spiritual gift?” I knew the answer to that
question, and it stung my soul.

Ever since that day, I have realized that I tend to
live by an unspoken eleventh commandment,
one that is not found in the Bible but guides my
actions and thoughts all too often. I call it the
Eleventh Commandment of Bible-Believing Evangelicalism, and it goes like this: “Thou shalt not do at
all what others do badly.” It’s the habitual response that we have to completely reject something when
we see someone else doing it in a way we feel is wrong or manipulative.

Stating it this way makes it seem harsher than it typically feels when we obey it. When we see
someone browbeating a non-Christian, trying to extract a confession of faith from him, few of us
resolve that we will never share our faith in Christ again. When we endure a bad sermon where the
preacher twists the text and makes inappropriate applications of it, we don’t decide that preaching
itself must be abandoned. The same could easily be said of countless other things we observe in the
professing Christian church. 

But for some reason it’s different with the so-called miraculous gifts. The eleventh commandment
comes into play, and we decide there is nothing to redeem here. Let someone speak loudly in tongues
in a corporate gathering without the benefit of interpretation, and we decide that we’ll never permit
tongues. Or we see someone, like the TV evangelist I mentioned, manipulate a crowd with a word of
knowledge or prayers of healing, and we make an inner vow never to permit anything remotely similar
in the life of our church. That’s what I felt as I watched the evangelist that day. 

Looking back now, I know that this so-called TV evangelist served a purpose in my life. I began to see
that I could not rely upon my initial, gut-level response to these experiences. They were leading me to
obey a law that is not found anywhere in Scripture. That day, I resolved in my heart that I would never
justify my disobedience to God’s Word because of the abusive or embarrassing practices of others.
(Practicing The Power, pg. 25). 

However much the antics of heretics, false teachers, and blasphemers may anger us (and they should
anger us!) their presence is simply no argument whatsoever against the gifts continuing today. It may
instead be an admission that our attitudes are sometimes more reactionary than biblical, and more
shaped by fear than by obedience to God's word.

I would urge us all to a more positive approach to our common faith. 

Do You Really Find These Arguments Persuasive?
These arguments for cessation in the last post and this one were once very convincing to me. Some may
think them good and valid arguments, and others may articulate them different ways. But I would contend
that these four arguments are not good reasons to be a cessationist. At least, I don't think so
anymore. And I would encourage you to ask yourself whether this argument in particular, once brought to
the surface and critically examined light of Scripture, is really as persuasive as some might have found it to
be. 

In our next post, we will take up, not arguments that are made for cessation, but three reasons that
sometimes stand as deeper motives behind cessationist claims (at least, that once stood behind mine).

To Be Continued...
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