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In my last post, Why I Changed My Mind About Spiritual Gifts, I explained that while I had been raised
and trained as a hard cessationist (someone who believes that the miraculous gifts of the Spirit have
ceased sometime in the first century or so), I have in recent years become a convinced continuationist (I
believe that all the gifts of the Spirit continue today). I want to take a moment here and in the next post
to explain briefly some of the arguments that I used to make for cessation that I now no longer find
convincing. I had even written on some of them, and had mentioned some in my preaching. 

This is no exhaustive examination of the issues (see the works linked to in this post for that). Nor does it
reflect arguments that others find most important. It's simply my reflection on arguments I once found
very convincing, but upon closer inspection of the biblical texts do not find convincing today. Perhaps you
have found these arguments convincing as well.

Miraculous Gifts Served A Temporary Function
And So Ceased When That Function Was No
Longer Necessary
The argument that always impressed me most was the claim that the miraculous gifts were for a
temporary function, and thus ceased to function when the need for their function ceased. An analogy I
used to draw is to OT animal sacrifice. I don't know of a passage that prophesied ahead of time that said,
"this will be no more," at least, not with clarity. But in the light of the sacrifice of the Son of God on the
cross, it was clear that the function of animal sacrifice had ceased. Likewise, once the purpose of
miraculous gifts was no longer needed, they simply drifted into obsolescence. 

There's an element of truth to this which I still affirm, since I don't think the gifts are eternal, and I do
believe they will cease once we enter the eternal state, since they will no loner be needed in the presence
of Jesus. But I don't think there's any valid argument here that the miraculous gifts should not operate
today. 

At different times I've expressed this argument in a few different forms, which could be seen as three
different arguments, or one argument with several different expressions. 

The Miraculous Gifts Served To Authenticate The Canon, And So

Ceased When The Canon Was Complete
Early on, I believed the miraculous gifts served the function of directly confirming the canon of Scripture,
based on Mark 16:17-20. The gifts thus ceased immediately upon the completion of the canon. They were
no longer needed to “confirm” the Bible, a function I found biblical support for in Mark's claim that Jesus
predicted that "signs" would follow the apostles, and the Lord would go with them, "confirming the word
with signs following." I usually bolstered this view by claiming that I Cor. 13:8-13 referred to the completion
of the canon of Scripture when it referred to the “perfect,” the coming of which would render it obsolete. I
wrote a whole paper to this effect for one class in Bible College. 

But it didn’t take long before I came to realize that Mark (provided that he wrote the passage, which the
vast majority of scholars dispute due to a textual variant relating to verses 9-20) wasn’t speaking of the
canon in Mark 16:20, but the message of the gospel. Jesus wasn't commissioning his disciples to go and
write Scripture, but to go and preach the gospel. Most of those so commissioned never wrote any
Scripture, but all preached the gospel. And the "signs" Mark mentions don't follow just the eleven, but
"them that believe" (i.e., Christians, clearly including those outside the eleven).

I also shortly came to realize that there is no exegetical basis for claiming that the canon or its
completion is in view in I Cor. 13:8-13. I came to that realization during my own exegesis years ago, but I
share here from a recent work. Tom Schreiner recently wrote a book arguing for cessationism which I linked
to in the last post (one of the best). He has a whole chapter on this passage, titled, Unconvincing
Arguments for Cessation of the Gifts. That chapter is worth the price of his book. He mentions several
virtually insurmountable problems with this view. First, those who appeal to the different verbs for tongues
"ceasing" (allegedly, "will cease in and of themselves") while prophecy and knowledge "vanish away" are
trying to read a theological difference into what is only a stylistic linguistic difference. 

"...it is almost impossible that Paul could have meant by 'the perfect' [in I

Cor. 13:8-10] the New Testament canon."

- Tom Schreiner
(Tweet This)

A second problem is Paul's location in history. The key is what Paul means by "the perfect." While all
certainly acknowledge the authority of Paul's letters, his lack of knowledge that his letters would one day
be collected into a "New Testament," and that this canon would be "closed" to any other additions means
that, "it is almost impossible that Paul could have meant by 'the perfect' the New Testament canon." 

