


Chapter 1 Introduction:

The Importance of the Cessationist Debate

The question of whether certain spiritual gifts persist within the church today or ceased
with the conclusion of the apostolic age is far more than a secondary issue that can be
easily overlooked in theological discussions.

Instead, it occupies a central position at the intersection of numerous critical doctrines,
including the nature and sufficiency of Scripture, the workings of the Holy Spirit, the
authority of apostolic testimony, and the effective functioning of the church itself. Over
recent decades, this debate has transitioned from the confines of academic journals into
the everyday experiences of local congregations, mission fields, and Christian
households around the globe.

As such, it has become a vital topic of conversation among believers seeking to
understand their faith and how it is expressed in practice. The emergence of
Pentecostalism in the early twentieth century, along with the charismatic movement of
the 1960s and 1970s, propelled the discourse surrounding spiritual gifts into the
forefront of evangelical awareness. What had previously been a relatively settled
matter among Reformed and evangelical circles transformed into a significant source of
disagreement and contention.

Today, Christians who uphold a high view of Scripture, demonstrate a commitment to
the gospel, and share a love for Christ often find themselves on opposing sides of this
debate. This divergence is particularly striking given that sincere believers, who are
united in their belief in the deity of Christ, justification by faith, and the authority of the
Bible, hold differing opinions about the continued validity of gifts such as prophecy,
tongues, and miraculous healing as normative expressions within the church.

This debate extends beyond mere academic interest; the questions involved carry
significant practical implications for the life of the church. For instance, should
congregations actively expect and seek prophetic revelations in their worship services?
Should believers pursue the gift of tongues as a necessary sign of Spirit baptism?

Additionally, should healing evangelists receive support for their ministries?
Furthermore, should church leaders assert that they receive direct revelations from God
to direct their decision-making processes? How these questions are answered
fundamentally influences the nature of worship in churches, how Christians engage in
prayer, the methods missionaries employ to reach unreached peoples, and the overall
understanding of believers’ relationships with God.
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This book advocates the cessationist position, which asserts that certain spiritual gifts,
particularly revelatory and sign gifts such as apostleship, prophecy, tongues,
interpretation of tongues, and miraculous healing, ceased to be given following the
completion of the apostolic age and the closure of the biblical canon. Importantly, this
claim does not suggest that God has withdrawn from performing miracles or that the
Holy Spirit remains inactive within the church. Instead, it posits that these specific gifts
were intended for a foundational purpose: establishing the church and authenticating
the apostolic message. Once this foundational work was accomplished, the need for
these gifts diminished, and they ceased to be distributed.

Before delving into the biblical evidence supporting this position, it is essential to clarify
the terms of the debate, articulate the stakes, and identify areas where both
perspectives can find common ground.

Defining Cessationism

Cessationism represents a theological stance asserting that certain spiritual gifts
ceased to be conferred to the church after the apostolic age. Specifically, cessationists
contend that the revelatory gifts, including apostleship, prophecy, word of knowledge,
and word of wisdom, along with the sign gifts such as tongues, interpretation of
tongues, miraculous healing, and miracles, were temporary provisions granted during
the foundational period of the church and are no longer normatively bestowed today.
This understanding highlights a critical distinction in the nature and purpose of these
spiritual gifts, as they were intended to serve specific functions during a unique era in
church history.

It is vital to clarify what cessationism does not assert. The cessationist position does not
claim that God has ceased to perform miracles altogether. God remains sovereign and
retains the ability to intervene in His creation in whatever manner He chooses.
Cessationists affirm that God can and does heal in response to prayer, that He
orchestrates events according to His divine will, and that He actively works powerfully
in the lives of believers. Thus, the cessationist argument is not a denial of God's
omnipotence or His willingness to act, but rather a specific assertion concerning the
particular gifts He has chosen to bestow upon the church.

Moreover, cessationism does not imply that the Holy Spirit is inactive or that His work
within the church has diminished. The Spirit continues to regenerate sinners, sanctify
believers, illuminate Scripture, empower witnesses, produce spiritual fruit in the lives of
believers, and bestow gifts upon the church for its edification. The cessationist claim
focuses specifically on the cessation of particular gifts that served foundational and
authenticating purposes, rather than suggesting that the Spirit's overall work has
ceased or diminished.
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Cessationists draw a clear distinction between various categories of spiritual gifts. The
gifts they believe have ceased primarily involve new revelation, such as prophecy, word
of knowledge, and word of wisdom, as well as those that functioned as authenticating
signs, including tongues, interpretation, miraculous healing, and miracles. In contrast,
the gifts that continue to be active within the church include teaching, exhortation,
service, giving, leadership, mercy, evangelism, pastoring, and others delineated in
passages like Romans 12:6-8, 1 Corinthians 12:28, and Ephesians 4:11-12. This
differentiation underscores the belief that certain gifts were crucial for the church’s
foundational establishment.

The rationale for this distinction lies in the purpose and function of these gifts within the
church. The revelatory and sign gifts were specifically granted to authenticate the
apostolic message and to lay the foundational structure of the church. Once this
foundation was established and the apostolic testimony was recorded in the New
Testament Scriptures, the necessity for these gifts diminished, leading to their
cessation. In contrast, the other gifts, meant to build up the church on this already
established foundation, continue to be distributed and utilized for the edification of the
body of Christ.

Cessationists also differentiate between the ordinary and extraordinary works of the
Holy Spirit. The Spirit's ordinary work encompasses regeneration, sanctification,
illumination, empowerment for service, and the distribution of non-revelatory gifts. This
ordinary work persists throughout the entire church age. Conversely, the extraordinary
work of the Spirit included inspiring Scripture, performing authenticating miracles
through the apostles, and granting revelatory gifts. This remarkable work was
concentrated during the foundational period of the church and ceased once that period
concluded.

The cessationist position is not reliant on a singular proof text but rather on a
cumulative case derived from a variety of biblical evidence.

This evidence includes the temporary and foundational nature of the apostolic office,
the purpose of sign gifts as means of authentication, the completion of the biblical
canon, the sufficiency of Scripture, and the observable pattern of redemptive history,
wherein miracles are often clustered around instances of new revelation. Together,
these elements build a compelling argument for the cessationist perspective.

Defining Continuationism
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Continuationism is the theological viewpoint that all spiritual gifts mentioned in the
New Testament, including prophecy, tongues, healing, and miracles, continue to be
conferred upon the church today. Continuationists assert that there exists no biblical
justification for differentiating between gifts that have ceased and those that are still
active. They maintain that the same Holy Spirit who bestowed these gifts in the first
century continues to impart them to believers in contemporary church life. This position
expects these gifts to be actively sought and exercised.

It is essential to acknowledge that continuationism is not a monolithic perspective.
There is considerable diversity among continuationists regarding the nature, frequency,
and normativity of these gifts. Some continuationists, often identified as Pentecostals,
believe that speaking in tongues serves as the initial evidence of Spirit baptism and that
all believers should actively seek this experience. Conversely, other continuationists,
typically called charismatics, view tongues as just one gift among many, asserting that
not every believer will necessarily receive it. Additionally, there are those classified as
"open but cautious," who hold that such gifts may occur but are not necessarily
normative or frequent in church life.

Despite this diversity, continuationists generally share several core convictions that
unite them.

First, they believe that the New Testament does not teach that certain gifts will cease
before Christ's return. They point to passages such as 1 Corinthians 13:8-10 to argue
that the gifts will persist until "the perfect comes," which they interpret as either the
return of Christ or the eternal state. They contend that if God desired certain gifts to
cease, He would have made this intention clear in Scripture.

Second, continuationists emphasize the ongoing work and power of the Holy Spirit
within the church. They argue that the same Spirit who empowered the early church
continues to empower believers today, and they contend that limiting the Spirit's work
to specific gifts is inconsistent with the New Testament's teaching regarding the Spirit's
freedom and sovereignty.

Often, they cite passages like Joel 2:28-29 (quoted in Acts 2:17-18), which speak of the
Spirit being poured out "in the last days," asserting that we are still living in this era.

Third, continuationists frequently appeal to personal experiences and testimonies as
evidence that these gifts remain active. They highlight contemporary accounts of
prophecy, tongues, healing, and miracles, arguing that such occurrences affirm the
ongoing presence of these gifts.
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Furthermore, they point to the remarkable global growth of Pentecostal and charismatic
Christianity, especially in the Global South, as a demonstration of the Spirit's continued
work through these gifts. They argue that cessationism often reflects a Western,
rationalistic viewpoint that contradicts the lived experiences of Christians around the
world.

Fourth, many continuationists assert that the church requires all spiritual gifts,
including the revelatory and sign gifts, to fulfil its mission effectively. They argue that
prophecy offers valuable guidance and encouragement, that tongues edify believers
and serve as a sign to unbelievers, and that healing and miracles both authenticate the
gospel message and demonstrate God's compassion. By this reasoning, they contend
that cessationism unnecessarily restricts the church’s resources for ministry and
engagement with the world.

Fifth, continuationists generally distinguish between the authority of Scripture and the
authority of contemporary prophecy. Most continuationists affirm that Scripture remains
the final and sufficient authority for faith and practice, and they maintain that
contemporary prophetic utterances do not possess the same authority as Scripture.
Instead, they assert that modern prophecy is fallible, must be evaluated against
Scripture, and serves to apply biblical truths rather than to add to them. This distinction
is crucial, as it differentiates most contemporary continuationists from groups that
assert ongoing revelation equivalent to the authority of Scripture.

It is also vital to clarify what most continuationists do not assert. The majority do not
claim that contemporary apostles wield the same authority as the original apostles, nor
do they argue that contemporary prophecy holds the same weight as Scripture. Most
do not suggest that miraculous gifts are as frequent or as spectacular today as they
were during the apostolic age. Furthermore, they typically do not argue that pursuing
these gifts should take precedence over character development, biblical knowledge, or
acts of loving service. Responsible continuationists emphasize the importance of
discernment, testing, and submission to Scripture in all matters relating to spiritual gifts.

The early church fathers, while affirming God's capacity to perform miracles, generally
did not assert that the apostolic gifts continued with the same frequency or nature.
Figures like Chrysostom and Augustine explicitly noted that certain gifts had ceased.
Augustine himself initially held the belief that miracles had ceased entirely, but later
modified his stance to allow for the possibility of occasional miracles, all while
maintaining that the apostolic gifts had ceased. The prevailing view in the early church
suggested that, while God could and did perform miracles, the specific gifts given to the
apostles for establishing the church were no longer standard within the community.
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During the medieval period, the Roman Catholic Church claimed ongoing miraculous
gifts, particularly in association with saints and relics. However, these claims were often
intertwined with superstition, fraud, and the church's assertion of authority
independent of Scripture. The Reformers emerged in response to these claims,
emphasizing the sufficiency of Scripture and the ordinary means of grace within the
community of faith.

The Reformers, including prominent figures such as Luther and Calvin, generally
adopted a cessationist stance regarding the apostolic gifts. They affirmed God's ability
to work miracles but denied that the revelatory and sign gifts remained normative
within the church. Their emphasis was on God's communication to His people through
Scripture, asserting that the church is built on the foundation established by the
apostles and prophets, with Christ as its cornerstone.

The Reformation principle of Sola Scriptura held that revelation had ceased and that
Scripture alone was sufficient to guide the church.

The cessationist viewpoint prevailed in Protestant Christianity from the Reformation
through the nineteenth century. Major Protestant confessions and catechisms, such as
the Westminster Confession and the Belgic Confession, either explicitly or implicitly
affirmed cessationism. During this time, the focus of Protestant Christianity centred
around the preaching of the Word, the administration of sacraments, prayer, and the
exercise of non-revelatory gifts, reinforcing the cessationist position.

The emergence of Pentecostalism in the early twentieth century challenged this long-
held consensus. Beginning with the Azusa Street Revival in 1906, Pentecostalism
emphasized the baptism of the Holy Spirit as a second work of grace, evidenced by
speaking in tongues. Pentecostals asserted that the gifts of the Spirit, including
tongues, prophecy, and healing, were being restored to the church after a prolonged
period of neglect. This movement gained significant traction, especially among
marginalized and poor communities, and spread rapidly worldwide.

The charismatic movement of the 1960s and 1970s brought similar emphases into
mainline Protestant and Catholic churches. Unlike classical Pentecostalism, the
charismatic movement did not necessitate a specific theology of Spirit baptism or insist
that tongues serve as the initial evidence. However, it shared the core conviction that all
gifts of the Spirit, including revelatory and sign gifts, remain relevant today and should
be actively sought and exercised within the church community.

The remarkable growth of Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity in the late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries has captured attention.
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Today, hundreds of millions of Christians worldwide identify themselves as Pentecostal
or charismatic. This surge in numbers is particularly evident in the Global South, where
Pentecostal and charismatic churches often represent the fastest-growing segments of
Christianity. Such growth has compelled evangelicals to reconsider the nature of
spiritual gifts and their relevance in contemporary church life.

This historical development has prompted a re-examination of the question of spiritual
gifts among evangelicals. What was once a relatively settled matter has transformed
into a significant theological debate. Currently, both cessationist and continuationist
positions are held by respected evangelical scholars, pastors, and theologians. The
discourse surrounding this topic is characterized by greater nuance and sophistication
than in previous generations, with both sides presenting well-reasoned biblical and
theological arguments.

The Need for Careful Exegesis

Given the importance of the issues at hand and the diversity of perspectives among
sincere believers, it is essential to approach this debate with diligence and care. The
answer to how we should engage with this discussion is clear: we must prioritize
careful and faithful exegesis of Scripture. This approach involves examining what the
Bible says explicitly regarding spiritual gifts, their intended purpose, their duration, and
their role within the life of the church.

This means we cannot resolve the debate solely based on experience. Both
cessationists and continuationists can cite experiences that validate their respective
positions. Cessationists may highlight the absence of apostolic-level miracles in most
churches and the prevalence of fraudulent claims surrounding miraculous gifts.
Meanwhile, continuationists can present testimonies of prophecy, tongues, and healing
occurring in contemporary churches. However, experience is not inherently self-
interpreting; we need Scripture to provide clarity and guidance for properly assessing
our experiences.

Moreover, we cannot resolve the debate by appealing solely to tradition. While church
history offers valuable insights, it is not infallible. The early church fathers were not
divinely inspired, and their views should be tested against Scripture. Similarly, the
Reformers were not flawless in their interpretations, and their perspectives must also
be evaluated in light of Scripture. The historical dominance of cessationism within
Protestant Christianity does not render it automatically correct, nor does the current
prevalence of continuationism in global Christianity imply its validity. All views must be
scrutinized through the lens of Scripture.
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Furthermore, we cannot determine the truth of this issue solely on pragmatic grounds.
It is inappropriate to make conclusions based on what seems to produce results or what
appears to work effectively. The real question is not whether continuationist churches
are growing faster than cessationist churches, or whether cessationist churches are
more stable. Instead, the inquiry must focus on what Scripture teaches regarding
spiritual gifts and their role within the church.

We must approach Scripture with humility, acknowledging that sincere believers hold
differing views on this matter, and we may not have the correct interpretation ourselves.
It is vital to remain open to following the evidence wherever it may lead, even if it
challenges our preconceived notions or experiences. Care must be taken not to impose
our theology onto the text; instead, we should draw our theological conclusions from
the text itself.

Additionally, we must engage with Scripture with a keen awareness of its context,
grammar, and the Bible's overarching teachings. It is insufficient to base our theological
positions on isolated proof texts or on unclear passages. Each passage must be
interpreted within its immediate context, the broader context of the book in which it
appears, and the overall context of the entire canon of Scripture. Attention must also be
given to original languages, historical and cultural backgrounds, and the literary genre
of each passage.

It is essential to recognize that some passages are more explicit than others and that
ambiguous passages should be interpreted in light of those that are more explicit.
Scripture interprets Scripture, and the collective teaching of the Bible provides a
framework for understanding individual verses. Therefore, we must be willing to
engage in rigorous exegesis, which may involve consulting commentaries, comparing
translations, and wrestling with challenging texts.

This book endeavours to model this approach. Each chapter explores a pivotal biblical
passage or theme pertinent to the cessationist-continuationism debate. The goal is not
to engage in proof-texting or to cherry-pick verses that reinforce a predetermined
conclusion but to meticulously investigate what Scripture communicates and to derive
the findings based on sound exegesis.

The Structure of This Book

This book presents a biblical case for cessationism by thoroughly examining key
passages and themes that address whether certain spiritual gifts continue to be active
or have ceased. The argument is cumulative, with each chapter building upon the
previous ones to form a comprehensive case for the cessationist perspective.
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Chapter 2 investigates the purpose of sign gifts, positing that they were primarily
intended to authenticate the apostolic message and establish the foundation of the
church. This chapter analyses the pattern of miracles throughout redemptive history,
the explicit statements about the purpose of signs found in the New Testament, and
the relationship between these signs and the apostolic office.

Chapter 3 delves into Ephesians 2:20, exploring the metaphor of the church as a
building with a foundation. This chapter asserts that the apostles and prophets served
as the foundation of the church, which was laid once for all during the apostolic age.
Consequently, the church today builds upon this completed foundation rather than
continuing to lay it anew.

Defining Cessationism

Chapter 4 delves into the critical passage of 1 Corinthians 13:8-10, which addresses
the timing of the cessation of certain spiritual gifts. The argument presented in this
chapter posits that the phrase "the perfect" refers specifically to the completion of the
New Testament canon, rather than the anticipated return of Christ. By interpreting
Paul's teachings in this light, it becomes evident that he indicates that specific spiritual
gifts were intended to be temporary. These gifts had a distinct purpose that was
fulfilled with the establishment of the New Testament canon, leading to their eventual
cessation. This understanding highlights a significant theological stance within
cessationism, framing the discourse around the nature and duration of spiritual gifts.

Defining Continuationism

Chapter 5 examines Hebrews 2:3-4, focusing on how the gospel was confirmed
through signs and wonders. This chapter argues that the author of Hebrews presents
this confirmation in the past tense, suggesting that it was a completed process that
occurred during the apostolic period. The implication is that the miraculous signs were
explicitly tied to the foundational era of the church, reinforcing the authority of the
apostles as they proclaimed the message of Christ. By establishing that these signs
were part of a unique historical context, the chapter underscores the argument that
such manifestations were not intended to continue indefinitely. This perspective invites
readers to consider the historical and theological significance of these signs in relation
to the ongoing life of the church.

What's at Stake

Chapter 6 explores the nature of New Testament prophecy and its relationship to Old
Testament prophecy and the formation of Scripture.
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The chapter contends that New Testament prophecy was a revelatory gift,
characterized by individuals speaking the very words of God, thereby possessing the
same authoritative weight as Old Testament prophecy. This authority was paramountin
guiding the early church and shaping its understanding of divine revelation. However,
as the canon of Scripture was completed, the necessity for such revelatory gifts
diminished. This cessation of New Testament prophecy is critical in understanding the
broader implications for the church and the role of Scripture in guiding faith and
practice.

Areas of Agreement

Chapter 7 focuses on the gift of tongues, examining its purpose as a sign specifically
directed toward unbelieving Israel. This chapter navigates the implications of whether
the practice of speaking in tongues should continue after the destruction of Jerusalem
and the cessation of the apostolic age. The discussion highlights how tongues served a
unigue function in the early church, primarily as a divine sign meant to provoke a
response from those who were not yet believers. By exploring this aspect, the chapter
raises pertinent questions about the relevance of tongues in contemporary worship and
the church’s mission. This examination challenges readers to reflect on the historical
and theological significance of such gifts within God’s unfolding plan.

A Brief History of the Debate

Chapter 8 investigates the sufficiency of Scripture and its implications for the ongoing
existence or cessation of revelatory gifts. The chapter argues that if Scripture is indeed
sufficient for all matters concerning faith and practice, then the need for continuing
revelation becomes unnecessary. This assertion raises critical questions about the
nature of God’s communication with His people and how it is understood within the
framework of Scripture. By establishing the sufficiency of Scripture, the argument
suggests that any claim for continuous revelation could potentially undermine its
authority. This perspective invites a deeper exploration of what it means for believers to
rely on the written Word as their ultimate guide in faith.

The Need for Careful Exegesis

Chapter 9 addresses several common objections raised against cessationism. Among
these objections are claims that cessationism limits God's power, quenching the Spirit's
activity, and is rooted in Western rationalism. Additionally, critics argue that
cessationism fails to account for contemporary testimonies of miraculous gifts and
experiences.
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This chapter carefully navigates these objections, providing thoughtful responses and
reinforcing the cessationist position. By examining these counterarguments, the chapter
aims to clarify misunderstandings and present a robust defence of the cessationist
view.

Applications

Chapter 10 offers practical applications stemming from the cessationist perspective,
discussing the implications for church life, personal devotion, and missions. This chapter
emphasizes how understanding cessationism can shape the way believers engage in
ministry and interact with fellow Christians who may hold differing views. It encourages
readers to consider how their beliefs about spiritual gifts influence their worship
practices and relationships within the faith community. By applying these principles, the
chapter aims to foster a spirit of cooperation and understanding among believers,
despite theological differences. This practical framework is essential for navigating the
complexities of faith in a diverse Christian context.

Each chapter is designed to be read independently while contributing to a cumulative
argument. The case for cessationism does not rely on a single proof text; instead, it
emerges from the convergence of multiple lines of biblical evidence.

When examining the purpose of sign gifts, the foundational nature of the apostolic
office, the completion of the canon, the sufficiency of Scripture, and the overarching
pattern of redemptive history, the cessationist position presents itself as a compelling
interpretation of Scripture. This holistic approach encourages readers to engage
critically and thoughtfully with the biblical text, fostering a deeper understanding of the
theological issues at hand.

Conclusion

The primary goal of this book is not to engage in a mere argument or to assert that
cessationists possess greater intelligence or spirituality than their continuationist
counterparts. Instead, the aim is to explore what Scripture teaches regarding spiritual
gifts and to honour God by remaining faithful to His Word. Achieving this objective
necessitates a posture of humility, careful exegesis, and an openness to follow the
evidence wherever it may lead. This respectful approach to theological discussion
fosters a climate of understanding and growth within the church.

Both cessationists and continuationists strive to be faithful to Scripture and honour God
in their respective beliefs. Within both groups are sincere, godly individuals who love
Christ and seek to serve Him faithfully.
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The debate surrounding these theological positions must be conducted with charity,
respect, and an acknowledgment of our shared commitment to the gospel and the
authority of Scripture. By approaching one another with grace, believers can engage in
fruitful dialogue that encourages spiritual growth and unity within the body of Christ.

The issues at stake in this debate are indeed significant and far-reaching. Our
understanding of whether certain spiritual gifts continue or have ceased has profound
implications for how we interpret Scripture, our relationship with God, and how we
conduct church life and missions. It is not sufficient to agree to disagree and move on
without wrestling with the biblical evidence and striving to comprehend what God has
revealed. This engagement is crucial for the health and vitality of the church as it seeks
to fulfil its mission in the world.

This book presents a case for cessationism while recognizing that sincere believers may
diverge in their viewpoints. The arguments articulated herein are intended to enhance
understanding of what Scripture teaches and to assist the church in being more faithful
in its worship, ministry, and mission. By examining the biblical text thoughtfully and
respectfully, it is hoped that readers will be encouraged to deepen their commitment to
God's Word and the truth it reveals.

Ultimately, the authority in this debate must rest solely on Scripture, not on personal
experience, tradition, or pragmatic considerations. As readers engage with the biblical
evidence presented in the subsequent chapters, it is vital to approach this exploration
with open hearts, humble minds, and a sincere desire to discover and adhere to the
truth revealed in God's Word. This commitment to Scripture will guide believers in
understanding spiritual gifts and their role in the church.
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Chapter 2: Defining Key Terms

The Necessity of Clear Definitions

One of the most frustrating aspects of the cessationist debate is that participants often
talk past each other. Two people can use the same word while meaning entirely
different things, leading to confusion, misunderstanding, and unproductive arguments.
A continuationist might claim “prophecy continues today,” while a cessationist denies it,
yet they may be defining “prophecy” in fundamentally different ways. Without clarity on
what we mean by key terms, meaningful dialogue becomes impossible.

This problem is not unique to the cessationist debate. Throughout church history,
theological controversies have often hinged on precise definitions. The early church
councils devoted considerable energy to defining terms such as “person,” “nature,” and
“substance” in articulating the doctrine of the Trinity. The Reformation debates required
careful definition of terms like “justification,” “faith,” and “works.” Clarity in definition is
not pedantic nitpicking; it is essential for productive theological dialogue.

Much of the confusion in the cessationist debate stems from a tendency to define terms
by modern rather than biblical usage. Contemporary charismatic movements have
redefined key biblical terms to fit their experiences and practices. “Prophecy” has been
redefined to mean fallible impressions or words of encouragement. “Tongues” has been
redefined to mean ecstatic utterances or private prayer languages. “Apostle” has been
redefined to mean church planters or influential leaders. These redefinitions may seem
minor, but they fundamentally alter the debate.

Our commitment must be to define terms biblically. We cannot allow contemporary
practice to dictate the meaning of biblical words. Instead, we must examine how
Scripture itself uses these terms, the characteristics and qualifications it assigns to
them, and the purposes they serve in the biblical narrative. Only then can we have a
meaningful conversation about whether these gifts continue today.

In this chapter, we will carefully define the key terms in the cessationist debate. We will
examine what Scripture says about apostles, prophets, tongues, healing, miracles, and
other relevant concepts. We will distinguish between different categories of gifts and
clarify important theological distinctions that are often confused. With these definitions
established, we will be equipped to examine the biblical case for cessationism in the
chapters that follow.
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Apostle

Perhaps no term in the cessationist debate requires more careful definition than
“apostle.” The New Testament uses this word in both a narrow, technical sense and a
broader, general sense. Failing to distinguish between these uses creates enormous
confusion.

The Narrow, Technical Sense

In its primary and most important sense, “apostle” refers to a specific, limited group of
men who held a unique office in the early church. This group consisted of the Twelve
(minus Judas, plus Matthias) and the Apostle Paul. These men possessed qualifications
and authority that set them apart from all other believers, including other church
leaders.

The biblical qualifications for apostleship in this narrow sense were stringent and
specific. First, an apostle had to be an eyewitness to Jesus’ resurrection. When the early
church sought to replace Judas, Peter laid out the requirement: “So one of the men who
have accompanied us during all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us,
beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was taken up from us, one of
these men must become with us a witness to his resurrection” (Acts 1:21-22).

Notice the specificity of this requirement. The candidate had to have been with Jesus
throughout His entire earthly ministry, from His baptism by John to His ascension. This
was not a general requirement for church leadership, but a specific qualification for the
apostolic office. Matthias was chosen because he met this criterion.

The Apostle Paul, though not one of the Twelve, also met this requirement through his
encounter with the risen Christ on the Damascus road. Paul repeatedly defended his
apostleship by appealing to this qualification: “Am / not an apostle? Have | not seen
Jesus our Lord”?7 (1 Corinthians 9:1). His apostleship was validated by his direct
encounter with the resurrected Christ.

Second, an apostle had to be personally commissioned by Christ Himself. The Twelve
were chosen and commissioned directly by Jesus during His earthly ministry (Mark
3:13-19). The risen Christ commissioned Paul in his Damascus road experience (Acts
9:15; 26:16-18; Galatians 1:1). This was not a commission given through the church or
through other apostles, but a direct, personal commission from Christ.
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Third, apostles possessed unique authority in the church. They had the authority to
write Scripture. They had the authority to establish doctrine for the entire church. They
had the authority to appoint elders and establish church order. Paul could write, “/f
anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things /
am writing to you are a command of the Lord” (1 Corinthians 14:37). The apostles’
teaching was not merely helpful advice or wise counsel; it was authoritative divine
revelation.

This apostolic authority extended to their written words. Peter placed Paul's writings on
the same level as “the other Scriptures” (2 Peter 3:16). The early church recognized that
the apostles’ writings carried divine authority. This is why the apostolic authorship or
apostolic approval was the primary criterion for a book’s inclusion in the New
Testament canon.

The Broader, General Sense

The New Testament also uses “apostle” in a broader, more general sense to refer to
messengers or representatives sent by churches. For example, Paul refers to
Epaphroditus as “your messenger [apostolon]” (Philippians 2:25). He speaks of
“messengers [apostoloi] of the churches” (2 Corinthians 8:23). In this broader sense, an
apostle is simply someone sent on a mission, a messenger or representative.

This broader usage does not carry the same authority or qualifications as the narrow,
technical sense. These “apostles” in the general sense were not eyewitnesses of the
resurrection, were not personally commissioned by Christ, and did not possess the
authority to write Scripture or establish doctrine for the universal church.

Why There Cannot Be Apostles Today

Given the biblical qualifications for apostleship in the narrow, technical sense, there
can't be apostles today. No one alive today was with Jesus from His baptism to His
ascension. No one alive today has seen the risen Christ as Paul did (in a physical, bodily
appearance of the resurrected Lord). No one alive today has been personally
commissioned by Christ in the way the Twelve and Paul were.

Some continuationists attempt to argue for modern apostles by redefining the term to
mean church planters, missionaries, or influential leaders. But this is to confuse the
narrow and broad senses of the word. While we might loosely call missionaries “sent
ones” in the general sense, they do not possess the qualifications, authority, or function
of the biblical apostles in the technical sense.
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The apostolic office was unique and unrepeatable by design. The apostles were the
foundation of the church (Ephesians 2:20). Foundations are laid once, not continuously.
The apostles fulfilled their role by establishing the church, writing the New Testament,
and delivering the faith “once for all” to the saints (Jude 3). Their unique office ceased
with their deaths.

Prophet

The term “prophet” is equally crucial to define carefully, as it has been significantly
redefined in modern charismatic circles.

Old Testament Prophets

In the Old Testament, prophets were men (and occasionally women) who spoke God’s
very words to His people. The prophetic formula was “Thus says the Lord.” Prophets
did not speak their own thoughts, opinions, or impressions; they spoke divine
revelation. As God told Moses regarding the prophetic office: “/ will raise up for them a
prophet like you from among their brothers. And | will put my words in his mouth, and
he shall speak to them all that | command him” (Deuteronomy 18:18).

The standard for true prophecy was absolute accuracy. God commanded: “But the
prophet who presumes to speak a word in my name that | have not commanded him to
speak, or who speaks in the name of other gods, that same prophet shall die. And if you
say in your heart, How may we know the word that the Lord has not spoken?, when a
prophet speaks in the name of the Lord, if the word does not come to pass or come
true, that is a word that the Lord has not spoken; the prophet has spoken it
presumptuously. You need not be afraid of him” (Deuteronomy 18:20-22).

Notice the standard: 100% accuracy. Even one false prophecy identified someone as a
false prophet worthy of death. There was no category of “fallible prophecy” or
prophecies that might be partially right and partially wrong. If someone claimed to
speak for God and their words did not come to pass, they were a false prophet, period.

New Testament Prophets

New Testament prophets continued this pattern of speaking divine revelation. Paul
describes the mystery of Christ as having been “revealed to his holy apostles and
prophets by the Spirit’ (Ephesians 3:5). Prophets, alongside apostles, received
revelation from God and communicated it to the church.
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Like apostles, prophets were foundation-layers: “So then you are no longer strangers
and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of
God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being
the cornerstone” (Ephesians 2:20). This foundational role indicates that prophets, like
apostles, belonged to a specific era in the church’s establishment.

The New Testament gives no indication that the standard for prophecy changed from
the Old Testament. Prophets still spoke God’s words, and their words carried divine
authority. The church was to test prophetic utterances (1 Thessalonians 5:20-21; 1 John
4:1), but the test was whether the prophecy was true or false, not whether it was
accurate, primarily with some errors.

The Modern Redefinition

Contemporary charismatic theology has fundamentally redefined prophecy. Many
charismatic teachers now describe prophecy as fallible impressions, words of
encouragement, or subjective feelings that may or may not be accurate. Wayne
Grudem, a prominent continuationist theologian, argues that New Testament prophecy
was fallible and lacked the same authority as Old Testament prophecy or apostolic
teaching.

This redefinition is necessary for continuationists because modern “prophecies” are
frequently wrong. If prophecy requires 100% accuracy, then modern charismatic
prophecy fails the biblical test. By redefining prophecy as fallible, continuationists
attempt to preserve the practice while acknowledging its unreliability.

But this redefinition has no biblical warrant. Scripture knows nothing of a category of
“fallible prophecy.” To speak God’'s words fallibly is a contradiction in terms. If God
speaks, His words are true. If the words are fallible, they are not God’s words. The
modern redefinition of prophecy is an attempt to maintain the label while abandoning
the substance of the biblical gift.

Prophecy vs. Encouragement
It is important to distinguish biblical prophecy from general encouragement or
exhortation. The New Testament speaks of believers encouraging, exhorting, and

building one another up (1 Thessalonians 5:11; Hebrews 3:13; 10:24-25). This is part
of regular Christian fellowship and does not require a special gift of prophecy.
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When someone shares a word of encouragement, applies Scripture to another
believer’s situation, or offers godly counsel, they are not prophesying in the biblical
sense. They are exercising wisdom, discernment, and love. This is good and necessary,
but it is not the same as speaking divine revelation.

The confusion arises when people label every encouraging word or spiritual impression
as “prophecy.” This dilutes the biblical meaning of the term and creates confusion about
what prophecy actually is. Biblical prophecy was the reception and communication of
divine revelation, not the sharing of helpful thoughts or feelings.

Tongues (Glossa)

The gift of tongues has been more misunderstood and misrepresented than any other
gift in the cessationist debate.

The Meaning of Glossa

The Greek word translated “tongues” in most English Bibles is glossa. This word has a
straightforward meaning: it refers to the physical tongue in the mouth, or by extension,
to a language or dialect. It is the word from which we get “glossary” (a list of words in a
language) and “polyglot” (someone who speaks multiple languages).

When the New Testament speaks of the gift of tongues, it uses this ordinary Greek
word for language. There is no indication in the word itself that it refers to anything
other than actual human languages.

The Biblical Evidence: Acts 2

The most precise and detailed description of the gift of tongues appears in Acts 2, on
the day of Pentecost. Luke describes what happened: “And they were all filled with the
Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance. Now
there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven.
And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, because
each one was hearing them speak in his own language” (Acts 2:4-6).

Luke then provides a detailed list of the languages being spoken: “Parthians and Medes
and Elamites and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia,
Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors
from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabians, we hear them telling in
our own tongues the mighty works of God” (Acts 2:9-11).
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This passage could not be clearer. The gift of tongues enabled the apostles to speak in
actual human languages that they had not learned. The crowd heard them speaking in
their native languages: Parthian, Median, Elamite, and so on. These were not ecstatic
utterances or heavenly languages; they were recognizable human languages spoken by
people from different nations.

This is the definitive biblical example of tongues. It establishes the pattern for
understanding what the gift was. Any interpretation of tongues that contradicts or
ignores this clear example is suspect.

Tongues as a Sign

Paul explains the purpose of tongues in 1 Corinthians 14:21-22: “/In the Law it is
written, 'By people of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will | speak to this
people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord.” Thus tongues are a
sign not for believers but for unbelievers, while prophecy is a sign not for unbelievers
but for believers.

Paul quotes Isaiah 28:11-12, in which God warns that He will speak to Israel through
foreign languages as a sign of judgment. The gift of tongues fulfilled this prophetic
sign. It was particularly a sign to unbelieving Jews that God’s salvation had come to the
Gentiles and that the gospel was for all nations.

This sign function makes sense only if tongues were actual human languages. How
could speaking gibberish be a sign to unbelieving Jews? But hearing Galilean fishermen
speak fluently in languages they had never learned, that would be an undeniable sign
of divine power.

The Need for Interpretation

Paul's instructions regarding tongues in 1 Corinthians 14 assume that tongues were
actual languages with real content. He says that if someone speaks in a tongue in the
church, there must be an interpreter, “so that the church may be built up” (1 Corinthians
14:5). He compares speaking in tongues without interpretation to speaking in a foreign
language that no one understands: “ There are doubtless many different languages in
the world, and none is without meaning, but if | do not know the meaning of the
language, | will be a foreigner to the speaker and the speaker a foreigner to me” (1
Corinthians 14:10-11).
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This makes sense if tongues were actual languages. Someone speaking German in an
English-speaking church would need a translator so the congregation could
understand. But if tongues were merely ecstatic utterances with no linguistic structure,
what would there be to interpret? How could one translate sounds that have no
meaning?

The requirement for interpretation indicates that tongues had actual content, words,
grammar, and meaning that could be translated into the language of the congregation.

