
A Word of Caution about Two Old Topics
Edward O, Bragwell, Sr.

I preached my first sermon in 1954, followed by

two years of preaching “by appointment” after

which I did full-time preaching in local

congregations until recently. During those years I

have seen many issues come and go. Some issues,

because of their nature, drove a wedge between

brethren to the point that they could no longer

work and worship together – no matter how much

they may have personally loved each other and still

do. Other issues were and are of the nature that

brethren who took differing positions were and

still are able to continue working and worshiping

together. Most recognize this to have been the

nature and history of the church during these

years. My purpose in this little piece is not to

identify and/or rehash all these issues, but to focus

on two that have been around since before I

preached that first sermon and have never been

close to having been “settled” but, so far, have not

driven a wedge between brethren for the most part.

They are issues surrounding the “atonement” and

the “indwelling of the Holy Spirit.” 

Until recently, the discussion of these things

have pretty much been in the background and not

pushed to the forefront and considered as major

issues that must be settled one way or the other

before brethren can really work together as one

body. It may be because of the rapid flow of

information via the social media that I am seeing

more and more discussion of these two things with

more dogmatism and sharpness than in the past.

This cannot be helpful.

I am not opposed to one expressing what he

believes on these matters – either in private or

public forums. In fact, it can be helpful in

increasing our knowledge. An honest exchange of

varying views about such things can truly

contribute to our edification.

I know of no disagreement among my brethren

over the necessity of those two items. To believe in

Christ is to believe in the atonement. When I was

baptized in 1948, I had come to believe with all my

heart that “Jesus died for my sins” and it was “the

blood of Christ” that washed away sins at the point

of baptism. But, if you had asked me to define

much less explain the word “atonement” I would

have been stumped. I also was taught and believed

early on that, as a Christian, my body was the

temple or dwelling place of the Holy Spirit. Again,

if you had asked me just how that could be, I would

have probably been stumped again. There is a lot

one can not know about a fact and still believe the

fact.

Over the years, I may have learned a little more

about these subjects, but not a lot for sure that I

did not know in those early years. I have learned a

number of things, taught by some, that cannot be

involved in these two topics because they would

contradict matters plainly taught elsewhere in the

Scriptures. So, I may know more about what is not

involved than I know to definitely be involved. 

So, since we have all agreed on the fact of the

atonement and the fact of the indwelling of the

Spirit we have been able to work together, even

study and discuss these things together, without

marginalizing those who disagreed on certain

details.

On the atonement we may differ in our
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understanding as to how and why the sacrifice of

Christ satisfied the mind of God so that He could

forgive us of our sins and be consistent with his

nature – but we can accept the fact that he did

accept it and rejoice that we have received the

benefit of it. J. W. McGarvey, after studying and

preaching on the subject extensively, in one

sermon reviewed some views that did not satisfy

his mind, had this to say: “What is, then, the

explanation? Well, I don't know. I don't know. I don't
believe any other man knows what the reasoning of God

was on this subject, by which he felt compelled, according
to His own infinite nature, to refuse to pardon a single sin

except through the blood of His Son. I don't know. I don't

know how many sermons I have heard, trying to explain

it. I don't know how many pages--heavy pages--in many
books, I have read, from some of the ablest men in the

world, trying to set it forth; but I have never yet been able
to see it; and if any of you have, I congratulate you.”

As to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, over the

years I have bounced around all over the place as

to how this is accomplished, but have decided that

we do not have to know for sure how it works in

order to believe and benefit from the indwelling. I

can believe what the Bible says about how he works

in teaching and guiding us. If he gives us teaching

and guidance by way of revelation in any way other

than the inspired word of inspired men in the

Bible, it contradicts the teaching concerning the

revelation being completed and delivered in the

first century. It diminishes the value of the all-

sufficiency of the New Testament revelation. But as

to all the nuances of how this indwelling is

accomplished, I freely admit to not having this

figured out. That is not surprising. I have not

figured out all about how my spirit dwells in my

body – but, I believe it and act according to this

fact.

So, should we express our views on these two

topics? Certainly. Both privately and publicly. That

is how we all learn. But there is a difference

between expressing and pressing a view.

We have enough issues that must be sharply

confronted because of their divisive nature and

threats to the purity of the church and to the souls

of brethren, to keep us busy. Things like the “grace,

not obedience” basis for our salvation issue. Things

surrounding women’s role in the church, the extent

of fellowship, ad nauseam. 

