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I wrote and shared a brief summary of Sam Storms' new book on the gift of tongues the other day. I have
received a number of questions as a result. This is understandable, since I was for most of my life a hard
(even harsh) cessationist. 

The question of why I came to believe the miraculous gifts (like prophecy, gifts of healing,
exorcism, tongues, interpretation of tongues, etc.) continue today (a position called
continuationism) instead of believing they have ceased (a view called cessationism) actually has an
extremely simple answer - the Bible simply doesn’t teach that they don’t. 

The Bible makes clear that powerful manifestations of God's Spirit and an experience of the Spirit's
presence were a regular feature of the early church's meetings. To take a cue from Gordon Fee, the Spirit
moving as an experienced reality stands behinds Paul's long words of correction to the Corinthians in I Cor.
12-14, including not only the regular exercise of tongues, revelation, and interpretation there (I Cor. 14:26-
28), and a number of prophets regularly moving in their gift (I Cor. 14:29-32), but also the regular working
of miracles and gifts of healing (I Cor. 12:7-10). It stands behind the powerful conversion he reminded the
Thessalonians of in I Thess. 1:4-6. It manifested the life of Christ by faith as miracles appeared in Galatia
(Gal. 3:1-5; 4:6-7), and indeed Paul can argue that while Torah and flesh can never bring true
transformation of character, the dynamic life of the Spirit in the community is sufficient (Gal. 5:13-6:10). 

The regular experience of prophecy in the Thessalonian congregation stands behind his commands to test
and not despise prophecy in I Thess. 5:19-22, and the regular exercise of prophecy in the congregations at
Rome stands behind his words in Romans 12:6-8. Prophecy stirred Timothy to his own ministry, likely on
two separate occasions, where a single prophecy was first given (I Tim. 4:14), then later confirmed through
multiple prophecies (I Tim. 1:18). His own gifting would continue to empower him in his work for the
gospel (2 Tim. 1:6-7). Further, visible demonstrations of the Spirit's power marked Paul's apostolic ministry
(I Cor. 2:4-5; 2 Cor. 12:12; Rom. 15:18-19). 

As Fee notes, "Both Paul’s direct and passing references to the work of the Spirit everywhere presuppose
the Spirit as an empowering, experienced reality in the life of the church and the believer" (Paul, The Spirit,
And The People Of God). Paul doesn't argue for such a dynamic and experiential life of the Spirit; he
simply presupposes it in a matter-of-fact way. And that's just in Paul, to say nothing of the radical working
of the Spirit in the ministry of Jesus in particular, and the twelve, in the four gospels. Or of his radical
working through the early church on virtually every page of the book of Acts!

Where is that Bible passage that says, "But be warned - all of this will stop in just 30 years, and the Spirit
will no longer or ever again manifest himself in powerful ways, and you should regard with deep suspicion
anyone who thinks he ever could?" Everything the Bible says about these gifts should lead us to conclude
that they will continue until Jesus returns. Nothing in the Bible says that there has been some radical shift,
or that God now works in a fundamentally different way today than he does on the pages of the inspired
Bible; a Bible, ironically, designed to tell us about God and how he works. 

But for those who might prefer more detail, the narrative in this and the next post might be helpful. 

My Story
Most of my life, I was extremely opposed to every element of the modern charismatic movement. I first
read Charismatic Chaos by John MacArthur as a teen, and several times after. I graduated (with honors)
with a four year diploma from a firmly cessationist Bible College, and took most of the classes required for
the graduate degree at the associated seminary. (I have since returned that diploma, for reasons I'll explain
to any who want to know more.)

Coming To Grips With An Unkind Spirit In Myself
But about 10 years ago, while I was still a graduate student there, I became increasingly disillusioned with
my own movement's common attitude towards charismatic Christians. I became ashamed of my
own attitude. I increasingly met people and made friends outside my own small circles who were
godly Christians who had a different view of the gifts than I did, but yet had a far greater love for God
than I did. 

Further, I had been deeply shaped by charismatics that I knew
loved and respected the Bible. (I didn't know that many of them
were charismatic until much later!) Gordon Fee had literally taught
me how to read the Bible in his standard works on exegesis and
hermeneutics, widely regarded as some of the best works on those
disciplines. His 900+ page God’s Empowering Presence was the
very first truly exegetically driven theological work I had seen (I
didn't finish it for many years). Probably no one has ever had a
greater impact on my love for God and the Bible.