What Tongues Were Not

Based on the biblical evidence, we can clearly state what tongues were not:

¢ Not ecstatic speech or babbling. The biblical gift involved actual languages with
vocabulary, grammar, and syntax.

¢ Not a private prayer language. While Paul mentions praying in tongues (1
Corinthians 14:14-15), this was still in an actual language, and he preferred to
pray with his mind so he could understand what he was saying.

¢ Not uncontrollable. Paul insists that “the spirits of prophets are subject to
prophets” (1 Corinthians 14:32), meaning the speaker could control when and
whether to speak.

¢ Not the necessary evidence of Spirit baptism. The New Testament never
teaches that all believers must speak in tongues or that tongues are the sign of
being filled with the Spirit.

Modern “Tongues” vs. Biblical Tongues

Modern charismatic “tongues” bear little resemblance to the biblical gift. Linguistic
studies of modern tongues-speaking have found that it lacks the characteristics of
actual language, no consistent vocabulary, no grammar, and no syntax. It consists of
repetitive syllables and sounds that do not form a coherent linguistic system.

Furthermore, modern tongues are rarely identified as actual human languages. While
charismatics occasionally claim that someone recognized their tongues as a real
language, these stories are anecdotal, unverified, and extremely rare. The
overwhelming pattern is that modern tongues are not recognisable languages.

This stark difference between biblical tongues (known human languages) and modern
tongues (non-linguistic utterances) is strong evidence that the biblical gift has ceased,
and what is practiced today is not the same phenomenon.
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Healing

The gift of healing requires careful definition because God still heals today in answer to
prayer, but this is different from the apostolic gift of healing.

The Biblical Pattern of Apostolic Healing

When the apostles exercised the gift of healing, their healings had specific
characteristics that set them apart:

First, apostolic healings were immediate. There was no gradual recovery or healing
process. When Peter and John healed the lame man at the temple gate, Luke records:
“And he took him by the right hand and raised him up, and immediately his feet and
ankles were made strong. And leaping up, he stood and began to walk” (Acts 3:7-8).
The man went from lame to leaping in an instant.

Second, apostolic healings were complete and perfect. There were no partial
healings or lingering symptoms. When Jesus healed the man with the withered hand, it
was “restored, healthy like the other” (Matthew 12:13). When He healed the blind man,
the man could see perfectly, not just partially.

Third, apostolic healings involved organic, undeniable conditions. The apostles
healed congenital disabilities, paralysis, blindness, leprosy, severed body parts
(Malchus'’s ear), and even raised the dead. These were not subjective conditions, such
as headaches or back pain, that might improve naturally or psychosomatically. They
were objective, medically verifiable conditions that could not be faked or attributed to
placebo effects.

Fourth, apostolic healings were public and verifiable. They were performed in front
of crowds, often hostile witnesses. Even the enemies of the apostles could not deny the
healings. After Peter and John healed the lame man, the Jewish leaders admitted,
“What shall we do with these men? For that a notable sign has been performed
through them is evident to all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it’
(Acts 4:16).

Fifth, apostolic healings had a 100% success rate. \We never read of an apostle
attempting to heal someone and failing. We never read of an apostle needing multiple
attempts or the healing not “taking.” When the apostles exercised the gift of healing,
people were healed, full stop!
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Sixth, apostolic healings did not require faith on the part of the recipient. \While
faith was sometimes present, it was not a prerequisite. Peter and John healed the lame
man who was not expecting healing and had not asked for it (Acts 3:1-10). Paul healed
the father of Publius, who was not a believer (Acts 28:8). The power resided in the
healer, not in the faith of the one being healed.

Healing vs. Answered Prayer

It is crucial to distinguish the apostolic gift of healing from God’s answering prayer for
healing. The Bible commands us to pray for the sick (James 5:14-16), and God does
heal in response to prayer. But this is different from the gift of healing.

When we pray for someone’s healing, we are asking God to heal them. We are not
exercising a gift that guarantees healing. God may choose to heal, or He may choose
not to, according to His sovereign will and purposes. The healing, if it comes, may be
immediate or gradual. It may be complete or partial. It may come through medical
means or apart from them.

The apostolic gift of healing, by contrast, was the ability to heal at will, immediately,
completely, and with 100% success. It was a sign gift that authenticated the apostles’
message and authority.

Modern “Healing” vs. Biblical Healing

Modern faith healing claims rarely match the biblical pattern. Faith healers typically:

e Focus on subjective conditions (back pain, headaches, emotional issues) rather
than organic diseases.

e Claim gradual improvement rather than immediate healing.

¢ Have high failure rates and explain failures by blaming the sick person’s lack of
faith.

¢ Avoid medical verification of their claims.

e Never heal the kinds of conditions the apostles healed (congenital disabilities,
severed limbs, death)

The contrast between biblical healing and modern healing claims is stark. If the
apostolic gift of healing were still operative, we would expect to see healings that
match the biblical pattern. The fact that we do not see such healings is evidence that
the gift has ceased.
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Miracles

The term “miracle” requires definition because it is often used loosely to describe any
unusual or providential event.

Biblical Miracles

In the biblical sense, a miracle is an event that defies natural law and demonstrates
divine power. Miracles involve God directly intervening to do something that cannot be
explained by natural processes or human ability.

Biblical miracles included:

e Controlling nature (calming storms, walking on water)

¢ Instantly creating matter (feeding 5,000 with a few loaves and fish)
¢ Raising the dead

e Healing organic diseases and disabilities instantly

e Casting out demons

e Supernatural knowledge of hidden things

These were not merely unusual events or fortunate coincidences. They were clear
demonstrations of divine power that natural causes could not explain.

Miracles vs. Providence

It is essential to distinguish miracles from God'’s providential working in the world.
Providence refers to God'’s ordinary governance of His creation, working through natural
means and processes to accomplish His purposes.

For example, if you pray for a job and then receive a job offer, this is God’s providence.
He worked through natural means (the employer’s decision-making process) to answer
your prayer. This is wonderful and worthy of thanksgiving, but it is not a miracle in the
biblical sense.

A miracle would be if you prayed for a job and money supernaturally appeared in your
bank account with no natural explanation, or if you were instantly transported to a
workplace you had never been to before. These would be clear violations of natural
law, demonstrating divine power.
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God'’s providential working is constant and pervasive. He is always at work in His
creation, sustaining it and directing it toward His purposes. But miracles, in the biblical
sense, were relatively rare events that served specific purposes in redemptive history.

The Purpose of Miracles

Biblical miracles served an authenticating purpose. They validated the messenger and
the message. When Moses performed miracles before Pharaoh, they authenticated his
claim to speak for God. When Elijah called down fire from heaven, it authenticated his
prophetic ministry. When Jesus performed miracles, they authenticated His claim to be
the Messiah and Son of God. When the apostles performed miracles, they
authenticated their apostolic authority and message.

This authenticating purpose is why miracles clustered around key moments in
redemptive history, the Exodus, the ministries of Elijah and Elisha, the ministry of Jesus,
and the apostolic era. These were times when God was delivering new revelation and
establishing new phases of His redemptive plan. The miracles authenticated the
revelation and the revealers.

Sign Gifts vs. Edification Gifts

One of the most critical distinctions in the cessationist debate is between sign gifts and
edification gifts.

Sign Gifts

Sign gifts were miraculous abilities given to authenticate the apostles and their
message during the foundational period of the church. These gifts included:

e Apostleship

¢ Prophecy (receiving and communicating divine revelation)

e Tongues (speaking unlearned human languages)

¢ Healing (immediate, complete healing of organic conditions)
e Miracles (supernatural works defying natural law)

¢ Interpretation of tongues

These gifts were temporary by design. They served a specific purpose during a
particular period: the establishment of the church and the delivery of New Testament
revelation. Once that foundation was laid and the canon was complete, these
authenticating gifts were no longer necessary.
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Edification Gifts

Edification gifts are abilities given by the Spirit to build up the body of Christ. These
gifts continue throughout the church age. They include:

e Teaching

e Exhortation

e Service

e Mercy

e Giving

e Administration
e Hospitality

e Faith

e Discernment

These gifts do not involve receiving new revelation or performing miracles. They are
Spirit-empowered abilities to minister to others using the revelation already given in
Scripture.

The Cessationist Position

It is crucial to understand that cessationists do not believe all spiritual gifts have
ceased. We affirm that the edification gifts continue and are essential for the church'’s
health and growth. What has ceased are the sign gifts, the miraculous, revelatory,
authenticating gifts that belonged to the apostolic era.

This distinction is often missed in the debate. Continuationists sometimes accuse
cessationists of denying the Spirit's work or claiming that God no longer gives gifts to
the church. This is a misrepresentation. Cessationists affirm the Spirit's ongoing work
and the continuation of many gifts. We maintain that the specific sign gifts that
authenticated the apostles and new revelation have ceased now that the foundation is
laid and the canon is complete.

Inspiration vs. Illumination

Another crucial distinction that is often confused in the cessationist debate is between
inspiration and illumination.
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Inspiration

Inspiration refers to the Holy Spirit's unique work in the biblical authors to produce
inerrant Scripture. Peter describes this process: “For no prophecy was ever produced by
the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit”
(2 Peter 1:21).

The biblical authors were not merely writing their own thoughts or recording their own
experiences. The Holy Spirit was superintending them to write precisely what God
wanted written, without error. The result was Scripture that is “breathed out by God" (2
Timothy 3:16), God’s very words in human language.

Inspiration was a unique, unrepeatable process that produced the Bible. It is not an
ongoing experience that believers have today.

ILlumination

[llumination refers to the Holy Spirit's ongoing work in helping believers understand
Scripture. Jesus promised that the Spirit would “guide you into all the truth” (John
16:13). Paul prayed that God would give the Ephesians “the Spirit of wisdom and of
revelation in the knowledge of him” (Ephesians 1:17).

[llumination is the Spirit opening our minds and hearts to understand and apply the
truth that has already been revealed in Scripture. It is not the reception of new
revelation, but the understanding of existing revelation.

The Confusion
Continuationists often confuse inspiration and illumination. They describe experiences

of the Spirit “speaking to them” or “revealing things to them” and equate this with the
inspiration that produced Scripture. But these are fundamentally different.

When the Spirit illuminates Scripture for us, helping us to understand a passage, apply
it to our situation, or bring it to mind at a needed moment, this is not new revelation. It
is the Spirit working through the revelation already given.

We do not need new inspiration. The Bible is complete. What we need is illumination,
the Spirit's help in understanding and applying what has already been inspired.
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Revelation vs. Application

Closely related to the distinction between inspiration and illumination is the distinction
between revelation and application.

Revelation

Revelation is God disclosing a new truth that was previously unknown. When God
revealed His law to Moses, that was a revelation. When He showed the mystery of
Christ to Paul, that was a revelation. When the biblical authors wrote Scripture under
the Spirit’s inspiration, they were recording revelation.

Revelation involves the communication of propositional truth, information, doctrine, and
commands that become part of the deposit of faith delivered to the church.

Application

Application is taking the revealed truth and applying it to specific situations. When the
Spirit helps us see how a biblical principle applies to a decision we're facing, that is
application, not revelation. When we sense God'’s leading in a particular direction based
on biblical wisdom and principles, that is application, not revelation.

The Spirit does guide us in application. He helps us discern how to live out biblical truth
in our specific circumstances. But this guidance is not the same as prophetic revelation.
It does not carry the same authority as Scripture. It can be mistaken, and it must be
tested against Scripture.

The Confusion

Many continuationists describe impressions, promptings, or convictions as “God
speaking to me” or “God revealing something to me.” They equate these subjective
experiences with prophetic revelation.

But there is a fundamental difference between the Spirit guiding us in applying
Scripture to our lives and the Spirit revealing new propositional truth. The former is a
normal Christian experience; the latter was the unique experience of the biblical
prophets and apostles.
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When we sense that we should call a friend, or that we should pursue a particular job
opportunity, or that we should be cautious about a relationship, this may well be the
Spirit's guidance. But it is not a revelation in the biblical sense. It is the Spirit helping us
apply biblical wisdom to our circumstances.

These impressions and promptings do not carry the authority of Scripture. They can be
wrong. They must be tested. They are not “words from the Lord" in the way that biblical
prophecy was.

Conclusion

Clear definitions are essential for productive dialogue in the cessationist debate. Much
confusion and talking past each other can be avoided if we are careful to define our
terms biblically rather than allowing contemporary practice to dictate the meaning of
biblical words.

We have seen that:

¢ Apostles in the narrow, technical sense were eyewitnesses of the resurrection,
personally commissioned by Christ, who possessed unique authority to write
Scripture and establish doctrine. This office cannot exist today.

¢ Prophets spoke God's very words with 100% accuracy. Modern “fallible
prophecy”’ contradicts the biblical definition.

e Tongues were actual human languages, not ecstatic speech or prayer languages.

¢ Healing in the apostolic sense was immediate, complete, organic, undeniable and
had a 100% success rate.

¢ Miracles were supernatural works defying natural law, distinct from God'’s
ordinary providence.

¢ Sign gifts (apostleship, prophecy, tongues, healing, miracles) were temporary and
served to authenticate, while edification gifts (teaching, service, mercy, etc.)
continue.

¢ Inspiration (producing inerrant Scripture) is distinct from illumination
(understanding Scripture).

¢ Revelation (disclosing new truth) is distinct from application (applying revealed
truth to specific situations).

With these definitions established, we are now equipped to examine the biblical case
for cessationism. In the chapters that follow, we will see that Scripture itself teaches
that the sign gifts were temporary, that they fulfilled their purpose during the apostolic
era, and that they are no longer operative in the church today.

37



The question is not whether we use the same words as continuationists, but whether
we use those words in the same way Scripture does. Biblical definitions, not
contemporary redefinitions, must govern our understanding. Only then can we rightly
discern what God has said about these gifts and whether they continue today.
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Chapter 3: The Redemptive-Historical Framework

God’s Purposeful Pattern in History

When we open the pages of Scripture, we encounter a God who works according to
plan. Nothing He does is random, arbitrary, or haphazard. From Genesis to Revelation,
we see the unfolding of a carefully orchestrated drama of redemption. God is not
improvising; He is executing a purpose formed before the foundation of the world.

This purposeful nature of God’'s work extends to His use of miracles. Miracles do not
occur randomly throughout biblical history, scattered evenly across the centuries like
rain falling indiscriminately on the earth. Instead, they cluster around specific moments
in redemptive history, concentrated in particular periods for particular purposes.
Understanding this pattern, what theologians call the redemptive-historical framework,
is essential for understanding the cessationist position.

Many Christians approach the question of miraculous gifts without considering this
larger framework. They ask, “Does God still do miracles today?’ without first asking,
“What pattern do we see in how God has used miracles throughout history?” They
wonder whether tongues and prophecy continue without examining when and why
these gifts first appeared. This approach is like trying to understand a single scene in a
movie without knowing the plot, or exploring one piece of a puzzle without seeing the
picture on the box.

The cessationist position is not based merely on isolated proof texts or theological
arguments divorced from the flow of biblical history. Instead, it emerges naturally from
observing how God has consistently worked throughout redemptive history. When we
step back and survey the entire scope of Scripture, a clear pattern emerges: miracles
cluster around moments of new revelation and diminish when that revelation is
complete and established.

This chapter will trace that pattern through the major epochs of redemptive history. We
will see that God'’s use of miracles has been purposeful, strategic, and tied to the
progressive unfolding of His redemptive plan. Understanding this framework will help
us see why certain gifts were temporary by design, not because God changed His mind
or withdrew His power, but because they fulfilled their purpose in the plan He ordained
from the beginning.
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Redemptive History: God’s Unfolding Plan

Before examining specific periods, we need to understand what we mean by
“redemptive history.” This term refers to the progressive unfolding of God'’s plan to
redeem a people for Himself through Jesus Christ. It is the storyline of Scripture, the
grand narrative that gives meaning and coherence to the individual books, events, and
teachings we find in the Bible.

Redemptive history is not a series of disconnected episodes. It is a unified story with a
beginning, middle, and end. It begins with creation and the fall into sin. It progresses
through God'’s calling of Abraham and the formation of Israel as His covenant people. It
reaches its climax in the incarnation, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It
continues in the establishment and growth of the church. And it will culminate in
Christ’'s return and the consummation of all things.

Throughout this history, God has progressively revealed Himself and His purposes. He
did not give Adam the entire Bible in the garden. He did not give Moses the complete
revelation of the gospel. The prophets saw dimly what would later be made clear in
Christ. As the author of Hebrews writes, “Long ago, at many times and in many ways,
God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by
his Son” (Hebrews 1:1-2).

This progressive revelation means that the delivery of new, foundational revelation
marked specific periods in redemptive history. At these pivotal moments, God was not
merely reminding His people of what they already knew; He was disclosing new truth,
establishing new covenants, and advancing His redemptive plan to the next stage.

And here is the crucial observation: these moments of new revelation were
accompanied by concentrations of miracles. The miracles authenticated the revelation
and the messengers who delivered it. They were God’s way of saying, “Pay attention.
Something new and important is happening here. This message and this messenger
are from Me.”

Between these revelation epochs, miracles were rare. God continued to work
providentially, guiding history and caring for His people, but the spectacular, undeniable
miracles that marked revelation periods largely ceased. This was not because God was
absent or inactive, but because there was no new revelation to authenticate.

Let us now trace this pattern through the significant periods of biblical history.
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The Pre-Mosaic Period: Providence, Not Miracles

From the creation of the world to the call of Moses spans approximately 2,500 years,
depending on how one calculates biblical chronology. This accounts for more than half
of the time covered in the Old Testament narrative. Yet during this vast stretch of
history, recorded miracles are remarkably rare.

The creation itself was, of course, miraculous. God spoke the universe into existence by
the word of His power. But after the fall, when sin entered the world and brought death
and curse with it, the pattern changed. God continues to work, but primarily through
providence rather than through spectacular, undeniable miracles.

There are notable exceptions. The flood in Noah's day was a cataclysmic, miraculous
judgment. The confusion of languages at Babel was a direct divine intervention. The
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah by fire from heaven was clearly miraculous. But
these events are separated by centuries. They are punctuation marks in a long narrative,
not the constant experience of God’s people.

Consider the patriarchal period. God appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He made
promises to them. He guided their lives and protected them. But the miracles we
associate with later periods, plagues, seas parting, fire from heaven, the dead raised,
are absent. God worked through dreams, through angelic messengers, through His
providential ordering of circumstances. He closed wombs and opened them. He
prospered His people and protected them from their enemies. But He did not work
through the kind of public, undeniable miracles that would later mark the Exodus.

Why this relative absence of miracles? Because during this period, God was not
delivering a significant new revelation that required authentication. He was working out
His purposes, preparing the stage for what would come. Still, the great revelation of the
Law, the establishment of the covenant at Sinai, the formation of Israel as a nation
under God'’s direct rule, all of this lay in the future.

This long period of relative miracle-silence establishes an important baseline. It shows
us that miracles are not God’s usual mode of operation throughout history. They are
special, concentrated around specific purposes.
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Moses and the Exodus: An Explosion of Miracles

Then comes Moses, and everything changes. Suddenly, we encounter an explosion of
miracles unlike anything seen before in biblical history. The ten plagues on Egypt. The
parting of the Red Sea. Water from the rock. Manna from heaven. The pillar of cloud
and fire. The giving of the Law with thunder, lightning, and the voice of God. The earth
opened to swallow Korah and his followers. Water flowing from a rock. Victory over
enemies through miraculous intervention.

The concentration of miracles during the Mosaic period is staggering. In the space of 40
years, we have recorded more miracles than in the previous 2,500 years combined.
Why this sudden concentration?

The answer is clear: God was delivering a foundational new revelation. He was
establishing His covenant with Israel at Sinai. He was giving the Law, the sacrificial
system, the priesthood, the tabernacle, the entire structure of Old Covenant religion.
This was not a minor adjustment to existing revelation; it was a massive new disclosure
of God'’s character, His requirements, His plan for His people.

And who was the mediator of this revelation? Moses. God spoke to Moses face to face,
as a man speaks to his friend. Moses went up on the mountain and received the Law
from God’s own hand. Moses was the prophet through whom God established His
covenant with Israel.

But how would the people know that Moses truly spoke for God? How could they be
certain that the Law he delivered was not his own invention, but God’s authoritative
word? The answer: miracles. The miracles authenticated Moses as God’s spokesman.
They validated the revelation he delivered. They demonstrated beyond doubt that God
was with Moses and that his message was from heaven.

This is why Moses himself, when commissioning Joshua, emphasized the importance of
God'’s presence and power being evident. The miracles were not entertainment. They
were not primarily for the benefit of the Israelites, though they certainly benefited from
them. They were authenticated. They were God’s signature on the revelation being
delivered.

Notice also that the miracles were public, undeniable, and often performed in the
presence of enemies. Pharaoh and his magicians witnessed the plagues. The Egyptians
saw the Red Sea part. The surrounding nations heard of what God had done and
trembled. These were not subjective experiences that could be dismissed or explained
away. They were objective, verifiable events that left no room for doubt.
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The Conquest Period: Miracles Continue, Then Diminish

The concentration of miracles continued into the period of the conquest under Joshua.
The Jordan River parted, allowing Israel to cross on dry ground, a clear echo of the Red
Sea crossing, demonstrating that God was with Joshua as He had been with Moses.
The walls of Jericho fell at the sound of trumpets and shouts. The sun stood still at
Gibeon, giving Israel time to complete their victory over the Amorites.

These miracles served the same authenticating purpose. Joshua was Moses’ successor,
continuing the work Moses had begun. The miracles validated his leadership and
demonstrated that God'’s presence and power remained with Israel.

But notice what happens after the conquest is mainly complete. Miracles diminish
dramatically. During the judges' period, which spans several hundred years, miracles
are rare. God delivers His people from their enemies, but primarily through the military
prowess of the judges He raises up, not through spectacular miracles. There are a few
exceptions, Gideon's fleece, Samson'’s strength, but nothing like the concentration we
saw during the Exodus and conquest.

Why the change? Because the foundational revelation had been delivered. The Law
had been given. The covenant had been established. The land had been conquered.
There was no new revelation to authenticate. God continued to work, guiding His
people, raising up deliverers, but the need for authenticating miracles had passed.

The Monarchy Period: Providence Over Miracles

The establishment of the monarchy under Saul, David, and Solomon continues this
pattern. God is clearly at work. He chooses kings, gives them victory over enemies,
establishes David’s throne, and enables Solomon to build the temple. But miracles are
rare.

David'’s victories are attributed to God'’s help, but they are won through military skill
and strategy, not through seas parting or walls falling down. Solomon’s wisdom is a
gift from God, but it operates through natural means, his ability to observe, reason, and
judge. The temple is built through human lobar and skill, not through miraculous
construction.
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During most of the monarchy period, prophets arose to call Israel back to the covenant
God had already established through Moses. They are not delivering new revelation;
they are calling the people to obey the revelation they already have. And
correspondingly, they do not perform the kinds of miracles that authenticated Moses.
They speak God'’s word, they pronounce judgment and promise restoration, but they do
not call down fire from heaven or part rivers.

This is significant. It shows that the mere presence of prophets does not necessitate
miracles. Prophets who call people back to existing revelation do not require the same
level of authentication as those who deliver new foundational revelation.

Elijah and Elisha: Another Concentration of Miracles

Then comes another dramatic shift. During the reigns of Ahab and his successors in the
northern kingdom, we encounter another concentration of miracles through the
ministries of Elijah and Elisha. Fire from heaven consumed the sacrifice on Mount
Carmel. Fire from heaven consumed the soldiers sent to arrest Elijah. The widow's oil
multiplied. The dead raised to life. Leprosy healed. An axe head is floating. The Syrian
army struck with blindness.

Why this sudden return to miracle-working? Because Israel faced a crisis that
threatened the very existence of true worship of Yahweh. Ahab and Jezebel were
promoting Baal worship, killing the prophets of the Lord, and attempting to eliminate
the worship of the true God from Israel. This was not merely moral decline; it was
apostasy that threatened to destroy the knowledge of God among His people.

In this context, God raised up Elijah and Elisha as His spokesmen, and He authenticated
their message with undeniable miracles. The contest on Mount Carmel was designed to
demonstrate beyond doubt who the true God was. The miracles performed by these
prophets validated their message and their authority to speak for God in this crisis
moment.

But notice: after Elisha, miracles become rare again. The later prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah,
Ezekiel, Daniel, and the minor prophets, indeed spoke God’s word with authority. But
with few exceptions, they did not perform the kinds of miracles that marked the
ministries of Elijah and Elisha. They prophesied, called for repentance, announced
judgment, and promised restoration, but they did not routinely multiply food, raise the
dead, or call down fire from heaven.
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The Silent Years: Four Centuries Without Miracles

After the prophet Malachi, the Old Testament canon closes. And then comes a period of
more than 400 years during which no Scripture was written and no miracles were
recorded. These are often called “the silent years” or “the intertestamental period.”

During these centuries, God was not absent. He was working providentially, preparing
the world for the coming of the Messiah. The rise of the Greek Empire spread a
common language throughout the Mediterranean world, the language in which the
New Testament would be written. The Roman Empire established roads and relative
peace, conditions that would facilitate the spread of the gospel. The Jewish people
were scattered throughout the known world, with synagogues in every major city
where Paul and the apostles first preached.

But there were no prophets. There was no new revelation. And there were no miracles
of the kind that had marked earlier revelation periods.

This long silence is crucial for understanding the redemptive-historical pattern. It
demonstrates that God can be at work, accomplishing His purposes, without
performing spectacular miracles. It shows that miracles are not the normal state of
affairs, but are concentrated around specific purposes in redemptive history.

The Jewish people during this period recognized that prophecy had ceased. They
looked back to the prophets of old and looked forward to the coming of the Messiah,
but they did not expect prophets and miracles in the meantime. The Talmud records the
belief that the Holy Spirit had departed from Israel after the last prophets.

This expectation makes the appearance of John the Baptist all the more significant.
When a prophet finally appeared after 400 years of silence, people flocked to hear him.
They recognized that something momentous was happening. The silence was being
broken.

Jesus and the Apostles: The Greatest Concentration of Miracles

And then comes Jesus, and we encounter the greatest concentration of miracles in all of
Scripture. The Gospels record Jesus healing the sick, giving sight to the blind, making
the lame walk, cleansing lepers, casting out demons, multiplying food, calming storms,
walking on water, and raising the dead. The sheer volume and variety of miracles
during Jesus’ three-year ministry are unprecedented.
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Why this explosion of miraculous activity? Because the most significant revelation in all
of history was being delivered. God Himself had become flesh. The eternal Son had
taken on human nature. The Messiah promised throughout the Old Testament had
arrived. The kingdom of God was breaking into history. The New Covenant was being
established.

And the miracles authenticated all of this. They demonstrated that Jesus was who He
claimed to be, the Son of God, the Messiah, the Saviour of the world. As Jesus Himself
said to John the Baptist's disciples, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind
receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, and the
dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to them” (Matthew 11:4-5).
The miracles were credentials that proved Jesus was the one sent from God.

Peter, preaching on the day of Pentecost, made this explicit: “Men of Israel, hear these
words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and
wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know”
(Acts 2:22). The miracles attested to Jesus’ identity and mission.

This concentration of miracles continued into the apostolic period. The book of Acts
records the apostles healing the sick, raising the dead, casting out demons, and
performing various signs and wonders. Paul's missionary journeys were accompanied
by miracles that authenticated his apostolic authority and the gospel message he
preached.

But even within the New Testament period, we can observe a diminishing of miracles
as the apostolic age progresses. The early chapters of Acts are filled with miraculous
events. By the time we reach Paul's later epistles, miracles are mentioned less
frequently. Paul left Trophimus sick at Miletus (2 Timothy 4:20). He instructed Timothy
to use wine for his stomach ailments rather than healing him miraculously (1 Timothy
5:23). The Pastoral Epistles, which provide instructions for ongoing church life, do not
mention miraculous gifts as qualifications for church leadership.

This progression makes sense within the redemptive-historical framework. The
miracles authenticated the apostles and the new revelation they were delivering. As
that revelation was completed and written down in what would become the New
Testament, the need for authenticating miracles diminished.
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The Pattern Revealed: Three Major Concentrations

When we step back and survey the entire scope of redemptive history, a clear pattern
emerges. There are three significant concentrations of miracles in Scripture:

1. Moses and the Exodus (approximately 1446-1406 BC)
2. Elijah and Elisha (approximately 870-785 BC)
3. Jesus and the Apostles (approximately AD 27-70)

Between these concentrations are long periods, centuries, during which miracles are
rare or absent. From Moses to Elijah is about 575 years. From Elisha to Jesus is about
800 years (including the 400 silent years).

What do these three periods have in common? Each marks a major epoch in redemptive
history when God was delivering foundational new revelation:

¢ Moses: The Law, the Old Covenant, the formation of Israel as God’s covenant
nation

o Elijah/Elisha: The preservation of true worship during a crisis of apostasy

e Jesus/Apostles: The New Covenant, the gospel, the establishment of the church

The miracles in each period authenticated the revelation being delivered and the
messengers who delivered it. They were God'’s signature, His seal of approval, His way
of saying, “This is My word, and these are My spokesmen.”

Between these periods, God continued to work. He guided history, protected His
people, raised up leaders, and spoke through prophets. But He did not perform the
same concentration of spectacular, undeniable miracles. Why? Because there was no
new foundational revelation to authenticate.

This pattern is consistent throughout Scripture. It is not an isolated phenomenon or a
theological construct imposed on the text. It is the clear testimony of the biblical
narrative itself.

Implications for Today: Where Are We in Redemptive History?
Understanding this redemptive-historical pattern has profound implications for the
cessationist debate. The question we must ask is: Where are we in redemptive history?

Are we in a period of new foundational revelation, or are we in a period between such
revelations?
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The answer is clear. We are not in a new revelation epoch. The apostolic age has
ended. The canon of Scripture is closed. The foundation of the church has been laid. We
are not receiving any new revelation that requires authentication through miraculous
signs.

This does not mean God is absent or inactive. He continues to work providentially,
guiding history toward its consummation in Christ’s return. He continues to work in the
hearts of His people through the Holy Spirit, converting sinners, sanctifying believers,
and building His church. He continues to answer prayer, sometimes in ways that seem
remarkable or even miraculous.

But we should not expect the kind of concentrated, undeniable, public miracles that
marked the revelation epochs. We are not in the foundation-laying phase of redemptive
history; we are in the building phase. The foundation has been laid once for all in the
apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus Himself as the cornerstone (Ephesians 2:20).

To expect ongoing apostolic-level miracles today is to misunderstand where we are in
redemptive history. It is unlikely that foundation-laying activity will occur once the
foundation has already been laid. It is to look for the authentication of a new revelation

when the revelation has been completed and delivered “once for all to the saints” (Jude
3).

This is not a diminishment of God’s power or presence. It is the natural progression of
His redemptive plan. Just as we do not expect God to part the Red Sea every time His
people face an obstacle, or to rain manna from heaven every time they are hungry, we
should not expect the concentrated miracles that marked revelation epochs to continue
when those epochs have ended.

The continuationist position, by contrast, requires us to believe that we are in a
perpetual revelation epoch, that the foundation is still being laid, that new revelation is
still being delivered, and needs to be authenticated. But this contradicts the clear
teaching of Scripture that the faith has been “once for all delivered to the saints,” that
the apostolic office was unique and unrepeatable, and that the canon is closed.

Conclusion: The Framework Illuminates the Debate
The redemptive-historical framework provides crucial context for understanding the
purpose and duration of miraculous gifts. It shows us that miracles have never been

randomly distributed throughout history, but have clustered around moments of new
revelation.
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It demonstrates that long periods without concentrated miracles are regular in God’s
dealings with His people. It reveals that the apostolic age, with its explosion of
miracles, fits the pattern we see throughout Scripture: miracles authenticating new
revelation.

This framework helps us understand that cessationism is not based on a belief that God
has changed, or that He is less powerful today, or that He no longer cares for His
people. Instead, it is based on recognizing where we are in the unfolding of God's
redemptive plan. The foundation has been laid. The revelation has been delivered. The
authenticating signs have fulfilled their purpose.

We now live in the age of the completed canon, building on the foundation the apostles
laid, proclaiming the gospel they delivered, and awaiting the consummation of all
things when Christ returns. We do not need a new revelation, and therefore, we do not
need the miraculous gifts that authenticated it. We have something better: the
complete, sufficient, authoritative Word of God in Scripture.

Understanding this redemptive-historical framework is essential for making sense of
the biblical data regarding miraculous gifts. It explains why miracles were concentrated
in specific periods and rare in others. It shows why the apostolic age was unique and
unrepeatable. It demonstrates that cessationism is not an arbitrary theological position,
but a natural conclusion drawn from observing how God has consistently worked
throughout the history of redemption.

As we proceed through the rest of this book, we will build on this foundation,
examining specific biblical texts, addressing continuationist arguments, and exploring
the practical implications of the cessationist position. But this redemptive-historical
framework will remain the lens through which we interpret the biblical data. It is the big
picture that makes sense of the individual pieces, the storyline that gives meaning to
the individual scenes, the pattern that reveals God’s purposeful plan in history.
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Chapter 4: The Foundational Gifts (Ephesians 2:20)
Introduction

Among the various texts that address whether certain spiritual gifts continue in the
church today, Ephesians 2:20 is among the most straightforward and compelling
passages supporting the cessationist position. While other texts require careful
interpretation and theological reasoning to discern their implications for this debate,
Paul's statement in this verse employs a metaphor so straightforward and
architecturally sound that its meaning becomes difficult to evade. The apostle describes
the church as a building (specifically, as God’s holy temple) and identifies the apostles
and prophets as constituting its foundation, with Christ Jesus Himself as the
cornerstone.

This architectural metaphor provides crucial insight into the nature and duration of
certain spiritual offices and gifts. Buildings, after all, are not constructed haphazardly.
They follow a logical sequence: first, the foundation is laid, establishing a permanent
base upon which everything else will rest; then the superstructure is erected, rising
upward from that foundation. The foundation is laid once, at the beginning of the
construction project. It is not laid continuously throughout the building process, nor is it
relaid with each new generation of builders. Once complete, it remains in place, solid
and unchanging, while the building continues to rise upon it.

The distinction between foundation and superstructure matters immensely for our
understanding of spiritual gifts and offices. If Paul is indeed teaching that the apostles
and prophets served as the foundation of the church, then by the very nature of
foundations, their role was necessarily temporary (not in importance, but in duration). A
foundation that is never finished is no foundation at all; it is simply perpetual instability.
A building whose foundation is laid generation after generation can never reach
completion. It remains forever in the preliminary stages of construction, never able to
support the weight of the structure it was meant to bear.

This chapter will examine Ephesians 2:20 in detail, exploring its context, unpacking the
building metaphor, analysing its grammatical structure, and considering its profound
implications for the cessationist and continuationist debate. We will see that Paul's
words, properly understood, teach that the apostles and prophets performed a
foundational function in the early church (a function that, by its very nature, was
completed in the apostolic age and does not continue today). This does not diminish the
importance of these offices; instead, it establishes their unique and unrepeatable
significance in redemptive history.
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Section 1: The Text and Context

To properly understand Ephesians 2:20, we must first situate it within its immediate
context. Paul writes:

“So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the
saints and members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles
and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure,
being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord. In him you also are being
built together into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit.” (Ephesians 2:19-22, ESV)

These verses form the climax of Paul's argument in Ephesians 2, in which he has been
describing the radical transformation brought about by Christ’'s work. Earlier in the
chapter, Paul reminded his Gentile readers of their former condition: they were dead in
trespasses and sins (v. 1), following the course of this world and the prince of the
power of the air (v. 2), living in the passions of the flesh (v. 3). But God, being rich in
mercy, made them alive together with Christ (vv. 4-5), raised them up with Him, and
seated them with Him in the heavenly places (v. 6).

Paul then shifts his focus to the specific situation of the Gentiles in relation to Israel. He
reminds them that they were once “separated from Christ, alienated from the
commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and
without God in the world” (v. 12). But now, in Christ Jesus, those who once were far off
have been brought near by the blood of Christ (v. 13). Christ Himself is our peace, who
has made both groups (Jews and Gentiles) into one, breaking down the dividing wall of
hostility (v. 14). Through the cross, He has reconciled both to God in one body (v. 16),
and through Him both have access in one Spirit to the Father (v. 18).