Let’s all pray for wisdom from above –

understanding that it is first pure then peaceable,

in that order. #

Jesus: Intolerant, Confrontational,

and Exclusionary

Dan Gatlin

The typical denominational view of both Father

and Son is that “God is love,” and only love. What

is so easily forgotten is His severity (Romans 11:22)

and wrath (II Thessalonians 1:3-10). Jesus is

depicted as quiet, soft-spoken, harmless, almost a

wimp (nothing could be further from the truth).

The consequence of this one-sided view of Jesus is

that while many believe in Him, they no longer fear

Him. Yet, Jesus taught that we are to fear Him,

“And do not fear those who kill the body but

cannot kill the soul. But rather fear Him who is

able to destroy both soul and body in hell”

(Matthew 10:28). This tolerant, inclusive,

non-condemning Jesus will accept just about any

scheme that man will devise or any form of

worship so long as it is offered in sincerity. But

Jesus said, “Many will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord,

Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name, cast

out demons in Your name, and done many

wonders in Your name?’ And then I will declare to

them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who

practice lawlessness!’” (Matthew 7:22-23). Clearly,

the ideas that many have about deity are

contradicted by the scriptures.

Sadly, this political correctness has crept into

the thinking of many Christians, including some

who occupy pulpits and are entrusted with the

leadership of congregations. For many the

motivation is clear, a “cleaned up” Jesus who

preaches a “cleaned up” gospel is less offensive and

will attract more people. But man’s desire for God

to be different than what He actually is does not

make it so.

Truths That All Bible Believers Recognize
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God is love. This is clearly stated in I John 4: 8,

16. His love for man caused Him to send His Son to

die on the cross as a sin sacrifice (John 3:16), while

man was an enemy (Romans 5:6-10). Truly, this

degree of love is incomprehensible. But the

forgotten side is that “the Lord your God is a

consuming fire, a jealous God” (Deuteronomy

4:24). These are not conflicting ideas, the two sides

make a whole.

God wants all men to be saved. “For this is

good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior,

who desires all men to be saved and to come to the

knowledge of the truth.” (I Timothy 2:3-4). While

God offers salvation to all mankind (Titus 2:11) the

majority will reject His offer, and God will destroy

them (Matthew 10:28; II Thessalonians 1:9).

God is no respecter of persons. The promise

made to Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3) extends to all

the nations of the earth. That promise is fulfilled in

Christ (Galatians 3:16). Though Christ and His

disciples preached primarily to “the lost sheep of

the house of Israel” (Matthew 10:6), God’s plan

after Jesus ascended was that the gospel be

preached to all men (Matthew 28:19-20; Acts 10 &

11; Ephesians 2:11-16). While salvation is extended

to all without partiality, only those in the Lord’s

church have accepted the offer (Acts 20:28). All

others are lost.

The Side Of Jesus That Is Often Ignored

Jesus Was Intolerant Of Sin And Those Who

Promoted It. Much of His time on earth was spent

exposing and condemning the sins of the Jewish

leadership. He warned His disciples, “Take heed

and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the

Sadducees” (Matthew 16:6). Initially the disciples

didn’t understand His words. But after Jesus

explained, “they understood that He did not tell

them to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the

doctrine of the Pharisees and Sadducees”

(Matthew 16:12). His language in Matthew 23 is

among the strongest in all the Bible. He referred to

the Scribes and Pharisees as “hypocrites,”

“serpents,” “brood of vipers.” He described them as

“full of extortion and self-indulgence,” “full of

hypocrisy and lawlessness.” He said that they,

“devour widows’ houses, and for a pretense make

long prayers.” He was intolerant of those who

rejected Him after seeing His miracles, “Woe to

you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the

mighty works which were done in you had been

done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented

long ago in sackcloth and ashes. But I say to you, it

will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the

day of judgment than for you” (Matthew 11:21-22).

Jesus was intolerant of those who set aside God’s

law to follow human tradition (Matt. 15:3-9). He

did not tolerate “false christs” and “false prophets”

(Matthew 24:24). He told the Sadducees that they

were “mistaken, not knowing the Scriptures nor

the power of God” (Matthew 22:29).

Jesus’ disciples followed His example of

intolerance. The early church did not tolerate the

sin of Ananias and Sapphira, they were struck dead

(Acts 5:1-11). When the judaizing teachers came to

Antioch, “Paul and Barnabas had no small

dissension and dispute with them” (Acts 15:2).

When these same false teachers tried to compel

circumcision Paul “did not yield submission even

for an hour, that the truth of the gospel might

continue with you” (Galatians 2:5). Paul wrote,

“And have no fellowship with the unfruitful works

of darkness, but rather expose them” (Ephesians

5:11). The New Testament occasionally exposed

false teachers by name and the error they tried to

teach (II Timothy 2:16-18).