I came to increasingly appreciate Craig Keener’s massive biblical
works. I met Jesus in a new way through the teaching of Craig
Blomberg. J. P. Moreland’s Love Your God With All Your Mind had
taught me how to think. D.A. Carson’s works were some of the
most profound exegesis and theology I had ever come across. I
benefited heavily from parts of Wayne Grudem’s Systematic
Theology, as well as various works by John Piper, Sam Storms,
and C.J. Mahaney.

Yet I had too often swept away charismatics with one broad brush, without even realizing (early on at
least) that such accusations necessarily condemn these men as well (each of the men above believes that
all the gifts continue today), and others like them. Charismatics weren't just treated as being wrong about
a few things; they were widely denounced as utter wackos at best, and demon possessed at worst. I was
falling in love with Jesus in a whole new way, as the gospel of a crucified and risen Christ became more
deeply ingrained in my life and mind. I found myself regularly convicted about the ways I had so often
spoken of others. In light of the cross, I was ashamed of such accusations, which I have repented of, and
for which I have since sought the Lord's forgiveness. Broad-brush treatments are unkind, ungracious, and
unbecoming of those who follow the cruciform way of our gracious Lord, who demands better from our
lips.

"Broad-brush treatments are unkind, ungracious, and unbecoming of

those who follow the cruciform way of our gracious Lord, who demands

better from our lips."

(Tweet This)

Such attitudes sadly were by no means unique to me. In one of the last sermons I heard while I was in
fundamentalism, “The Power of the Word in a World of Imposters,” the preacher used examples from TBN
"evangelists" who said and practiced all kinds of absurdities. This was then used as a way to mock and
laugh at the whole charismatic movement as universally absurd, with no nuance or qualification. Any
"miracles" that happened in it were fakes, or the work of Satan, not God. I had come to the place by that
point that I was heartbroken at the end of that sermon and a few others. I later wrote the preacher urging
him to something better in light of the gospel. (He later warned me in person that my attempts to be
more gracious here would lead me to "dangerous" places, a warning later echoed by several other good and
godly men whom I also love and respect, as I do that preacher.) 

I would urge all my friends who have so spoken to pursue a more loving approach. Become more
acquainted with the biblical data and the literature on it. Curb your tone, and your spirit. Love your
brothers and sisters on both sides of this issue. Broad-brush treatments and caricatures can occur on
either side of these issues, but are simply not charitable or helpful. As Carson notes; 

As judged by the charismatics, noncharismatics tend to be stodgy traditionalists who do not really
believe the Bible and who are not really hungry for the Lord. They are afraid of profound spiritual
experience, too proud to give themselves wholeheartedly to God, more concerned for ritual than for
reality, and more in love with propositional truth than with the truth incarnate. They are better at
writing theological tomes than at evangelism; they are defeatist in outlook, defensive in stance, dull in
worship, and devoid of the Spirit’s power in their personal experience. 

The noncharismatics themselves, of course, tend to see things a little differently. The charismatics,
they think, have succumbed to the modern love of “experience,” even at the expense of truth.
Charismatics are thought to be profoundly unbiblical, especially when they elevate their experience of
tongues to the level of theological and spiritual shibboleth. If they are growing, no small part of their
strength can be ascribed to their raw triumphalism, their populist elitism, their promise of short cuts
to holiness and power. They are better at splitting churches and stealing sheep than they are at
evangelism, more accomplished in spiritual one-upmanship before other believers than in faithful,
humble service. They are imperialistic in outlook (only they have the “full gospel”), abrasive in stance,
uncontrolled in worship, and devoid of any real grasp of the Bible that goes beyond mere proof-
texting.
 (D. A. Carson, Showing the Spirit, pg. 11–12)

 
From either side of the issue, these are caricatures, generalizations, and stereotypes that are largely not
true on either side, and Christians who love God and submit to the authority of Scripture must speak
better of one another. 

To be clear, I too am bothered by - even angered and infuriated at - charlatans who speak gross blasphemy
against God. I think the Health and Wealth gospel is a false gospel (it's not even a gospel, for it's more bad
news than good news!). I think Word of Faith teachings are dangerous. I think prosperity theology is a
heretical disease. And I too think such heresy needs to be called out and rebuked. It is, to take just a few of
many examples, here, here, here, here, and here -  all by men who not only managed to call out false
teaching without suggesting that all continuationists are engaged in false worship, but who are themselves
each convinced charismatics! 

What needs called out as heresy is heresy itself - not different sides of the gifts debate. To act as though all
who believe that all the gifts continue today are in the same category as charlatans is simply
unconscionable. To fail to distinguish between false teachers on the one side who happen to be
charismatic, and the many godly Christian scholars and millions of faithful Christians on the other, who
also happen to be charismatic, is little more than slander against millions of God's children.