But third, even if that were possible, it's even more unlikely that the Corinthians could have understood
"the perfect" to refer to the eventual closing of a canon the existence of which they could not have even
conceived. Rather, "Paul would have had to explain in much more detail than he does here that by 'the
perfect' he had in mind the completion of the New Testament." 

A fourth problem is related to knowledge. Paul clearly draws a dividing line between two epochs, the one
during which he writes, the "partial" in which knowledge is in part, and the future one, when "the perfect"
comes, in which that partial knowledge gives way to perfect knowledge (I Cor. 13:10, 12) and we see "face
to face." But if the completion of the cannon is the dividing line between these two epochs, it means that
we today (who have a complete Bible) no longer have partial knowledge but full knowledge. Indeed, it
demands that we have more knowledge than the apostle Paul, who frankly confesses that he only knew
partially! Surely, "any notion that our knowledge is perfect or better than Paul’s is clearly false. Our
knowledge continues to be imperfect. We know truly but not comprehensively and exhaustively." He
concludes that the "perfect" clearly refers to the state that comes when Jesus returns, when we will see
him, "face to face." 

This conclusion fits best with the context of the passage, Paul's historical context in writing, the broader
context of Paul's theology, is the only meaning the Corinthians could have understood from the letter, and
seems almost demanded by the OT background behind the phrase "face to face." As he notes;

The phrase “face to face” echoes theophanies in
the Old Testament, instances where God
appeared to human beings so that they
encountered him. When Jacob wrestled with the
Angel of the Lord, he saw God “face to face.”
Gideon feared that he was going to die since he
saw the angel of the Lord “face to face” (Judg.
6:22). Moses was incomparable as a prophet
because the Lord knew him “face to face” (Deut.
34:10; cf. Deut. 5:4). The idiom “face to face” in 1
Corinthians 13:12 doesn’t suggest something
abstract like the New Testament canon or
spiritual maturity. Instead, it represents the
language of encounter with God, and so
naturally refers to the second coming, since we
will see Jesus “face to face” when “the perfect
comes” (1 Cor. 13: 10).
(Spiritual Gifts, Kindle Edition, locations 1578-
1625)

The Miraculous Gifts Served To Lay

The Foundations Of The Church, And Thus Ceased When The Church

Reached Maturity
This is a similar argument to the first, and very close to the next one below. The idea is that the miraculous
gifts, specifically, the prophets and apostles, were foundational. Thus, they were only needed during the
early years of the church, when the "foundation" was being laid. Once the foundation was laid, these gifts
were no longer needed, and so ceased to function. This argument finds its biblical grounding primarily in
the imagery in Ephesians 2:19-20 and the use of a similar phrase in Eph. 3:5. As MacArthur explains; 

When writing his epistle to the Ephesians, Paul explained that his readers were part of God’s
household, “having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ Himself
being the corner stone” (Eph. 2:19–20 NASB). That passage equates the apostles with the church’s
foundation. It means nothing if it doesn’t decisively limit apostleship to the earliest stages of church
history. After all, a foundation is not something that can be rebuilt during every phase of construction.
The foundation is unique, and it is always laid first, with the rest of the structure resting firmly above
it. 
(Strange Fire, pg. 96). 

Richard Gaffin elaborates this argument at length in several places. He explains that since Paul equates the
Apostles and prophets with the foundation, this means the miraculous gifts ceased with the death of the
apostles, for foundations don't continue to be relaid; 

In any construction project (ancient or modern), the foundation comes at the beginning and does not
have to be relaid repeatedly (at least if the builder knows what he’s doing!). In terms of this dynamic
model for the church, the apostles and prophets belong to the period of the foundation. In other
words, by the divine architect’s design, the presence of apostles and prophets in the history of the
church is temporary. 
(Are The Miraculous Gifts For Today?, pg. 43). 