It is against this backdrop of reconciliation and unity that Paul introduces the building
metaphor in verses 19-22. The Gentile believers are no longer outsiders; they are
fellow citizens with the Jewish saints and members of God’s household. The church
(composed of both Jews and Gentiles) is being constructed as a holy temple, a dwelling
place for God by the Spirit. This is not merely organizational unity or social harmony; it
is a profound spiritual reality in which God Himself takes up residence among His
people.

The context, then, is to describe the church as God’s household and temple,
emphasizing the unity of Jews and Gentiles in one body. Paul is not primarily discussing
spiritual gifts or church offices in this passage; instead, he paints a grand picture of
what God is doing in building His church.

51



Yet within this picture, he makes a statement about apostles and prophets that has
direct implications for our understanding of these offices and their duration.

Section 2: The Building Metaphor Explained

To grasp Paul's meaning in Ephesians 2:20, we must understand how ancient buildings
were constructed and how Paul's original audience would have understood the
metaphor of a building. The process of construction in the ancient world, as in our own,
followed a logical and necessary sequence.

Firstly, the foundation was laid. This was the most critical phase of the entire
construction project. The foundation had to be solid, level, and properly positioned. It
had to be strong enough to bear the weight of everything that would be built upon it. In
ancient construction, foundations were typically made of large stones, carefully
selected and positioned to provide maximum stability. The quality of the foundation
determined the integrity of the entire structure. A building with a faulty foundation
would eventually crack, lean, or collapse, no matter how well the rest of it was
constructed.

The foundation was laid once, at the beginning of the project. This is crucial to
understand. No builder would lay part of a foundation, build some walls, then lay more
foundation, build more walls, and continue this pattern indefinitely. Such a method
would be absurd. The foundation must be complete before the superstructure can be
erected appropriately. Once the foundation is laid and set, the builders move on to the
next phase of construction. They do not return to lay more foundation.

After the foundation was complete, the building itself was erected upon it. Walls were
raised, floors were installed, and the structure began to take shape. This phase of
construction could take considerable time, depending on the building's size and
complexity. But throughout this entire process, the builders were working on the
foundation that had already been laid. They were not laying a new foundation; they
were building upward from the existing foundation.

This is basic architecture and common sense. Every person in Paul's audience would
have understood this. They had all seen buildings under construction. They knew that
you lay the foundation first, then build upon it. They knew that a foundation is not laid
continuously throughout the construction process. They knew that once the foundation
is complete, it remains in place while the building rises upon it.
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Paul's use of this metaphor, therefore, is not obscure or difficult to understand. He is
drawing on a universally recognized reality of construction to make a point about the
church, just as a building has a foundation that is laid once at the beginning. Hence, the
church has a foundation laid at its beginning, just as a building continues to rise upon its
completed foundation. Thus, the church continues to be built upon the foundation laid
by the apostles and prophets.

The metaphor also implies permanence and stability. A foundation, once properly laid,
does not change. It does not shift or move. It remains constant, providing a stable base
for everything built upon it. This is precisely what we need in a foundation: unchanging
reliability. If the foundation were constantly changing, constantly being re-laid or
modified, the building could never be secure. The superstructure would crack and fail
because it lacked a stable base.

Similarly, the church needs a foundation that is permanent and unchanging. We need a
stable base of apostolic truth upon which each generation can build. We do not need a
foundation that shifts with every generation, requiring constant relaying. We need the
solid, completed foundation that the apostles and prophets provided.

Section 3: “Built on the Foundation”

The grammatical construction of Ephesians 2:20 reinforces the temporal distinction
between the foundation-laying phase and the building phase. Paul writes that the
Gentile believers are “built on the foundation” (Emoucodoun0évtec €ml t() Oepeliw,
epoikodomenthentes epi to themelio). Several features of this construction deserve our
attention.

First, the verb “built” (Enowodoun0évteg) is in the passive voice. The church is not
building itself; God is building it. This emphasizes divine agency in the construction of
the church. God is the master builder, and He is constructing His temple according to
His design and plan. The passive voice reminds us that the church is God's work, not
merely a human organization or institution.

Second, the verb is an aorist participle, which typically indicates completed action. The
Gentile believers have been built on the foundation. The foundation laying is presented
as a past reality, something that has already occurred. They do not have a foundation
laid under them; instead, they are being built on a foundation that is already in place.

Third, the preposition €ni (epi) with the dative case indicates position or location. The
believers are built “upon”or “on”the foundation. This spatial metaphor reinforces the
architectural imagery. Just as the upper stories of a building rest upon the foundation
below them, so the church rests upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets.
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The present tense verb in verse 21 provides a significant contrast: “in whom the whole
structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord” (év (:) ndoo
olkodopn cuvapuoroyovpévn aléet el vaov Aytov €v kupiw). Here, Paul shifts to present
tense verbs: “being joined together”and “grows.” The building process is ongoing. The
church continues to grow and expand. But notice what is growing: the structure itself,
the building, the temple. What is not growing or being added to is the foundation. The
foundation is already laid (past tense); the building is increasing upon it (present tense).

This temporal distinction is not incidental to Paul's argument; it is central to the
metaphor. The foundation-laying phase is complete. We are now in the building phase,
and this building phase continues as the church grows throughout history. Each new
generation of believers is added to the structure, built upon the same foundation that
was laid at the beginning. We do not lay a new foundation; we build upward from the
existing foundation.

Verse 22 continues the present tense emphasis: “/n him you also are being built
together into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit” (&v ® kail Duelc cuvokodopelode elg
katowkntiprov toD 0g0D &v mvevpatt). The Ephesian believers (and by extension, all
believers) are presently being built together. The construction continues. But again,
what is being built is the superstructure, the dwelling place itself, not the foundation.
The foundation is the stable, completed base upon which this ongoing construction
occurs.

This grammatical analysis confirms what the metaphor itself suggests: there is a clear
distinction between the foundation-laying phase (past, completed) and the building
phase (present, ongoing). The apostles and prophets belong to the former; we belong
to the latter.

Section 4: “Of the Apostles and Prophets”

In the first interpretation, the apostles and prophets are the builders who laid the
foundation; in the second, they are the foundation itself. While there is some debate
among commentators about which interpretation is correct, the practical implications
for our discussion are similar either way. Whether the apostles and prophets laid the
foundation or are themselves the foundation, they are clearly identified as foundational
to the church. Their role is connected to the foundation, not to the ongoing
superstructure.
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The appositional genitive interpretation has strong support. In 1 Corinthians 3:10-11,
Paul writes, "According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder |
laid a foundation, and someone else is building upon it... For no one can lay a
foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ." Here, Paul identifies
himself as the one who laid the foundation, but he also identifies Jesus Christ as the
foundation itself. This suggests that the apostles can be spoken of as foundational in a
derivative sense: they are the foundation insofar as they bear witness to Christ and
deliver His teaching.

Similarly, in Revelation 21:14, John sees the New Jerusalem, and its wall has "twelve
foundations, and on them twelve names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb." The
apostles are so closely identified with the foundation of the eschatological city that
their names are inscribed on the foundations themselves. This imagery strongly
suggests that the apostles are themselves foundational, not merely the ones who laid a
foundation that consists of something else.

Whether we adopt the genitive of source or the appositional genitive interpretation, the
key point remains: the apostles and prophets are foundational to the church. They
belong to the foundation phase of the church's construction, not to the ongoing building
phase.

It is also essential to identify which apostles and prophets Paul has in mind. Some have
suggested that "prophets”here refers to Old Testament prophets, but this
interpretation faces significant difficulties.

First, the context of Ephesians 2 is about the new reality created in Christ, the breaking
down of the dividing wall between Jews and Gentiles, and the creation of one new
man. This is distinctly a New Covenant reality.

Second, the order "apostles and prophets” would be strange if Old Testament prophets
were in view; we would expect “prophets and apostles"if Paul were moving
chronologically from the Old to the New Testament.

Third, and most decisively, Paul uses the exact phrase "apostles and prophets”in
Ephesians 3:5, where he explicitly identifies them as New Testament figures: "which
was not made known to the sons of men in other generations as it has now been
revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit."
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The mystery of Christ, Paul says, was not fully revealed in the Old Testament era, but
has now been revealed to the New Testament apostles and prophets. This clearly
identifies the apostles and prophets as New Covenant figures who received revelation
about the mystery of Christ (the inclusion of the Gentiles as fellow heirs and members
of the same body).

The apostles and prophets, then, are those New Testament figures who received and

delivered the foundational revelation of the New Covenant. They are the ones through
whom God revealed the mystery of Christ, the gospel message, and the nature of the

church. Their teaching forms the foundation upon which the church is built.

Section 5: “Christ Jesus Himself Being the Cornerstone”

Paul adds a crucial clarification to his building metaphor: “Christ Jesus himself being the
cornerstone” (Bvtog Axpoymviaiov aDToD Xpiotod Incol). This phrase has generated
considerable discussion among interpreters, particularly regarding the precise meaning
of dxpoywviailoc (akrogoniaios, “cornerstone’).

In ancient construction, the cornerstone (or “chief cornerstone’) was the principal stone
at the corner of a building, carefully selected and positioned to ensure that the walls
would be properly aligned and the structure would be square and stable. It was the
reference point for the entire building. Everything else was measured and positioned in
relation to the cornerstone. If the cornerstone were placed correctly, the building would
be true; if it were misaligned, the entire structure would be flawed.

Some scholars have suggested that akrogoniaios might refer to the capstone or
keystone at the top of an arch or building, rather than a foundation stone. However, the
context of Ephesians 2:20 strongly favours the traditional understanding of a
foundation cornerstone. Paul is discussing the foundation of the building, and the
cornerstone is mentioned in direct connection with this foundation. Moreover, Paul is
likely drawing on Old Testament imagery, particularly Psalm 118:22 (“The stone that
the builders rejected has become the cornerstone”) and Isaiah 28:16 (“Behold, | am the
one who has laid as a foundation in Zion a stone, a tested stone, a precious cornerstone,
of a sure foundation”). Both of these texts, which are applied to Christ in the New
Testament, speak of a foundation stone, not a capstone.

Christ, then, is the chief cornerstone of the foundation. He is the foundation's most
essential part, the reference point for everything else. But notice carefully what Paul is
saying: Christ is the cornerstone, and the apostles and prophets are also part of the
foundation. This does not diminish Christ’s supremacy; instead, it shows how He works
through His chosen instruments.
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Some have objected that making the apostles and prophets part of the foundation
somehow competes with Christ's unique role. But this objection misunderstands Paul's
point. Christ is the cornerstone, the chief, most important, determinative part of the
foundation. But He is not the only part of the foundation. The apostles and prophets are
also foundational, but in a derivative and subordinate sense. They are part of the
foundation. They bear witness to Christ. They deliver His teaching because they are His
authorized representatives.

We might think of it this way: Christ is the cornerstone that determines the alignment
and position of the entire building. The apostles and prophets are the other foundation
stones, positioned in relation to Christ and, together with Him, forming the complete
foundation. They do not compete with Christ; they complement Him. They do not
replace Christ; they represent Him. They do not add to Christ; they testify to Him.

This understanding is confirmed by Paul's statement in 1 Corinthians 3:11: “For no one
can lay a foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.” Christ is the
foundation. Yet Paul also says that he laid a foundation (v. 10). How can both be true?
Because Paul's foundation laying consisted of proclaiming Christ, teaching about Christ,
and establishing churches on the truth about Christ. The apostolic testimony to Christ
forms the foundation of the church.

The inclusion of Christ as the cornerstone, far from undermining the cessationist
interpretation of this passage, actually strengthens it. If Christ is the cornerstone of the
foundation, and the apostles and prophets are also part of that foundation, then the
entire foundation (including both Christ and the apostolic testimony to Him) belongs to
the initial, foundational phase of the church’s construction. We do not need new
cornerstones or foundation stones. The foundation is complete, with Christ as the chief
cornerstone and the apostolic testimony as the surrounding foundation stones.

Section 6: The Implications for Cessationism

The implications of Ephesians 2:20 for the cessationist position are profound and far-
reaching. If Paul is teaching that the apostles and prophets served as the foundation of
the church, then by the very nature of foundations, their offices were necessarily
temporary, not in importance, but in duration.

Consider what it would mean if apostles and prophets were not temporary. If these
offices continue throughout church history, then the foundation of the church is never
finished. We are perpetually in the foundation-laying phase, never able to move on to
building the superstructure. But this makes no sense architecturally or theologically.
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A building whose foundation is never finished is not a building at all; it is a construction
site that never progresses beyond the preliminary stages. Imagine a construction
project where, generation after generation, the workers continue to lay foundation
stones. They never move on to erecting walls, installing floors, or completing the
structure. They keep laying more and more foundation. Such a project would be absurd.
It would never result in a completed building. It would be a perpetual work in progress,
never able to fulfil its intended purpose.

Similarly, if the church’s foundation is never finished (if we need new apostles and
prophets in every generation to continue laying foundation), then the church can never
be stable, never be secure, never be built up into a mature dwelling place for God. We
would be perpetually unstable, constantly needing new foundational revelation, never
able to build confidently on what has already been established.

But this is precisely the opposite of what Paul teaches. The church is being built up
(present tense) on the foundation (already laid). The foundation is complete; the
building continues. We are not in the foundation-laying phase; we are in the building
phase. We do not need new apostles and prophets to lay more foundation; we need
faithful teachers and pastors to build on the foundation that has already been laid.

To claim that we still have apostles and prophets today is to argue that the foundation
is never finished. It is to say that what the original apostles and prophets did was
insufficient, that we need ongoing foundational revelation, and that the church cannot
be built on what they provided. This is a serious claim with profound implications.

If the foundation is never finished, then we can never be confident in what we build.
How can we make with confidence if the foundation beneath us is constantly shifting,
constantly being added to, and continually being modified? We cannot. We need a
stable, completed foundation if we are to build securely.

But if the foundation is complete (if the apostles and prophets have finished their
foundational work), then we can build with confidence. We know what the foundation
is. We know where itis. We know it is solid and unchanging. We can build upon it
without fear that it will shift beneath us.

This is precisely what Paul teaches. The foundation has been laid. It consists of the
apostolic testimony to Christ, the revelation that God gave to the apostles and prophets
about the mystery of Christ and the nature of the church. This foundation is now
preserved for us in the New Testament Scriptures. We do not need new apostles to
give us new foundational revelation. We have the foundation. Our task is to build upon
it.
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The cessationist position, far from being a limitation or a deficiency, is actually a position
of confidence and security. We can be confident because the foundation is complete.
We can build securely because we know what we are building on. We do not need to
wonder whether new apostles will come along and change the foundation. We do not
need to worry that the foundation is insufficient. It is complete and sufficient.

Section 7: Addressing Continuationist Objections

Continuationists have raised several objections to the cessationist interpretation of
Ephesians 2:20. It is essential to address these objections fairly and thoroughly,
demonstrating that they do not undermine the text's clear teaching.

Objection 1: "Foundation means important, not temporary."

Some continuationists argue that when Paul calls the apostles and prophets
"foundational," he means they are essential or primary, not that they are temporary. The
foundation, they suggest, is the most critical part of a building, and Paul is emphasizing
the importance of apostles and prophets, not limiting their duration.

Response: While it is true that the foundation is the most essential part of a building,
this objection misses the point of the architectural metaphor. Yes, the foundation is
critical (critically important). But the metaphor of a foundation necessarily includes a
temporal dimension. Foundations are not only necessary; they are also first. They are
laid at the beginning of a construction project, and then the building rises upon them.

If Paul merely wanted to say that apostles and prophets are important, he could have
used many other metaphors or stated their importance directly. But he chose the
specific metaphor of a foundation, which carries unavoidable temporal implications. In
every building project, the foundation comes first, followed by the superstructure. The
foundation is laid once, and then the building continues upon it.

To strip the foundation metaphor of its temporal dimension is to gut it of its meaning. It
is to make Paul's metaphor say less than it naturally communicates. The architectural
imagery requires us to recognize that foundation laying is a distinct phase of
construction that precedes and is completed before the building phase begins.

Moreover, the grammar of the passage supports the temporal reading. As we have
seen, Paul uses past-tense language for the foundation ("built on the foundation") and
present-tense language for the ongoing construction ("grows into a holy temple,” "are
being built together"). This temporal distinction is built into the text itself.
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Objection 2: "We still have the apostolic teaching, so the foundation continues."

Some continuationists argue that since we still have the apostolic teaching in the New
Testament, the foundation continues to exist and function. Therefore, they suggest,
there is no reason why apostles and prophets themselves could not continue.

Response: This objection actually supports the cessationist position rather than
undermining it. Yes, we still have the apostolic teaching. That is precisely the point! The
foundation continues to exist and function because it has been permanently established
and preserved in Scripture. We do not need new apostles because we have the
teaching of the original apostles.

The foundation continues to exist, but it is no longer being laid. This is the crucial
distinction. A completed foundation remains in place, supporting the building that rises
upon it. But the foundation-laying work is finished. We build on the existing foundation;
we do not lay a new foundation.

If we still needed apostles and prophets to lay the foundation, it would mean that the
original apostolic teaching was insufficient, that the foundation they laid was
incomplete. But this is not what Scripture teaches. The apostolic teaching is sufficient.
The foundation is complete. We have it in the New Testament. We do not need new
apostles to add to it.

This objection then confirms the cessationist reading. We have the foundation (the
apostolic testimony to Christ, preserved in Scripture). Because we have this complete
foundation, we do not need ongoing apostles and prophets. We need faithful teachers
who will build on the foundation that has been laid.

Objection 3: "This only refers to the twelve apostles."

Some continuationists suggest that Ephesians 2:20 refers only to the original twelve
apostles (or perhaps the twelve plus Paul), not to the office of apostle in general.
Therefore, they argue, there could be other apostles who are not part of the foundation.

Response: This objection faces several difficulties.
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First, Paul includes prophets along with apostles in the foundation. If the argument is
that only the original twelve apostles are foundational, what do we do with the
prophets? Were only certain prophets foundational? Which ones? The text does not
indicate such a limitation.

Second, Paul himself was not one of the twelve, yet he clearly considered his apostolic
ministry to be foundational. In 1 Corinthians 3:10, he writes, "According to the grace of
God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is
building upon it." Paul understood his own apostolic work as foundation-laying, even
though he was not one of the twelve.

Third, the text of Ephesians 2:20 does not limit the apostles to the twelve. It simply
says "the apostles and prophets.”If Paul meant only the twelve, he could have said so.
The natural reading is that he is referring to the apostles and prophets as a class or
category (those who received and delivered the foundational revelation of the New
Covenant).

Fourth, this objection does not really help the continuationist case. Even if we granted
that only the twelve apostles (plus Paul) are foundational, this would still mean that
the office of apostle as it existed in the first century was foundational and therefore
temporary. It would still mean that we should not expect apostles today, since the
foundational apostles have completed their work.

Objection 4: "Foundation could be laid continuously."

Some continuationists have suggested that a foundation could be laid continuously as a
building expands. As new wings or sections are added to a building, a new foundation
must be laid for those additions.

Response: While this is technically true for building expansions, it misses the point of
Paul's metaphor in several ways.

First, Paul is not talking about multiple separate buildings or about adding new wings
to an existing structure. He is talking about one building, one temple, one dwelling
place for God. The church is a single, unified structure, not a collection of separate
buildings.

Second, even in the case of building expansions, the foundation for each section is laid
once, and then that section is built upon it. You do not continuously lay the foundation
for the same section of the building. Once the foundation for a particular area is laid,
you build upon it. The foundation laying for that area is complete.
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Third, this objection actually undermines the continuationist position. If we apply the
expansion metaphor consistently, it would mean that apostles and prophets would be
needed only when the church is expanding into entirely new areas or contexts (not as a
permanent, ongoing feature of church life). Once the foundation is laid in a particular
area, the building continues without further foundation laying. This is much closer to
the cessationist position than to the typical continuationist view.

Fourth, and most importantly, this objection violates the natural sense of the metaphor.
When Paul's original audience heard him speak of the church as a building with a
foundation, they would not have thought of a building that is constantly having new
foundations laid. They would have thought of the normal construction process:
foundation first, then building. To import the idea of continuous foundation laying is to
impose a meaning on the text that would not have been natural or obvious to the
original readers.

Section 9: The Completed Foundation Today

First and most importantly, it means that the foundation is the apostolic testimony to
Christ, now preserved in the New Testament Scriptures. When Paul speaks of the
foundation of the apostles and prophets, he refers to the revelation God gave them
about Christ, the gospel, and the church. This revelation was delivered orally during the
apostolic age, but it has been preserved for us in written form in the New Testament.

The New Testament is not merely a helpful resource or a collection of inspiring writings.
It is the foundation of the church. It is the apostolic testimony that forms the permanent,
unchanging base upon which the church is built. Every generation of Christians builds
on this same foundation. We do not have a different foundation from that of the
Christians of the second, tenth, or sixteenth centuries. We all build on the same
foundation: the apostolic teaching preserved in Scripture.

This gives us tremendous confidence and security. We know what the foundation is.
We can read it, study it, meditate on it, and build our lives and our churches upon it. We
are not dependent on new revelations or new apostles to tell us what the foundation is.
We have it in Scripture, and it is sufficient.

Second, it means that every generation builds on this same foundation. The church in
every age and every place is built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets. We
are not starting over with each generation, laying new foundations. We are continuing
to build on the foundation that was laid once and for all in the apostolic age.
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This has important implications for how we think about church history and tradition.
While we must always test tradition by Scripture, we should also recognize that faithful
Christians throughout history have been building on the same foundation we build on.
We are notisolated individuals starting from scratch; we are part of a significant
construction project that has been ongoing for two millennia, all of it built on the same
apostolic foundation.

Third, it means that we do not need new apostles or prophets. This is the direct
implication for the cessationist and continuationist debate. If the foundation has been
laid and completed, then we do not need ongoing apostles and prophets to lay more
foundation. The foundational work is done. What we need now are faithful teachers,
pastors, and evangelists who will build on the foundation laid.

This does not mean that teaching and preaching are unimportant. On the contrary, they
are vitally important. The superstructure of a building is essential; it is where people
actually live and work. But the superstructure is built on the foundation; it does not
replace or add to the foundation. Similarly, faithful teaching and preaching build on the
apostolic foundation; they do not add new foundational revelation.

Fourth, it means that the church is secure because the foundation is complete and
unchanging. We can have confidence in the church's stability because we know its
foundation is solid. We are not building on shifting sand or on a foundation that is
constantly being modified. We are building on the solid foundation of apostolic truth.

This security is not arrogance or presumption. It is simply confidence in what God has
done. God gave the foundational revelation to the apostles and prophets. He preserved
it for us in Scripture. He has ensured that the foundation is solid and sufficient. We can
build with confidence because the foundation is trustworthy.

Fifth, it means that our task is to build faithfully on the foundation, not to lay a new
foundation. This is the calling of every Christian and every church: to build on the
apostolic foundation. We do this by believing, obeying, proclaiming, and living it out in
our lives and communities.

We build with various materials (some more valuable and enduring than others, as Paul
notes in 1 Corinthians 3). Our work will be tested, and its quality will be revealed. But
throughout all of this, the foundation remains constant. We are not judged on whether
we laid a good foundation (that has already been done), but on how well we built on
the foundation that was laid.
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This is both humbling and liberating. It is humbling because it reminds us that we are
not the foundation layers. We are not the apostles and prophets. We are simply
builders working on a foundation that others laid. But it is liberating because it frees us
from the burden of laying new foundations. We do not need to come up with new
revelations or new doctrines. We need to build faithfully on what has been given.

Finally, it means that unity in the church is based on a standard foundation. The church
is one because it is built on one foundation. Despite our many differences in secondary
matters, all true Christians are built on the same apostolic foundation. We confess the

same Christ, believe the same gospel, and build on the same apostolic teaching.

This foundation provides the basis for genuine Christian unity. We may differ in our
understanding of various details, in our worship styles, in our church structures, and in
many other matters. But if we are building on the same foundation (the apostolic
testimony to Christ), then we are part of the same building, the same temple, the same
dwelling place for God.

Conclusion

Ephesians 2:20 provides compelling evidence for the cessationist position. Paul's
metaphor of the church as a building, with the apostles and prophets as its foundation
and Christ as the cornerstone, teaches us that these offices served a foundational
function that was, by its very nature, temporary in duration though permanent in
importance.

The building metaphor, properly understood, requires that foundation laying was a
distinct phase of the church's construction: a phase that has been completed.
Foundations are laid once, at the beginning of a construction project. They are not laid
continuously throughout the building process. Once the foundation is complete, the
building rises upon it. This is basic architecture, and it is what Paul teaches about the
church.

The apostles and prophets were the foundation layers. They received and delivered the
foundational revelation of the New Covenant. Their testimony to Christ, now preserved
in the New Testament Scriptures, forms the permanent, unchanging foundation upon
which the church is built. Every generation of Christians builds on this same foundation.
We do not need new apostles and prophets to lay more foundation; we need faithful
teachers and pastors to build on the foundation that has been laid.
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This understanding does not diminish the importance of the apostles and prophets. On
the contrary, it establishes their unique and unrepeatable significance in redemptive
history. They were the foundation layers, the ones through whom God gave the
foundational revelation. Their work was essential, and they completed it. We honour
them not by trying to replicate their offices, but by building faithfully on the foundation
they laid.

The continuationist objections to this interpretation, while worthy of consideration, do
not overturn the clear teaching of the text. The foundation metaphor necessarily
includes a temporal dimension. We still have the apostolic teaching, which is precisely
why we do not need new apostles. The text is not limited to the twelve apostles but
refers to the apostles and prophets as a class. And the idea of continuously laying a
foundation violates the metaphor's natural sense.

Paul's usage of foundation imagery elsewhere in his letters confirms this interpretation.
He understood his apostolic work as foundation laying, a distinct phase of ministry that
was completed, after which others built upon the foundation he had laid. He sought to
lay foundations in new areas, not to build on foundations others had laid. This pattern is
consistent with what we see in Ephesians 2:20.

For us today, this means that we build on the completed foundation of apostolic
teaching, preserved in Scripture. We do not need a new foundational revelation. We
need to be faithful to the revelation we have received. The foundation is solid,
complete, and sufficient. Our task is to build upon it with care, using materials that will
endure the test of fire.

This gives us confidence and security. We are not building on shifting sand or on a
foundation that is constantly changing. We are building on the solid foundation of
apostolic truth, with Christ Himself as the chief cornerstone. The church is secure
because the foundation is complete. We can create with confidence, knowing that what
we build on this foundation will stand.

Ephesians 2:20, then, is not merely one text among many in the cessationist and
continuationist debate. It is a foundational text (appropriately enough) that provides
clear, compelling evidence that the offices of apostle and prophet were temporary,
serving a foundational function in the early church that has been completed. We honour
the apostles and prophets not by claiming their offices continue, but by building
faithfully on the foundation they laid, to the glory of God and the edification of His
church.
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Chapter 5: The Completion of Revelation (1 Corinthians 13:8-10)
Introduction

If Ephesians 2:20 provides the clearest architectural metaphor for understanding the
temporary nature of foundational gifts, 1 Corinthians 13:8-10 offers the most direct and
explicit statement that certain spiritual gifts will cease. This passage stands at the very
centre of the cessationist continuationist debate, and for good reason: Paul does not
merely imply or suggest that gifts might be temporary; he states plainly that prophecies
will pass away, tongues will cease, and knowledge will be abolished. The only
question (and it is admittedly a significant one) is when this cessation will occur.

The interpretive crux of the passage lies in a single phrase: “when the perfect comes.”
What is this “perfect”thing that Paul speaks of? Is it the return of Christ and the eternal
state that follows? Is it the completion of the biblical canon? Is it some form of corporate
maturity in the church? The answer to this question determines whether Paul is
teaching that certain gifts will continue until Christ returns (the continuationist position)
or whether they ceased when the foundational era of the church ended. The New
Testament was completed (the cessationist position).

The stakes in this interpretive debate are high. If “the perfect”refers to Christ’s return,
then we should expect prophecy, tongues, and the revelatory gift of knowledge to
continue throughout the church age until the Lord comes back. If, however, “the perfect”
refers to the completion of God'’s written revelation in Scripture, then these gifts served
a temporary purpose during the foundational period of the church and are no longer
necessary or operative today. This is not a minor disagreement about secondary
matters; it touches the very nature of how God communicates with His people and
what we should expect in normal Christian experience.

What makes this passage particularly significant is that Paul is not addressing the
question of cessation as a side issue or in passing. He is in the midst of an extended
discussion of spiritual gifts that spans three chapters (1 Corinthians 12-14), and
chapter 13 (far from being a beautiful but disconnected poem about love) is integral to
his argument. Paul's point is that love is superior to spiritual gifts precisely because love
is permanent while the gifts are temporary. The very structure of his argument depends
on the temporary nature of specific gifts.

In this chapter, we will carefully examine 1 Corinthians 13:8-10, paying close attention
to the grammar, context, and flow of Paul's argument. We will consider the various
interpretations proposed and evaluate their strengths and weaknesses.
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We will acknowledge honestly the interpretive challenges that this passage presents,
particularly in verse 12, while building the case that the most natural and contextually
appropriate understanding of “the perfect” points to the completion of biblical
revelation. Even if some uncertainty remains about the precise referent of “the perfect,”
the passage clearly teaches that certain gifts are temporary (a point that both
cessationists and continuationists must grapple with).

Section 1: The Text and Context

Before we can correctly interpret 1 Corinthians 13:8-10, we must first read the passage
in its entirety and understand its place in Paul's larger argument. The text reads:

“Love never ends. As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues, they will
cease; as for knowledge, it will pass away. For we know in part and we prophesy in
part, but when the perfect comes, the partial will pass away. When | was a child, |
spoke like a child, | thought like a child, | reasoned like a child. When | became a man, |
gave up childish ways. For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now /
know in part; then | shall know fully, even as | have been fully known. So now faith,
hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love.” (1 Corinthians 13:8-
13, ESV)

To understand these verses, we must recognize their place in Paul's extended
discussion of spiritual gifts. First Corinthians 12-14 forms a unified section addressing
problems related to the Corinthians’ use and abuse of spiritual gifts, particularly
tongues. The church at Corinth was marked by spiritual immaturity, factionalism, and a
tendency to elevate showy gifts (especially tongues) over more edifying gifts like
prophecy and teaching. They were using gifts in ways that disrupted worship and failed
to build up the body.

Paul's response is carefully structured. In chapter 12, he establishes that all gifts come
from the same Spirit, that diversity of gifts is by divine design, and that all members of
the body are necessary and valuable. He emphasizes unity in diversity and concludes
by urging them to “earnestly desire the higher gifts”and promising to show them “a still
more excellent way” (12:31).

Chapter 13 is that “more excellent way” (the way of love). But this chapter is not a
digression or a beautiful interlude unrelated to the discussion of gifts. Instead, it is the
theological and practical centre of Paul's argument. He is demonstrating that love is
superior to all spiritual gifts because love is permanent, while the gifts are temporary.
Without love, even the most spectacular gifts are worthless (13:1-3). Love is
characterized by specific qualities and actions (13:4-7). And crucially for our purposes,
love endures forever while gifts will cease (13:8-13).
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Chapter 14 then returns to practical instructions about the use of gifts in corporate
worship, with particular emphasis on the superiority of prophecy over tongues for the
edification of the church. Paul's argument throughout is that the Corinthians have
misunderstood and misused spiritual gifts. They have elevated the spectacular over the
edifying, the showy over the substantive, and the temporary over the permanent.

It is within this context that we must understand 13:8-10. Paul is not making an
abstract theological statement about the nature of spiritual gifts in general. He is
addressing a specific problem in a particular church, and his solution involves helping
them understand that the gifts they prize so highly are temporary provisions for the
church’s infancy. At the same time, love (which they have neglected) is the permanent
and superior way.

The context, then, prepares us to hear Paul say that certain gifts will cease. This is not a
surprising or tangential point; it is central to his argument. The Corinthians need to
understand that they are investing too much importance in gifts that are, by their very
nature, temporary. They need to pursue love, which never ends.

Section 2: “Love Never Ends” (v. 8a)

Paul begins verse 8 with a simple but profound statement: “Love never ends.” The
Greek phrase is n dyann oUdémote minter (hé agapé oudepote piptei), which could be
translated literally as “love never falls.” The verb wiztw (piptdo) means to fall, fail, or
come to an end. Paul's point is that love is permanent, eternal, and unfailing. It does not
collapse, expire, or become obsolete.

This statement serves as the foundation for everything that follows in verses 8-13.
Paul is establishing a contrast between what is permanent (love) and what is
temporary (certain spiritual gifts). The permanence of love is what makes it superior to
gifts and what makes it the “more excellent way”that Paul promised to show them in
12:31.

Why does love never end? Because love is rooted in the very nature of God Himself.
“God is love” (1 John 4:8, 16), and since God is eternal and unchanging, love is eternal
and unchanging. Love is not merely something God does; it is something God is.
Therefore, love will continue forever, even into the eternal state. In the new heavens
and new earth, when all things are made perfect, love will still be the defining
characteristic of God’s people and their relationship with God and one another.

This permanence stands in stark contrast to spiritual gifts, as Paul is about to explain.
While gifts serve essential purposes in this present age, they are not eternal.
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They are tools, means to an end, temporary provisions for the church'’s life in this world.
But love is not a tool or a means; itis an end in itself, a permanent feature of reality that
will never be superseded or outgrown.

The practical implication for the Corinthians (and for us) is clear: invest in what lasts.
Pursue love with the same energy and enthusiasm that the Corinthians were devoting
to spectacular gifts. Do not neglect the permanent in favour of the temporary. Do not
prize the tool more highly than the purpose for which the tool exists.

This opening statement, then, sets up everything that follows. Paul is about to tell the
Corinthians that prophecies, tongues, and knowledge will cease. But love will not
cease. Therefore, love is greater. Therefore, love is the more excellent way.

Section 3: “Prophecies Will Pass Away” (v. 8b)

Having established that love never ends, Paul immediately contrasts this permanence
with the temporary nature of certain spiritual gifts. He begins with prophecy: “As for
prophecies, they will pass away.”

The verb Paul uses here is karopyéw (katargeo), which means to abolish, nullify, render
inoperative, or bring to an end. This is a strong word that indicates complete cessation,
not merely a change in form or function. When something is katargeo, it is done away
with, made ineffective, brought to nothing. Paul uses this same verb elsewhere to
describe the abolition of the law’s condemnation (Romans 7:2, 6), the destruction of
death (1 Corinthians 15:26), and the fading glory of the old covenant (2 Corinthians 3:7,
11, 13, 14).

The verb is in the passive voice: “they will be abolished” or “they will be caused to
cease.” This suggests that prophecies will not simply fade away on their own but will
be actively brought to an end by some external factor or event. Something will happen
that will render prophecies inoperative and unnecessary.

The verb is also in the future tense, indicating that this cessation has not yet occurred at
the time of Paul's writing but will occur at some point in the future. Paul is not saying
that prophecies have already ceased or that they are in the process of ceasing. He says
they will cease at a definite point in the future.

This is a remarkable statement. Prophecy was highly valued in the early church (indeed,
Paul himself says in chapter 14 that prophecy is superior to tongues precisely because
it edifies the church, 14:1-5). Yet here he states plainly that prophecy is temporary. It
will be abolished. It will come to an end.
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Why would prophecy cease? Paul explains in verse 9 that prophecy is partial,
incomplete, and fragmentary. It provides pieces of revelation, not the whole picture.
When something complete comes, the partial will no longer be needed. But we are
getting ahead of ourselves; we will examine that argument in detail below.

For now, the key point is this: Paul explicitly teaches that prophecy will cease. This is
not a matter of interpretation or inference; it is a direct statement. The only question is
when this cessation will occur. But that it will happen is beyond dispute. Even
continuationists must acknowledge that prophecy will eventually cease (they believe it
will continue until Christ returns). But Paul's statement here establishes the principle
that prophecy is not a permanent feature of church life. It is a temporary gift that will be
rendered inoperative at some point.

Section 4: “Tongues Will Cease” (v. 8c)

More significantly, the verb is in the middle voice rather than the passive voice. In Greek,
the middle voice often indicates that the subject acts upon itself or that the action
happens of its own accord. The passive voice, by contrast, suggests that an external
agent acts upon the subject. So while prophecies “will be abolished” (passive,
something will abolish them), tongues “will cease” (middle, they will cease of
themselves).

This grammatical distinction has led some interpreters to suggest that tongues may
cease in a different manner or at a different time than prophecy and knowledge.
Perhaps tongues will stop of their own accord before the other gifts are abolished. The
different verb and voice may indicate a different kind of cessation.