Revisiting Claims Of Cessation
At the same time, I re-examined why I believed that the
miraculous gifts had ceased. I reread Charismatic Chaos,
hoping to bolster my position. But I realized that reading
it asking, “What does the Bible actually teach?” was a
whole different experience from reading asking, “How can
I better prove to others that I am right to believe that all
charismatics are wrong?” 

I went back and read B. B. Warfield's Counterfeit
Miracles, often regarded as the classic (and to some, still
the best) argument for the total cessation of the
miraculous. I have the deepest respect for Warfield and
his writing. I was deeply impacted by his work on the
inspiration and authority of Scripture. I had often
referred to his work as a definitive proof that the
miraculous has ceased. But reading more closely, I now
saw all kinds of problems with the argument I had not
noticed before. 

I worked through all the biblical passages that deal with the Spirit and his gifts in more detail than I ever
had before. I taught my way through the book of Acts with the most amazing and gracious group of
believers. I was increasingly amazed at how shallow my understanding of these texts had been. I had more
often glossed over them quickly because they made me uncomfortable than I had sat quietly before the
Lord to listen to his voice through his word in them in worship. My understanding of how the gifts worked
in the NT had only been partly shaped by the NT itself. When I tried to read my understandings back over
the NT data, and put it all together, all kinds of stuff never made sense, and I could never make all the
pieces "fit." 

For years I thought this was simply because the NT data was inherently somewhat confusing and
ambiguous. As I looked more closely, I came to realize that what made some of the pieces not "fit" was the
fact that I was using some pieces from an entirely different puzzle; these ideas had nothing to do with the
NT, and had been imported into my understanding from other places in my own experience and thought.
This doesn't mean there are not still some questions. But read more closely, the pieces of the NT all
actually fit together quite well, and I don't have near so many "leftover" pieces today. Paul actually doesn't
contradict Luke, and neither one contradicts themselves! It turns out puzzles are much easier to put
together into a coherent picture when one restricts themselves to the pieces that are actually part of the
designed picture, and determines to make proper use of every piece that is inspired Scripture. 

"I had more often quickly glossed over the Spirit texts in the
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John MacArthur wrote a new book on the issue, Strange Fire. I pre-orded it. I have long respected
MacArthur's exposition of Scripture, and still do. I am grateful for the impact he had on me when listening
to his sermons as a young man. I hoped this work would be more irenic, and would bolster my cessationist
position, but was sadly disappointed. 

And increasingly unconvinced. 

I eventually was forced to admit that the Bible simply didn’t teach cessationism. I came to this view while
reading as much material as I could get ahold of advocating cessationism, and while a member of a firmly
cessationist church, in a staunchly cessationist context. Yet it became increasingly clear to me that these
advocates were not mounting a truly biblical case. Their argument was ultimately one based,
unintentionally, on experience (more on this in the next post). No one reading the Bible could come to
this conclusion - at least, not from the Bible itself. The Bible regularly speaks of all spiritual gifts as genuine
works of the Spirit, and urges their regular use and the pursuit of them.

"No one reading the Bible could come to the conclusion that the

miraculous gifts have ceased - at least, not from the Bible itself."

(Tweet This) 

Clinging To Last Hopes 
For several years, I still held on to a soft cessationism. I was forced to admit that the Bible didn’t teach it,
but had convinced myself that I still had a good case for it based on history. Historically, the gifts simply
disappeared after the Apostles and didn’t appear again in any way until the 20th century (apart from
Montanism). As I told people, I was a cessationist, because there had been, historically, a cessation. Or so I
thought. 

Eventually, I came to realize that this claim was unhistorical. There have been in fact various
manifestations of different kinds of charismata all throughout church history, and not only in a heretical
group here or there. As Carson notes, "What can be safely concluded from the historical evidence? First,
there is enough evidence that some form of 'charismatic' gifts continued sporadically across the centuries
of church history that it is futile to insist on doctrinaire grounds that every report is spurious or the fruit of
demonic activity or psychological aberration" (Showing the Spirit, pg. 166). And as Keener notes, "It is in
fact cessationism that is not well documented in earlier history; it seems no coincidence that it arose only
in a culture dominated by anti-supernaturalism" (Gift And Giver, Pg. 92). Scores of volumes now document
the history of the miraculous gifts throughout church history and today. One can see a treatment of
the early church in the brief work by Ronald Kydd, or throughout church history in the 3-volume work by
Oliver, as well as briefly here, here, and here. And it must be noted that even if one could show that all the
gifts historically ceased in the first century, this is no argument in itself that they should have! 

Slowly, and sort of by default (and quite against my will!), I became a continuationist. The Bible, as I read
it, didn't leave me any option. 

