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The last two months of the year remind us of 
the birth of our Lord and Savior (though scholars 
think it most likely occurred in March or April). 
The birth of Jesus changed history. So did His 
death and resurrection. So will His soon return. 
History really is His story.

I hope you’ll enjoy this issue. You’ll find the 
third and final installment of Dr. Willard Aldrich’s 
article, Is Salvation Probationary? There’s an arti-
cle by Shawn Lazar on a parable by Dostoyevsky. 
Shawn’s analysis is outstanding. Steve Elkins, a 
contemporary of mine at DTS, writes with pas-
sion about the evangelistic zeal and message of 
our mutual friend, Zane Hodges. Don Reiher takes 
on the issue of limited atonement. And I present a 
brief exposition of Genesis 11 about the tower of 
Babel and the scattering of men.

Do you know of family and friends who would 
enjoy Grace in Focus Magazine? If so, we’ll be 
happy to send it to them. Just provide us with 
their addresses (ges@faithalone.org). All sub-
scriptions to U.S. addresses are free. (We charge 
a nominal fee for foreign subscriptions to cover 
postage only.)

Mark Gray, who runs our help desk and fills 
all orders, is getting better by the day. In May he 
was hit by a truck while riding his bike. First he 
had surgery to install a plate in his right ankle. 
Second he had surgery on his left shoulder. He is 
still in a sling and he faces months of therapy. But 
he is on the mend. Thank you for your prayers. 

If you are able to make a year-end gift, it would 
be much appreciated. Many thanks to those of 
you who have already given to support our min-
istry this year. Your partnership allows us to get 
the word out in many exciting ways.
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Title 3

by Bob Wilkin

The Tower  
of Babel  

& the 
Scattering 

of Men
Genesis 11:1-9

INTRODUCTION

God told Adam and Eve to be fruit-
ful and to multiply and to fill the 
earth (Gen 1:28). After the flood, 

God repeated that same command to 
Noah and his sons (Gen 9:1). 

Man was to fill the earth. We do not 
know how well man had spread over 
the earth prior to the flood. Presum-
ably man was widely scattered. 

However, after the flood many of 
the descendants of Noah and his sons 
fail to spread over the earth as they 
were told. Instead, they stay grouped 
together in one place. In addition, 
they hatch a plot to build a very high 
tower and to make a great name for 
themselves. 

In this passage we see the hand of 
God. Many think that God does not 
intervene in human history. He just 
created us and then lets us do what-
ever we want. 

Of course the flood itself disproves 
that. 

But soon after the flood, in the 
Tower of Babel incident, we see more 
evidence that God has a plan for man-
kind, and He will indeed intervene 
when necessary to get men to do what 
He wants. 

The Tower of Babel is really only a 
minor part of this story. The heart 
of the story is the dispersion of the 
nations that occurred at Babel. It 
shows that God opposes the proud and 
that God is able and willing to bring 
them down to accomplish His own 
purposes. 

NOAH’S DESCENDANTS 
REFUSE TO FILL  

THE EARTH  
(GENESIS 11:1-4)

Evidently Gen 11:1-9 explains Gen-
esis 10. That is, Gen 11:1-9 occurred 
before Genesis 10. Genesis often pres-
ents material thematically, out of 
normal chronological order. 

These verses explain to the new 
nation of Israel (1440 BC) where all 
the world’s nations and languages 
came from. 

The whole earth spoke only one lan-
guage. That makes sense. God created 

continued on p. 4

Adam and Eve with language. They 
didn’t have to learn to speak. They 
were created as highly educated, 
articulate people. 

Whatever language God gave Adam 
and Eve was passed from generation 
to generation. No new language would 
develop. Everyone could understand 
everyone. 

Evidently that was God’s original 
plan for man. But as a result of this 
new rebellion, this refusal to scat-
ter and fill the earth, God is going to 
change the language situation in a big 
way. 

The land of Shinar (see Gen 10:10 
which mentions that Babel is in the 
land of Shinar), later in the OT, is 
another name for Babylon, and of 
course Babylon is related to the name 
Babel in the Tower of Babel. 

Shinar is thus the place that became 
Mesopotamia or Babylon. This is to 
the east and slightly north of modern 
Israel. Today Shinar is called Iraq. 
Thus the place we’ve had troops for 
the past decade is where this passage 
occurs. 

Verse 3 seems quite harmless. What 
is wrong with men making bricks and 
mortar?
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The problem is not the action itself, 

but, as is often the case, the motive 
behind the action. 

Verse 4 explains why they are 
making bricks and mortar. They want 
to build a city, which is fine in itself, 
and “a tower whose top is in the heav-
ens.” They want to “make a name for 
ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad 
over the face of the whole earth.”

But that is exactly what God wanted 
men to do. While certainly some fami-
lies could stay put so that a given 
region had a reasonable population, 
banding together for the explicit pur-
pose of keeping others from moving 
out, and of building a mega-popula-
tion, was a clear violation of God’s call. 

And what was this “tower”? Most 
scholars believe it was a giant ziggu-
rat. Indeed, one has been found in this 
region. 