This is an intriguing possibility, though we must be careful not to build too much on a
grammatical distinction that Paul may not have intended to be significant. Paul may be
simply varying his vocabulary for stylistic reasons rather than indicating a substantive
difference in the manner or timing of cessation. Greek writers often varied their word
choice to avoid repetition, and Paul may be doing that here.

Nevertheless, the distinction is worth noting. If Paul did intend to indicate a difference,
the most natural reading would be that tongues will cease of themselves, perhaps
because their purpose will be fulfilled or because the conditions that made them
necessary will no longer exist. At the same time, prophecy and knowledge will be
brought to an end by the arrival of “the perfect.”

This grammatical distinction has led some interpreters to suggest that tongues may
cease in a different manner or at a different time than prophecy and knowledge.
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This is an intriguing possibility, though we must be careful not to build too much on a
grammatical distinction that Paul may not have intended to be significant. Paul may be
simply varying his vocabulary for stylistic reasons rather than indicating a substantive
difference in the manner or timing of cessation. Greek writers often varied their word
choice to avoid repetition, and Paul may be doing that here.

Nevertheless, the distinction is worth noting. If Paul did intend to indicate a difference,
the most natural reading would be that tongues will cease of themselves, perhaps
because their purpose will be fulfilled or because the conditions that made them
necessary will no longer exist. At the same time, prophecy and knowledge will be
brought to an end by the arrival of “the perfect.”

Whether or not this grammatical distinction is significant, the main point is clear:
tongues, like prophecy, will cease. They are not permanent. They are not an essential or
ongoing feature of church life. They served a purpose for a time, but that time will come
to an end.

This is particularly significant given the Corinthians’ obsession with tongues. They were
elevating tongues above other gifts, using them in disorderly ways, and apparently
viewing them as a mark of superior spirituality. Paul's response throughout chapters
12-14is to correct this misunderstanding.

Tongues are not superior to other gifts (chapter 12); they are less valuable than
prophecy for edification (chapter 14); and they are temporary, not permanent (chapter
13). The Corinthians need to stop investing so much importance in a gift that will not
last.

Section 5: “Knowledge Will Pass Away” (v. 8d)

Paul's third statement concerns knowledge: “as for knowledge, it will pass away.” Here,
Paul returns to the verb katargeo, the same verb he used for prophecy. Knowledge, like
prophecy, will be abolished, rendered inoperative, brought to an end.

It is crucial to understand what Paul means by “knowledge”here. He is not referring to
knowledge in general or to all human learning and understanding. He is not saying that
when “the perfect” comes, we will no longer know anything or that all knowledge will
be abolished. Instead, he is referring to the spiritual gift of knowledge (the supernatural,
revelatory knowledge that the Spirit gave to specific individuals in the early church).
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This gift of knowledge is mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12:8 as one of the manifestations
of the Spirit: “For to one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to
another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit.” This was apparently
a gift by which the Spirit revealed specific knowledge to individuals (knowledge they
could not have obtained through natural means). It was a revelatory gift, similar to
prophecy but perhaps more focused on understanding and insight than on
proclamation.

Paul says this revelatory gift of knowledge will be abolished, just as prophecy will be
repealed. The reason, as he will explain in verse 9, is that this knowledge is partial and
incomplete. It provides fragments of understanding, not comprehensive knowledge.
When complete revelation comes, these partial revelations will no longer be needed.

It is important to note that Paul is not denigrating knowledge or suggesting that
knowledge is unimportant. Throughout his letters, Paul emphasizes the importance of
knowledge, understanding, and sound doctrine. He prays that believers would grow in
knowledge (Philippians 1:9; Colossians 1:9-10). He warns against false knowledge (1
Timothy 6:20). He teaches that we are transformed by the renewing of our minds
(Romans 12:2).

What Paul is saying here is that the supernatural, revelatory gift of knowledge (by
which the Spirit gave specific insights and understanding to individuals in the early
church) is temporary. It will be abolished when something complete arrives. But this
does not mean that knowledge itself is temporary or that we will not continue to grow
in knowledge and understanding throughout our lives and even into eternity.

The parallel with prophecy is instructive. Just as the cessation of the gift of prophecy
does not mean that we no longer have God'’s prophetic word (we have it in Scripture),
so the cessation of the gift of knowledge does not mean that we no longer know God
and His truth (we have it in Scripture). The gifts were means of revelation during the
foundational period; Scripture is the completed revelation that remains.

Section 6: “For We Know in Part and Prophesy in Part” (v. 9)

Having stated that prophecy, tongues, and knowledge will cease, Paul now explains
why: “For we know in part and we prophesy in part.” The Greek phrase &x uépovc (ek
merous) means “in part,” “partially,” “incompletely,” or “fragmentarily.” Paul is saying
that the current state of knowledge and prophecy is characterized by incompleteness.
We do not have the whole picture; we have only pieces of it.
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This is the key to understanding why these gifts will cease. They are partial,
fragmentary, and incomplete. They provide bits and pieces of revelation, not the full
and final word. Each prophecy reveals something, but not everything. Each instance of
revelatory knowledge offers insight, but not comprehensive understanding. The gifts
are like individual tiles in a mosaic (each one contributes to the picture, but no single tile
shows you the complete image).

Paul's use of “we”is significant. He includes himself in this statement: “we know in part
and we prophesy in part.” Even the apostle Paul, with his extraordinary revelations and
his role as the primary theologian of the New Testament, did not have complete
knowledge. He received revelations piece by piece, line upon line. His understanding
grew over time as the Spirit revealed more to him. He knew in part.

This partial nature of revelation was characteristic of the entire apostolic period. God
was progressively revealing His truth through the apostles and prophets. Each
revelation added to the growing body of truth, but the process was not yet complete.
The New Testament was being written, but it was not yet finished. The foundation was
being laid, but it was not yet entirely laid.

The implication is clear: when the revelation is complete, when the full picture is
available, when we have the whole rather than just the parts, then the partial
revelations will no longer be necessary. The individual tiles will have served their
purpose in creating the mosaic. The fragmentary prophecies and knowledge will have
been incorporated into the complete revelation. At that point, the gifts that provided
partial revelation will be rendered obsolete.

This is why Paul says these gifts will cease. Not because they are bad or unimportant,
but because they are incomplete. They are temporary measures, necessary during the
period when revelation was being given, but unnecessary once revelation is complete.
They are like scaffolding on a building (essential during construction but removed once
the building is finished).

The question, of course, is when this completion occurs. When does the partial give
way to the complete? Paul addresses this in the next verse.

Section 7: “But When the Perfect Comes” (v. 10a)

Verse 10 contains the crucial phrase that has generated so much debate: “but when the
perfect comes, the partial will pass away.” The Greek word translated “perfect”is o
télelov (to teleion), which can mean “the perfect,” “the complete,” “the mature,” or “the
finished.” It is a neuter adjective used as a noun, referring to something or a state that is
characterized by completeness or perfection.
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This is the interpretive crux of the entire passage. What is “the perfect™ \What is this
complete thing that will come and cause the partial to pass away? The answer to this
question determines whether Paul teaches that gifts will continue until Christ's return
(the continuationist view) or that they ceased when the foundational era ended (the
cessationist view).

Before we examine the various interpretations, we should note what the text itself tells
us about “the perfect™

1. It is something that “comes”or “arrives” (it is not yet present but will come in the
future).

2. When it comes, it will cause the partial to pass away (its arrival will render the
fragmentary gifts obsolete).

3. It stands in contrast to “the partial” (to €x uépovg, to ek merous) (whatever is
partial will be replaced by whatever is complete).

4. Its coming will mark a transition from one state to another (from partial
knowledge to complete knowledge, from childhood to maturity, from seeing dimly
to seeing clearly).

The context strongly suggests that “the perfect” refers to knowledge or revelation. Paul
has been talking about partial knowledge and partial prophecy (v. 9). The contrast is
between knowing in part and knowing completely, between fragmentary revelation
and complete revelation. Whatever “the perfect”is, it must be something that
addresses this epistemological issue (the issue of how we know and how much we
know).

With this in mind, let us examine the major interpretations proposed.
Section 8: Views of “The Perfect”
View 1: Christ’'s Second Coming (The Continuationist View)

The most common continuationist interpretation is that “the perfect” refers to the
second coming of Christ or, more broadly, to the eternal state that follows Christ’s
return. According to this view, the partial gifts of prophecy, tongues, and knowledge
will continue throughout the church age and will only cease when Christ returns and
we are perfected in glory.
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The primary strength of this interpretation is that it seems to fit well with the language
of verse 12: “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now | know in
part; then | shall know fully, even as | have been fully known.” The contrast between
“now”and “then,” between seeing dimly and seeing face to face, between knowing in
part and knowing fully, certainly sounds like a contrast between this present age and
the age to come, between our current imperfect state and our future perfected state in

glory.

Additionally, this interpretation has the advantage of simplicity. It does not require us to
identify “the perfect” with anything other than the obvious eschatological hope of every
believer (the return of Christ and the consummation of all things). It fits with the general
New Testament pattern of contrasting this present age with the age to come.

However, this interpretation faces several significant weaknesses:

First, if “the perfect”refers to Christ's return, then Paul's statement becomes somewhat
trivial. Of course, prophecy, tongues, and knowledge will cease when we are glorified
and see Christ face to face. Everything imperfect will cease at that point. We will no
longer need faith (we will see), hope (we will possess), or any of the means of grace
that sustain us in this life. To say that certain gifts will cease when we are perfected in
glory is to say something obvious that hardly needs to be stated. It would be like
saying, “When we are in heaven, we will no longer need to eat or sleep.” True, but not
particularly illuminating.

Second, this interpretation does not adequately account for the specific contrast Paul is
making between “the partial” and “the perfect.” Paul is not contrasting imperfection in
general with perfection in general. He is contrasting partial knowledge and partial
prophecy with something complete. The issue is not moral or spiritual imperfection
(which will indeed be remedied at Christ's return) but epistemological incompleteness
—the fragmentary nature of revelation. The question is not “When will we be perfect?”
but “When will revelation be complete?”

Third, if Paul meant to refer to Christ’s return, he had much clearer ways to say so. He
could have said, “when the Lord returns,” or “when we see Him face to face,” or “when
we are glorified.” Instead, he uses the somewhat ambiguous phrase “when the perfect
comes.” While this could refer to Christ’s return, it is not the most natural or obvious
way to express that idea.
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Fourth, this interpretation makes verse 12 determinative for understanding verse 10,
rather than allowing verse 10 to be understood in its own context. Verse 12 may
introduce a related but distinct idea (the contrast between our present imperfect
knowledge and our future perfect knowledge in glory). In contrast, verse 10 addresses
the more immediate question of when the partial revelatory gifts will cease.

View 2: The Completed Canon (The Cessationist View)

The cessationist interpretation holds that “the perfect” refers to the completion of
biblical revelation, specifically the New Testament canon. According to this view, the
partial gifts of prophecy, tongues, and revelatory knowledge were necessary during the
period when the New Testament was being written. Still, once the canon was
complete, these gifts were no longer needed and ceased.

The primary strength of this interpretation is that it fits perfectly with the contrast Paul
is making between “the partial”and “the complete.” Paul has just explained that “we
know in part and we prophesy in part” (v. 9). The issue is the fragmentary, incomplete
nature of revelation. Individual prophecies and instances of revelatory knowledge
provided pieces of God's truth, but not the whole. When the complete revelation came
(when the full counsel of God was inscripturated in the completed New Testament),
then the partial revelations were no longer necessary.

This interpretation makes excellent sense of the metaphor Paul uses. Imagine a puzzle
being assembled. During the assembly process, you need to keep looking at individual
pieces, examining them, and figuring out where they fit. But once the puzzle is
complete, you no longer need to focus on particular pieces. You have the whole picture.
Similarly, during the apostolic age, the church relied on partial revelations through
prophecy and the gift of knowledge. But once the New Testament was complete, they
had the full picture. The partial was incorporated into the whole.

This interpretation also fits well with the broader redemptive historical framework we
have been developing throughout this book. The apostolic age was the foundational
period of the church, during which God was revealing the whole and final truth about
Christ and the new covenant. The apostles and prophets were the foundation
(Ephesians 2:20), and their teaching was being inscripturated in what would become
the New Testament. Once that foundation was laid and that revelation was complete,
the foundational gifts were no longer needed.

Additionally, this interpretation explains why the gifts were needed in the first place
and why they would cease. They were required because revelation was incomplete;
they ceased because revelation became complete.
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This is a coherent and satisfying explanation that accounts for both the presence of the
gifts in the apostolic age and their absence (or at least their dramatic decline) in
subsequent church history.

However, this interpretation faces some challenges:

First, the word éleiov (teleion) does not typically mean “complete Scripture” or
“completed canon.” It means “perfect,” “complete,” or “mature”in a more general sense.
While it could be applied to Scripture by extension (complete revelation), this is not its
most obvious or natural meaning.

Second, verse 12 describes a more dramatic transition than the completion of the
canon. “Now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face” suggests a contrast
between this life and the next, not between the apostolic and post-apostolic ages. Even
with the completed canon, we still see dimly compared to the face-to-face knowledge
we will have in glory.

Third, there is no clear indication in the text itself that Paul is thinking about the
completion of a written canon. The concept of a closed New Testament canon was not
yet fully developed when Paul wrote 1 Corinthians (though the process of
inscripturation was certainly underway). Would Paul’s original readers have understood
him to be referring to something like a completed canon?

These are legitimate challenges, and we will address them below. But first, let us
briefly consider a third view.

View 3: Maturity (The Corporate Church)

Some interpreters have suggested that “the perfect”refers to the maturity of the
church, either the corporate maturity of the body of Christ or the individual maturity of
believers. According to this view, the gifts were needed during the church’s infancy but
would no longer be required once the church reached maturity.

This interpretation has the advantage of fitting with Paul's illustration in verse 11 about
putting away childish things when one becomes mature. It also resonates with Paul's

language elsewhere about the church growing up into maturity (Ephesians 4:13, 14).

However, this interpretation faces significant weaknesses:
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First, it is vague and undefined. When exactly does the church reach maturity? Has it
reached maturity yet? If not, when will it? If so, when did it? This view provides no clear
answer to the question of when the gifts cease.

Second, it does not fit well with the contrast between “the partial” and “the perfect.”
Paul is not contrasting immaturity with maturity in general; he is contrasting partial
knowledge and prophecy with something complete.

Third, it is difficult to see how the church’s maturity would cause prophecy, tongues,
and knowledge to cease. Why would these gifts be incompatible with maturity? Paul's
argument is not that the gifts are childish and therefore should be outgrown, but that
they are partial and thus will be superseded by something complete.

For these reasons, the “maturity” view has not gained wide acceptance among either
cessationists or continuationists.

Section 9: The “In Part” / “Complete” Contrast

The key to understanding “the perfect”is to pay close attention to the specific contrast
Paul is making. He is not contrasting imperfection with perfection in a general sense,
nor is he contrasting immaturity with maturity. He is contrasting the partial with the
complete, the fragmentary with the whole.

Look again at verses 9 and 10: “For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when
the perfect comes, the partial will pass away.” The issue is that knowledge and
prophecy are &x uépovg (ek merous), partial, fragmentary, incomplete. They provide
pieces of revelation, not the whole. When 7o télciov (to teleion), the complete, the
whole, comes, then o €x uépoug (to ek merous), the partial, the fragmentary, will pass
away.

This is fundamentally an epistemological contrast, not an eschatological one. The issue
is not when we will be perfected in glory, but how we know and how much we know.
Paul is addressing the question of revelation: during the apostolic age, revelation was
being given in fragments through prophecy and the gift of knowledge; at some point,
revelation would be complete, and the fragmentary gifts would no longer be needed.

This contrast makes most sense if “the perfect”refers to complete revelation rather
than to the return of Christ. When Christ returns, many things will change. We will be
glorified, sin will be eradicated, death will be defeated, and we will see God face to
face. But the specific issue Paul is addressing here is the incompleteness of revelation.
The solution to incomplete revelation is not glorification but complete revelation.

78



Consider an analogy. Suppose you are trying to understand a complex subject, and you
have access to various experts who can answer your questions. Each expert provides
valuable information, but no single expert gives you the complete picture. You are
learning “in part” from each expert. Now, suppose someone writes a comprehensive
textbook that contains all the information you need on this subject. Once you have that
textbook, you no longer need to keep consulting the individual experts. You have the
complete information. The complete source has superseded the partial sources.

This is essentially what Paul is describing. During the apostolic age, the church was
receiving revelation “in part” through prophecy and the gift of knowledge. Each
revelation was valuable, but no single revelation provided the complete picture. The
church was dependent on these ongoing revelations to know God’s will and
understand His truth. But when the complete revelation came (when the full counsel of
God was written down in what would become the New Testament), then the partial
revelations were no longer necessary. The church had the complete source.

This interpretation is further supported by the fact that Paul is addressing a specific
problem in Corinth: the overvaluation of certain gifts, particularly tongues. Part of his
solution is to help them understand that these gifts are temporary. They are not the
permanent, essential features of church life that the Corinthians seem to think they are.
They are temporary provisions for a temporary situation, the situation of incomplete
revelation. Once the revelation is complete, the gifts will have served their purpose.

Section 10: The Illustration of Childhood (v. 11)

To reinforce his point about the temporary nature of certain gifts, Paul uses an
illustration from human development: “When [ was a child, | spoke like a child, | thought
like a child, I reasoned like a child. When | became a man, | gave up childish ways.”

This illustration supports the idea that certain things are appropriate and necessary at
one stage of life, but are outgrown and set aside as maturity comes. A child’s way of
speaking, thinking, and reasoning is not wrong or bad; it is simply appropriate for
childhood. But when adulthood comes, these childish ways are naturally and
appropriately left behind. They are not destroyed or condemned; they are no longer
needed.

Paul's point is that the same principle applies to certain spiritual gifts. They were
appropriate and necessary for the church’s infancy, the foundational period when
revelation was being given and the New Testament was being written. But when
maturity came (when the revelation was complete and the foundation was laid), these
gifts were naturally and appropriately set aside. They were not bad or unimportant;
they were no longer needed.

79



This illustration fits better with the “completed canon” view than with the “second
coming” view. If “the perfect” refers to Christ’s return and our glorification, then the
illustration suggests that our current state (with prophecy, tongues, and knowledge) is
like childhood, and the future state (without these gifts) is like adulthood. But this
seems to imply that having these gifts is somehow childish or immature, which
contradicts Paul's teaching elsewhere that gifts are valuable and should be earnestly
desired (12:31; 14:1).

If, however, “the perfect”refers to the completion of revelation, then the illustration
makes perfect sense. The church’s infancy was a period when revelation was
incomplete, and the church depended on fragmentary revelations through prophecy
and knowledge. The church’s maturity is the period when revelation is complete, and
the church has the full counsel of God in Scripture. The transition from infancy to
maturity is not moral or spiritual (from bad to good) but a developmental transition
(from incomplete to complete). Just as a child naturally outgrows childish ways when
becoming an adult, so the church naturally outgrew the need for partial revelations
when complete revelation arrived.

The illustration also suggests that the transition from partial to complete is a natural
and expected development, not a catastrophic or dramatic event. Just as growing from
childhood to adulthood is a normal part of human development, so too was the
transition from partial revelation to complete revelation a normal part of the church'’s
development. This fits with the redemptive historical understanding of the apostolic
age as the foundational period that naturally gave way to the post-apostolic period.

Section 11: “For Now We See in a Mirror Dimly” (v. 12)

Verse 12 presents the most significant challenge to the cessationist interpretation of
“the perfect™ “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now | know in
part; then | shall know fully, even as | have been fully known.”

This verse describes a much more dramatic transition than the completion of the canon.
The contrast between seeing “in a mirror dimly” and seeing “face to face,” between
knowing “in part’ and knowing “fully, even as | have been fully known,” sounds like a
contrast between this present life and the life to come, between our current imperfect
state and our future perfected state in glory.

Ancient mirrors were typically made of polished metal, not glass, and they provided a
much poorer reflection than modern mirrors. To see something “in a mirror” was to see
it indirectly and imperfectly.
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To see something “face to face,” by contrast, was to see it directly and clearly. Paul
seems to be saying that our current knowledge of God and His truth is indirect and
imperfect, like looking at a reflection in a poor mirror, but our future understanding will
be direct and clear, like seeing someone face to face.

This certainly sounds like a description of the difference between this life and the next.
Even with the completed canon, we still see “in a mirror dimly” compared to the direct,
unmediated knowledge we will have when we see Christ face to face in glory. Even
with the full revelation of Scripture, our knowledge is still partial compared to the
comprehensive knowledge we will have in eternity.

How, then, can the cessationist maintain that “the perfect”in verse 10 refers to the
completed canon when verse 12 seems to describe glorification?

There are several possible responses:

Response 1: Paul is blending two related contrasts

Paul may be blending two related but distinct contrasts in this passage. Verses 8-10
focus on the contrast between partial revelation (through prophecy and knowledge)
and complete revelation (in the finished canon). Verse 12, however, introduces a related

but broader contrast between our present imperfect knowledge (even with complete
revelation) and our future perfect knowledge (in glory).

In other words, Paul may be making a two-stage argument:

Stage 1 (vv. 8 through 10): Partial revelatory gifts will cease when complete revelation
comes.

Stage 2 (v. 12): Even with complete revelation, our knowledge is still imperfect
compared to the knowledge we will have in glory.

This reading acknowledges that verse 12 describes glorification while maintaining that
verse 10 represents the completion of revelation. The two ideas are related (both deal
with knowledge and its perfection) but distinct (one deals with the completeness of

revelation, the other with the perfection of our understanding).

Response 2: Even complete revelation is partial compared to glorification
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Another possible response is that even the complete revelation of Scripture remains
“partial”in a sense compared to the direct, unmediated knowledge we will have in
glory. In this life, even with the whole Bible, we still see “in a mirror dimly.” \We have
God'’s complete revelation, but we still understand it imperfectly. We still struggle to
grasp its depths. We still see through a glass darkly.

In the life to come, however, we will know even as we are known. We will have direct,
unmediated knowledge of God. We will see Him face to face. At that point, even the
complete revelation of Scripture will be superseded by something greater (not because
Scripture was inadequate, but because we will have moved beyond the need for
written revelation to direct communion with God).

If this is Paul's point, then verse 12 does not contradict the cessationist interpretation of
verse 10 but rather extends it. Verse 10 describes the first transition (from partial
revelation to complete revelation), and verse 12 describes the second transition (from
complete revelation to direct knowledge). The partial gifts cease at the first transition;
even Scripture itself will be transcended (though not contradicted or negated) at the
second transition.

Response 3: The “face-to-face” language may not require glorification

A third possible response is that the “face-to-face”language in verse 12 does not
necessarily require glorification. In the Old Testament, Moses is said to have spoken
with God “face to face” (Exodus 33:11; Deuteronomy 34:10), yet this occurred in this
life, not in the eschaton. The phrase “face to face” can mean direct, unmediated
communication, as opposed to indirect communication through visions, dreams, or
partial revelations.

If this is the sense here, then Paul may be contrasting the indirect, fragmentary
knowledge that came through prophecy and the gift of knowledge (seeing “in a mirror
dimly”) with the direct, complete knowledge that comes through the finished Scriptures
(seeing “face to face’). With the completed canon, we have God's full and direct
revelation. We no longer need to depend on fragmentary prophecies; we have the
whole counsel of God laid out before us.

This interpretation is admittedly less natural than understanding “face to face”as a
reference to glorification, but it is not impossible. The key question is whether the

contrast is between indirect and direct revelation or between this life and the next.

Section 12: Addressing the Tension
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We must be honest about the interpretive tension in this passage. Verse 12 describes a
more dramatic transition than the completion of the canon. The language of seeing
“face to face” and knowing “fully, even as | have been fully known”most naturally refers
to the beatific vision (the direct sight of God that we will enjoy in glory).

At the same time, verses 8-10, with their focus on the partial nature of prophecy and
knowledge and the coming of “the perfect,” most naturally refer to the completion of
revelation. The contrast between “in part”and “complete”is fundamentally about the
completeness of revelation, not about the perfection of our moral or spiritual state.

How do we resolve this tension? Several observations may help:

First, we should recognize that Paul may be making a complex, multi-layered argument
that does not fit neatly into a single interpretive category. He may be addressing both
the immediate question of when certain gifts will cease (answer: when revelation is
complete) and the broader question of the ultimate perfection of our knowledge
(answer: when we see God face to face). These are related but distinct issues, and Paul
may be weaving them together in a way that creates some interpretive ambiguity.

Second, we should remember that the primary point Paul is making is clear, even if
some of the details are debatable: certain gifts are temporary, not permanent. Even
continuationists must acknowledge this. The gifts will eventually cease. The question is
when, not if. And the fact that Paul grounds their cessation in the partial nature of
revelation (v. 9) suggests that the completion of revelation is at least part of what he
has in mind.

Third, we should recognize that the cessationist interpretation of verse 10 does not
depend entirely on verse 12. Even if we grant that verse 12 describes glorification, this
does not necessarily mean that verse 10 also describes glorification. Verse 10 may
explain an earlier transition (the completion of revelation), while verse 12 describes a
later transition (glorification). The two verses may address different stages in the
progression from partial to perfect knowledge.

Fourth, we should consider the broader biblical and theological context. The
cessationist interpretation of “the perfect” as referring to completed revelation fits well
with other passages that emphasize the foundational nature of the apostolic office
(Ephesians 2:20), the authenticating purpose of signs and wonders (Hebrews 2:3-4),
and the sufficiency of Scripture (2 Timothy 3:16-17). It also aligns with the historical
reality that the dramatic revelatory gifts that characterized the apostolic age declined
significantly after the apostolic period.
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Finally, we should maintain humility about our interpretation. This is a difficult passage,
and godly, Bible believing scholars have disagreed about its meaning. We should hold
our interpretation with conviction but also with charity toward those who interpret it
differently.

Section 13: The Practical Implications

Whatever one’s view of “the perfect,” certain practical implications are clear from this
passage:

First, prophecy, tongues, and revelatory knowledge are temporary gifts. They will
cease at some point. Even continuationists must acknowledge this. Paul does not say
these gifts might cease or could cease; he says they will cease. The only question is
when.

Second, love is superior to gifts because love is permanent while gifts are temporary.
The Corinthians were investing enormous energy and importance in gifts that would
not last. Paul is redirecting their focus to what endures. This is a crucial corrective for
any church that becomes overly focused on spectacular gifts while neglecting the more
fundamental call to love God and neighbour.

Third, the gifts were partial and incomplete. They provided fragments of revelation, not
the whole picture. This means that even in the apostolic age, when these gifts were
clearly operative, they were not comprehensive or sufficient in themselves. The church
needed the ongoing ministry of teaching and the written word to preserve and
systematize the revelations that came through prophecy and knowledge.

Fourth, the contrast between “in part”and “complete” suggests that the issue is
fundamentally about revelation. The problem that the gifts addressed was the
incompleteness of revelation. The solution is complete revelation. This points toward
the completion of the canon as the most natural referent for “the perfect,” even if verse
12 introduces the additional theme of glorification.

Fifth, the illustration of childhood suggests that the transition from partial to complete
is a natural and expected development, not a catastrophic event. Just as growing from
childhood to adulthood is normal, so too is the transition from the foundational period
(with its partial revelations) to the post-foundational period (with complete revelation) a
normal part of the church’'s development.
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Sixth, when we combine this passage with other biblical texts (particularly Ephesians
2:20 on the foundation of apostles and prophets, Hebrews 2:3 through 4 on signs
authenticating the apostolic message, and 2 Corinthians 12:12 on signs of a true
apostle), a consistent picture emerges: certain gifts were tied to the foundational,
apostolic period of the church and ceased when that period ended and revelation was
complete.

Conclusion

First Corinthians 13:8-10 provides robust evidence for the cessationist position, though
it also presents interpretive challenges. Paul explicitly teaches that prophecy, tongues,
and revelatory knowledge will cease. He grounds this cessation in the partial,
incomplete nature of these gifts: “we know in part, and we prophesy in part.” And he
indicates that they will cease “when the perfect comes” (when something complete
arrives to replace the partial).

The most natural reading of the contrast between “in part”and “complete” points to the
completion of revelation. The gifts provided fragmentary revelations during the period
when the New Testament was being written. When the canon was complete, the
fragmentary gifts were no longer needed. The partial had been incorporated into the
whole.

Verse 12, with its language of seeing “face to face” and knowing “fully,” does create
some interpretive tension, as it seems to describe glorification rather than canon
completion. However, this tension can be resolved in several ways: Paul may be
blending two related contrasts (partial revelation versus complete revelation, and
present knowledge versus perfect knowledge in glory);

or he may be describing two stages in the progression from partial to perfect
knowledge; or the “face to face”language may refer to the direct, complete revelation of
Scripture as opposed to the indirect, fragmentary revelations of prophecy.

Whatever the precise resolution of this interpretive question, the main thrust of the
passage is clear: certain gifts are temporary, not permanent. They served a purpose
during the church’s foundational period, but that purpose has been fulfilled. The church
now has the complete revelation of God in Scripture, and we build upon the foundation
that the apostles and prophets laid.
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For us today, this means that we should not expect or seek the revelatory gifts of
prophecy and knowledge as they operated in the apostolic age. We should not expect
new revelations that add to or compete with Scripture. Instead, we should devote
ourselves to the “more excellent way” of love, which never ends. We should pursue the
gifts that build up the church (teaching, encouragement, service, mercy, generosity).
And we should treasure the complete revelation we have in Scripture, recognizing it as
the sufficient and final word of God for faith and practice.
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Chapter 6: The Confirmation of the Gospel (Hebrews 2:3-4)

Introduction

Among the various New Testament texts that address the purpose and duration of
miraculous gifts, Hebrews 2:3-4 stands out for its clarity and directness. While other
passages require careful interpretation of metaphors or theological arguments, this text
offers a straightforward historical account of how God authenticated the gospel
message in the apostolic period. The author of Hebrews describes a completed process
of divine confirmation, using past-tense verbs that indicate completed action rather
than ongoing activity.

This passage is crucial for the cessationist position because it explicitly identifies the
purpose of miraculous signs as authentication of the apostolic message, and it
describes this authentication in terms that suggest a completed work rather than a
continuing pattern. The author does not say that God “is bearing witness” or “continues
to bear witness”through signs and wonders. Instead, he says that God “bore witness”
through these means, using language that points to a specific historical period when
this authentication took place.

The implications are significant. If the miraculous gifts served primarily to authenticate
the apostolic message, and if that authentication has been completed, then we would
expect those gifts to have ceased once their purpose was fulfilled. This is precisely
what the cessationist position maintains, and Hebrews 2:3-4 provides some of the
clearest biblical support for this view.

In this chapter, we will examine this passage in detail, paying careful attention to its
context, grammar, theological claims, and implications for the question of whether
miraculous gifts continue in the church today. We will see that the author of Hebrews
describes a specific historical process by which God confirmed the gospel message, a
process completed in the apostolic period and not requiring ongoing repetition.

Section 1: The Text and Context

To properly understand Hebrews 2:3-4, we must first consider the broader context in
which these verses appear. The author of Hebrews has been arguing for the superiority
of Christ over the angels, demonstrating that the Son is far greater than any angelic
being. Having established Christ's supremacy in chapter 1, the author pauses in chapter
2 to issue a solemn warning about the danger of neglecting the salvation that Christ
has provided.
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The warning begins in verse 1: “ Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what
we have heard, lest we drift away from it.” The author is concerned that his readers
might gradually drift away from the truth of the gospel, not through deliberate rejection
but through neglect and inattention. This sets the stage for the argument that follows.

In verses 2-4, the author develops his warning by comparing the old covenant with the
new:

“For since the message declared by angels proved to be reliable, and every
transgression or disobedience received a just retribution, how shall we escape if we
neglect such a great salvation? It was declared at first by the Lord, and it was attested
to us by those who heard, while God also bore witness by signs and wonders and
various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.”
(Hebrews 2:2-4, ESV)

The logic of the argument is clear: if the law given through angels carried grave
conseqguences for disobedience, how much more serious are the consequences of
neglecting the salvation announced by the Lord Himself and confirmed by God through
miraculous signs? The author is arguing from the lesser to the greater. If the lesser
message (the law) was binding and its violation punishable, then the greater message
(the gospel) is even more binding and its neglect even more dangerous.

This context is crucial because it shows us that the author is not primarily interested in
discussing the nature or duration of spiritual gifts. His concern is pastoral and practical:
he wants to warn his readers against the danger of drifting away from the gospel. The
reference to signs and wonders in verse 4 serves this larger purpose. The author cites
these miraculous confirmations as evidence of the gospel message's reliability and
divine origin. God Himself authenticated this message by supernatural means, making
neglecting it all the more inexcusable.

The structure of verses 3-4 traces the transmission of the gospel message from its
source to the author’s readers. It moves through three stages: first, the message was
declared by the Lord Jesus; second, it was attested by those who heard Him directly
(the apostles); third, God bore witness to this message through signs and wonders.
This three-stage process describes how the gospel came to be established as a
message confirmed and authenticated, worthy of complete trust and obedience.

Section 2: “It was declared at first by the Lord”

The first stage in the transmission of the gospel is identified clearly: “/t was declared at
first by the Lord.”
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The salvation the author discusses did not originate in human wisdom or religious
speculation. It came directly from Jesus Christ Himself during His earthly ministry.

The phrase “at first” (&pymv Aapolaa) literally means “having received a beginning” or
“having its beginning.” This indicates the point of origin for the message of salvation.
The gospel began with Jesus. He was the first to proclaim it, the source of this
revelation. Everything that follows in the transmission process traces back to what
Jesus Himself said and did.

This is consistent with what we see throughout the Gospels. Jesus came preaching the
gospel of the kingdom (Mark 1:14-15). He announced good news to the poor,
proclaimed liberty to the captives, and declared the year of the Lord’s favor (Luke 4:18-
19). He taught with authority about the nature of salvation, the requirements for
entering the kingdom, and the way to eternal life. The message of salvation originated
with Him.

The author’s emphasis on Jesus as the original source of the gospel message is
significant for several reasons.

First, it establishes the message's divine authority. Jesus is not merely a prophet or
teacher; He is the Son of God, superior to the angels, the exact imprint of God’s nature
(Hebrews 1:3). When He speaks, God speaks. The message, therefore, carries the full
weight of divine authority.

Second, it establishes a clear starting point for the gospel message. There was a
specific time when this salvation was first declared, namely, during Jesus’ earthly
ministry. The gospel is not a timeless truth that has always been known; it is a historical
revelation given at a particular time.

Third, it sets up the chain of transmission that the author will describe in the rest of
verse 3. The message began with Jesus, was passed on to those who heard Him, and
was then confirmed by God through miraculous signs. This is a historical process with a
clear beginning, middle, and (as we will see) completion.

Section 3: “It was attested to us by those who heard”
The second stage in the transmission of the gospel is described in the phrase “it was
attested to us by those who heard.” The message that originated with Jesus was

passed on to the next generation by those who heard Him directly. These were the
apostles and other eyewitnesses of Jesus' ministry, death, and resurrection.
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The verb “attested” (€PeBarddn) means to confirm, establish, or guarantee. It carries the
sense of making something specific or reliable. The apostles did not merely repeat
what Jesus said; they confirmed it, established it, and made it sure for those who had
not heard Jesus directly. They were reliable witnesses who could testify to what they
had seen and heard.

This is precisely the role that the apostles understood themselves to be fulfilling. Peter,
in his second epistle, writes: “For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we
made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were
eyewitnesses of his majesty” (2 Peter 1:16). John, in the opening of his first epistle,
emphasizes the same point: “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard,
which we have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon and have touched with our
hands, concerning the word of life... we proclaim also to you” (1 John 1:1, 3).

The apostles were unigquely qualified to attest to the gospel message because they had
heard it directly from Jesus. They were not passing on secondhand information or
traditions they had received from others. They were eyewitnesses and ear-witnesses of
Jesus’ ministry. This gave their testimony a unique authority and reliability.

The phrase “to us”is significant. The author of Hebrews includes himself among those
who received the gospel from the apostles rather than directly from Jesus. This
indicates that the author was not himself an apostle or eyewitness of Jesus’ earthly
ministry. He belonged to the second generation of believers, those who received the
gospel through apostolic testimony rather than through direct encounter with Jesus.