First, it should be noted that this claim pushes metaphorical imagery, probably beyond its limits. As Klyne
Snodgrass cautions; 

This text is inappropriately forced into other theological battles as well. Since [Eph. 2:20] speaks of
prophets as foundational, some say this demonstrates that prophecy ceased after the apostolic period.
To avoid this conclusion, W. Grudem argued “apostles and prophets” should be understood as
“apostles who are also prophets,” which is unlikely. This whole discussion abuses the foundation
metaphor and pushes the text outside its own boundaries. Whenever we go from the biblical text to
the modern world, we must exercise special caution when dealing with metaphors. Sometimes the
logic may seem obvious, when in reality the metaphor is pushed beyond anything the author
intended. Metaphors are used for specific purposes in context and should be extended only in the
direction of the original purpose. Ephesians 2:20 is only concerned to say the church is built on the
revelation of the gospel through apostles and prophets. We may not extend this metaphor to solve the
debate whether prophets still exist today.
(Ephesians, NIVAC, pg. 144)

But second, we have to note that for this to work
MacArthur and Gaffin must connect all the
miraculous gifts with the apostles, as though no
miraculous manifestations could occur apart from
them, and must further presume that gifts could
serve no other function. Both of these claims falter in
the face of the biblical data, as we will see below.

Sam Storms notes briefly in reaction to the argument
for cessation from Eph. 2:20 (which he takes up at
greater length in Are Miraculous Gifts For Today?)
that prophecy is not always linked to the apostles,
and often doesn't serve a foundational function.
Plenty of people ministered prophetically who were
not apostolic, thus Eph. 2:20 clearly does not have in
view all prophetic ministry. 

In Acts 2 men and women from all walks of life are
expected to prophecy in the new age. In Acts 11
Agabus prophecies. In Acts 21:9 we learn that the
four daughters of Philip prophesied. (You won't find
them on any NT list of apostles!) One could add Romans 12, I Cor. 12:7-10; 14:1, 26, 39 (where all believers
are exhorted to earnestly desire to prophesy), and I Thess. 5:19-22. As Storms concludes;

In summary, both the nature of the prophetic gift, as well as its widespread distribution among
Christians, clearly indicates that there was far more to this gift than simply the apostles laying the
foundation of the church. Therefore, neither the passing of the apostles nor the movement of the
church beyond its foundational years has any bearing whatsoever on the validity of prophecy today. 
(Practicing The Power, pg. 249)

Finally, it is also worth noting that very few charismatics would claim that apostles are present today, in
the same sense, or with the same authority, as the 12 (+ Paul, and two others), who had seen the risen
Lord. No evangelical thinks there is a modern version of Paul walking around, writing new Scripture! As
Keener once noted, charismatics believe the gifts haven't ceased; they don't claim the first century has not
ceased!

The Miraculous Gifts Authenticated The Apostles Directly, And So

Ceased When The Apostles Died
Once I let go of the claim that the canon was in view in Mark 16 and I Cor. 13, or that there was an
exclusively foundational function to the miraculous gifts, I then held to the more nuanced view that
miraculous gifts authenticated the apostles directly. As a sign authenticating the apostles and their
message, the gifts thus ceased, not with the completion of the canon, or with the maturing of the church
beyond its foundations, but with the death of the apostles. This view finds support in several biblical
passages that are taken to say that gifts functioned as signs to authenticate the apostles. After noting that
the ministry of Jesus was authenticated by miracles, John MacArthur notes for example;

The apostles, as Christ’s ambassadors, were
similarly authenticated by the miraculous signs
they performed (cf. Rom. 15:18–19; 2 Cor. 12:12).
Speaking of that apostolic witness, the author of
Hebrews explained, “How shall we escape if we
neglect so great a salvation, which at the first
began to be spoken by the Lord, and was
confirmed to us by those who heard Him, God
also bearing witness both with signs and
wonders, with various miracles, and gifts of the
Holy Spirit, according to His own will?” (Heb.
2:3–4). Those signs validated the fact that the
apostles were truly who they claimed to be—
authorized representatives of God who preached
the true gospel. 
(Strange Fire, pg. 174)

This was probably, to my mind, the single most
convincing argument for cessationism. But I came to see several problems with this argument, and
with the above two iterations which I think ultimately rest on the same basic presumptions as this one;

First, it's worth noting that Jesus scholars regularly point out that the miracles of Jesus (especially the
healings and exorcisms), contrary to popular apologetic thought, really weren’t meant primarily to attest to
the deity of Jesus. Rather, they were long-waited for signs that the kingdom of God had come in Christ as
the agent of that kingdom. That is, they signaled the in-breaking of the eschatological age, rather than the
deity of Jesus per se (see for example Craig Blomberg's essay arguing for the historicity of miracles as
"enacted parables" here, or Beale's comments here, or Schreiner's here). Jesus regularly pictured his miracles
as the kingdom of God breaking in and assaulting the kingdom of Satan (Mark 1:21-28; Luke 4:31-37; Mark
3:22-27/Matt. 12:22-30/Luke 11:14-15, 17-23; Luke 7:22 /Matt. 11:45 with Isaiah 26:19; 29:18-19; 35:5-6; 61:1-
2; John 11 with Isaiah 26:19). 