"Whatever their theological commitments, young clergy will wrestle

with questions raised by the charismatic movement as frequently and

in some instances as painfully as anything else that comes their way."

- D. A. Carson
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I have the deepest respect for those who see things differently. I understand and sympathize with the
arguments they make. I don't think them evil, ungodly, or malicious. I am grateful for all I have learned
from my cessationist friends, and continue to count them close friends (those that will have me anyway).
I recognize that they love God. And, contrary to some caricatures that some charismatics might hold, I
don't think they lack a personal walk with God. I know they believe deeply in the Holy Spirit, and yearn for
him to work. They are not "anti-Holy Spirit." They just don't think he works via miraculous gifts anymore.
And I simply don’t find their arguments convincing anymore. 

Some Helpful Resources On Spiritual Gifts
I'm by no means an expert on this area of pneumatology (that is, the study of the Holy Spirit). Nor would I
claim to be well versed in the relevant literature. But I thought I might note some resources that I have
found especially helpful that I recommend to others trying to work their own way through such questions.
As D. A Carson rightly notes, 

In the entire range of contemporary Christian theology and personal experience, few topics are
currently more important than those associated with what is now commonly called "the charismatic
movement"....  Whatever their theological commitments, young clergy will wrestle with questions raised
by the charismatic movement as frequently and in some instances as painfully as anything else that
comes their way. 
(Showing The Spirit, pg. 11). 

It would be unwise to stake out a firm claim on such controversial
issues without listening closely, and graciously, to the best
representatives from both sides.

A rebuttal volume to Strange Fire, Strangers to Fire appeared
right after MacArthur’s conference. Anyone who read the first
should commit to also reading the second. There are great
chapters by Craig Keener, Sam Storms, Jack Deere, Wayne
Grudem, J. P. Moreland, Robert Graves, Robert Menzies, Stanley
Burgess, John Ruthven, and others. 

A more specific rebuttal of Strange Fire is Michael Brown’s
Authentic Fire: A Response to John MacArthur's Strange Fire. It
has an appendix by Sam Storms, and another one by Craig
Keener. I think Brown quite perceptively understands, and
graciously explains, that while MacArthur is rightly a highly
respected and godly expositor, for whose ministry we should all be
deeply grateful, he nonetheless has a demonstrably parochial view, and perhaps even an evident blind
spot, when it comes to this issue in particular.

The Best Entry Point To The Discussion
If readers want one volume to hear each side well, I’d recommend, Are Miraculous Gifts for Today?: 4
Views. (I have a few copies left. I won't ship anywhere, but if someone wants to meet up to chat over
coffee, I'll give them a copy free, till I run out). It's a level-headed treatment of the issues with some of the
best representatives from each side making their cases well. Richard B. Gaffin Jr. takes up the cessationist
view. Robert L. Saucy takes up the "open but cautious" view, a view that, the editor notes, is likely the
position of the vast majority of evangelicalism. Sam Storms takes up what they call "a third wave view," and
Douglas A. Oss takes up the Pentecostal/Charismatic view. The difference between the viewpoints of
Storms and Oss is that Oss defends the Pentecostal distinctives that 1) baptism in the Holy Spirit is an
empowering experience subsequent to conversion and should be sought by Christians today and 2) when
baptism in the Holy Spirit occurs, people will speak in tongues as a “sign” that they have received this
experience. Storms rejects both of those claims. He identifies the baptism in the Spirit with conversion,
and argues that tongues is a gift given sovereignly not to all Christians, but to whom God wills, and that it
is not a necessary evidence of this baptism. But they both agree that all the gifts of the Holy Spirit
mentioned in the NT are for today. 

The contributors model a Christian spirit of kindness to one another. They met for several full days after
writing to all sit in a room together, with Greek New Testaments open, and discuss the issues freely,
openly, and with a gracious tone, as they sought to understand each other and represent each other
well. The editor only agreed to edit the volume if the publisher would make this face-to-face meeting a
reality, so that the gospel that unifies them is highlighted more than the difference on this issue that
distinguish them. 