This is an essential point because it shows that even in the New Testament period,
there was a recognized distinction between the apostles (who heard Jesus directly) and
the subsequent generation of believers (who received the gospel through apostolic
testimony). The author does not claim to have received the gospel directly from Jesus,
nor does he claim to have the same kind of authority as the apostles. He acknowledges
that the message came to him through the testimony of those who heard Jesus.

This two-stage transmission (from Jesus to the apostles, from the apostles to
subsequent believers) is the typical pattern for how the gospel spreads. Jesus taught
the apostles, the apostles taught others, and those others taught still others. Paul
describes this pattern in 2 Timothy 2:2: “and what you have heard from me in the
presence of many witnesses entrust to faithful men, who will be able to teach others
also.” The gospel is passed on from one generation to the next through faithful teaching
and testimony.
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Section 4: “God also bore witness by signs and wonders”

The third stage in the authentication of the gospel is described in verse 4: “while God
also bore witness by signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of the Holy
Spirit distributed according to his will.” Here, the author identifies the divine
confirmation that accompanied the apostolic proclamation of the gospel.

The verb “bore witness” (cuvempoptopolvroc) is a compound word that means to bear
witness together with or to add one’s testimony to another’s. God said His testimony to
the testimony of the apostles. While the apostles were attesting to the gospel through
their preaching and teaching, God was simultaneously bearing witness to the truth of
their message through miraculous signs.

This divine testimony took several forms, which the author lists: signs, wonders, various
miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit. These terms overlap in meaning but emphasize
different aspects of the miraculous works that accompanied the apostolic preaching.

“Signs” (onueiowg) emphasizes the significance or meaning of the miraculous works.
They were not merely displays of power; they pointed to something beyond
themselves. They signified that God was at work, that the message being proclaimed
was valid, and that the apostles were genuine messengers from God.

“Wonders” (tépaciv) emphasizes the effect of these works on those who witnessed
them. They produced wonder, amazement, awe. They were extraordinary events that
natural causes could not explain, and that compelled attention.

“Various miracles” (mowihoug dSvvdapeotv) emphasizes the power displayed in these works
and their variety. The word translated “miracles” literally means “powers” or “mighty
works.” These were demonstrations of supernatural power that came in various forms,
not just one type of miracle.

“Gifts of the Holy Spirit” (mvebpotoc &yiov uepiopolc) refers to the distribution of spiritual
gifts, the supernatural abilities that the Holy Spirit gave to believers in the early church.
These included gifts such as prophecy, tongues, and healing, as well as others
mentioned in passages like 1 Corinthians 12 and Romans 12.

The purpose of all these miraculous works is clearly stated: they were God’s way of
bearing witness to the gospel message. They authenticated the message as truly
coming from God. They confirmed that the apostles were genuine messengers and that
the salvation they proclaimed was real.
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This understanding of the purpose of miracles is consistent with what we see
throughout the New Testament. In Mark 16:20, we read:

“And they went out and preached everywhere, while the Lord worked with them and
confirmed the message by accompanying signs.”

In Acts 14:3, Paul and Barnabas are described as “speaking boldly for the Lord, who
bore witness to the word of his grace, granting signs and wonders to be done by their
hands.”In Romans 15:18-19, Paul writes:

“For | will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished
through me to bring the Gentiles to obedience, by word and deed, by the power of
signs and wonders, by the power of the Spirit of God.”

In each of these passages, the miraculous signs serve the same purpose: they confirm
or authenticate the message being proclaimed. They are not ends in themselves but
means to an end. The end is the establishment of the gospel message as a reliable,
divinely authorized revelation. The means is the supernatural confirmation that God
provides through signs and wonders.

Section 5: The Verb Tenses

One of the most significant features of Hebrews 2:3-4 for the cessationist position is
the verb tenses that the author uses. A careful examination of the Greek text reveals
that the author consistently uses past-tense verbs to describe the process of gospel
authentication, indicating that he is describing completed actions rather than ongoing
processes.

The first verb, “was declared” (hodelcOon dpymv hafoloa), describes Jesus’ original
proclamation of the gospel. This is clearly a past event. Jesus declared the gospel
during His earthly ministry, which was completed before the author of Hebrews wrote
his epistle.

The second verb, “was attested” (€BeBarddn), is an aorist passive indicative. The aorist
tense in Greek typically indicates a completed action, something that happened at a
specific point in the past. The author is not saying that the gospel “is being attested” or
“continues to be attested” by the apostles. He says it “was attested” by them, indicating
a completed action.

The third verb, “bore witness” (cuvempoaptopolvroc), is a present participle, which
might seem to suggest ongoing action.
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However, the participle here is functioning in a temporal sense, indicating action that
was simultaneous with the main verb (“was attested”). The author describes what God
was doing at the same time the apostles were attesting to the gospel. God was bearing
witness through signs and wonders while the apostles were confirming the message
through their testimony.

The use of the present participle does not indicate that this divine witness is continuing
into the author’s present or beyond. Rather, it describes what was happening during
the period when the apostles were attesting to the gospel. The participle is subordinate
to the main verb, which is in the aorist tense and indicates completed action.

The overall structure of the passage confirms this interpretation. The author is
describing a historical process: Jesus declared the gospel, the apostles attested to it,
and God bore witness to it through signs and wonders. This is a sequence of events
that took place in the past, not a pattern that continues indefinitely into the future.

If the author had wanted to indicate that this divine witness through signs and wonders
was continuing into his own time and beyond, he could easily have done so. He could
have used present-tense verbs or other grammatical constructions that clearly indicate
ongoing action. But he did not. Instead, he used past-tense verbs that indicate
completed actions.

This is particularly significant because the author is writing to warn his readers against
neglecting the gospel. If miraculous signs were continuing in his own day as a means of
confirming the gospel, it would have been natural for him to mention this as part of his
argument. He could have said something like, “God continues to bear witness through
signs and wonders, so you can be certain that this message is true.” But he does not
say this. Instead, he points back to the signs and wonders that accompanied the original
apostolic proclamation as evidence that the gospel is reliable.

The implication is clear: the author understands the miraculous confirmation of the
gospel to have occurred in the past, during the apostolic period, not to continue
indefinitely. The gospel was confirmed through signs and wonders when it was first
proclaimed. That confirmation established the message as reliable and divinely
authorized. Subsequent generations do not need new signs and wonders to confirm the
gospel; they need to pay attention to the gospel that has already been confirmed.

Section 6: “Distributed according to his will”

The final phrase of verse 4 adds a crucial qualifier to the discussion of spiritual gifts:
they were “distributed according to his will.”
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The pronoun “his” refers to God (or possibly to the Holy Spirit, though the distinction is
not significant for our purposes). The point is that the distribution of these gifts was not
random or automatic. God sovereignly chose when, where, and to whom these gifts
would be given.

This phrase emphasizes God'’s sovereignty over the miraculous gifts. They were not
something that believers could generate on their own or claim as a right. They were
gifts that God distributed as He saw fit, according to His own purposes and plans.

This understanding is consistent with what Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 12:11, where
he writes that the Spirit “apportions to each one individually as he wills.” The
distribution of spiritual gifts is a sovereign act of God, not determined by human desire
or effort.

The significance of this for the cessationist position is that it establishes that God has
the right to give or withhold miraculous gifts as He chooses. If God distributed these
gifts according to His will in the apostolic period, He can also choose to cease
distributing them when their purpose has been fulfilled. The cessationist is not limiting
God'’s power or denying His sovereignty. Instead, the cessationist recognizes that God
exercises His sovereignty by giving gifts when they serve His purposes and ceasing to
provide them when those purposes have been accomplished.

The phrase “according to his will” also suggests that the distribution of these gifts was
purposeful rather than arbitrary. God had reasons for giving these gifts when and
where He did. As we have seen, the primary purpose was to authenticate the apostolic
message. When that purpose was fulfilled, the need for these gifts ceased.

This does not mean that God cannot or does not perform miracles today. God is
sovereign and can do whatever He chooses. But it does mean that the regular
distribution of miraculous gifts as a means of authenticating new revelation is not
something we should expect to continue after the apostolic period. God distributed
those gifts according to His will for a specific purpose, and when that purpose was
accomplished, the distribution ceased.

Section 7: The Temporal Framework
When we step back and look at the overall temporal framework of Hebrews 2:3-4, a
clear pattern emerges. The author is describing a specific historical period and the

process that took place during it. He is not describing a pattern that continues
indefinitely throughout church history.
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The temporal framework can be outlined as follows:

First, there was the period of Jesus’ earthly ministry, during which He proclaimed the
gospel. This was a specific, limited period of time, roughly three years in the early first
century.

Second, there was the period of apostolic ministry, when those who had heard Jesus
directly attested to the gospel message. This period extended from Jesus’ ascension
through the end of the apostolic age, roughly the first century AD.

Third, during this apostolic period, God bore witness to the gospel through signs,
wonders, and the gifts of the Holy Spirit. These miraculous confirmations accompanied
the apostolic proclamation of the gospel.

The author of Hebrews, writing sometime in the middle to late first century, looks back
on this process as already completed. The gospel was declared by Jesus, attested by
the apostles, and confirmed by God through miraculous signs. This is the foundation on
which the author and his readers stand. They are not in the process of receiving a new
revelation or a new confirmation. They have received the gospel that was confirmed in
the apostolic period, and their responsibility is to hold fast to it and not drift away from
it.

This temporal framework is crucial for understanding the passage correctly. The author
is not describing a timeless pattern that repeats in every generation. He is describing a
specific historical process that took place in the apostolic period, and that established
the gospel as a confirmed, reliable message.

If the author had understood miraculous signs to be a continuing feature of church life,
we would expect him to say something like, “/t was declared at first by the Lord, and it
continues to be attested by signs and wonders in every generation.” But he does not
say this. Instead, he describes a completed authentication process that occurred in the
past.

This does not mean that the gospel is no longer being proclaimed or that people are no
longer coming to faith. The gospel continues to be preached, and the Holy Spirit
continues to work in people’s hearts to bring them to salvation. But authenticating the
gospel through miraculous signs was a specific, time-limited process that occurred
during the apostolic period.

Section 8: Continuationist Interpretations
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Continuationists, who believe that miraculous gifts continue throughout church history,
must address the clear past-tense language in Hebrews 2:3-4. They typically offer
several responses to the cessationist interpretation of this passage.

One typical response is to argue that the author is simply describing what happened in
the past without making any claims about whether these things continue in the present.
According to this view, the author is not saying that signs and wonders have ceased; he
is simply recounting the historical fact that they accompanied the original apostolic
preaching. The passage is descriptive rather than prescriptive or definitive.

This response has some initial plausibility. After all, the author is indeed describing
historical events. However, this interpretation fails to account for the rhetorical purpose
of the passage. The author is not simply recounting history for its own sake. He is using
this history to make an argument: because the gospel was confirmed by such powerful
divine testimony, neglecting it is hazardous.

If miraculous signs were continuing in the author’s own day, it would weaken his
argument to point only to past signs. He would naturally point to present signs as well,
saying something like, “God bore witness through signs and wonders, and He
continues to do so today.” The fact that he does not do this suggests that he
understands the miraculous confirmation to be something that happened in the past,
during the apostolic period.

Another continuationist response is to argue that the passage is describing the initial
confirmation of the gospel but does not preclude ongoing confirmation through signs
and wonders. According to this view, the gospel was first confirmed in the apostolic

period, but God continues to prove it through miracles in subsequent periods as well.

This interpretation is possible grammatically, but it requires reading something into the
text that is not explicitly there. The author does not say or imply that the confirmation
continues. He describes a completed confirmation process and uses that confirmation
as the basis for his warning. If ongoing confirmation were part of his thinking, we would
expect to find some indication of it in the text.

A third continuationist response is to argue that the passage describes the confirmation
of the gospel specifically to the apostolic generation, but that each new generation or
culture requires its own confirmation through signs and wonders. According to this
view, the gospel was confirmed to the first-century church through miracles, and it
needs to be confirmed to subsequent generations and cultures through miracles as
well.
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This interpretation faces several problems. First, it is not what the text says. The author
does not suggest that each generation needs its own miraculous confirmation. Second,
it undermines the sufficiency of the original apostolic testimony. If the confirmation God
provided in the apostolic period is insufficient for subsequent generations, then the
gospel has not been adequately confirmed. Third, it creates an ongoing need for new
revelation and new authentication, which contradicts the finality of the apostolic
testimony that the New Testament elsewhere affirms.

Section 9: Why the Past Tense Matters

The past tense verbs in Hebrews 2:3-4 are not incidental or insignificant. They are
central to the author’s argument and to our understanding of when and how God
authenticated the gospel message.

If the author had believed that miraculous signs were continuing in his own day and
would continue throughout church history, he had ample opportunity to say so. He
could have used present tense verbs. He could have said, “God bears witness by signs
and wonders.” He could have said, “God continues to confirm the message through
miracles.” He could have pointed to contemporary examples of miraculous confirmation.

But he did none of these things. Instead, he consistently used past-tense language to
describe the authentication of the gospel. This is not an accident or an oversight. It
reflects his understanding that the miraculous confirmation of the gospel was a specific,
time-limited process that occurred during the apostolic period.

The significance of this cannot be overstated. If the author of Hebrews, writing in the
middle to late first century, already understood the miraculous confirmation of the
gospel as something that happened in the past, this provides strong evidence that the
miraculous gifts were already ceasing, or had ceased, by the time he wrote.

This is consistent with what we see elsewhere in the New Testament. Paul, in his later
epistles, makes no mention of miraculous gifts. Peter, in his second epistle, points to the
apostolic eyewitness testimony and the prophetic word as the basis for faith, not to
ongoing miraculous signs (2 Peter 1:16-21). John, in his first epistle, emphasizes the
apostolic testimony as the foundation for faith (1 John 1:1-4).

The pattern that emerges is clear: the miraculous gifts served to authenticate the
apostolic message during the period when that message was being established. Once
the message was confirmed and the apostolic testimony was complete, the need for
ongoing miraculous authentication ceased.
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Section 10: Implications for Today

What does Hebrews 2:3-4 mean for the church today? Several important implications
follow from our examination of this passage.

First, we have a confirmed gospel. The message of salvation that we proclaim today is
not new or unconfirmed. It is the same message that Jesus declared, the apostles
attested, and God confirmed through signs and wonders in the apostolic period. We do
not need new confirmation or new authentication. The gospel has been confirmed once
for all.

Second, our responsibility is to pay attention to the confirmed gospel, not to seek new
signs. The author’s warning is clear: “ Therefore we must pay much closer attention to
what we have heard, lest we drift away from it.” The danger is not that we lack
sufficient confirmation of the gospel. The danger is that we might neglect the gospel
that has already been confirmed. Our focus should be on understanding, believing, and
obeying the gospel, not on seeking miraculous signs.

Third, the apostolic testimony, preserved in the New Testament, is sufficient for faith.
We do not need to have been eyewitnesses to Jesus’ ministry. We do not need to have
seen miraculous signs ourselves. We have the testimony of those who did see and hear
Jesus, and that God has confirmed testimony through miraculous signs. This is a
sufficient basis for faith.

Fourth, God’s power is not limited to miraculous signs. The fact that God is not
regularly distributing miraculous gifts today does not mean that He is not powerfully at
work. God works through His Word, through His Spirit, through the ordinary means of
grace. He convicts sinners, regenerates hearts, sanctifies believers, and builds His
church. These works of God are no less potent for being non-miraculous.

Fifth, we should be grateful for the confirmation that God provided in the apostolic
period. The miraculous signs that accompanied the apostolic preaching were a gracious
gift from God, providing robust evidence that the gospel is true. We benefit from that
confirmation even though we did not witness it ourselves. The gospel comes to us as a
confirmed, authenticated message, and we can trust it completely.

Sixth, we should be wary of claims to new revelation or new apostolic authority. If the
gospel was confirmed once for all in the apostolic period, then claims to new revelation
or new apostolic authority should be viewed with suspicion. The foundation has been
laid. The gospel has been confirmed. Our task is to build on that foundation, not to lay a
new one.
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Conclusion

Hebrews 2:3-4 provides some of the most unmistakable biblical evidence for the
cessationist position. The author describes a specific historical process by which God
authenticated the gospel message: Jesus declared it, the apostles attested to it, and
God confirmed it through signs and wonders. The consistent use of past-tense verbs
indicates that the author understood this to be a completed process, not an ongoing
pattern.

This does not mean that God cannot or does not perform miracles today. God is
sovereign and can do whatever He chooses. But it does mean that the regular
distribution of miraculous gifts as a means of authenticating revelation is not something
we should expect to continue after the apostolic period. The gospel has been
confirmed. The foundation has been laid. Our responsibility is to pay attention to the
confirmed gospel and to build on the established foundation.

The author’s warning remains relevant for us today: “How shall we escape if we
neglect such a great salvation?” The danger is not that we lack sufficient evidence for
the gospel. The danger is that we might neglect the gospel that has been so
powerfully confirmed. May we pay close attention to what we have heard, holding fast
to the apostolic testimony, building on the foundation that has been laid, and living in
light of the great salvation that has been declared, attested, and confirmed for us.
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Chapter 7: The Apostolic Era in Acts

Introduction

The book of Acts occupies a unique place in the New Testament canon. It is the only
narrative account we have of the early church, spanning approximately thirty years from
Christ's ascension to Paul's imprisonment in Rome. More than any other book, Acts
shows us what the apostolic age looked like in practice. It records the outpouring of the
Spirit at Pentecost, the spread of the gospel from Jerusalem to Rome, the inclusion of
the Gentiles, and the establishment of churches throughout the Mediterranean world.

For the cessationist and continuationist debate, Acts is crucial evidence.
Continuationists often appeal to Acts as a model for what the church should look like in
every age. They point to the miracles, the prophecies, the tongues, and the dramatic
works of the Spirit as evidence that these things should continue. Cessationists, by
contrast, argue that Acts describes a unique transitional period in redemptive history, a
foundational era that was not meant to be the permanent norm for the church.

The question, then, is this: Does Acts describe the everyday Christian life that should
characterize the church in every generation? Or does it represent a unique foundational
period that was necessary for establishing the church but was not intended to continue
indefinitely?

This chapter will argue for the latter position. A careful reading of Acts reveals a clear
pattern: miraculous signs were concentrated around the apostles and were used to
authenticate the gospel message as it spread to new groups and new regions. As the
book progresses, we see a gradual diminishing of emphasis on miraculous signs and a
corresponding increase in focus on teaching, doctrine, and the established Word of
God. By the end of Acts, and especially in Paul's later epistles, the focus has shifted
from miraculous authentication to faithful preservation and transmission of apostolic
teaching.

This pattern is precisely what we would expect if the sign gifts were foundational and
temporary rather than permanent and normative. Acts shows us the laying of the
foundation. The rest of the New Testament shows us the building that rises upon that
foundation.
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Section 1: The Outpouring at Pentecost (Acts 2)

The book of Acts begins with the risen Christ instructing His apostles to wait in
Jerusalem for the promised Holy Spirit. In Acts 1:8, Jesus tells them, “But you will
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses
in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” This promise is
fulfilled in Acts 2, on the day of Pentecost.

Luke describes the event in dramatic terms: “And suddenly there came from heaven a
sound like a mighty rushing wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting.
And divided tongues as of fire appeared to them and rested on each one of them. And
they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the
Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 2:2-4).

The crowd that gathered was amazed because they heard the apostles speaking in
their own languages: “And they were amazed and astonished, saying, Are not all these
who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native
language?’” (Acts 2:7-8). Luke then lists 15 language groups represented, emphasizing
the miraculous and international nature of this event.

Several features of this event are significant for our discussion.

First, this was a unique, unrepeatable event. Pentecost marked the inauguration of the
new covenant age, the birth of the church, and the beginning of the Spirit's permanent
indwelling of believers. Just as Christ’s incarnation, death, and resurrection were unique
events that happened once in history, so Pentecost was an exceptional event that
marked a decisive turning point in redemptive history.

Second, the tongues at Pentecost were clearly known human languages. This is
emphasized repeatedly in the text. The crowd heard “the mighty works of God”
proclaimed “in our own tongues” (Acts 2:11). There is no indication that these were
ecstatic utterances or unintelligible sounds. They were recognizable languages that
enabled communication across linguistic barriers.

Third, the purpose of the tongues was to authenticate the gospel message and to
demonstrate that the new covenant community would include people from every
nation. Peter’'s sermon that follows interprets the event as a fulfillment of Joel's
prophecy about the outpouring of the Spirit in the last days. The tongues served as a
sign that the promised age had arrived and that the gospel was for all peoples.
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Fourth, the emphasis in Acts 2 quickly shifts from the miraculous sign to Peter’s
preaching. The bulk of the chapter is devoted to Peter’'s sermon, in which he explains
the meaning of what has happened, proclaims Christ's death and resurrection, and calls
his hearers to repentance. The result is that “those who received his word were
baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls” (Acts 2:41).

This pattern is instructive. The miraculous sign got people’s attention and
authenticated the message, but it was the preaching of the Word that brought about
conversion. The sign pointed beyond itself to the gospel. This is consistent with what
we see throughout Acts: signs authenticate the message, but the message itself is
what saves.

The events of Pentecost were never repeated in the same way. While there are other
instances of the Spirit being poured out and of people speaking in tongues in Acts,
none of them have the same cosmic, inaugural significance as Pentecost. Pentecost was
the beginning, the foundation. What follows is the building that rises on that
foundation.

Section 2: Signs and Wonders by the Apostles (Acts 2:43; 5:12)

After the events of Pentecost and Peter’s sermon, Luke provides a summary of life in
the early church: “And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were
being done through the apostles” (Acts 2:43). This brief statement is highly significant.
The miraculous signs were being done “through the apostles,” not through believers in
general.

This pattern is confirmed in Acts 5:12: “Now many signs and wonders were regularly
done among the people by the hands of the apostles.” Again, the emphasis is on the
apostles as the ones through whom God was working miraculously. The text does not
say that signs and wonders were performed by all, or even by many, believers. The
apostles were explicitly doing them.

This concentration of miraculous power around the apostles is precisely what we
would expect if the purpose of the signs were to authenticate them as Christ’s
authorized messengers. The apostles were the ones who had been with Jesus from the
beginning, who had witnessed His resurrection, and who had been commissioned by
Him to be His witnesses. The signs confirmed their unique authority and validated their
message.
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Luke emphasizes this apostolic concentration of miracles throughout the early chapters
of Acts. In Acts 3, it is Peter and John who heal the lame man at the temple gate. In
Acts b, it is Peter’s shadow that is said to heal the sick. In Acts 9, Peter heals Aeneas
and raises Dorcas from the dead. The pattern is consistent: the apostles are the primary
agents of miraculous works.

This does not mean that no one else ever performed miracles in Acts. As we will see,
Stephen and Philip, who were not apostles, also performed signs and wonders. But
even in these cases, there is a clear connection to apostolic authority. The apostles
appointed Stephen and Philip, and their miraculous works occurred within the context
of the apostles’ ministry and under their oversight.

The concentration of miracles around the apostles is significant because it suggests
that the miracles were tied to the apostolic office and to the foundational period of the
church. Once the apostles died and the foundation was laid, we would expect the
concentration of miraculous signs to diminish. This is precisely what we see in the later
chapters of Acts and in the later epistles.

Section 3: Stephen and Philip (Acts 6-8)

Continuationists often cite the cases of Stephen and Philip as evidence that miraculous
gifts were not limited to the apostles. After all, Stephen and Philip were not apostles,
yet they performed signs and wonders. Does this not prove that miraculous gifts were
distributed more widely in the early church?

The answer is yes and no. Yes, Stephen and Philip performed miracles, and they were
not apostles. But no, this does not prove that miraculous gifts were the normal
experience of all believers or that they should continue throughout church history.
Several factors need to be considered.

First, Stephen and Philip were not ordinary believers. They were among the seven men
chosen by the apostles to serve the church in an exceptional capacity. Acts 6:3
describes them as men “of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom.” They were set
apart for a specific ministry, and the apostles “prayed and laid their hands on them”
(Acts 6:6). This laying on of hands by the apostles is significant. It suggests that
Stephen and Philip’'s ministry, including their miraculous works, was connected to and
authorized by the apostles.
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Second, the miracles performed by Stephen and Philip took place during the early,
foundational period of the church. Stephen’s ministry is described in Acts 6-7, just a
short time after Pentecost. Philip’s ministry in Samaria is described in Acts 8, also in the
early period. These were not examples of miraculous gifts continuing indefinitely
throughout church history. They were examples of miraculous gifts during the
foundational, apostolic period.

Third, the purpose of the miracles performed by Stephen and Philip was the same as
the purpose of the apostles’ miracles: to authenticate the gospel message. When Philip
preached in Samaria, “the crowds with one accord paid attention to what was being
said by Philip, when they heard him and saw the signs that he did” (Acts 8:6). The signs
got people’s attention and validated Philip’s message. This is consistent with the
pattern we see throughout Acts.

Fourth, even in Philip’s case, there is a clear connection to apostolic authority. When
the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the word of God, they sent
Peter and John to them. It was Peter and John who prayed for the Samaritans to receive
the Holy Spirit, and “they laid their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit”
(Acts 8:17). The apostles’ involvement was necessary to confirm and authorize what
was happening in Samaria.

The case of Simon the magician in Acts 8 is also instructive. Simon saw that the Spirit
was given through the laying on of the apostles’ hands. He offered them money, saying,
“Give me this power also, so that anyone on whom | lay my hands may receive the Holy
Spirit” (Acts 8:19). Peter rebuked him sharply, saying, “May your silver perish with you,
because you thought you could obtain the gift of God with money!” (Acts 8:20). This
incident shows that the ability to impart the Spirit through the laying on of hands was
not something that could be transferred to just anyone. It was connected to apostolic
authority.

The examples of Stephen and Philip, then, do not undermine the cessationist position.
Instead, they confirm it. These men performed miracles during the foundational period
of the church, in connection with apostolic authority, and to authenticate the gospel
message. Their examples do not establish a pattern that should continue indefinitely
throughout church history.

Section 4: The Conversion of Saul (Acts 9)
The conversion of Saul of Tarsus, later known as the apostle Paul, is one of the most

dramatic events in the book of Acts. It is also highly significant for understanding the
nature of apostleship and the foundational period of the church.
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Saul was a persecutor of the church, “breathing threats and murder against the
disciples of the Lord” (Acts 9:1). But on the road to Damascus, he encountered the risen
Christ in a blinding vision. Jesus said to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?”
(Acts 9:4). After this encounter, Saul was blind for three days until Ananias came and
laid hands on him, restoring his sight and baptizing him.

This event is significant for several reasons.

First, it demonstrates that Paul's apostleship was not self-appointed or derived from
human authority. He was called directly by the risen Christ, just as the other apostles
had been. Paul emphasizes this in his letters, insisting that he is “an apostle—not from
men nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father” (Galatians 1:1).

Second, Paul's conversion marks the end of the apostolic appointments. Paul was the
last apostle to be called. After Paul, no more apostles were appointed by Christ. This is
significant because it indicates that the apostolic office was limited to a specific group of
men personally commissioned by Christ. The office was not intended to continue
indefinitely.

Third, Paul's apostleship was exceptional even among the apostles. He was “one
untimely born” (1 Corinthians 15:8), called after Christ's ascension in a unique and
unrepeatable way. His calling was necessary because God had chosen him to be the
apostle to the Gentiles, to carry the gospel to the ends of the earth. But his calling did
not establish a pattern for ongoing apostolic appointments.

The fact that Paul was the last apostle is crucial for the cessationist position. If the sign
gifts were tied to the apostolic office and to the foundational period of the church, then
we would expect those gifts to cease when the last apostle died. The apostolic office
was not meant to continue. It was a foundational office, and once the foundation was
laid, the office was no longer needed.

Section 5: Peter and Cornelius (Acts 10)
The account of Peter’s visit to Cornelius is another pivotal moment in the book of Acts.
It marks the inclusion of the Gentiles into the church and demonstrates that salvation is

available to all people, not just to Jews. The miraculous signs that accompany this event
serve to authenticate this momentous development.
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Peter had a vision in which God showed him that he should not call anything unclean
that God had made clean. Shortly after, messengers from Cornelius, a Gentile centurion,
arrived and invited Peter to come to Cornelius’s house. Peter went, and when he
preached the gospel to Cornelius and his household, something remarkable happened:

“While Peter was still saying these things, the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the
word. And the believers from among the circumcised who had come with Peter were
amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit was poured out even on the Gentiles. For
they were hearing them speaking in tongues and extolling God” (Acts 10:44-46).

Speaking in tongues served as a sign to Jewish believers that the Gentiles had truly
received the Holy Spirit and were part of the new covenant community. Peter later
explained to the church in Jerusalem, “As / began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell on them
Jjust as on us at the beginning. And | remembered the word of the Lord, how he said,
John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” If then God
gave the same gift to them as he gave to us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ,
who was | that | could stand in God'’s way?” (Acts 11:15-17).

This event was a unique, transitional moment in redemptive history. It marked the
breaking down of the wall between Jew and Gentile and the formation of one new
people of God. The tongues served as a sign that authenticated this development and
convinced the Jewish believers that God was indeed including the Gentiles.

Like Pentecost, this event was unrepeatable. It happened once, at a specific moment in
history, to mark a particular transition. It was not meant to be the typical pattern for
every conversion or for every gathering of believers. It was a sign that authenticated a
unigue moment in the unfolding of God’s redemptive plan.

The fact that Luke records this event in such detail, and that Peter later appeals to it in
defending his actions, shows how significant it was. But its very significance as a
unique, transitional event means that it should not be taken as normative for the
ongoing life of the church.

Section 6: The Jerusalem Council (Acts 15)

The Jerusalem Council, described in Acts 15, is a crucial moment in the early church.
The question at issue was whether Gentile believers needed to be circumcised and
keep the law of Moses to be saved. This was not merely a practical question; it was a
theological question that went to the heart of the gospel.
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What is significant for our purposes is how the apostles and elders resolved this
question. They did not fix it primarily by appealing to miraculous signs or prophetic
revelations. Instead, they appealed to Scripture and to the testimony of what God had
done among the Gentiles.

Peter recounted his experience with Cornelius, emphasizing that God had given the
Holy Spirit to the Gentiles just as He had to the Jews. Paul and Barnabas “related what
signs and wonders God had done through them among the Gentiles” (Acts 15:12). But
the decisive argument came from James, who appealed to Scripture: “And with this the
words of the prophets agree, as it is written...” (Acts 15:15). James then quoted from
Amos 9:11-12 to show that the inclusion of the Gentiles was in accordance with God'’s

revealed plan in Scripture.

The council's decision was based on Scripture, not on ongoing revelation. They
concluded their letter to the Gentile believers by saying, “For it has seemed good to the
Holy Spirit and to us...” (Acts 15:28), indicating that their decision was in accordance
with the Spirit's leading. But that leading was discerned through Scripture and through

reflection on what God had already done, not through new prophetic revelation.

This pattern is significant. Even during the apostolic age, when miraculous gifts were
still being exercised, the church resolved doctrinal disputes by appealing to Scripture.
The signs and wonders authenticated the gospel and demonstrated God’s approval of
the Gentile mission, but Scripture was the final authority for determining doctrine and
practice.

This sets a pattern for the church in all ages. We resolve theological questions by
careful study of Scripture, not by seeking new revelations or prophetic words. The
foundation has been laid. The apostolic testimony has been given. Our task is to build
on that foundation and align our beliefs and practices with the written Word of God.

Section 7: Paul's Missionary Journeys (Acts 13-20)
The second half of Acts focuses primarily on Paul's missionary journeys and the spread
of the gospel throughout the Roman world. During these journeys, Paul performed

various miracles that authenticated his message and demonstrated God’s power.

However, a careful reading of these chapters reveals a pattern that supports the
cessationist position.
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First, the miracles were concentrated around Paul himself, the apostle. While Paul had
companions and fellow workers, the text consistently attributes the miraculous works
specifically to Paul. In Acts 14:3, we read that “the Lord...bore witness to the word of
his grace, granting signs and wonders to be done by their hands,” referring to Paul and
Barnabas. In Acts 19:11-12, we read that “God was doing extraordinary miracles by
the hands of Paul.” The emphasis is on Paul as the agent of these miraculous works.

Second, the purpose of the miracles was to authenticate the gospel message,
especially as it was being preached to Gentiles who had never heard it before. When
Paul healed the crippled man in Lystra, the crowds wanted to worship him and
Barnabas as gods (Acts 14:8-18). When Paul cast out the spirit of divination from the
slave girl in Philippi, it led to his imprisonment and ultimately to the conversion of the
Philippian jailer (Acts 16:16-34). When Paul performed extraordinary miracles in
Ephesus, “the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily” (Acts 19:20).
The miracles served the gospel; they did not exist for their own sake.

Third, the miracles were not constant or continuous. There were periods when Paul
performed miracles and periods when he did not. The text does not suggest that Paul
was constantly healing the sick or performing wonders. Instead, God granted these
signs at specific times and places to authenticate the message and to advance the
gospel.

Fourth, even during Paul's missionary journeys, there is an increasing emphasis on
teaching and doctrine rather than on miraculous signs. When Paul spent a year and a
half in Corinth, Luke tells us that “he was occupied with the word, testifying to the Jews
that the Christ was Jesus” (Acts 18:5). When Paul spent two years in Ephesus, “he
reasoned daily in the hall of Tyrannus” (Acts 19:9). The emphasis is on teaching and
reasoning from Scripture, not on performing miracles.

Fifth, Paul's farewell address to the Ephesian elders in Acts 20 is highly instructive.
Paul reminds them of his ministry among them, emphasizing his teaching and his
example. He warns them about false teachers who will arise. He urges them to “be
alert” (Acts 20:31). He commends them “to God and to the word of his grace, which is
able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified”
(Acts 20:32). There is no mention of miraculous gifts or of the need to seek such gifts.
The emphasis is entirely on the Word of God and on faithful teaching.

This pattern in Acts 13-20 is consistent with the cessationist position. The miracles
authenticated Paul's apostolic ministry and the gospel message he preached. But as
the gospel became established and as churches were founded, the emphasis shifted
from miraculous authentication to faithful teaching and preservation of apostolic
doctrine.
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Section 8: The Diminishing Pattern

One of the most significant features of the book of Acts is the gradual diminishing of
emphasis on miraculous signs as the narrative progresses. This pattern is subtle but
unmistakable when we read Acts carefully.

In the early chapters of Acts, miracles are frequent and dramatic. Pentecost, the healing
of the lame man, the deaths of Ananias and Sapphira, the apostles’ miraculous release
from prison, Stephen’s signs and wonders, Philip’s miracles in Samaria—all of these
occur in rapid succession in the first eight chapters. The emphasis is on the dramatic,
supernatural works of God that authenticate the gospel and establish the church.

As we move into the middle chapters of Acts, miracles continue but become less
frequent. Peter heals Aeneas and raises Dorcas (Acts 9), Cornelius and his household
receive the Spirit and speak in tongues (Acts 10), and Peter is miraculously released
from prison (Acts 12). But the pace has slowed, and there is more emphasis on the
spread of the gospel through preaching and teaching.

In the later chapters of Acts, which focus on Paul's missionary journeys, miracles are
mentioned but are not the primary focus. Paul performs miracles in various cities, but
Luke's emphasis increasingly falls on Paul's preaching, his reasoning from Scripture,
and his establishment of churches. The miracles authenticate the message, but the
message itself takes center stage.

By the time we reach the end of Acts, the pattern is even more pronounced. In Acts 28,
Paul is shipwrecked on Malta, and he heals the father of Publius and others who were
sick on the island (Acts 28:8-9). But this is the last miracle recorded in Acts. The book
ends with Paul in Rome, “proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord
Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance” (Acts 28:31). The emphasis is on
teaching, not on miracles.

This diminishing pattern is also evident in the fact that Paul's companions and fellow
workers are never described as performing miracles. Timothy, Titus, Silas, Luke, and
others traveled with Paul and ministered alongside him, but the text never attributes
miraculous works to them. This is significant because it suggests that the miraculous
gifts were concentrated among the apostles rather than distributed widely among all
believers.

The diminishing pattern in Acts is precisely what we would expect if the miraculous
gifts were foundational and temporary.
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The foundation was being laid, and as it neared completion, the need for miraculous
authentication decreased. By the end of Acts, the gospel had been preached
throughout the Roman world, churches had been established, and the apostolic
testimony had been given. The foundation was complete, and the emphasis shifted to
building on it through faithful teaching and the preservation of apostolic doctrine.