Mark Strauss explains that, "for Jesus, the miracles are not showy demonstrations of power or even proof
of his identity. They are rather manifestations of the in-breaking power of the kingdom of God, a foretaste
and preview of the restoration of creation promised by God through the prophets of old, now coming to
fulfillment through Jesus the Messiah" (Four Portraits, One Jesus, pg. 466). This is not to say that Jesus is
not divine - this claim is the core of Christian faith! It is to note simply that authenticating the deity of
Jesus wasn’t the primary purpose of miracles in the gospels, which signaled rather the assault of the
kingdom of God upon the kingdoms of darkness. Why wouldn't we expect to see similar manifestations
today, especially in missional contexts where the powers of darkness are being pushed back and driven out
by the Spirit and the message of this same Jesus through his Spirit?

Second, and more to the point, note that no text in the NT actually says, “the purpose of sign gifts was to
authenticate the apostles.” It never even proposes those categories, which are both unbiblical and deeply
prejudicial to the question. The gifts that many today divide into these two categories ("sign gifts" and
"other") appear side by side in the lists in the NT. For example, “mercy” is on the same list as “prophecy” in
Romans 12:6-8; Apostles, prophets, and healing occur right alongside with teaching in I Cor. 12:28-30. A
"teaching/lesson” occurs right next to “a revelation," and "a tongue” in I Cor. 14:26. And Paul says to
"earnestly desire" each of these gifts (I Cor. 14:1). The only “biblical” division to gifts that I know of is either
found in I Peter 4:10-11(that is, “speaking” and “serving” gifts), or I Cor. 12:31, (“higher gifts,” which might
suggest “lower gifts", where Paul means something like, “gifts that are better suited to most edify others").

Claiming that some gifts are "sign gifts" while others are not, creates an artificial and totally unbiblical
category, then prejudges the question by claiming in the very title that some gifts were meant to be a
“sign” while others were not, thus setting up the claim that these "sign" gifts have ceased. In reality, this is
a division without biblical warrant. Biblically speaking, even, “miraculous,” or “miracles” is not a category of
gifts, but one particular gift (I Cor. 12:10, 28, 29). I suspect most such divisions grow out of presuppositions
rather than the biblical data itself. 

Even granting such language, and allowing such superficial divisions, the Bible still never says, "this
category of gifts served to authenticate the apostles." This is an argument made from inference.

Third, and most importantly, even granting that this inference was accurate, there are a number of reasons
why this is in no way an argument for cessationism. For this to be an argument for cessationism, one
would have to demonstrate both that;

1. Only apostles performed miraculous gifts.
2. The exclusive purpose of miraculous gifts was to authenticate the apostles and/or their message.

It’s not enough to say that apostles performed miraculous gifts. For this to be an argument for
cessationism, it must be the case that only apostles did. And even granting that, it’s not enough to say
that miraculous gifts confirmed or authenticated the apostolic message. To be an argument for
cessation one must demonstrate that this is the exclusive purpose of miraculous gifts. Yet both of these
claims are flatly contradicted by the biblical data.

The apostles simply aren’t the only ones who exercise such gifts in the NT. This claim, as Sam Storms
notes, “is contrary to the evidence of the New Testament." He goes on to explain that others who exercised
miraculous gifts besides the apostles include;

(i) the seventy who were commissioned in Luke
10:9, 19–20;
(ii) at least 108 people among the 120 who were
gathered in the upper room on the day of
Pentecost (Acts 2);
(iii) Stephen (Acts 6–7);
(iv) Philip (Acts 8);
(v) Ananias (Acts 9);
(vi) church members in Antioch (Acts 13:1);
(vii) new converts in Ephesus (Acts 19:6);
(viii) women at Caesarea (Acts 21:8–9);
(ix) the unnamed brethren of Galatians 3:5;
(x) believers in Rome (Rom. 12:6–8);
(xi) believers in Corinth (1 Cor. 12–14); and
(xii) Christians in Thessalonica (1 Thess. 5:19–
20).