A ziggurat was a massive monument 
used for worship. Imagine a huge pyr-
amid, but instead of it being pointed 
on top, it has a flat surface on top 
where sacrifices can be offered. The 
top was a temple. 

By “the heavens” they probably 
mean the upper atmosphere. They 
intend to build something so mas-
sive that it would be an artificial 
mountain. My guess is the building 
was similar in height to the highest 
buildings on earth today. 

Currently the world’s tallest build-
ing is in Dubai and it stands 162 sto-
ries high, with a total height of 2,717 
feet, or just over one half mile high. 

Those in Shinar thought this way:
Greatest strength: unity.
Greatest fear: scattering. 
Greatest desire: making a name for 

themselves. 
Alan Ross, in his class on Genesis at 

DTS, suggested: “The sin of the Shi-
narites appears to be immense pride…
Pride in the OT is much more than an 
arrogant attitude. It is open rebel-
lion against God, an independence of 
God. Humility is often equated with 
trust and obedience. Their refusal to 
scatter and fill the earth was direct 
rebellion against God and the height 
of arrogance.”

We will see shortly that what they 
fear the most is what actually hap-
pens, and they indeed make a name 
for themselves, but it is not the name 
they would have wished.

THE LORD ASSESSES THE 
SITUATION & CONFUSES  

THEIR LANGUAGE  
(GENESIS 11:5-7)

Verse 5 is a figure of speech since 
God is omniscient. God already knew 
what they were up to, and why they 
were doing it.

This may imply that the Lord Jesus 
actually came to Shinar in His pre-
incarnate body to inspect what was 
going on. 

There is irony here. Alan Ross 
points out: “No matter how high they 
climbed, it seems, the Lord still had 
to descend to view their human enter-
prise.” This clearly shows how lofty 

God is and how our greatest aspira-
tions fall far short of the glory of God.

Exactly what the end of verse 6 
means is unclear: “Now nothing that 
they propose to do will be withheld 
from them.” Probably this means 
something to the effect that if God 
does not intervene, if He lets them 
stay clumped in Shinar and build this 
tower and live together, then they will 
be able accomplish many things they 
wish to do, including making a great 
name for themselves, but which God 
does not want them doing. 

God “decides” to intervene now 
rather than later. He knows this is the 
best way to deal with this rebellion. 

Precisely what verse 7 means 
escaped my attention until I was 

preparing this article. What God did 
was not simply give the people of 
Shinar many new languages. Let’s 
say there were 100,000 people and he 
gave them 25 different languages. But 
that is only half of what He did.

If that was all he did, they could 
still all communicate with their first 
language. Here is the other half of 
what God did: He took away their first 
language. 

Of course, that had never happened 
before and it has never happened 
since. 

Imagine what that must have been 
like. Let’s say you are like me and 
you only speak English. Now imagine 
one day you lose the ability to speak 
or understand English, but you now 
speak and understand Chinese. And 
the people down the street now speak 
Arabic, but not English or Mandarin. 
Your back yard neighbors now speak 
French, but not English or Mandarin or 

Arabic. Your neighbors on the next 
block over speak Swahili, but not 
any other language. People all over 
your town speak 20 or more differ-
ent languages, but no one speaks or 
understands English any more. 

What would happen? You would 
gather together with the people who 
speak your new language and all of 
you would form a new community. If 
you lived in the world after the flood 
where the whole earth was open to 

colonization, you would go with the 
people of your language and pick a 
land and populate it. 

The people who spoke Old Chinese 
went to what is now called China. The 
people who spoke Egyptian went to 
Egypt. The people who spoke Greek 
went to Greece. And so on. 

God got the people to do what He 
wanted by confusing their languages. 

This is an example of the balance 
between God’s sovereignty and man’s 
free will. God allows limited free will. 
Both individually and collectively God 
is at work behind the scenes to see to 
it that we do not veer too far from His 
plan. He allows lots of freedom and 
lots of iniquity, but there are limits. 

The problem is not 
the action itself, 

but, as is often the 
case, the motive 

behind the action



THE LORD  
SCATTERS THEM 

(GENESIS 11:8)

Verse 8 might be presenting the 
results of what God did in confusing 
the languages. Or it might be present-
ing a separate point.

Either way, God caused men to do 
what He wanted, to fill the earth, to 
scatter, and to cover the planet. 

He also wanted them to stop build-
ing the mega city they were build-
ing. And stop they did. 

A REMINDER THAT  
WE SHOULD FULFILL  

GOD’S COMMANDS  
(Genesis 11:9)

The city is called Babel “because 
the Lord confused the language of 
all the earth” (Gen 11:9). Babel is 
from the Hebrew word that means 
confusion. 

The name Babel reminds us that 
we should fulfill God’s commands. A 
failure to do so will result in conse-
quences, possibly quite painful. In this 
case mankind lost the ability to com-
municate with each other. Suddenly 
there was a language barrier that had 
never existed before.

Remember what the people in 
Shinar wanted the most: to make a 
name for themselves. Well, in a sense 
they did. But the name they made 
was not a glorious one like they had 
wished. Instead the name they made 
was Babel, confusion. How would you 
like to be called confusion. 