Section 9: Paul's Later Epistles

The pattern we see in Acts is confirmed by Paul's later epistles, especially the Pastoral
Epistles (1 and 2 Timothy and Titus). These letters were written near the end of Paul's
life and ministry, and they provide instructions for the ongoing life and leadership of the
church. What is striking about these letters is the almost complete absence of
emphasis on miraculous gifts.

In 1 Timothy, Paul instructs Timothy on how to conduct himself in the church, identify
and appoint elders and deacons, and deal with false teachers. He emphasizes sound
doctrine, godly living, and faithful teaching. He tells Timothy to “devote yourself to the
public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching” (1 Timothy 4:13). He urges him
to “guard the deposit entrusted to you” (1 Timothy 6:20). There is no mention of
miraculous gifts or of the need to seek such gifts.

In 2 Timothy, written from prison shortly before Paul's death, the emphasis is even
more pronounced. Paul urges Timothy to “fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you
through the laying on of my hands” (2 Timothy 1:6). But the gift Paul has in mind is not
a miraculous gift; it is the gift of ministry, the calling to preach and teach. Paul tells
Timothy to “follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard from me” (2
Timothy 1:13) and to “guard the good deposit entrusted to you” (2 Timothy 1:14). He
instructs Timothy to “preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove,
rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 Timothy 4:2).

The emphasis throughout the Pastoral Epistles is on preserving and transmitting
apostolic teaching, appointing qualified leaders, refuting false doctrine, and living godly
lives. There is no emphasis on miraculous gifts, no instruction to seek such gifts, and no
indication that such gifts are necessary for the ongoing life and ministry of the church.

This shift in emphasis is highly significant. If miraculous gifts were meant to be the
normal experience of the church in every generation, we would expect Paul to
emphasize them in his instructions to Timothy and Titus. Instead, he emphasizes sound
doctrine and faithful teaching. This suggests that by the end of Paul's ministry, the
foundational period was coming to a close, and the emphasis was shifting from
miraculous authentication to faithful preservation of apostolic teaching.
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Itis also worth noting that in 2 Timothy 4:20, Paul mentions leaving Trophimus sick at
Miletus. If Paul could heal at will, why did he not heal Trophimus? The most natural
explanation is that the miraculous gifts were not constant or continuous, even for Paul.
God gave them at specific times for specific purposes, and as the apostolic age drew to
a close, they were given less frequently.

Section 10: The Unique Nature of the Apostolic Age

The evidence from Acts and from Paul's later epistles points to a clear conclusion: the
apostolic age was a unique, foundational period in the history of the church. It was the
time when the gospel was first preached, when the church was established, when the
New Testament was written, and when the foundation was laid for all future
generations.

This foundational period was characterized by miraculous signs that authenticated the
gospel message and the apostles’ authority. These signs were necessary because the
gospel was new, the apostles’ authority was being established, and the church was
being formed. But once the foundation was laid, the need for these signs diminished.

This does not mean that God stopped working miraculously or that He cannot perform
miracles today. God is sovereign and can do whatever He chooses. But it does mean
that the regular distribution of miraculous gifts as a means of authenticating revelation
is not something we should expect to continue after the apostolic period.

The apostolic age was transitional. It was the bridge between the old covenant and the
new, between the ministry of Christ and the ongoing life of the church, between oral
apostolic teaching and the written New Testament. Transitional periods are by
definition temporary. They serve a specific purpose and then come to an end.

To treat the apostolic age as normative for the church in all ages is to misunderstand its
unique character. It would be like treating the exodus from Egypt or the conquest of
Canaan as normative for God’s people in all ages. These were unique, foundational
events that served a specific purpose in redemptive history. They are instructive for us,
but not patterns we should expect to be repeated.

The same is true of the apostolic age. It was a unique, foundational period that served a
specific purpose. The miracles, the signs, the wonders—all of these authenticated the
gospel and established the church. But once that foundation was laid, the church’s task
was to build on it, not to lay it again.
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Conclusion

The book of Acts provides a detailed account of the apostolic age, showing us how the
church was established and how the gospel spread throughout the Roman world.
When we read Acts carefully, we see a clear pattern: miraculous signs were
concentrated around the apostles, they served to authenticate the gospel message, and
they diminished as the apostolic age progressed.

This pattern is precisely what we would expect if the sign gifts were foundational and
temporary rather than permanent and normative. The foundation was being laid, and as
it neared completion, the need for miraculous authentication decreased. By the end of
Acts and in Paul’s later epistles, the emphasis had shifted from miraculous signs to
faithful teaching and preservation of apostolic doctrine.

This does not diminish the importance of Acts or suggest that we cannot learn from it.
Acts shows us the power of the gospel, the work of the Spirit, the courage of the
apostles, and the spread of the church. It is an inspired and authoritative account of the
church’s founding. But it describes a unique, foundational period that was not meant to
be the permanent norm for the church in all ages.

Our task today is not to seek to recreate the apostolic age or to expect the same
miraculous signs that characterized that period. Our task is to build on the foundation
that the apostles laid, to preserve and proclaim the apostolic teaching that has been
handed down to us in Scripture, and to live faithfully as the people of God in our own
time and place. The foundation has been laid. Now we build upon it, trusting in the
sufficiency of God’s Word and the ongoing work of His Spirit in the ordinary means of
grace.
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Chapter 8: Implications for the Modern Church
Introduction

Throughout the previous chapters, we have examined the biblical and theological
foundations for cessationism. We have seen that Scripture teaches the sufficiency of
God'’s written Word, that the sign gifts served a specific authenticating purpose, that
the apostles and prophets laid a foundation that is not being laid again, and that the
miraculous gifts were concentrated in the apostolic era and diminished as that era came
to a close. The exegetical case for cessationism is strong and rests on careful attention
to what Scripture actually says.

But biblical truth is never merely theoretical. What we believe about God’'s Word and
God'’s gifts has profound implications for how we live as Christians and how we
function as churches. Cessationism is not just a doctrinal position to be defended in
theological debates; it is a conviction that should shape the entire life and ministry of
the church.

This chapter addresses the practical implications of cessationism for the church today.
How should cessationism affect our preaching and teaching? How should we evaluate
claims to prophecy or miraculous gifts? What should characterize our worship? How
should we care for the sick? How should we relate to charismatic brothers and sisters
with whom we disagree? These are not peripheral questions. They touch on the heart
of what it means to be the church in the world today.

The goal of this chapter is not to provide a comprehensive manual for church practice,
but rather to show how the cessationist conviction naturally leads to certain priorities
and practices. Cessationism, rightly understood, does not diminish the work of the Holy
Spirit or lead to a cold, rationalistic Christianity. Rather, it frees us to focus on what God
has actually called us to do and to rely on the means of grace that He has actually
provided.

Section 1: Preaching and Teaching
If the foundational gifts of apostles and prophets have ceased, and if God'’s revelation is
complete in Scripture, then the primary task of the church is to proclaim and teach the

Word of God faithfully. This has always been the church'’s calling, but cessationism
gives us clarity about what this means and why it matters so much.
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First, cessationism means that preaching should be expositional. Since we are not
receiving new revelations from God, our task is to explain and apply the revelations that
God has already given. Expositional preaching takes a passage of Scripture, explains
what it means in its context, and shows how it applies to our lives today. It lets the text
set the agenda rather than imposing our own ideas on it.

This does not mean that every sermon must work verse by verse through a book of the
Bible, though that is often a helpful approach. It means that the biblical text itself
should determine the sermon’s content and structure. The preacher’s authority comes
not from his own insights or experiences, but from his faithful exposition of God’'s Word.
As Paul instructed Timothy, “Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season;
reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 Timothy 4:2).

Second, cessationism means that teaching should focus on sound doctrine. Paul
warned Timothy that “the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching,
but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own
passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths” (2
Timothy 4:3-4). This warning is especially relevant in an age when many Christians are
more interested in personal prophecies, dramatic experiences, and practical tips than in
careful doctrinal instruction.

Sound doctrine is not dry or irrelevant. It is the truth about God, about ourselves, about
salvation, and about how we should live. It is what protects us from error, what builds
us up in the faith, and what equips us for every good work. Churches that neglect
doctrinal teaching in favor of entertainment, emotional experiences, or practical advice
are failing in their fundamental calling.

Third, cessationism means that we should prioritize biblical literacy. If Scripture is
sufficient and if we are not receiving new revelation, then Christians need to know their
Bibles. This requires more than hearing sermons on Sunday. It requires personal Bible
reading, Bible study in small groups, Sunday school classes that teach Scripture, and a
church culture that values and promotes biblical knowledge.

Many Christians today are biblically illiterate. They do not know the basic storyline of
Scripture, they cannot find books of the Bible, and they have little understanding of
Christian doctrine. This is a crisis, and cessationism helps us address it. If we believe
that Scripture is sufficient, then we must be committed to assisting people to know
Scripture deeply and well.
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Fourth, cessationism means that preaching and teaching should be the central focus of
corporate worship. While worship includes singing, prayer, the sacraments, and
fellowship, the proclamation of God’s Word should have priority. This is what we see
modeled in the New Testament church and what the Reformers recovered in the
sixteenth century.

This does not mean that sermons should be long for the sake of being long, or that
other elements of worship are unimportant. It means that when the church gathers, the
people of God should expect to hear from the Word of God, explained and applied by
someone who has studied it carefully and is committed to teaching it faithfully.

Section 2: Discernment and Testing

One of the most challenging practical questions for cessationists is how to respond
when someone claims to have received a prophecy, a word from the Lord, or a
miraculous healing. Cessationism does not mean that we dismiss all such claims out of
hand, but it does mean that we approach them with careful discernment and biblical
testing.

First, we should recognize that not all claims to spiritual experiences are genuine.
Some are the result of self-deception, some are the product of emotional manipulation,
and some may even be demonic in origin. Paul warned that “Satan disguises himself as
an angel of light” (2 Corinthians 11:14), and Jesus warned that false prophets would
perform “great signs and wonders, so as to lead astray, if possible, even the elect”
(Matthew 24:24). WWe must not be naive.

Second, we should test all claims by Scripture. This is the primary test that the Bible
itself gives us. Isaiah wrote, “To the teaching and to the testimony! If they will not speak
according to this word, it is because they have no dawn” (Isaiah 8:20). John instructed,
“Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from
God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1). Any claimed
revelation that contradicts Scripture or adds to Scripture should be rejected.

Third, we should examine the fruit of those who make such claims. Jesus said, “You will
recognize them by their fruits” (Matthew 7:16). Does the person’s life demonstrate the
fruit of the Spirit? Do they show humility, or do they seek attention and acclaim? Do
they submit to the authority of Scripture and the oversight of the church, or do they
claim a special authority that puts them above accountability? The answers to these
questions matter.
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Fourth, we should be especially cautious about claims that create dependence on the
person making them. If someone claims to have a special pipeline to God that others do
not have, if they suggest that you need their prophetic insight to know God’s will for
your life, or if they use their claimed gifts to control or manipulate others, these are
serious red flags. God has given us His Word, His Spirit, and the church. We do not
need special mediators beyond Christ Himself.

Fifth, we should recognize that many claimed miracles do not actually meet the biblical
standard for miracles. In Scripture, miracles were immediate, complete, and undeniable,
and often involved conditions that natural causes could not explain. A person born
blind received sight instantly. A man who had been dead for four days was raised to
life. These were not gradual improvements or ambiguous healings that might have
happened anyway. They were clear demonstrations of divine power.

Many contemporary claims to healing involve conditions that are difficult to verify, that
might have improved naturally, or that show only partial or temporary improvement.
This does not mean that God was not at work in some way, but it does mean that we
should be cautious about calling such things miracles in the biblical sense.

Sixth, we should maintain a distinction between God'’s providence and miraculous gifts.
God is always at work in the world, answering prayer, guiding His people, and
accomplishing His purposes. This is His providential care, and it is real and powerful.
But providential care is different from the miraculous sign gifts that authenticated the
apostles and their message. Cessationism affirms the former while teaching that the
latter have ceased.

Finally, we should respond to claims with both discernment and grace. We should not
be harsh or dismissive toward those who believe they have experienced something
supernatural. Many such people are sincere believers who love the Lord and are trying
to honor Him. At the same time, we have a responsibility to test all things and to hold
fast to what is good (1 Thessalonians 5:21). This requires wisdom, patience, and a
commitment to truth spoken in love.

Section 3: The Ordinary Means of Grace

Cessationism directs our attention to what theologians have called the ordinary means
of grace: the Word of God, the sacraments, prayer, and fellowship. These are the means
that God has ordained for the spiritual growth and nourishment of His people. They
may seem ordinary compared to dramatic miracles or prophetic revelations, but they
are the means that God has promised to bless.
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The Word of God is the primary means of grace. Through Scripture, God speaks to us,
reveals Himself to us, instructs us, corrects us, and transforms us. Paul wrote that “faith
comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). Peter
wrote that we have been “born again, not of perishable seed but of imperishable,
through the living and abiding word of God” (1 Peter 1:23). The Word is living and
active, sharper than any two edged sword (Hebrews 4:12). It is sufficient to make us
wise for salvation and to equip us for every good work (2 Timothy 3:15-17).

If we believe this, we will prioritize reading, studying, memorizing, and meditating on
Scripture. We will not treat the Bible as one source of guidance among many, but as the
authoritative Word of God that has final say in all matters of faith and practice. We will
not seek new revelations to supplement Scripture, but will dig deeper into the
revelation God has already given.

The sacraments, or ordinances, are also means of grace. Baptism marks our entrance
into the visible church and signifies our union with Christ in His death and resurrection.
The Lord’s Supper is a regular reminder of Christ’s sacrifice for us and a means by
which we commune with Him and with one another. These are not empty rituals or
mere symbols. They are means that God uses to strengthen our faith and to assure us
of His promises.

Cessationism helps us rightly appreciate the sacraments. We do not need dramatic
experiences or special revelations to know that we belong to Christ. We have been
baptized into His name. We regularly partake of the bread and the cup. These visible
signs and seals confirm to us the reality of God’s grace and our participation in the body
of Christ.

Prayer is another ordinary means of grace. Through prayer, we speak to God, we bring
our requests to Him, we confess our sins, we give thanks, and we intercede for others.
Prayer is not a technique for getting what we want, nor is it a way to manipulate God. It
is communion with our heavenly Father, who invites us to come to Him with confidence
because of what Christ has done for us.

Cessationism does not diminish the importance of prayer. We do not need prophetic
words to know God'’s will; we have His Word, and we can pray according to His
revealed will. We do not need to speak in tongues to pray effectively; we can pray in
our own language, and the Spirit helps us in our weakness (Romans 8:26). We do not
need special revelations to know that God hears us; He has promised to listen to the
prayers of His people, and we can trust His promises.
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Fellowship with other believers is also a means of grace. The Christian life is not meant
to be lived in isolation. We need the encouragement, accountability, instruction, and
support of the body of Christ. We are to “consider how to stir up one another to love
and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but
encouraging one another” (Hebrews 10:24-25).

In fellowship, we bear one another’s burdens, we confess our sins to one another, we
pray for one another, and we build one another up in the faith. This is not as dramatic as
a prophetic word or a miraculous healing, but it is the way that God has designed for
His people to grow in grace and to persevere in the faith.

Cessationism, then, does not leave us with less than what continuationists have. It
directs us to the means of grace that God has actually provided and promised to bless.
These means are sufficient. They are powerful. They are what God uses to transform
lives and to build His church.

Section 4: The Spirit’s Ongoing Work

One of the most common misunderstandings of cessationism is that it diminishes the
work of the Holy Spirit or suggests that the Spirit is no longer active in the church. This
is emphatically not the case. Cessationism affirms the full deity of the Holy Spirit, His
ongoing presence in the church, and His powerful work in the lives of believers. What
cessationism denies is that the Spirit continues to give the foundational sign gifts that
authenticated the apostles and their message.

The Holy Spirit is active in conviction and conversion. Jesus said that when the Spirit
comes, “he will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment”
(John 16:8). No one can come to Christ unless the Spirit draws him (John 6:44). No one
can confess that Jesus is Lord except in the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:3). The Spirit
opens blind eyes, softens hard hearts, and brings dead sinners to life. This is the Spirit’s
most fundamental work, and it continues in every generation.

The Holy Spirit is active in sanctification. Paul wrote, “And we all, with unveiled face,
beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one
degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2
Corinthians 3:18). The Spirit produces His fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self control (Galatians 5:22-23). He
empowers us to put sin to death and to walk in newness of life (Romans 8:13).
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The Holy Spirit is active in illumination. While the Spirit does not give new revelation,
He does help us understand and apply the revelation given in Scripture. Paul prayed
that God would give the Ephesians “the Spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the
knowledge of him, having the eyes of your hearts enlightened” (Ephesians 1:17-18).
The Spirit takes the Word of God and applies it to our hearts, showing us our sin,
pointing us to Christ, and teaching us how to live.

The Holy Spirit is active in empowering for service. Jesus promised that the disciples
would receive power when the Holy Spirit came upon them, and that they would be His
witnesses (Acts 1:8). This promise was not only for the apostles. Every believer is
indwelt by the Spirit and empowered for service. The Spirit gives gifts to every believer
for the building up of the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:7, 11). These gifts include
teaching, serving, encouraging, giving, leading, and showing mercy (Romans 12:6-8).

The Holy Spirit is active in prayer. Paul wrote that “the Spirit helps us in our weakness.
For we do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for
us with groanings too deep for words” (Romans 8:26). When we do not know how to
pray, when we are too weak or confused to articulate our needs, the Spirit prays for us
according to the will of God.

The Holy Spirit is active in assurance. Paul wrote, “The Spirit himself bears witness with
our spirit that we are children of God” (Romans 8:16). The Spirit assures us of our
adoption, our forgiveness, and our inheritance. He seals us for the day of redemption
(Ephesians 1:13-14). This assurance does not come through dramatic experiences or
special revelations, but through the Spirit's work in applying the promises of Scripture
to our hearts.

Cessationism, then, does not diminish the Spirit's work. It simply recognizes that the
Spirit works primarily through the Word. The Spirit inspired the Word, the Spirit
illuminates the Word, and the Spirit applies the Word to our hearts. The Word and the
Spirit are not in competition. They work together. As the Puritan John Owen wrote, the
Spirit does not work “without the word, nor does the word work without the Spirit.”

This means that if we want to experience the power of the Spirit, we should saturate
ourselves in the Word. If we're going to grow in grace, we should study Scripture. If we
want to know God'’s will, we should read what God has revealed. If we want to be
transformed, we should meditate on the truth that the Spirit has inspired. The Spirit is
not absent or inactive. He is powerfully at work through the ordinary means of grace.
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Section 5: Dealing with Charismatic Friends

For many cessationists, one of the most challenging practical issues is how to relate to
charismatic or Pentecostal friends, family members, or fellow church members who
hold a continuationist position. This is not merely a theoretical debate. It affects genuine
relationships and real churches. How should we navigate these differences while
maintaining both truth and love?

First, we should recognize that this is a secondary issue, not a primary one. The gospel
itself is not at stake in the cessationist-continuationist debate. Both sides affirm the
deity of Christ, His atoning death and resurrection, justification by faith alone, and the
authority of Scripture. These are the essential doctrines that define Christian orthodoxy.
The question of whether certain gifts continue is important, but it is not on the same
level as these foundational truths.

This means that cessationists and continuationists can and should recognize one
another as brothers and sisters in Christ. We can worship together, serve together, and
fellowship together, even while disagreeing on this issue. We should not treat
continuationists as heretics or as enemies of the gospel. Many godly, Bible believing
Christians hold a continuationist position, and we should respect them even as we
disagree with them.

Second, we should engage the issue with humility and charity. Cessationists can
sometimes come across as arrogant or dismissive, as if continuationists are ignorant or
unspiritual. This is not helpful. We should present our case with gentleness and
respect, recognizing that sincere Christians can interpret Scripture differently on this
issue. We should be willing to listen to continuationist arguments and to consider them
carefully, even if we ultimately remain unconvinced.

At the same time, humility does not mean abandoning our convictions or pretending the
issue does not matter. We can be both humble and firm. We can disagree strongly
while still treating others with respect and love. Paul's instruction is relevant here:
“speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head,
into Christ” (Ephesians 4:15).

Third, we should focus on Scripture rather than on experience. Continuationists often
appeal to their experiences of tongues, prophecy, or healing as evidence for their
position. While we should not dismiss their experiences out of hand, we should gently
redirect the conversation to what Scripture actually teaches. Experience is subjective
and can be interpreted in different ways. Scripture is objective and authoritative. The
question is not “What have you experienced?” but “What does the Bible teach?”
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Fourth, we should be willing to set boundaries when necessary. If a continuationist
friend or family member is pressuring you to seek certain gifts, to attend meetings
where unbiblical practices occur, or to accept prophetic words that contradict Scripture,
it is appropriate to decline. You can do this graciously, explaining your convictions and
the reasons for them, but you do not need to compromise your beliefs to maintain the
relationship.

In a church context, the issue becomes more complex. If you are in a church where
continuationist practices are normative, you will need to decide whether you can remain
in good conscience. Some cessationists choose to stay and to work for reform from
within. Others conclude that they need to find a church that aligns more closely with
their convictions. This is a decision that requires wisdom, prayer, and often counsel from
mature believers.

If you are a church leader dealing with members who hold continuationist views, you
will need to provide clear teaching on the issue while also maintaining unity in the
body. This might mean having conversations with individuals, teaching a series on
spiritual gifts, or establishing clear guidelines for what is and is not acceptable in
corporate worship. The goal is not to win an argument, but to shepherd the flock
faithfully and to maintain both truth and peace.

Fifth, we should pray for our continuationist friends and family members. We should
pray that God would give them wisdom and discernment, that He would protect them
from error and deception, and that He would draw them deeper into His Word. We
should also pray for ourselves, that we would represent the cessationist position well,
that we would speak the truth in love, and that we would not allow this disagreement
to damage relationships or to hinder the work of the gospel.

Finally, we should remember that our unity in Christ is more fundamental than our
disagreement on this issue. We are all part of the same body, we all worship the same
Lord, and we all look forward to the same hope. When Christ returns, these debates
will be resolved, and we will see clearly what we now see only dimly. Until then, we
should strive to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace (Ephesians 4:3).

Section 6: Global Missions

Some critics of cessationism argue that itis a Western, rationalistic position that does
not work in the global South, where spiritual warfare is more intense and where people
are more open to the supernatural. They suggest that missionaries need to embrace
continuationist practices to be effective in these contexts.
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This objection deserves a thoughtful response. First, we should acknowledge that
cultures differ in their perspectives on the supernatural. In many non-Western cultures,
people are more aware of spiritual realities and more open to the possibility of
supernatural intervention. This is not necessarily a bad thing. Western rationalism has
often led to a practical atheism that denies God'’s active involvement in the world.

However, cultural openness to the supernatural does not mean that we should
abandon biblical discernment or embrace practices that Scripture does not authorize.
The question is not whether God can work supernaturally in mission contexts. Of
course, He can. The question is whether He has promised to continue giving the
foundational sign gifts and whether missionaries should expect or seek them as a
regular part of their ministry.

The biblical pattern suggests that the answer is no. The apostles were given
miraculous gifts to authenticate their message and to establish the church. But even in
the apostolic era, the emphasis shifted from miracles to teaching and discipleship.
Paul's instructions to Timothy and Titus focus on sound doctrine, godly character, and
faithful teaching, not on performing miracles or seeking prophetic revelations.

Moreover, the history of missions shows that the gospel has spread most effectively
not through dramatic miracles but through faithful preaching, Bible translation,
discipleship, and the establishment of churches. William Carey, Adoniram Judson,
Hudson Taylor, and countless other missionaries did not rely on miraculous gifts. They
relied on the power of the Word and the work of the Spirit through that Word.

This does not mean that God never works in extraordinary ways in mission contexts. He
is sovereign and can do whatever He chooses. But it does mean that missionaries
should not feel pressure to produce miracles or to claim gifts that they do not have. The
gospel itself is the power of God for salvation (Romans 1:16). The Word of God is living
and active (Hebrews 4:12). These are sufficient.

Missionaries should also be aware of the dangers of syncretism, the blending of
Christianity with local religious practices. In cultures where animism, shamanism, or folk
religion are prevalent, there can be a temptation to adopt practices that seem similar to
biblical miracles but are actually rooted in pagan spirituality. Discernment is crucial. Not
every supernatural experience is from God.
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The best approach for missionaries is to focus on what God has clearly called them to
do: preach the gospel, make disciples, teach sound doctrine, and establish churches.
They should trust that the Word of God is powerful enough to transform lives and
cultures, even without dramatic miracles. They should rely on the ordinary means of
grace, knowing that these are the means that God has promised to bless.

Section 7: Pastoral Care

One of the most sensitive areas where cessationism has practical implications is in
pastoral care, particularly in caring for the sick. Continuationists often emphasize
healing as a normal part of Christian ministry and may pray for it with the expectation
that God will grant it. Cessationists, by contrast, affirm that God can heal, but do not
believe that healing is promised or that it should be expected as a normal occurrence.

How, then, should cessationist pastors and church members care for those who are sick
or suffering?

First, we should pray. James instructs, “/s anyone among you sick? Let him call for the
elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of
the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise
him up” (James 5:14-15). This passage teaches that we should pray for the sick and
that God can and does heal in response to prayer.

However, we should note several things about this passage. First, it does not promise
that healing will always occur. It says, “The prayer of faith will save the one who is

sick,” but this must be understood in light of God’s sovereignty and wisdom. God
answers prayer according to His will, not according to our demands. Secondly, the
passage does not suggest that healing is a sign gift or that it requires a special gift of
healing. It is the elders who pray, not specially gifted healers. Thirdly, the focus is on the
prayer and on God's power, not on the faith or the technique of the one praying.

Second, we should provide practical care and support. Caring for the sick is not only
about praying for healing. It is also about visiting, encouraging, providing meals, helping
with practical needs, and simply being present. The body of Christ is called to “bear one
another’s burdens” (Galatians ©6:2), and this includes the burdens of illness and
suffering.
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Third, we should point people to God’s sovereignty and goodness. Suffering is difficult,
and it raises complex questions. Why does God allow His children to suffer? Why
doesn’t He always heal? These are questions that we cannot fully answer this side of
eternity. But we can affirm that God is sovereign, that He is good, and that He works all
things together for the good of those who love Him (Romans 8:28). We can point
people to the example of Christ, who suffered for us, and to the promise that one day
all suffering will end.

Fourth, we should avoid making promises that God has not made. We should not tell
people that if they have enough faith, they will be healed. We should not suggest that
sickness is always the result of sin or lack of faith. We should not claim that God has
promised to heal everyone who asks. These are false promises that can lead to
profound disillusionment and spiritual harm.

Fifth, we should help people see suffering in light of eternity. Paul wrote, “For this light
momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all
comparison” (2 Corinthians 4:17). Suffering is real and painful, but it is temporary. The
glory that awaits us is eternal. This perspective does not make suffering easy, but it
does give us hope and endurance.

Finally, we should trust that God'’s grace is sufficient. Paul prayed three times for his
thorn in the flesh to be removed. Still, God’s answer was, “My grace is sufficient for you,
for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). Sometimes God's
answer to our prayers for healing is not to remove the suffering, but to give us the grace
to endure it and to display His power through our weakness.

Section 8: Worship Practices

Cessationism also has implications for how we conduct corporate worship. If the
foundational gifts have ceased, and if God'’s revelation is complete in Scripture, then our
worship should be ordered according to what Scripture prescribes and should focus on
the ordinary means of grace.

First, worship should be centered on the Word. The reading, preaching, and teaching of
Scripture should be central to every worship service. This is what we see modeled in
the New Testament and what the Reformers recovered. The Word is how God speaks
to us, and worship is fundamentally a dialogue between God and His people, with God
speaking through His Word and His people responding in faith.
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Second, worship should include the sacraments. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are not
optional extras or occasional additions to worship. They are means of grace that Christ
has ordained for His church. They should be practiced regularly and should be
accompanied by clear teaching about their meaning and significance.

Third, worship should include prayer. Corporate prayer is an essential element of
worship. We pray for the needs of the congregation, for the spread of the gospel, for
our leaders, and for the world. We confess our sins, we give thanks, and we bring our
requests to God. Prayer is not a technique for getting what we want, but communion
with our Father in heaven.

Fourth, worship should include singing. The Psalms and the New Testament letters are
filled with references to singing. We sing to express our praise to God, to teach and
admonish one another, and to encourage our own hearts; the content of our singing
matters. We should sing songs that are rich in biblical truth, that exalt Christ, and that
build up the body.

Fifth, worship should be orderly and edifying. Paul's instructions in 1 Corinthians 14
emphasize that worship should be conducted in an orderly way and that everything
should be done for the building up of the church. This means that prayer should not be
chaotic or confusing. It should not be dominated by a few individuals or by practices
that draw attention to themselves rather than to God.

Cessationism means that certain practices should not be part of corporate worship. We
should not have times of open prophecy in which people share words they believe God
has given them. We should not encourage speaking in tongues during worship services.
We should not have healing lines or dramatic displays of supposed miracles. These
practices were appropriate in the apostolic era when the gifts were being given, but
they are not relevant now that the foundation has been laid.

This does not mean that worship should be cold or formal. There is room for joy, for
spontaneity, for heartfelt expression. But there should also be order, reverence, and a
focus on what God has actually called us to do in worship. The goal is not to have an
exciting or entertaining experience, but to meet with God, to hear from His Word, and
to respond in faith and obedience.
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Section 9: Humility and Charity

Throughout this book, we have argued for the cessationist position with conviction. We
believe that Scripture teaches that the foundational sign gifts have ceased, and we
think that this has important implications for the church today. However, we must also
maintain humility and charity in this debate.

First, we should acknowledge that this is a complex issue and that sincere, godly
Christians disagree. The cessationist position is not the only possible interpretation of
the relevant biblical texts. Continuationists have their own exegetical arguments, and
while we believe those arguments are ultimately unpersuasive, we should not dismiss
them out of hand or treat continuationists as if they are simply ignorant or rebellious.

Second, we should recognize our own limitations. We see through a glass dimly (1
Corinthians 13:12). We do not have perfect knowledge or perfect understanding. We
may have misunderstood some texts or not given sufficient weight to specific
considerations. We should hold our convictions firmly, but also be willing to listen,
learn, and be corrected if necessary.

Third, we should avoid making this issue a test of orthodoxy or a basis for division. As
we have said, this is a secondary issue, not a primary one. We should not break
fellowship with believers who hold a continuationist position, nor should we treat them
as if they are outside the faith. We can disagree strongly while still recognizing one
another as brothers and sisters in Christ.

Fourth, we should focus on what unites us rather than on what divides us. Both
cessationists and continuationists affirm the authority of Scripture, the deity of Christ,
the necessity of the new birth, and the hope of Christ's return. These are the truths that
matter most. We should major in the majors and minor in the minors.

Fifth, we should speak the truth in love. When we engage in this debate, we should do
so with gentleness and respect. We should not caricature the continuationist position or
attribute evil motives to those who hold it. We should present our case clearly and

persuasively, but we should do so in a way that honors God and builds up the body of
Christ.

Finally, we should remember that our goal is not to win an argument, but to glorify
God and to build up His church. If our defense of cessationism leads to pride, division,
or a lack of love, then we have failed, even if our exegesis is correct. The truth matters,
but so does the way we hold and proclaim the truth.
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Conclusion

Cessationism is not a limitation on God’s power or a denial of the Spirit's work. It is a
recognition that God has completed the foundational phase of redemptive history, that
He has given us His complete and sufficient Word, and that He now calls us to build on
the foundation that has been laid.

This frees us to focus on what God has actually called us to do. We do not need to seek
new revelations or dramatic experiences. We have the Word of God, which is living and
active and sufficient for all that we need. We do not need to pursue miraculous gifts.
We have the ordinary means of grace, which God has promised to bless. We do not
need to wonder whether we are missing something. We have everything we need for
life and godliness through the knowledge of Christ (2 Peter 1:3).

Cessationism also protects us from error and deception. It guards the sufficiency of
Scripture. It prevents us from being tossed about by every wind of doctrine or by claims
to new revelation. It keeps us focused on the gospel and on the clear teaching of God’s
Word.

Most importantly, cessationism directs us to Christ. He is the foundation's cornerstone.
He is the one to whom the apostles and prophets bore witness. He is the content of the
gospel that has been confirmed. He is the one in whom all the promises of God find
their yes (2 Corinthians 1:20). Our task is not to seek new revelations or miraculous
experiences, but to know Christ, to love Christ, to proclaim Christ, and to be conformed
to His image.

This is the practical implication of cessationism: it frees us to focus on Christ and on the
means that He has given us for knowing Him and making Him known. It calls us to
faithful preaching and teaching, to careful discernment, to the ordinary means of grace,
to reliance on the Spirit's work through the Word, to unity in the body of Christ, to
faithful missions, to compassionate pastoral care, to biblical worship, and to humility
and charity in all our dealings with others.

May God grant us wisdom to understand His Word rightly, grace to apply it faithfully,
and love to proclaim it winsomely. May He build His church on the foundation that has
been laid, and may He receive all the glory for what He accomplishes through His
Word and by His Spirit.
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Chapter 9: Answering Objections to Cessationism

Introduction

Throughout this book, we have presented a positive biblical case for cessationism. We
have examined key texts, traced theological themes, and explored the implications of
this position for the church today. However, no theological position can be considered
complete without addressing the objections raised against it. The cessationist view
faces serious challenges from thoughtful Christians who love God's Word and seek to
honour the Holy Spirit. These objections deserve careful, charitable responses.

In this chapter, we will examine the most common and most significant objections to
cessationism. Our goal is not to dismiss these concerns or to caricature those who raise
them. Instead, we want to represent each objection fairly and firmly before offering a
response. Some objections reveal genuine weaknesses that cessationists must
acknowledge. Others are based on misunderstandings that can be clarified. Still others,
when carefully examined, actually support the cessationist position rather than
undermine it.

As we work through these objections, we should remember that our ultimate authority
is Scripture, not experience, tradition, or theological systems. We must be willing to
follow the biblical evidence wherever it leads, even if it challenges our assumptions or
preferences. At the same time, we should maintain humility, recognizing that sincere
Christians can examine the same evidence and reach different conclusions. The goal is
not to win an argument but to understand God’s Word more clearly and to honour Him
more faithfully.

Objection 1: “Cessationism Limits God’s Power”

This is the most common and emotionally powerful objection to cessationism. The
argument goes like this: By claiming that God no longer gives certain gifts or performs
certain miracles, cessationists are putting God in a box and limiting what He can do.
This makes God seem weak, distant, or inactive. It suggests that God was mighty in the
past but is somehow less powerful today. The objection often comes with the question:
“Don’t you believe God can still heal? Don't you believe He can still work miracles?”

This objection is understandable, and it touches on something important: our view of
God'’s power and His ongoing activity in the world. However, it fundamentally
misunderstands what cessationism claims.
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Cessationism is not a claim about what God can do. It is a claim about what God has
promised to do and what He has chosen to do in this particular phase of redemptive
history. Every cessationist affirms that God is omnipotent, that He can do anything
consistent with His nature and purposes, and that He continues to work powerfully in
the world today. The question is not whether God can perform miracles, but whether
He has promised to continue giving the specific sign gifts that characterized the
apostolic age.

Consider an analogy. God could have chosen to give us additional books of Scripture
after Revelation. He certainly has the power to do so. But we believe that He has not
done so, and that the canon is closed. Does this belief limit God’s power? Of course not.
It simply recognizes what God has actually done and what He has revealed about His
purposes. Similarly, cessationism recognizes that God gave certain gifts for a specific
purpose during a particular period, and when that purpose was fulfilled, He ceased
giving those gifts. This does not limit His power any more than the closing of the canon
limits His power.

Moreover, cessationists affirm that God continues to work miracles today. He answers
prayer. He heals the sick, sometimes in ways that defy medical explanation. He
provides for His people in remarkable ways. He converts sinners, which is the greatest
miracle of all. He sanctifies believers, transforming them into the image of Christ. He
empowers the church for witness and service. All of this is miraculous, supernatural
work that displays God’s power and glory.

The difference between cessationism and continuationism is not about whether God
works miracles. It is about whether the specific sign gifts that authenticated the
apostles and confirmed the gospel message continue to be given as normative gifts in
the church. Cessationists say no, not because God lacks power, but because those gifts
fulfilled their purpose and are no longer needed now that the foundation has been laid.
The apostolic testimony has been inscribed in Scripture.