He goes to explain;

Furthermore, when one reads 1 Corinthians 12:7–
10, it does not sound as if Paul is saying that
only apostles were endowed with the charismata. On the contrary, gifts of healings, tongues, miracles,
and so on, were given by the sovereign Spirit to ordinary Christians in the church at Corinth, for the
daily, routine building up of the body. Farmers, shopkeepers, housewives, along with apostles, elders,
and deacons, received the manifestation of the Spirit, all “for the common good” of the church.
(Are The Miraculous Gifts For Today?, pg. 193).

What about the function and purpose of the gifts? Does the NT teach that gifts authenticated the gospel
message of the apostles? I think so, yes. Does it teach that the gifts authenticated the apostles personally?
I’m less sure on that point, which I think makes little difference (see one major passage discussed here and
here). But does the NT say that the miraculous gifts only and exclusively served such a purpose? This is
what is necessary for this inference (and remember that it is only an inference) to serve as any kind of
argument for cessationism. 

"Nowhere in the New Testament is the purpose or function of the

miraculous or the charismata reduced to that of attestation."

- Sam Storms
(Tweet This)

And in fact, the NT nowhere says any such thing. Quite the opposite, it makes it abundantly clear that the
miraculous gifts often (perhaps even primarily) served other purposes. Thus, even if the function of gifts as
attesting to the apostolic message ceased (and since we continue to proclaim that same message, I see no
reason why that gospel wouldn't still be attested in some contexts at least), this could in no way be an
argument that the gifts wouldn't still exist and still serve some of these other purposes. As Storms
explains;

Nowhere in the New Testament is the purpose or function of the miraculous or the charismata
reduced to that of attestation. The miraculous, in whatever form in which it appeared, served several
other distinct purposes. For example, there was a doxological purpose. Such was the primary reason
for the resurrection of Lazarus, as Jesus himself makes clear in John 11:4 (cf. John 11:40; cf. also John
2:11; 9:3; Matt. 15:29–31). Miracles also served an evangelistic purpose (see Acts 9:32–43). Much of
our Lord’s miraculous ministry served to express his compassion and love for the hurting multitudes.
He healed the sick and fed the five thousand because he felt compassion for the people (Matt. 14:14;
Mark 1:40–41).

There are several texts that indicate that one primary purpose of miraculous phenomena was to edify
and build up the body of Christ. At one point in his book MacArthur says that noncessationists
“believe that the spectacular miraculous gifts were given for the edification of believers. Does God’s
Word support such a conclusion? No. In fact, the truth is quite the contrary.” What, then, will one do
with 1 Corinthians 12:7–10, the list of what all agree are miraculous gifts (such as prophecy, tongues,
healing, and interpretation of tongues)? These gifts, says Paul, were distributed to the body of Christ
“for the common good” (I Cor. 12:7), that is, for the edification and benefit of the church! These are
primarily, though not exclusively, the very gifts that served as the background against which Paul then
encouraged (in I Cor. 12:14–27) all members of the body to minister one to another for mutual
edification, insisting that no one gift (whether tongues or prophecy or healing) was any less important
than another.
(Are Miraculous Gifts For Today?, pg. 191)

If there were even one function for the miraculous gifts that went beyond apostolic attestation (even to
grant that this attestation was tied to the apostles, which we suggested above simply isn't biblical), then
claims that since apostolic authentication is no longer necessary the miraculous gifts have thus ceased
would be a non sequitur. But the NT doesn't provide us with just one such purpose; it mentions several!

No Longer Convinced
These three arguments (or three different forms of the same argument), simply no longer convince me.
Maybe they convince you. But the more I've thought about them over the years, the more I've read and
studied Scripture and tried to align my thinking to the inspired, authoritative, sufficient word, the more
I've come to realize that these arguments are simply flawed and not compelling. 

Next time, I'll take up one more argument for cessationism that I used to find very compelling, but no
longer do. 
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