One of the helpful things Grudem does in the preface is explain a number of positions that no one in the
academic world really holds. He explains that, "Circulating within the evangelical world, especially at the
popular level, are several views that find no representation in this book." No one in the book argues that;

(1) If a person has not spoken in tongues, he or she is not truly a Christian.
(2) If a person has not spoken in tongues, he or she does not have the Holy Spirit within.
(3) People who speak in tongues are more spiritual than those who do not.
(4) If someone who is prayed for is not healed, it is probably the fault of the sick person for not
having enough faith.
(5) God wants all Christians to be wealthy today.
(6) It is always God’s will to heal a Christian who is sick.
(7) If we simply speak a “word of faith,” God will grant what we claim with this faith.
(8) There are apostles today in the same sense that Peter and Paul were apostles.
(9) If we are truly guided by the Holy Spirit, we do not need to follow the directions of Scripture.
(10) We should follow anointed leaders with fruitful ministries even if they deny the inerrancy of
Scripture.
(11) Speaking in tongues is usually demonic in origin.
(12) In guiding us, the Holy Spirit never uses our intuitions, promptings, and feelings.
(13) God should not be expected to heal today in answer to prayer.
(14) God never works miracles today, because those ceased when the apostles died.
(15) Charismatics and Pentecostals are not evangelical Christians.
(16) The charismatic movement is part of the New Age religion.
(17) The Third Wave movement (or the Vineyard Movement) is nonevangelical (or is a cult).
(18) Charismatics are generally anti-intellectual.
(19) Cessationists in general are rationalistic and their faith is mostly dry intellectualism.
(20) It is legitimate to criticize another position by telling anecdotes of mistakes made by untrained
laypersons.

He goes on to explain;

I believe it is fair to say that all four authors would
unite in their rejection of these teachings. These
positions, as far as we know, are defended by no
academic leaders in any branch of the evangelical
world. In some cases they are misrepresentations of
the teaching of Scripture, and in others they are
caricatures of other positions, but in every case they
are teachings that we think hinder and disturb the
body of Christ, not building it up or strengthening it
in truth and in faithfulness to God’s Word.
(Are Miraculous Gifts For Today?, pg. 18)

These 20 positions are found sometimes among some
Christians who don't understand the discussion well. I've
met many Christians and sadly, even some pastors, who
hold to one or more of them. But no serious
representative holds to any of these positions. Anyone
espousing one or more of these stands outside the
mainstream discussion of serious scholars on these issues, and is possibly even revealing by their position
that they are not well acquainted with the academic and biblical literature on the issues. If one of these is
your position, know that you stand outside the mainstream discussion, and have the humility of tone
appropriate to that vantage point. If you have assumed that one or more of these characterizes "the other
side" from you own, recognize that you might be wrong, and learn to listen charitably.

I would also note D. A. Carson's, Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 Corinthians 12-14. Not a
few cessationist have become charismatics by coming to understand Paul's words better under the careful
pen of Carson and his robust exegesis in this work. 

I have listed a number of other books, papers, videos, and audio lectures that I have found helpful at the
separate post here, including the lectures by D. A. Carson, Gordon Fee, Wayne Grudem, and Sam Storms. I
include some works from both sides of the aisle. It would be well worth your time, if you have questions, or
want to study more deeply the biblical teaching, to check out some of those resources.

In addition, a lengthy and helpful discussion of the issues occurs on the Theology Unplugged podcast from
Credo House, "Why I Am/Am Not a Charismatic" here. 

Where I Landed - Passionately Pursuing Both
Word And Spirit
In a second post I will explain arguments for cessation that I once found convincing that I no longer think
are valid. Positive arguments abound as well, though I don't think them so necessary, once one realizes
that the burden of proof lies clearly with the cessationist, and they have not, in my opinion, made an
argument from Scripture that meets that burden. (Sam lists 12 brief reasons for being a continuationist in
an appendix in, Practicing The Power, a summery of his longer case in Miraculous Gifts; Keener provides a
positive argument in Gift and Giver; Jack Deere mounts a positive argument in Surprised by the Power of
the Spirit). For now I simply recommend following the link above to some of the further resources, or check
out the testimony of Sam Storms in the video below, or at length in his work, Convergence: Spiritual
Journeys of a Charismatic Calvinist.
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I hope this post and the next can help to explain why I changed my mind about spiritual gifts. If you
disagree, know that I love you, respect you, and don't think less of you at all. We can be Christian brothers
in unity while disagreeing about whether or not the Spirit has altered the way he manifests himself from
what we read in the pages of the NT. The gospel that unites us is far bigger than our position on spiritual
gifts, as I noted here. 

I would urge all, on whatever side of these issues, to passionately pursue an experiential relationship with
God marked by the work of the Spirit, and to pursue a deeper study of and higher respect for the
Scriptures as the final and authoritative word of God. I remain, for those who may wonder, deeply
committed to the inspiration, authority, finality, and sufficiency of the closed canon of Scripture. But
contrary to what some think, this belief is not in contradiction to the belief that the operations of the
Spirit described in that same canon have now ceased. But more on that later. 

To Be Continued...
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