In fact, one could argue that continuationism, not cessationism, risks limiting God by
insisting that He must continue to work in the same way He worked during the
foundational period. God is sovereign. He works according to His own purposes and in
His own time. He is not obligated to repeat past patterns, and He is not limited to our
expectations of how He should work. Cessationism honours God'’s sovereignty by
recognizing that He has the right to give gifts when He chooses and to cease giving
them when their purpose is fulfilled.
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Objection 2: “Cessationism Quenches the Spirit”

A related objection is that cessationism quenches the Holy Spirit or grieves Him by
denying His ongoing work in the church. This objection often appeals to 1
Thessalonians 5:19 and 20, where Paul writes: “Do not quench the Spirit. Do not
despise prophecies.” The argument is that by denying the continuation of prophecy and
other gifts, cessationists are doing precisely what Paul warns against. They are
quenching the Spirit's work and despising the gifts He wants to give.

This objection also suggests that cessationism is fundamentally anti-supernatural or
rationalistic. It portrays cessationists as people who are uncomfortable with the
supernatural, who prefer order and control over the unpredictable work of the Spirit,
and who have essentially adopted a deistic view of God’s relationship to the world.

Again, this objection misunderstands cessationism. Cessationists do not quench the
Spirit. Rather, they honour the Spirit by recognizing and celebrating the work He
actually does, as revealed in Scripture. The Holy Spirit is not quenched when we
acknowledge that certain gifts were temporary. He is honoured when we recognize the
full scope of His ongoing ministry.

What does the Holy Spirit do today? He convicts the world of sin, righteousness, and
judgment (John 16:8). He regenerates sinners, giving them new life in Christ (John 3:5
and 8; Titus 3:5). He indwells all believers, making their bodies His temple (1
Corinthians 6:19). He seals believers for the day of redemption (Ephesians 1:13 and
14). He sanctifies believers, transforming them into the image of Christ (2 Corinthians
3:18).

He produces fruit in their lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23). He empowers believers
for witness and service (Acts 1:8). He gives gifts to the church for its edification (1
Corinthians 12:7; Romans 12:6-8). He illuminates Scripture, helping believers
understand and apply God’s Word (1 Corinthians 2:12-14). He intercedes for believers
with groaning too deep for words (Romans 8:26 and 27). He assures believers of their
adoption as God'’s children (Romans 8:15-16). He unites believers to Christ and to one
another (1 Corinthians 12:13; Ephesians 4:3 and 4).
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This is an extraordinary list of powerful, supernatural, ongoing work. The Holy Spirit is
not inactive or diminished in the church today. He is powerfully at work in every aspect
of the Christian life and in every dimension of the church’s ministry. Cessationists
celebrate and depend on this work. We do not quench the Spirit by recognizing that
certain specific gifts were temporary. We honour Him by identifying the full scope of
His ministry.

Moreover, the charge that cessationism quenches the Spirit misunderstands Paul's
instruction in 1 Thessalonians 5:19-20. Paul is not saying that we should accept every
claim to spiritual gifts without testing. In fact, the very next verse says: “but test
everything, hold fast what is good” (1 Thessalonians 5:21). Paul is warning against a
dismissive attitude toward genuine spiritual gifts and genuine prophecy. He is not
commanding us to accept every claim to prophecy or to assume that all gifts continue
indefinitely.

The cessationist position is that we test claims to spiritual gifts by Scripture, and when
we do so, we find that the revelatory and sign gifts were temporary. This is not
guenching the Spirit. It is obeying the Spirit's own instruction to test everything by the
Word that He inspired. The Spirit does not contradict Himself. He does not inspire
Scripture to teach one thing and then lead the church to practice something contrary to
Scripture.

Furthermore, cessationists argue that it is actually the continuationist position that risks
quenching the Spirit by adding to or going beyond what He has revealed in Scripture.
The Spirit has given us His complete Word. He has equipped the church with all the
gifts it needs for its ongoing life and ministry. To insist that we need additional
revelation or additional sign gifts is to suggest that what the Spirit has already given is
insufficient. This, cessationists argue, is the real danger of quenching the Spirit: not
honouring the sufficiency of what He has already provided.

The accusation that cessationism is anti-supernatural or rationalistic is also unfounded.
Cessationists believe in the supernatural. We believe in the virgin birth, the incarnation,
the miracles of Jesus, the resurrection, the ascension, the second coming, and the final
judgment. We believe that God created the universe out of nothing, that He sustains all
things by His powerful word, and that He will one day make all things new. We believe
that the Holy Spirit regenerates dead sinners, transforms lives, and empowers the
church. We believe in answered prayer, in God’s providential ordering of events, and in
His ongoing miraculous work in the world. None of this is rationalistic or deistic. It is all
thoroughly supernatural and biblical.
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The difference is that cessationists distinguish between God’s ordinary providence and
the extraordinary sign gifts that characterized the apostolic age. We believe that God
continues to work miraculously through His ordinary means of grace: the Word, prayer,
the sacraments, and the fellowship of believers. We do not believe that He continues to
give the specific revelatory and sign gifts that authenticated the apostles and confirmed
the gospel. This distinction is not rationalistic. It is biblical.

Objection 3: “Cessationism is Based on Western Rationalism”

A third objection, widespread in discussions of global Christianity, is that cessationism
is a product of Western rationalism rather than biblical exegesis. The argument goes
like this: Cessationism arose in the context of Enlightenment rationalism, which was
sceptical of the supernatural and uncomfortable with religious experience. Western
Christians, influenced by this rationalistic world-view, developed cessationism as a way
to domesticate the Holy Spirit and to make Christianity respectable to modern
sensibilities.

By contrast, Christians in the Global South, who are less influenced by Western
rationalism and more open to the supernatural, overwhelmingly embrace
continuationism. The growth of Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity in Africa, Asia,
and Latin America is cited as evidence that cessationism is a culturally conditioned
Western position rather than a biblical one.

This objection raises essential questions about the relationship between culture and
biblical interpretation. We must acknowledge that we all read Scripture from within
particular cultural contexts, and those contexts can influence how we understand the
text. Western Christians may indeed be more sceptical of supernatural claims than
Christians in other cultures, and this scepticism may sometimes lead to an unbiblical
rejection of God’s power. These are legitimate concerns that deserve serious
consideration.

However, the objection ultimately fails for several reasons.

Firstly, cessationism is not based on rationalism or scepticism about the supernatural.
As we have already noted, cessationists affirm the supernatural. We believe in
miracles, in answered prayer, in the powerful work of the Holy Spirit, and in God’s
ongoing providential care. The cessationist position is not that miracles cannot happen
or that God does not work supernaturally. It is that certain specific gifts were given for a
particular purpose during a specific period and ceased when that purpose was fulfilled.
This is a claim based on biblical exegesis, not on rationalistic scepticism.
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Secondly, cessationism predates the Enlightenment. The early church fathers, including
Chrysostom and Augustine, articulated forms of cessationism long before the rise of
modern rationalism. The Reformers, including Luther and Calvin, were cessationists and
hardly rationalists. They believed in the supernatural, in miracles, and in the powerful
work of God. Their cessationism was based on their reading of Scripture and their
understanding of redemptive history, not on Enlightenment scepticism. The fact that
cessationism has been the dominant position in Protestant Christianity since the
Reformation suggests that it is not merely a product of modern Western culture.

Thirdly, the argument from global Christianity cuts both ways. While it is true that
Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity have grown rapidly in the Global South, many
Christians in these regions also hold to cessationist or non-charismatic positions. There
are thriving Reformed and evangelical churches in Africa, Asia, and Latin America that
do not practice or teach continuationism. The growth of Pentecostalism does not prove
that continuationism is correct any more than the historical dominance of cessationism
in the West demonstrates that cessationism is correct. The question is not which
position is more popular or which is growing faster, but which position is most faithful
to Scripture.

Fourthly, we must be careful not to romanticize non-Western Christianity or to assume
that openness to supernatural claims is always a virtue. While Western Christians may
sometimes be too sceptical, non-Western Christians may sometimes be too credulous.
The New Testament itself warns against false prophets, false apostles, and false signs
and wonders (Matthew 24:24; 2 Corinthians 11:13-15; 2 Thessalonians 2:9-10). The
fact that someone claims to have performed a miracle or received a prophecy does not
mean that the claim is valid. We are commanded to test the spirits (1 John 4:1) and to
test everything (1 Thessalonians 5:21). This testing must be done by Scripture, not by
cultural assumptions about what is plausible or implausible.

Fifthly, the charge of Western rationalism can be turned around. Continuationism is
influenced by Western individualism and experientialism, which prioritize personal
experience and subjective feelings over objective truth and corporate tradition. The
emphasis on personal prophecy, individual spiritual experiences, and subjective
impressions that characterizes much of the charismatic movement may owe more to
Western individualism than to biblical Christianity. This is not to say that
continuationism is merely a product of Western culture. Still, it shows that the
relationship between culture and theology is complex and that both sides of the debate
are influenced by their cultural contexts.
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The fundamental issue is not whether cessationism or continuationism is more
culturally conditioned, but which position is most faithful to Scripture. Both
cessationists and continuationists must acknowledge their cultural biases and seek to
read Scripture as objectively as possible. We must be willing to have our cultural
assumptions challenged by the text. We must recognize that Scripture is the authority,
not our experience or our cultural preferences. When we do this, cessationists believe,
the biblical evidence points toward the conclusion that certain gifts were temporary and
foundational rather than permanent and normative.

Objection 4: “There’s No Explicit Cessation Text in Scripture”

Another common objection is that no verse in the Bible explicitly says, “Prophecy,
tongues, and miraculous healing will cease at the end of the apostolic age.”
Continuationists argue that if God intended certain gifts to cease, He would have clearly
stated this in Scripture. The absence of an explicit cessation text, they contend, means
that we should assume all gifts continue until Christ returns.

This objection has some initial plausibility. There is indeed no single verse that explicitly
teaches cessationism in the way that, for example, John 3:16 explicitly teaches that God
loves the world. However, the objection misunderstands how biblical theology works
and how we arrive at doctrinal conclusions.

Many essential Christian doctrines are not taught in a single explicit proof text but are
derived from the cumulative weight of biblical evidence. Consider the doctrine of the
Trinity. No verse says, “God exists as three persons in one essence: Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit.”Yet Christians have universally affirmed this doctrine because it is the best
way to make sense of the full testimony of Scripture. The Bible teaches that there is
one God (Deuteronomy 6:4), that the Father is God (John 6:27), that Jesus is God (John
1:1; 20:28; Titus 2:13), and that the Holy Spirit is God (Acts 5:3-4). It also teaches that
the Father, Son, and Spirit are distinct persons (Matthew 28:19; 2 Corinthians 13:14).
The doctrine of the Trinity is the theological framework that best accounts for all of this
biblical data.

Similarly, the doctrine of the closed canon is not taught in a single explicit verse. No
passage says, “ The Bible will consist of exactly 66 books, and no more books will be
added after Revelation.” Yet Christians have universally affirmed that the canon is
closed because this is the best way to make sense of the biblical evidence about the

nature of Scripture, the role of the apostles, and the completion of God'’s revelation in
Christ.
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The same is true of cessationism. The doctrine is not based on a single proof text but on
the convergence of multiple lines of biblical evidence. We have examined these lines of
evidence throughout this book: the purpose of sign gifts as authentication (2
Corinthians 12:12; Hebrews 2:3 and 4), the foundational nature of the apostolic office
(Ephesians 2:20), the completion of revelation (1 Corinthians 13:8 through 10), the
sufficiency of Scripture (2 Timothy 3:16 and 17), the pattern of miracles in redemptive
history, and the diminishing emphasis on miraculous gifts in the later New Testament
writings. When we consider all of this evidence together, the cessationist position
emerges as the most coherent and biblically faithful interpretation.

Moreover, some passages come close to explicitly teaching cessationism, even if they
do not use those exact words. Ephesians 2:20 says that the church is “built on the
foundation of the apostles and prophets.” A foundation is laid once, at the beginning of
a building project, and then the building rises upon it. This strongly implies that the
apostolic and prophetic offices were temporary and foundational. First Corinthians 13:8
through 10 says that prophecy, tongues, and knowledge will cease “when the perfect
comes.” While there is debate about what “the perfect” refers to, the passage clearly
teaches that these gifts are temporary. Hebrews 2:3 and 4 speak of the gospel being
“attested to us by those who heard” and “God also bearing witness by signs and
wonders.” The past tense verbs suggest that this attestation was a completed process.

These passages, combined with the broader biblical themes we have examined,
provide a strong cumulative case for cessationism. The absence of a single explicit
cessation text does not undermine this case any more than the absence of a single
explicit Trinity text undermines the doctrine of the Trinity.

Furthermore, we could turn the objection around. If God intended all the gifts to
continue throughout the church age, why is there no explicit continuation text? Why is
there no passage that says, “All the gifts, including prophecy, tongues, and miraculous
healing, will continue until Christ returns™ The continuationist position also relies on
inference and cumulative evidence rather than a single proof text. Both sides must
make their case from the whole testimony of Scripture, not from isolated verses.

Objection 5: “What About Contemporary Testimonies of Miracles?”

One of the most emotionally powerful objections to cessationism comes from personal
testimony. Many Christians claim to have experienced or witnessed prophecy, tongues,
miraculous healings, or other supernatural phenomena. They ask: “Are you saying that
what | experienced wasn't real? Are you calling me a liar? How can you deny what I've
seen with my own eyes?”
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This objection deserves a careful and charitable response. We should not dismiss
people’s experiences or question their sincerity. Many Christians who claim to have
experienced miraculous gifts are genuine believers who love God and seek to honour
Him. Their testimonies are often given with deep conviction and emotional power. We
must take these testimonies seriously and respond with respect and compassion.

However, several important points need to be made.

First, cessationists do not deny that people have genuine experiences. We do not claim
that everyone who reports a healing, a prophecy, or a tongue is lying or deceiving
others. What we question is the interpretation of these experiences. The question is not
whether something happened, but what happened and how we should understand it in
light of Scripture.

Second, cessationists distinguish between God'’s providential work and the sign gifts of
the apostolic age. God continues to work miraculously in answer to prayer. He heals
people, sometimes in ways that doctors cannot explain. He provides for His people in
remarkable ways. He guides and directs through His Word and His providence. He
answers prayer and works all things together for the good of those who love Him
(Romans 8:28). All of this is real, and all of it is supernatural. But this is different from
the sign gifts that authenticated the apostles and confirmed the gospel message.

The healings performed by Jesus and the apostles were immediate, complete,
undeniable, and performed on command. Jesus healed people instantly, publicly, and
verifiably. He healed people who had been blind from birth, who had been paralysed
for decades, who had been dead for days. The apostles performed similar miracles.
These were not gradual improvements or ambiguous results. They were spectacular,
public demonstrations of divine power that no one could deny.

By contrast, most contemporary claims to miraculous healing involve gradual
improvements, ambiguous results, or conditions that might have improved naturally.
This does not mean that God was not at work. It may well be that God answered
prayer and brought about healing through natural means or through the body’s own
healing processes. But this is different from the sign gifts of the apostolic age. Itis
God'’s ordinary providence, not the extraordinary sign gifts, that authenticated the
apostles.
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Third, we must acknowledge the difficulty of verifying contemporary miracle claims.
Many testimonies are anecdotal, lacking medical documentation or independent
verification. Some claims are exaggerated or embellished in the retelling. Some involve
conditions that are difficult to diagnose or that have high rates of spontaneous
remission. Some involve psychological or psychosomatic conditions that can improve
through suggestion or placebo effects. This does not mean that all miracle claims are
false, but it does mean that we should be cautious about accepting them uncritically.

Fourth, experience is not self-interpreting. We need Scripture to help us understand
and evaluate our experiences. Two people can have the same experience and interpret
it differently based on their theological framework. A continuationist might interpret a
healing as evidence that the gift of healing continues to operate. A cessationist might
interpret the same healing as evidence of God’s providential care in answer to prayer.
Both interpretations acknowledge that God worked, but they differ in how they
categorize that work. The question is which interpretation is most consistent with the
full teaching of Scripture.

Fifth, the existence of contemporary testimonies does not settle the biblical question.
Even if we grant that some contemporary miracle claims are genuine, this does not
prove that the sign gifts continue in the same way they functioned in the apostolic age.
The question is not whether God can work miraculously today, but whether He
continues to give the specific gifts that authenticated the apostles and confirmed the
gospel. The biblical evidence suggests that these gifts were temporary and
foundational, and contemporary testimonies, however sincere, do not override the
teaching of Scripture.

Finally, we must be aware of the danger of deception. The New Testament warns
repeatedly about false prophets, false apostles, and false signs and wonders (Matthew
7:15; 24:24; 2 Corinthians 11:13-15; 2 Thessalonians 2:9-10; 1 John 4:1). Satan can
perform counterfeit miracles. Human beings can deceive themselves and others. Not
every supernatural experience is from God. This is why we must test everything by
Scripture and be cautious about accepting miracle claims at face value.

Objection 6: “Paul Says Do Not Forbid Speaking in Tongues”

Continuationists often point to 1 Corinthians 14:39, where Paul writes: “So, my
brothers, earnestly desire to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues.” They
argue that this command is still binding on the church today and that cessationists are
disobeying Paul by teaching that tongues have ceased. If Paul commands us not to
forbid tongues, how can cessationists claim that tongues are no longer given?
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This objection requires us to think carefully about the nature of biblical commands and
how they apply across different periods of redemptive history. Several points need to
be made in response.

First, we must understand the context of Paul’s instruction. Paul is writing to a church
where tongues were being practiced, and he gives instructions on how to regulate their
use. He is addressing a specific situation in which some people wanted to forbid
tongues entirely, perhaps because of the disorder and confusion they were causing.
Paul's instruction is that tongues should not be forbidden, but they should be regulated
and kept in proper order. Everything should be done for edification, and everything
should be done decently and in order (1 Corinthians 14:26 and 40).

Second, Paul's instruction assumes that tongues are being given. He is not
commanding the Corinthians to seek tongues or to manufacture them. He is telling
them not to forbid the exercise of a gift that is already present.

The cessationist position is not that we should forbid tongues if the Spirit genuinely
gives them. They are no longer being given because their purpose has been fulfilled. If
someone today were to receive the genuine gift of tongues as described in the New
Testament, cessationists would not forbid its use. But we do not believe that this gift is
being given today.

Third, we must distinguish between prescriptive and descriptive texts. Not every
command in Scripture applies directly to every Christian in every time and place. Some
commands are specific to particular situations or particular periods of redemptive
history. For example, Paul commands Timothy to “bring the cloak that | left with Carpus
at Troas” (2 Timothy 4:13). This is a genuine command in Scripture, but it does not
apply to us today. We are not obligated to go to Troas and retrieve Paul's cloak.
Similarly, many of the instructions in 1 Corinthians 14 are specific to the situation in
Corinth and to the period when tongues were being given.

This does not mean that we can dismiss Paul's instructions as irrelevant. The principles
behind the instructions still apply. We should desire spiritual gifts that build up the
church. We should conduct our worship services in an orderly way. We should prioritize
edification over personal experience. We should test everything and hold fast to what
is good. These principles are timeless. But the specific application of these principles
may differ depending on which gifts are being given at a particular time and place.

138



Fourth, Paul's instruction not to forbid tongues must be read in light of his other
teachings about tongues. In the same chapter, Paul says that he would rather speak
five words with his mind to instruct others than ten thousand words in a tongue (1
Corinthians 14:19). He says that tongues are a sign for unbelievers, not for believers (1
Corinthians 14:22). He limits the use of tongues in corporate worship to two or at most
three speakers, and only if there is an interpreter (1 Corinthians 14:27 and 28). These
instructions show that Paul did not consider tongues to be the most important or most
desirable gift. He regulated their use carefully and subordinated them to the goal of
edification.

Fifth, we must remember that Paul is writing during the apostolic age, when the sign
gifts were still being given. His instructions are appropriate for that context. But once
the apostolic age ended and the foundation was complete, the situation changed. The
gifts given during the foundational period ceased to be given. This does not mean that
Paul's instructions were wrong or that we are disobeying them. It means that the
redemptive-historical context has changed, and the application of the instructions has
changed accordingly.

Objection 7: “Cessationism Leads to Dead Orthodoxy”

Another objection is that cessationism leads to cold, lifeless, dead orthodoxy. The
argument is that by denying the miraculous gifts and focusing exclusively on the Word,
cessationist churches become dry, intellectual, and spiritually lifeless. They may have
sound doctrine, but they lack the power and presence of the Holy Spirit. They may be
orthodox, but they are not vibrant. By contrast, continuationist churches, with their
emphasis on the Spirit's ongoing miraculous work, are more alive, more passionate, and
more spiritually dynamic.

This objection contains a kernel of truth. Churches can become cold and lifeless,
focusing on doctrine at the expense of devotion and quenching the Spirit through
formalism and traditionalism. This is a real danger, and cessationists must take it
seriously. Sound doctrine without love, without prayer, without dependence on the
Spirit, and without passionate worship is indeed dead orthodoxy.

However, the objection fails in several ways.

First, the problem of dead orthodoxy is not caused by cessationism. It is caused by
unbelief, by prayerlessness, by lack of love, and by failure to depend on the Holy Spirit.
A church can be cessationist and vibrant, or it can be cessationist and dead. Similarly, a
church can be continuationist and lively, or continuationist and dead. The issue is not
the theological position on spiritual gifts but the spiritual health of the congregation.
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Second, there are many examples of vibrant, passionate, spiritually alive cessationist
churches. Throughout church history and around the world today, there are Reformed
and evangelical churches that hold to cessationism and yet are characterized by fervent
prayer, passionate worship, deep love for God and neighbour, bold evangelism, and
powerful preaching. These churches demonstrate that cessationism does not inevitably
lead to dead orthodoxy. The problem is not the theology but the failure to live it out
faithfully.

Third, the continuationist position has its own dangers. Churches that emphasize
miraculous gifts can become focused on experience at the expense of truth, on feelings
at the expense of doctrine, and on the spectacular at the cost of the ordinary means of
grace. They can become vulnerable to deception, manipulation, and spiritual abuse.
They can elevate charismatic leaders above Scripture and substitute subjective
impressions for objective truth. These dangers are just as real as the danger of dead
orthodoxy, and they are arguably more serious because they undermine the authority of
Scripture.

Fourth, the power and vitality of the church do not depend on miraculous gifts. They
rely on the Word of God, prayer, the Holy Spirit, and faithful obedience. The Word of
God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword (Hebrews 4:12). It can
make us wise for salvation and to equip us for every good work (2 Timothy 3:15
through 17). Prayer is powerful and effective (James 5:16). The Holy Spirit is at work in
regeneration, sanctification, illumination, and empowerment. When these means of
grace are faithfully used, the church will be vibrant and alive, regardless of whether
miraculous gifts are present.

Fifth, we must be careful not to confuse emotional intensity with spiritual vitality. A
church can be emotionally expressive and experientially focused without being
spiritually healthy. Actual spiritual vitality is measured by love for God and neighbour,
by growth in holiness, by faithfulness to Scripture, by unity in the body of Christ, and by
fruitfulness in ministry. These things can be present in both cessationist and
continuationist churches, and absent in both.

The solution to dead orthodoxy is not to embrace continuationism. It is to embrace the
whole counsel of God, to depend on the Holy Spirit, to pray fervently, to worship
passionately, to love deeply, and to serve faithfully. Cessationist churches that do these
things will be vibrant and alive. Cessationist churches that neglect these things will be
dead, regardless of their theology of spiritual gifts.
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Objection 8: “The Church Needs All the Gifts for Its Mission”

Continuationists often argue that the church needs all spiritual gifts, including
revelatory and sign gifts, to fulfil its mission in the world. They contend that prophecy
provides needed guidance and encouragement, that tongues edifies believers and
serves as a sign to unbelievers, and that healing and miracles authenticate the gospel
message and demonstrate God’s compassion. Without these gifts, they argue, the
church is handicapped in its ministry and mission.

This objection is widespread in discussions of cross-cultural missions, where
continuationists argue that miraculous gifts are essential for reaching people in cultures
that are more open to the supernatural.

This objection raises essential questions about the church’s mission and the resources
God has provided for that mission. However, it ultimately fails for several reasons.

First, the objection assumes that the church is incomplete or inadequate without the
revelatory and sign gifts. But this contradicts the biblical teaching about the sufficiency
of Scripture and the adequacy of God’s provision for the church. Paul writes that
Scripture can make us “wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus”and that it is
“profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that
the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:15
through 17). If Scripture equips us for every good work, then we do not need additional
revelation or additional sign gifts to fulfil our mission.

Second, the objection confuses the foundational period with the ongoing life of the
church. The revelatory and sign gifts were given to authenticate the apostles and to
confirm the gospel message as it was first proclaimed. Once that foundation was laid
and the apostolic testimony was inscribed in Scripture, these gifts were no longer
needed. The church today builds on the foundation laid. We do not need to lay the
foundation again. We have the complete Word of God, and we have the continuing gifts
that build up the church on that foundation.

Third, the church has been fulfilling its mission faithfully for two thousand years
without the apostolic sign gifts. The gospel has spread to every continent. The church
has grown from a small group of disciples in Jerusalem to a global community of
billions of believers. Missionaries have translated the Bible into thousands of
languages, planted churches in countless cultures, and brought the good news to the
ends of the earth. All of this has been accomplished through the power of the Word,
the work of the Spirit, and the faithful service of believers using the continuing gifts.
The church does not need the sign gifts to fulfil its mission.
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Fourth, the argument that miraculous gifts are essential for cross-cultural missions is
not supported by the evidence. Many of the most fruitful missionary movements in
church history have been led by cessationists who relied on the Word of God, prayer,
and faithful proclamation rather than on miraculous signs. The Moravian missionaries,
the modern missionary movement pioneered by William Carey, the China Inland
Mission led by Hudson Taylor, and countless other missionary efforts have been
remarkably fruitful without relying on the sign gifts. The gospel is the power of God for
salvation (Romans 1:16), and it does not need to be authenticated by contemporary
miracles.

Fifth, the emphasis on miraculous gifts in missions is counterproductive. It can lead to a
focus on the spectacular rather than on the gospel message. It can create dependency
on charismatic leaders rather than on the Word of God. It can make the gospel seem
like just another form of magic or power religion rather than the good news of salvation
through faith in Christ. It can lead to syncretism, where Christian faith is mixed with
local beliefs about spiritual power. The safest and most biblical approach to missions is
to proclaim the Word faithfully, to trust in the power of the gospel, and to rely on the
Holy Spirit to work through the ordinary means of grace.

Sixth, the church does have all the gifts it needs for its mission. The continuing gifts of
teaching, exhortation, service, giving, leadership, mercy, evangelism, and pastoring are
more than sufficient for building up the body of Christ and for reaching the world with
the gospel. When these gifts are exercised faithfully, the church flourishes. The
problem is not that we lack certain gifts. The problem is that we often fail to use the
gifts we have been given.

Objection 9: “Church History Shows Miracles Continuing”

Another objection is that church history provides evidence of miraculous gifts
continuing after the apostolic age. Continuationists point to various accounts of
healings, prophecies, and other supernatural phenomena throughout church history.
They argue that if these gifts ceased, we should see a clear and complete cessation
after the apostolic age, but instead we see ongoing reports of miracles throughout the
centuries. This, they contend, supports the continuationist position.

This objection requires us to think carefully about how we evaluate historical claims
and how we interpret church history in light of Scripture. Several points need to be
made in response.
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First, cessationists do not deny that God has worked miraculously throughout church
history. God is sovereign, and He can intervene in His creation however He chooses. He
has answered prayer, healed the sick, provided for His people, and worked in
remarkable ways throughout the centuries. The cessationist claim is not that miracles
have ceased entirely, but that the specific sign gifts that authenticated the apostles and
confirmed the gospel have ceased. There is a difference between God’s sovereign
miraculous work and the gift of miracles as a normative endowment given to the
church.

Second, we must distinguish between the quality and character of miracles in the
apostolic age and those of claimed miracles in later periods. The miracles performed by
Jesus and the apostles were immediate, complete, and undeniable, and performed on
command. They were public demonstrations of divine power that no one could deny. By
contrast, most post-apostolic miracle claims are ambiguous, poorly documented, or
involve conditions that might have improved naturally. The difference in quality and
character suggests that what is happening in later periods is not the same as what
happened in the apostolic age.

Third, many miracle claims in church history come from unreliable sources. Medieval
hagiographies, for example, are filled with legendary and fantastic accounts that were
written to promote the veneration of saints rather than to provide accurate historical
records. These accounts often involve obvious exaggerations, contradictions, and
elements that are clearly legendary. We should not accept these accounts uncritically
any more than we should accept contemporary miracle claims uncritically.

Fourth, the fact that some Christians throughout history have claimed to experience
miraculous gifts does not prove that these gifts functioned as they did in the apostolic
age. It may simply show that some Christians have misinterpreted their experiences or
have claimed gifts that they did not actually possess. The New Testament itself warns
about false prophets and false apostles (Matthew 7:15; 2 Corinthians 11:13), so we
should not be surprised that such claims have continued throughout church history.

Fifth, the dominant testimony of church history actually supports cessationism rather
than continuationism. The early church fathers, including Chrysostom and Augustine,
taught that certain gifts had ceased. The Reformers were cessationists. The major
Protestant confessions and catechisms either explicitly or implicitly affirm cessationism.
The fact that cessationism has been the dominant position in Protestant Christianity for
centuries suggests that it is not merely a modern innovation but a position rooted in
careful biblical exegesis and theological reflection.
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Sixth, even if we grant that some genuine miraculous gifts have continued sporadically
throughout church history, this does not prove that they continue as normative gifts that
should be expected and sought in the church today. The cessationist position is not that
God can never give these gifts, but that they are not normatively given after the
apostolic age. If God has occasionally given these gifts for specific purposes in specific
situations, this would be consistent with His sovereignty and would not contradict the
cessationist position.

Objection 10: “This Makes Continuationists Second-Class Christians”

A final objection is that cessationism creates division in the body of Christ and makes
continuationists feel like second-class Christians. Continuationists argue that by
teaching that certain gifts have ceased, cessationists are implicitly saying that
continuationist churches are misguided, that their experiences are not genuine, and that
they are somehow less faithful or less biblical than cessationist churches. This, they
contend, is divisive, uncharitable, and undermines the unity of the body of Christ.

This objection touches on important issues of Christian unity, charity, and humility. We
must take these concerns seriously and respond with care and compassion.

First, cessationists do not believe that continuationists are second-class Christians. We
recognize that there are genuine believers on both sides of this debate. We
acknowledge that many continuationists love God, honour Scripture, and seek to serve
Christ faithfully. We affirm that this is a secondary issue, not a primary issue that
determines whether someone is a Christian. The gospel is what unites us, and the
gospel is more important than our disagreements about spiritual gifts.

Second, disagreement does not equal division. Christians can disagree about secondary
issues while maintaining unity in the gospel and love for one another. We disagree
about baptism, church government, eschatology, and many other matters, yet we
recognize one another as brothers and sisters in Christ. The same should be true of the
cessationist-continuationist debate. We can disagree strongly while still loving one
another, praying for one another, and working together for the advance of the gospel.

Third, both sides of this debate believe that the other side is wrong about something
important. Continuationists believe that cessationists are wrong to deny the
continuation of certain gifts. Cessationists believe that continuationists are wrong to
claim that these gifts continue. This is the nature of theological disagreement. It does
not mean that either side views the other as second-class Christians. It simply means
that we have different understandings of what Scripture teaches.
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Fourth, cessationists should be careful to maintain humility and charity in this debate.
We should acknowledge that we could be wrong. We should recognize that sincere
Christians disagree with us. We should avoid caricaturing the continuationist position or
guestioning the motives of those who hold it. We should focus on biblical arguments
rather than on personal attacks. We should be willing to learn from continuationists
and to appreciate the genuine love for God and passion for ministry that many of them
display.

Fifth, both sides should recognize that there are more important issues than this
debate. The gospel is more important. The authority of Scripture is more critical. The
deity of Christ is more important. Justification by faith is more important. We should not
allow disagreements about spiritual gifts to distract us from these central truths or to
undermine our common mission to proclaim the gospel and to make disciples of all
nations.

Sixth, we should seek to maintain fellowship and cooperation wherever possible.
Cessationists and continuationists can work together in evangelism, missions, mercy
ministry, and many other areas. We can learn from one another, pray for one another,
and encourage one another in the faith. We should not allow this disagreement to
create unnecessary division or prevent us from partnering together for the sake of the
gospel.

Finally, we should remember that our ultimate unity is in Christ, not in our agreement
on every theological issue. We are united by our common faith in the Lord Jesus Christ,
by our common commitment to the authority of Scripture, and by our common hope of
eternal life. This unity is more fundamental than our disagreements about spiritual gifts.
We should celebrate this unity and seek to maintain it in the bond of peace.

Conclusion

The objections to cessationism are serious and deserve careful consideration. Some of
them reveal genuine concerns that cessationists must address. Others are based on
misunderstandings that can be clarified. Still others, when carefully examined, actually
support the cessationist position rather than undermine it.

The cessationist position does not limit God's power. It recognizes that God is sovereign
and that He works according to His own purposes in different ways at different times. It
does not quench the Spirit. It honours the Spirit by recognizing the full scope of His
ongoing ministry and by submitting to the Word that He inspired
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It is not based on Western rationalism. It is based on careful exegesis of Scripture and
on a biblical understanding of redemptive history. It does not depend on a single proof
text. The cumulative weight of biblical evidence supports it. It does not deny people’s

experiences. It seeks to interpret those experiences in light of Scripture.

It does not disobey Paul's command not to forbid tongues. It recognizes that the
redemptive-historical context has changed. It does not lead inevitably to dead
orthodoxy. It calls the church to depend on the Word, the Spirit, and the ordinary means
of grace. It does not leave the church inadequate for its mission. It affirms that God has
provided everything the church needs in Scripture and in the continuing gifts. It does
not ignore church history. It recognizes that the dominant testimony of church history
supports cessationism. And it does not make continuationists second-class Christians.
It acknowledges that this is a secondary issue and that genuine believers can disagree.

When we scrutinize these objections and respond to them biblically, the cessationist
position holds up. It is not a position based on rationalism, scepticism, or cultural bias. It
is a position grounded in careful exegesis of Scripture, a biblical understanding of
redemptive history, and a commitment to the sufficiency of God’s Word. It honours God
by recognizing what He has done, by trusting in what He has provided, and by building
on the foundation that He has laid through the apostles and prophets.

The foundation has been laid. The apostolic testimony has been inscribed in Scripture.
The church has been established on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with
Christ Jesus Himself as the cornerstone. Our task now is not to lay the foundation again,
but to build upon it faithfully, using the gifts that God continues to give, proclaiming the
Word that He has provided, and depending on the Spirit who continues to work
powerfully in and through His people. This is the calling of the church in every age, and
it is more than sufficient for all that God has called us to be and to do.
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Chapter 10: Practical Applications for the Church Today

Introduction

Throughout this book, we have examined the biblical, theological, and historical case
for cessationism. We have discussed key texts, traced important themes, and
addressed objections. But theology is not merely an intellectual exercise. It is meant to
shape how we live, worship, minister, and relate to God and to one another. In this final
chapter, we turn to the practical implications of cessationism for the church today.

The goal is not to provide a comprehensive manual for church life or to address every
possible application. Instead, we want to highlight the most critical ways in which
cessationism should shape our thinking and practice. We will consider what
cessationism means for preaching and teaching, for worship, for prayer, for missions, for
dealing with suffering, and for relating to our continuationist brothers and sisters in
Christ.

As we explore these applications, we should remember that cessationism is not
primarily a negative position. It is not mainly about what we do not do or what we do
not expect. It is mainly a positive affirmation of the sufficiency of Scripture, the
completeness of God'’s revelation in Christ, and the ongoing powerful work of the Holy
Spirit through the ordinary means of grace. Cessationism frees us to focus on what God
has actually given us rather than constantly seeking what He has not promised. It
directs our attention to the Word, to prayer, to the sacraments, and to the faithful use of
the continuing gifts. It calls us to build on the foundation that has been laid rather than
trying to lay it again.

Section 1: Preaching and Teaching

If cessationism is true, one of its most important implications is that preaching and
teaching must be central to the life of the church. The Word of God is our final authority,
our sufficient guide, and our primary means of knowing God and His will. Therefore, the
exposition and application of Scripture must be the heart of our corporate worship and
the focus of our ministry.

This means, first, that preaching should be expository. It should explain what the text of
Scripture says, what it means, and how it applies to our lives. The preacher’s task is not
to share his own opinions, to tell entertaining stories, or to offer practical tips for
successful living.
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His task is to open up the Word of God and to help people understand and apply it.
This requires careful study, faithful interpretation, and clear communication. It requires
the preacher to submit himself to the text rather than using it to advance his own
agenda.