The language of the early preachers was similar

to that of Jesus in Matthew 23. Stephen called the

Jews he was addressing “stiffnecked and

uncircumcised in heart and ears” and “betrayers

and murderers” (Acts 7:51-52). The apostle Paul

said of Elymas, “O full of all deceit and all fraud,

you son of the devil, you enemy of all

righteousness, will you not cease perverting the

straight ways of the Lord?” (Acts 13:10). He

referred to the false teachers who would come into

the church at Ephesus as “savage wolves” (Acts

20:29). James called some of his readers

“adulterers and adulteresses,” “sinners” and

“double-minded” (James 4:1-10). Truth should

never be given equal weight with error, and the
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faithful Christian will never tolerate that which

opposed to truth.

Jesus Was Confrontational Toward Those

Who Knew The Truth But Rejected It. Jesus

intentionally provoked the religious leaders of His

day. Often the controversy was related to the

Sabbath (Mark 3:1-6; Luke 13:10-17). In Luke

14:1-6 we read, “Now it happened, as He went into

the house of one of the rulers of the Pharisees to

eat bread on the Sabbath, that they watched Him

closely. And behold, there was a certain man before

Him who had dropsy. And Jesus, answering, spoke

to the lawyers and Pharisees, saying, ‘Is it lawful to

heal on the Sabbath?’ But they kept silent. And He

took him and healed him, and let him go. Then He

answered them, saying, ‘Which of you, having a

donkey or an ox that has fallen into a pit, will not

immediately pull him out on the Sabbath day?’

And they could not answer Him regarding these

things.”

Jesus also confronted people with the fact that

He was deity. After healing a man on the Sabbath

we read, “For this reason the Jews persecuted

Jesus, and sought to kill Him, because He had

done these things on the Sabbath. But Jesus

answered them, ‘My Father has been working until

now, and I have been working.’ Therefore the Jews

sought all the more to kill Him, because He not

only broke the Sabbath, but also said that God was

His Father, making Himself equal with God.”

(John 5:16-18). On another occasion we read,

“Jesus said to them, ‘Most assuredly, I say to you,

before Abraham was, I AM.’ Then they took up

stones to throw at Him; but Jesus hid Himself and

went out of the temple, going through the midst of

them, and so passed by” (John 8:58-29).

Preachers in the early church were just as

confrontational. After being arrested and released

the apostles went right back into the temple

preaching the truth (Acts 5:29) contrary to what

they had been commanded. To describe Stephen’s

sermon (Acts 7) as non-confrontational is to not

have a clear grip on reality. When Peter separated

himself from Gentile Christians Paul wrote, “Now

when Peter had come to Antioch, I withstood him

to his face, because he was to be blamed; for before

certain men came from James, he would eat with

the Gentiles; but when they came, he withdrew and

separated himself, fearing those who were of the

circumcision” (Galatians 2:11-12).

Jesus Excluded Many By His Teaching. It is

not that Jesus wants to exclude anyone from

salvation. As already stated His offer of forgiveness

is extended to all men. But He will exclude those

who reject His teachings. Yes, even those who

claim to be His disciples. “Therefore many of His

disciples, when they heard this, said, ‘This is a hard

saying; who can understand it?’ When Jesus knew

in Himself that His disciples complained about

this, He said to them, ‘Does this offend you? What

then if you should see the Son of Man ascend

where He was before? It is the Spirit who gives life;

the flesh profits nothing. The words that I speak to

you are spirit, and they are life. But there are some

of you who do not believe.’ For Jesus knew from

the beginning who they were who did not believe,

and who would betray Him. And He said,

‘Therefore I have said to you that no one can come

to Me unless it has been granted to him by My

Father.’ From that time many of His disciples went

back and walked with Him no more.” (John

6:60-66). Jesus recognized that His words were

offensive. His follow up comments offended them

further. He knew that many of His disciples would

no longer follow Him, so why did He say what He

did? To exclude those would not accept His

difficult teachings.

Jesus Advocated A Culture Of Obedience

Listen to His words: “He who has My

commandments and keeps them, it is he who loves

Me. And he who loves Me will be loved by My

Father, and I will love him and manifest Myself to

him” (John 14:21). “My sheep hear My voice, and

I know them, and they follow Me. And I give them

eternal life, and they shall never perish; neither

shall anyone snatch them out of My hand.” (John

10:27-28).
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