Second, preaching should be regular and substantial. If the Word of God is our primary
means of grace, then we need to hear it regularly and in depth. Churches should
prioritize the preaching of the Word in their worship services, giving it the time and
attention it deserves. This may mean longer sermons than are common in many
contemporary churches. It certainly means that preaching should not be squeezed into
a brief slot between musical performances or relegated to a secondary role in the
service.

Third, teaching should extend beyond the pulpit. The church needs teachers who can
help people understand Scripture in various contexts: Sunday school classes, small
groups, discipleship relationships, and personal study. The goal is not just to hear the
Word preached on Sunday morning, but to be saturated in Scripture throughout the
week. This requires a commitment to biblical literacy, to theological education, and to
the development of teachers who can faithfully explain and apply God’'s Word.

Fourth, preaching and teaching should be doctrinal as well as practical. Many
contemporary churches focus almost exclusively on practical application, offering
advice for marriage, parenting, finances, and personal growth. While these topics are
essential, they must be grounded in sound doctrine. People need to understand who
God is, what He has done in Christ, how salvation works, what the church is, and what
our hope for the future is. These doctrinal truths are not dry or irrelevant. They are the
foundation for everything else, shaping how we live in every area of life.

Fifth, preaching and teaching should aim at transformation, not just information. The
goal is not simply to fill people’s heads with biblical knowledge, but to change their
hearts and lives. This requires an application that is specific, personal, and challenging.
It requires the preacher to show how the text addresses real issues that people face. It
involves dependence on the Holy Spirit to take the Word and apply it to hearts. But it
all begins with faithful exposition of Scripture.

Section 2: Worship
Cessationism also has implications for how we worship. If the sign gifts have ceased

and if Scripture is our sufficient guide, then our worship should be shaped by what
Scripture teaches rather than by our own preferences or by contemporary trends.
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First, worship should be Word-centred. The reading and preaching of Scripture should
be central. The songs we sing should be rich in biblical content and theological depth.
Scripture should shape the prayers we pray. The sacraments we observe should be
administered according to Scripture. Everything we do in worship should be grounded
in and shaped by God’s Word.

Second, worship should be orderly and reverent. Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians 14
emphasize that everything should be done decently and in order, for edification. While
there is room for different styles and expressions of worship, there should always be a
sense of reverence and awe before the holy God. Worship is not entertainment. It is not
primarily about our feelings or our experiences. It is about honouring God, hearing His
Word, and responding in faith and obedience.

Third, worship should include prayer. Corporate prayer is a vital part of worship, and it
should be given significant time and attention. We should pray for the needs of the
congregation, for the advance of the gospel, for our leaders, for the nations, and for
God'’s kingdom to come. Prayer is not a perfunctory ritual or a brief transition between
other elements of the service. It is a primary means by which we express our
dependence on God and seek His blessing.

Fourth, worship should include the sacraments. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are
means of grace that God has given to the church. They should be practiced regularly
and reverently, with clear teaching about their meaning and significance. They are not
magical rituals, but they are powerful means by which God strengthens our faith and
assures us of His promises.

Fifth, worship should not include practices that are based on the assumption that
revelatory or sign gifts continue. This means we should not include time for prophecy,
tongues, words of knowledge, or other manifestations that assume ongoing revelation.
This does not mean that worship should be cold or formal. It means that worship
should be shaped by what God has revealed in Scripture rather than by subjective
impressions or contemporary experiences.

Section 3: Prayer
Cessationism does not diminish the importance of prayer. In fact, it heightens it. If we do
not expect God to speak to us through prophecy or to guide us through subjective

impressions, then we must depend all the more on prayer as the means by which we
communicate with God and seek His will.
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First, we should pray with confidence, knowing that God hears and answers prayer.
Jesus promises that if we ask anything in His name, He will do it (John 14:13-14).
James says that the prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working
(James 5:16). We do not need special revelations or miraculous signs to know that God
hears us. We have His promises in Scripture, and we can trust them completely.

Second, we should pray according to Scripture. Our prayers should be shaped by the
prayers we find in the Bible, by the promises God has made, and by the priorities He
has revealed. We should pray for God’s kingdom to come and His will to be done. We
should pray for the advance of the gospel. We should pray for wisdom, for holiness, for
love, and for all the things that God has promised to give us. We should not expect God
to reveal new information through prayer, but we should expect Him to work in
response to our prayers in ways that are consistent with His Word.

Third, we should pray for healing and for God'’s providential care. Cessationism does
not mean that we should not pray for the sick or that we should not expect God to heal.
James instructs us to pray for the sick and to anoint them with oil (James 5:14-15). We
should pray with faith, trusting that God can heal and that He will do what is best. But
we should not assume that healing is always God’s will, or that the lack of healing
indicates a lack of faith. God is sovereign, and He works all things according to His
purposes, which sometimes include suffering for our good and His glory.

Fourth, we should pray for guidance and wisdom. God promises to give wisdom to
those who ask (James 1:5). We should pray for wisdom in making decisions,
understanding Scripture, relating to others, and every area of life. But we should not
expect God to give us special revelations or to speak to us in audible voices. He guides
us through His Word, through the counsel of other believers, through circumstances,
and through the wisdom He gives us as we pray and seek His will.

Fifth, we should pray persistently and fervently. Jesus teaches us to pray and not lose
heart (Luke 18:1). Paul instructs us to pray without ceasing (1 Thessalonians 5:17).
Prayer is not a last resort or a brief ritual. It is a primary means by which we express our
dependence on God and by which we participate in His work in the world. We should
devote ourselves to prayer, both individually and corporately, trusting that God hears
and answers according to His perfect will.

Section 4: Missions and Evangelism
Cessationism has important implications for how we approach missions and
evangelism. If the sign gifts have ceased, then missionaries and evangelists should not

expect or seek miraculous signs as a regular part of their ministry. Instead, they should
focus on proclaiming the Word, trusting in the power of the gospel to save.
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First, missions should be Word-centred. The primary task of the missionary is to
proclaim the gospel, to teach Scripture, and to make disciples. This requires learning
languages, translating the Bible, teaching biblical truth, and establishing churches that
are grounded in God’'s Word. It does not require performing miracles or seeking signs
and wonders. The gospel itself is the power of God for salvation (Romans 1:16), and it
does not need to be authenticated by contemporary miracles.

Second, missionaries should trust in the power of the gospel. The gospel is not just
information about Jesus. It is the power of God that transforms lives, breaks the power
of sin, and brings people from death to life. When the gospel is faithfully proclaimed,
the Holy Spirit works through it to get people to faith. We do not need to add miracles
or signs to make the gospel more effective. We need to proclaim it faithfully and trust
God to work.

Third, missionaries should be aware of the dangers of syncretism. In many cultures,
there is a strong emphasis on spiritual power, and people may be attracted to
Christianity because they see it as a source of power to meet their felt needs. While we
should certainly proclaim that Jesus has all authority and power, we must be careful
not to present Christianity as just another form of power religion. The gospel is about
salvation from sin, reconciliation with God, and eternal life, not primarily about physical
healing or material prosperity.

Fourth, missionaries should focus on establishing healthy churches. The goal of
missions is not just to see individual conversions or to perform miracles. It is to establish
churches that are grounded in Scripture, led by qualified elders, characterized by sound
doctrine and godly living, and able to continue the work of evangelism and discipleship
in their own contexts. This requires patient, long-term work, not a focus on spectacular
signs.

Fifth, missionaries should pray for God'’s providential care and for His work in opening
hearts to the gospel. We should pray for opportunities to share the gospel, for wisdom
in cross-cultural communication, for protection from danger, and for God to work in the
hearts of those who hear. We should trust that God is sovereign and that He will
accomplish His purposes through the faithful proclamation of His Word.

Section 5: Suffering and Healing

Cessationism also affects how we think about suffering and healing. If the gift of
healing has ceased, then we should not expect miraculous healings to be common or
normative in the church today. This does not mean that God never heals or that we
should not pray for healing. It means we should have realistic expectations and be
prepared to trust God even when healing does not come.
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First, we should pray for healing. James instructs us to pray for the sick and to anoint
them with oil (James 5:14-15). We should pray with faith, trusting that God can heal
and that He hears our prayers. But we should not promise healing or suggest that
healing is guaranteed if we have enough faith. God is sovereign, and He may choose to
heal or not to heal according to His purposes.

Second, we should provide practical care and support for those who are suffering.
Prayer is essential, but it is not the only thing we should do. We should visit the sick,
provide meals, help with practical needs, and offer emotional and spiritual support. We
should weep with those who weep and bear one another’s burdens (Romans 12:15;
Galatians 6:2).

Third, we should help people understand suffering in light of Scripture. The Bible
teaches that suffering is a normal part of life in a fallen world and that God uses it for
our good and His glory. Suffering produces endurance, character, and hope (Romans
5:3-b). It teaches us to depend on God rather than on ourselves (2 Corinthians 1:8-9). It
conforms us to the image of Christ, who suffered for us (1 Peter 2:21). We should help
people see suffering not as a sign of God’s displeasure or lack of faith, but as an
opportunity to trust God and to grow in grace.

Fourth, we should avoid making promises that God has not made. We should not tell
people that they will be healed if they have enough faith or that suffering is always the
result of sin or lack of faith. These claims are not biblical, and they add to the burden of
those who are already suffering. Instead, we should point people to God’s promises:
that He is with us in suffering, that He works all things for our good, that He will never

leave us or forsake us, and that one day He will wipe away every tear and end all
suffering (Romans 8:28; Hebrews 13:5; Revelation 21:4).

Fifth, we should recognize that God sometimes chooses not to heal to display His
power through our weakness. Paul prayed three times for his thorn in the flesh to be
removed. Still, God said, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in
weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). Sometimes God'’s purpose in suffering is not to remove
it but to sustain us through it and to display His grace and power in our weakness. This
is not a second-best option. It is a glorious display of God’s sufficiency and of His ability
to work through weak and broken people.

Section 6: Relating to Continuationist Christians

For many cessationists, one of the most challenging practical issues is how to relate to
continuationist Christians.
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We may have family members, friends, or fellow church members who hold to
continuationism. We may work alongside continuationists in ministry or missions. How
should we navigate these relationships while maintaining our convictions?

First, we should recognize that continuationists are our brothers and sisters in Christ.
This is not a debate between believers and unbelievers or between those who honour
Scripture and those who do not. It is a disagreement among genuine Christians over
how to interpret Scripture and understand the work of the Holy Spirit. We should treat
continuationists with love, respect, and humility, recognizing that they are seeking to be
faithful to God's Word just as we are.

Second, we should engage the issue with humility and charity. We should be willing to
listen to continuationist arguments, consider their biblical and theological reasoning,
and acknowledge when they raise valid points. We should avoid caricaturing their
position or questioning their motives. We should focus on biblical arguments rather
than on personal attacks. We should be willing to admit when we do not have all the
answers and when the biblical evidence is less clear than we might wish.

Third, we should be clear about our own convictions while respecting others'
convictions. We should not compromise our beliefs or pretend to agree when we do
not. But we should also recognize that this is a secondary issue on which Christians can
disagree while maintaining fellowship. We should be able to say, “/ believe Scripture
teaches cessationism, and here is why,” without saying, “/f you disagree with me, you
are not a faithful Christian.”

Fourth, we should focus on what unites us rather than on what divides us. We share a
common faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, a common commitment to the authority of
Scripture, and a common mission to proclaim the gospel and make disciples. These
things are more important than our disagreements about spiritual gifts. We should
celebrate our unity in the gospel and seek to work together wherever possible.

Fifth, we should be willing to set boundaries when necessary. If we are in a church or
ministry context where continuationist practices are causing confusion, division, or
harm, we may need to address the issue directly or step back from that context. This
should be done with care and wisdom, seeking counsel from mature believers and
prioritizing the health and unity of the body of Christ. But there may be times when we
need to take a stand for what we believe Scripture teaches, even if it creates tension or
conflict.
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Sixth, we should pray for our continuationist friends and family members. We should
pray that God would give all of us wisdom to understand His Word, humility to
acknowledge where we might be wrong, and grace to maintain unity in the bond of
peace. We should pray that God would use both cessationists and continuationists to
advance His kingdom and to bring glory to His name.

Section 7: The Ordinary Means of Grace

The most important practical implication of cessationism is that it directs our attention
to the ordinary means of grace. If the extraordinary sign gifts have ceased, then we
should focus on the ordinary means that God has given us: the Word, prayer, the
sacraments, and fellowship. These may seem less spectacular than prophecy, tongues,
and miraculous healings, but they are the primary means by which God works in the
lives of His people.

The Word of God is living and active (Hebrews 4:12). It can make us wise for salvation
(2 Timothy 3:15). It is profitable for teaching, reproof, correction, and training in
righteousness (2 Timothy 3:16). When we read Scripture, study it, meditate on it,
memorize it, and apply it to our lives, God works through it to transform us. This is not a
second-rate substitute for miraculous gifts. It is the primary means by which God has
chosen to work in His people.

Prayer is another ordinary means of grace. Through prayer, we communicate with God,
express our dependence on Him, seek His will, and participate in His work in the world.
Prayer may not seem as dramatic as prophecy or miraculous healing, butitis a
powerful means by which God accomplishes His purposes. He has promised to hear
and answer our prayers, and He invites us to come boldly to His throne of grace
(Hebrews 4:16).

The sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper are also means of grace. They are
visible signs of invisible realities, means by which God strengthens our faith and
assures us of His promises. When we are baptized, we are united to Christ in His death
and resurrection. When we partake of the Lord’s Supper, we remember His sacrifice
and anticipate His return. These are not empty rituals. They are powerful means by
which God works in our lives.

Fellowship with other believers is also a means of grace. Through the body of Christ,
we encourage one another, bear one another’s burdens, sharpen one another, and grow
together in faith and love. We need the church, and the church needs us. When we
gather together, when we serve one another, when we pray for one another, God works
through these ordinary means to build us up and to conform us to the image of Christ.

154



These ordinary means of grace may not seem as exciting as miraculous gifts, but they
are sufficient. They are what God has given us, and they are more than adequate for all
that He has called us to be and to do. When we focus on these means, use them
faithfully, and depend on God to work through them, we will grow in grace, be
equipped for ministry, and bring glory to God.

Section 8: Humility and Charity

Throughout this book, we have argued for the cessationist position. We have presented
biblical, theological, and historical evidence for the view that certain spiritual gifts
ceased with the apostolic age. We have addressed objections and explored the
practical implications. But as we conclude, we must emphasize the importance of
humility and charity in this debate.

First, we must acknowledge that we could be wrong. Sincere Christians who love
God'’s Word and seek to honour Him have examined the same biblical evidence and
reached different conclusions. This should give us pause and should lead us to hold our
convictions with humility. We should be willing to listen, to learn, and to be corrected if
necessary.

Second, we must recognize that this is a secondary issue. It is not a matter of salvation
or of the essential doctrines of the Christian faith. Christians can disagree about
spiritual gifts while agreeing on the gospel, the authority of Scripture, the deity of
Christ, and justification by faith. We should not allow this disagreement to create
unnecessary division or to undermine our unity in Christ.

Third, we should avoid making this issue a test of fellowship or a basis for judging
others' spiritual maturity. There are godly, mature, faithful Christians on both sides of
this debate. There are also immature, unwise, and unfaithful Christians on both sides.
The issue of spiritual gifts is not the measure of spiritual maturity. Love, humility,
faithfulness to Scripture, and Christ likeness are the measures of spiritual maturity.

Fourth, we should be charitable in how we represent and respond to those who
disagree with us. We should not caricature the continuationist position or attribute evil
motives to those who hold it. We should represent their arguments fairly and respond
to them respectfully. We should focus on biblical and theological issues rather than on
personal attacks or emotional appeals.
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Fifth, we should be willing to work together with continuationists in areas where we
agree. We can partner in evangelism, missions, mercy ministry, and many other areas.
We can learn from one another, pray for one another, and encourage one another in the
faith. Our disagreement over spiritual gifts should not prevent us from recognizing one
another as brothers and sisters in Christ and from working together to advance the
gospel.

Finally, we should remember that our goal is not to win an argument but to understand
and obey God’s Word. We should approach this issue with a sincere desire to know the
truth, to honour God, and to build up the church. We should be willing to follow the
evidence wherever it leads, even if it challenges our preconceptions or our preferences.
And we should do all of this with love, with humility, and with a deep sense of our
dependence on God and His grace

Conclusion

As we conclude this chapter and this book, it is essential to step back and see the big
picture of what we have been discussing. Cessationism is not primarily about what has
ceased. It is about what remains. It is not about limitation. It is about sufficiency. It is not
about what God cannot do. It is about what God has done and what He has given us.

God has given us His complete and final revelation in Jesus Christ and in the Scriptures.
He has given us the apostolic testimony, preserved in the New Testament, that tells us
who Jesus is, what He has done, and how we should live. He has given us the Holy
Spirit, who dwells in us, empowers us, sanctifies us, and illuminates the Word for us.

He has given us the church, the body of Christ, in which we are built together into a
dwelling place for God. He has given us the ordinary means of grace: the Word, prayer,
the sacraments, and fellowship. He has given us the gospel, the power of God for
salvation. He has given us every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ.

What more could we possibly need? We lack nothing. We are complete in Christ. We
have been equipped for every good work. The foundation has been laid, and it is a sure
foundation. Christ is the cornerstone, and the apostles and prophets are the foundation
stones. This foundation will never be shaken. It will never need to be relaid. It is
complete and sufficient.

Our calling now is to build faithfully on this foundation. We create by proclaiming the
gospel, by teaching sound doctrine, by making disciples, by loving one another, by
serving the world, and by living as witnesses to Christ.
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We build by being faithful to the Word, by walking in the Spirit, by pursuing holiness,
and by using the gifts that God has given us for the edification of the church. We build
by trusting in God’s promises, by praying with confidence, by worshipping with joy, and
by hoping in the return of Christ.

This is glorious work. It is not second-rate or inferior to the work of the apostolic age. It
is the work that God has called us to do in this age, and it is more than enough to fill
our lives with purpose and meaning. We do not need miraculous signs to validate our
ministry or to confirm God’s presence. We have the Word, which is living and active.

We have the Spirit, who is powerfully at work in us and through us. We have the
gospel, which is the power of God for salvation. These are sufficient, and they are
glorious.

Cessationism, rightly understood, should fill us with confidence and joy. It should free
us from the constant search for new experiences and new revelations. It should protect
us from deception and error. It should focus our attention on what God has actually
given us and on what He has called us to do. It should help us appreciate the ordinary
means of grace and should teach us to find joy in them. It should give us a high view of
Scripture, a robust pneumatology, and a clear understanding of our mission as the
church.

As you go forward from reading this book, | encourage you to be confident in what God
has given you. You have the complete Word of God. You have the indwelling Spirit. You
have the body of Christ. You have the gospel. You have everything you need for life and
godliness. Do not let anyone tell you that you are missing something or that you need
more than what God has provided. You are complete in Christ, and you lack no spiritual
blessing.

Be faithful in using the means of grace that God has given you. Read the Word. Pray.
Gather with the church. Participate in the sacraments. Use your gifts to serve others.
Proclaim the gospel. Make disciples. Love God and love your neighbour. These are the
tasks that Scripture sets before us, and they are sufficient for a lifetime of faithful
service.

Be gracious toward those who disagree with you on this issue. Maintain unity in the
gospel. Engage in thoughtful discussion. Listen with humility. Speak with charity.
Remember that the most important thing is not winning an argument but knowing
Christ and making Him known.
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And above all, be joyful. Cessationism is not a burden or a limitation. It is a celebration
of the sufficiency and glory of what God has given us. It is a call to build confidently on
the foundation that has been laid. It is an invitation to find joy in the ordinary means of
grace and to trust in the ongoing work of the Spirit through the Word.

The foundation is complete. The Word is sufficient. The Spirit is powerful. The church is
secure. The gospel is true. Christ is Lord. And we have everything we need to live

faithfully and to build the church for the glory of God.

Now let us build.
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A Final Word:

Building on the Foundation

We have covered considerable ground in this book. We began by examining the nature
of the cessationist and continuationist debate, recognizing that it is not merely an
academic question but one with significant implications for how we understand
Scripture, practice ministry, and relate to God. We have worked through key biblical
texts, examined theological frameworks, considered historical patterns, and explored
practical implications. Throughout this journey, we have sought to be faithful to
Scripture, careful in our reasoning, and charitable toward those who disagree.

The central thesis of this book is straightforward: the sign gifts of apostleship,
prophecy, tongues, and miraculous healings were given by God for a specific purpose
during a particular period in redemptive history. They served to authenticate the
apostles as Christ’'s chosen messengers, to confirm the gospel message as it was first
proclaimed, and to lay the foundation of the church.

When that foundation was complete and the apostolic testimony was inscribed in the
New Testament Scriptures, these gifts ceased to be given. They fulfilled their purpose,
and that purpose no longer continues in the same way today.

This is not a claim that God cannot perform miracles or that the Holy Spirit is inactive in
the church. It is a claim about the specific gifts that were tied to the apostolic office and

the foundational period of the church. It is a claim rooted in careful exegesis of Scripture
and in a coherent theological framework that takes the sufficiency of Scripture seriously,
the closed canon, and the unique role of the apostles and prophets.

The Biblical Evidence Summarized

The biblical case for cessationism rests on several key texts and themes that we have
examined in detail.

Ephesians 2:20 provides the clearest architectural metaphor for understanding the
church’s structure. Paul tells us that the church is “built on the foundation of the
apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone.” A foundation is laid
once, at the beginning of a building project. It is not continuously laid throughout the
building process. The apostles and prophets were the foundation layers, and their work
was completed in the first century. We who come after build on that foundation; we do
not lay it again.
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First Corinthians 13:8-10 teaches that prophecies will pass away, tongues will cease,
and knowledge will pass away. These gifts were partial and incomplete, given during a
time when the church’s foundation was still being laid. But when “the perfect” comes,
the partial will pass away. While the precise identification of “the perfect”is debated,
the most natural reading in context is that it refers to the completion of God'’s revelation
in the New Testament. When the complete revelation arrived, the partial revelations
were no longer needed.

Hebrews 2:3 and 4 describe how the gospel “was declared at first by the Lord, and it
was attested to us by those who heard, while God also bore witness by signs and
wonders and various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his
will.” The past tense verbs are crucial. The author describes a completed authentication
process that took place in the apostolic period. The gospel was declared, it was
attested, and God bore witness to it. This authentication has been accomplished, and
we now have the confirmed and reliable apostolic testimony in the New Testament.

Second Timothy 3:16 and 17 teaches the sufficiency of Scripture: “All Scripture is
breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for
training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every
good work.” If Scripture equips us for every good work, then we do not need ongoing
revelation or prophetic words to supplement it. The Word of God is sufficient for all that
we need to know and do.

The pattern in Acts shows us that miraculous signs were concentrated around the
apostles and were used to authenticate the gospel message and establish the church.
As the apostolic age progressed, the emphasis shifted from miraculous signs to faithful
teaching and preservation of apostolic doctrine. By the time of Paul's later epistles, the
focus is entirely on guarding the deposit of faith and teaching sound doctrine, with no
mention of seeking or exercising sign gifts.

These texts, taken together, present a coherent and compelling case that the sign gifts
were foundational and temporary. They were given for a specific purpose during a
particular period, and when that purpose was fulfilled, the gifts ceased.

The Theological Framework

The cessationist position is not based on isolated proof texts but on a comprehensive
theological framework that integrates several key doctrines.
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The sufficiency of Scripture is foundational. If we believe that Scripture is sufficient to
equip us for every good work, then we must question the need for ongoing prophetic
revelation. Either Scripture is adequate, or it needs to be supplemented by
contemporary prophecy. We cannot consistently affirm both.

The closed canon follows from the sufficiency of Scripture. If God'’s revelation is
complete and sufficient, then the canon of Scripture is closed. We are not waiting for
additional books to be added to the Bible, and we should not expect new revelations
that carry divine authority. The foundation has been laid, and we build upon it.

The unique role of the apostles and prophets is crucial. These were not ordinary church
offices that continued in every generation. They were foundational offices, given to lay
the foundation of the church. The apostles were eyewitnesses of the risen Christ,
chosen and commissioned by Him to speak with His authority. The New Testament
prophets worked alongside the apostles to deliver God’s revelation. When the
apostolic generation passed and their testimony was inscribed in Scripture, these
offices ceased.

The purpose of sign gifts ties everything together. If the sign gifts were given to
authenticate the apostles and confirm the gospel message, then when that
authentication was complete, the gifts would naturally cease. The foundation does not
need to be authenticated again in every generation. It was authenticated once and for
all in the apostolic period.

These theological truths fit together into a coherent whole. They are notisolated
doctrines but interconnected parts of a biblical worldview that takes the finality and
sufficiency of God'’s revelation in Christ and in Scripture seriously.

Sincerity

Throughout this book, | have sought to maintain a pastoral heart. This is not about
winning arguments or proving that we are right and others are wrong. This is about
faithfulness to Scripture and about helping the church understand what God has
revealed in His Word.

| recognize that many sincere, godly, Bible believing Christians disagree with the
cessationist position. | have friends and brothers in Christ who are continuationists. |
respect their commitment to Scripture and their desire to honor God. | do not question
their faith or their love for Christ.
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But | am convinced that cessationism is the better interpretation of Scripture. | believe it
does greater justice to the biblical texts, it fits better with the overall teaching of
Scripture, and it provides a more coherent theological framework for understanding the
church and its ministry.

My goal in writing this book is not to create division but to promote clarity. | want to
help Christians think carefully about these issues, examine the biblical evidence, and
reach conclusions grounded in Scripture rather than in experience or tradition.

| also want to help cessationists articulate their position with clarity and charity. Too
often, cessationism is presented in a defensive or hostile way, as if it is primarily about
what God does not do. But cessationism is fundamentally positive. It affirms the
sufficiency of Scripture, the finality of God'’s revelation in Christ, the completed work of
the apostles, and the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit through the ordinary means of
grace. These are glorious truths that should fill us with confidence and joy.

The Continuationist Challenge

| want to acknowledge respectfully why many Christians are continuationists. Several
factors make continuationism appealing and warrant our serious consideration.

First, many continuationists have had experiences that they interpret as miraculous or
as manifestations of spiritual gifts. These experiences are real to them, and they shape
how they read Scripture. We should not dismiss these experiences or question the
sincerity of those who report them.

Second, continuationists often emphasize the power and presence of the Holy Spirit in
ways that are attractive and compelling. They speak of God’s active involvement in the
world, His desire to communicate with His people, and His power to work miracles.
These are biblical truths that all Christians should affirm.

Third, for many people, continuationism seems more open to God’s work and less
restrictive than cessationism. The charge that cessationism “puts God in a box” or
“limits what God can do” is common and emotionally powerful.

Fourth, there are biblical texts that support continuationism. Paul's instruction to
“earnestly desire the spiritual gifts” (1 Corinthians 14:1), his statement that “/ want you
all to speak in tongues” (1 Corinthians 14:5), and Jesus’ promise that “these signs will
accompany those who believe” (Mark 16:17) all seem to suggest that the gifts should
continue.
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| take these challenges seriously, and | have sought to address them throughout this
book. But | remain convinced that cessationism provides the better interpretation of
Scripture for several reasons.

First, experiences must be interpreted in light of Scripture, not the other way around.
We cannot allow our experiences to determine our theology. We must test all
experiences by the Word of God.

Second, cessationism does not deny the power and presence of the Holy Spirit. It
affirms that the Spirit is powerfully at work in the church through the ordinary means of
grace: the preaching of the Word, the administration of the sacraments, prayer, and
fellowship. The Spirit's primary work is not in spectacular miracles but in the
transformation of hearts and lives through the gospel.

Third, cessationism does not limit what God can do. It claims that God has chosen to do
what He has revealed in Scripture. God is sovereign and can do whatever He pleases.
But He has told us in His Word what we should expect and how we should live.
Cessationism takes God at His Word.

Fourth, the biblical texts that seem to support continuationism must be read in their
historical and theological context. Paul's instructions in 1 Corinthians were given to a
church in the apostolic period when these gifts were still being given. The question is
not whether the gifts existed then but whether they continue now. The broader biblical
teaching on the foundation of the church, the sufficiency of Scripture, and the purpose
of sign gifts points toward cessationism.

The Call to Faithfulness

The cessationist position calls us to a particular kind of faithfulness. We are called to
build on the foundation that has been laid, not to lay it again.

This means that our primary task is not to seek new revelations or miraculous signs but
to faithfully proclaim and apply the revelation that God has already given us in
Scripture. We have the apostolic testimony. We have the complete counsel of God. We
have everything we need for life and godliness. Our task is to know it, believe it, live it,
and proclaim it.
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This also means that we should be content with the ordinary means of grace. We do
not need spectacular experiences to validate our faith or to confirm God'’s presence. We
have the Word of God, which is living and active. We have the Spirit of God, who
dwells in us and empowers us. We have the people of God, who encourage and
strengthen us. These are sufficient, and they are glorious.

Building on the foundation also means that we should be committed to sound doctrine.
The apostles laid the foundation by delivering the gospel and teaching the truth about
Christ, salvation, the church, and the Christian life. Our task is to guard this deposit of
truth, to teach it faithfully, and to pass it on to the next generation. We do not add to it
or subtract from it. We preserve it and proclaim it.

Finally, building on the foundation means that we should be focused on the mission
that Christ has given us. We are called to make disciples of all nations, teaching them
to observe all that Christ commanded. We are called to love God and love our
neighbor. We are called to live as salt and light in the world. These are the tasks that
Scripture sets before us, and they are more than enough to occupy our time and energy.

The Spirit’s Ongoing Work

One of the most essential truths that cessationists must emphasize is that the Holy
Spirit is powerfully and actively at work in the church today. Cessationism is not a
denial of the Spirit's work but a clarification of how the Spirit primarily works.

The Holy Spirit regenerates sinners, giving them new life in Christ. This is the greatest
miracle of all, and it happens every time someone is born again. The Spirit takes hearts
of stone and makes them hearts of flesh. He opens blind eyes to see the glory of Christ.
He draws people to the Father through the Son. This is supernatural, powerful, life-
changing work.

The Holy Spirit sanctifies believers, conforming them to the image of Christ. He
produces in us the fruit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control. He empowers us to put sin to death and to walk in
newness of life. He teaches us, guides us, comforts us, and strengthens us. This is
ongoing, transformative work that continues throughout our lives.
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The Holy Spirit empowers the church for witness and service. He gives gifts to every
believer for the building up of the body of Christ. He enables us to teach, to serve, to
give, to lead, to show mercy, and to encourage. He works through the preaching of the
Word to convict, convert, and edify. He works through prayer to accomplish God'’s
purposes in the world. He works through the fellowship of believers to provide support,
accountability, and love.

The Holy Spirit illuminates Scripture, helping us to understand and apply God’s Word.
He takes the written Word and applies it to our hearts, showing us our sin, pointing us
to Christ, and teaching us how to live. This illuminating work is not the same as
revelation. The Spirit does not give us new information that is not in Scripture. But He
does help us to understand, believe, and apply what Scripture teaches.

All of this is the work of the Holy Spirit, and it is glorious. Cessationists affirm all of this
and more. We do not diminish the Spirit's work. We recognize that the Spirit's primary
work today is through the Word, not through new revelations or miraculous signs. The
Spirit has given us the Word, and He works through the Word to accomplish His
purposes in us and through us.

The Sufficiency We Have

The most encouraging truth for cessationists is that we lack nothing. God has given us
everything we need in Christ and in Scripture.

We have the complete revelation of God's will in the Bible. We do not need to wonder
what God wants us to know or how He wants us to live. He has told us in His Word.
The Scriptures are sufficient to make us wise for salvation and to equip us for every
good work.

We have the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit. We do not need special mediators
or prophets to connect us to God. The Spirit dwells in every believer, and He enables us
to know God, to pray to God, and to serve God. We have direct access to the Father
through the Son by the Spirit.

We have the body of Christ, the church. We are not isolated individuals trying to figure
out the Christian life on our own. We are part of a community of believers who
encourage, teach, correct, and support us. We have pastors and teachers who faithfully
proclaim the Word. We have brothers and sisters who pray for us and walk with us.
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We have the promises of God. He has promised never to leave us or forsake us. He has
promised to work all things together for our good. He has pledged to complete the
work He has begun in us. He has vowed to return and to make all things new. These
promises are confident and sure, and they are more than enough to sustain us through
every trial and challenge.

We have the gospel of Jesus Christ. We have the good news that God has reconciled
us to Himself through the death and resurrection of His Son. We have forgiveness of
sins, justification by faith, adoption into God’s family, and the hope of eternal life. This is
the greatest gift of all, and itis ours in Christ.

What more could we possibly need? God has given us everything we need for life and
godliness through the knowledge of Christ. We are complete in Him. We lack no
spiritual blessing. We have been blessed with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly
places in Christ.

Final Encouragement

As we conclude this book, | want to offer a word of encouragement to those who hold
the cessationist position and to those who are considering it.

Be confident in Scripture. The Word of God is sufficient, authoritative, and reliable. You
do not need new revelations or prophetic words to supplement it. You have the
complete counsel of God in the Bible, and it is more than enough. Please read it, study
it, meditate on it, memorize it, and obey it. Let it dwell in you richly. It will equip you for
every good work.

Be faithful in ministry. Your calling is not to seek spectacular experiences or miraculous
signs. Your calling is to faithfully proclaim the gospel, to teach sound doctrine, to
shepherd God’s people, and to live as a witness to Christ in the world. These are
glorious tasks, and they are more than enough to fill a lifetime. Do them with joy and
with confidence that God will work through your faithful service.

Be gracious in disagreement. You will encounter many Christians who disagree with
cessationism. Some of them will be close friends or family members. Some of them will
be in your church or in your denomination. Treat them with respect and love. Do not
qguestion their faith or their commitment to Christ. Engage the issues with humility and
with a willingness to listen and learn. Maintain unity in the gospel even as you disagree
on secondary matters.
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Be patient with the process. Coming to a settled conviction on this issue takes time. It
requires careful study of Scripture, thoughtful reflection on theological questions, and
honest examination of your own experiences and assumptions. Do not rush the
process. Take the time to work through the biblical texts, to consider the arguments on
both sides, and to pray for wisdom and understanding.

Be focused on what matters most. The cessationist and continuationist debate is
essential, but it is not the most important thing. The most important thing is the gospel
of Jesus Christ. The most important thing is knowing God and making Him known. The
most important thing is loving God with all your heart and loving your neighbor as
yourself. Keep these priorities in focus, and do not let secondary debates distract you
from the primary mission.

Doxology

We end where we must always end: with praise to God for His goodness, His grace,
and His glory.

We praise God for His complete revelation in Jesus Christ. In Christ, we see the fullness
of God’s glory. In Christ, we hear the final word that God has spoken. In Christ, we have
everything we need for life and godliness. He is the cornerstone of the church, the
foundation of our faith, and the object of our worship.

We praise God for His sufficient Word. He has not left us to grope in the darkness or to
wonder what He requires of us. He has spoken clearly and fully in Scripture. He has
given us the apostolic testimony, preserved in the New Testament, that tells us who
Jesus is, what He has done, and how we should live. This Word is living and active,
sharper than any two-edged sword, able to make us wise for salvation and to equip us
for every good work.

We praise God for His mighty Spirit. He has not abandoned us or left us as orphans. He
has given us His Spirit to dwell in us, to teach us, to guide us, to comfort us, and to
empower us. The Spirit takes the Word and applies it to our hearts. The Spirit produces
fruit in our lives. The Spirit enables us to serve and to witness. The Spirit assures us
that we are children of God and heirs of eternal life.

We praise God for His faithful church. He has called us into a community of believers
who are being built together into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit. We are not
alone in our faith or in our struggles.
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We have brothers and sisters who walk with us, pray for us, encourage us, and hold us
accountable. We have pastors and teachers who faithfully proclaim the Word. We have
the ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s Supper that remind us of the gospel and unite
us to Christ and to one another.

We praise God for His certain promises. He has promised to be with us always, to the
end of the age. He has promised that nothing can separate us from His love. He has
promised to work all things together for our good. He has promised to complete the
work He has begun in us. He has promised to return and to make all things new. These
promises are yes and amen in Christ, and they are the foundation of our hope.

To God alone be the glory, now and forever. Amen.
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