They were united. Yet they were 
united in opposition to God.

They feared being scattered. 
Because they rebelled against God, 
their greatest fear was realized.

They desired to make a great name 
for themselves. They made one all 
right, but not the one they wanted. 

If Adam had not sinned, then the 
Garden of Eden would still be here and 
there would have been no curse on the 
earth. No one would have died. 

If the sons of God had not intermar-
ried with the daughters of men, then 
there would have been no flood and no 
great drop in lifespan. People would 
still be living 800 to 900 years.

If the descendants of Noah had not 
decided to clump together in Shinar, 
if they had scattered over the earth, 
then there would be only one language 
on earth today, not hundreds. 

Rebellion leads to judgment and 
curses from God. Obedience results 

in blessings from God. Why not pick 
blessings? 

LESSONS AND APPLICATIONS

1.	 Israel was called out of the 
nations to be God’s chosen 
people, His theocracy. Alan Ross 
points out that if like those in 
Shinar “they lifted their head 
in pride and rebelled against 
God…then they too would be 
scattered across the face of the 
earth.” Of course, that is exactly 
what happened. 

2.	 The separation of peoples into 
nations is not a bad thing inher-
ently. If they had done this will-
ingly, they would have had one 
language and none of them 
would have had the name Babel. 

3.	 God works behind the scenes to 
get us to do what He wants.

4.	 We do not have total free will. 
We have limited free will. 

5.	 God opposes the proud. Those 
who exalt themselves above God 
will be put down. 

6.	 God judges disobedience, even if 
we think He does not. 

7.	 God sees all. We cannot hide 
from Him. 

8.	 God’s plans will ultimately be 
accomplished, with or without 
man’s obedience. 

9.	 We should look forward to the 
New Earth in which there will 
be true unity. Though there will 
be many nations, most likely we 
will all speak and understand 
one language. We will return to 
the way God intended. We will 
all worship not in an artificial 
mountain, the Tower of Babel, 
but on a real mountain, the New 
Jerusalem. 

10.	Until the Lord returns, true 
unity of the nations is highly 
unlikely. Allen Ross notes: “The 
United Nations has often been 
seen as a lengthening shadow of 
Babel.” 

CONCLUSION

Given a chance to start over after 
the flood, man quickly got way off 
track. They rejected God’s command 
to fill the earth. 

Of course, most people don’t want to 
leave where they grew up and move 
to some new place, but that was God’s 
command. Thus families should have 
been pushing out and starting new 
communities and new nations until 
eventually all of the inhabitable lands 
were colonized. 

In a sense these people moving out 
would have been missionaries, taking 
the message of life to new locations. 
Unfortunately, this did not happen 
voluntarily.

The story of Babel is ultimately a 
story about the futility of rebelling 
against God. God opposes the proud, 
but gives grace to the humble. It is 
Jesus’ name we should seek to exalt, 
not our own. If we seek to make a name 
for ourselves by rebelling against God, 
we will find that the name we obtain is 
more like Ichabod (Hebrew = Inglori-
ous) than Glory. 

It always pays to obey God; it never 
pays to disobey Him. GIF

Rebellion leads 
to judgment and 
curses from God. 
Obedience results 

in blessings 
from God
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Is Salvation Probationary?
Part III

by Willard 
Maxwell Aldrich

Thus far I have shown that eter-
nal life with its many concomi-
tant positions and possessions 

becomes the believer’s as soon as 
he exercises saving faith. I have also 
shown that the character of eternal 
life and these positions and posses-
sions does not warrant the idea that 
they may be gained and lost again. 
But now, as a final step in this article, 
I will demonstrate from Scripture that 
God has pledged Himself to main-
tain these unchangeable and eternal 
relationships.

This would seem the only reason-
able thing for Him to do when we look 
upon the life of the saint not as a pro-
bation but as anchored in the realm 
of the “much more love” of God as set 
forth by the Apostle Paul in Rom 5:9-
11. When we further realize that it is 
“by grace that ye are saved and not 
of works” this appears as a neces-
sary part of God’s great and gracious 
undertaking for the believer. And such 
is the statement concerning God’s pur-
pose with respect to his children as 
set forth by the Apostle Paul in Rom 
11:29, “The gifts and calling of God are 
without repentance.”

The first question to settle in rela-
tion to this text is the right to take 
it from its context and employ it in 
proof of God’s purpose to sustain in 
the believer the things pertaining to 

salvation. First of all, we notice that 
the statement under consideration 
is a general principle, not contingent 
upon the immediate context, but 
introduced into it as an explanation 
of God’s method of dealing with men. 
This then liberates it from the imme-
diate context, and gives us the right 
to consider it as a general proposi-
tion (Barnes’ Notes, Epistle to Romans, 
277). In the second place, this very 
context deals with salvation, and that 
is the connection in which we are to 
use it. Furthermore, the words them-
selves, “gifts” and “calling,” are used 
of salvation truth. Finally, while this 
passage deals with the salvation of 
the Jews, the Christian comes under 
its spiritual blessings as spiritual seed 
of Abraham.

The principle set forth in the state-
ment, “The gifts and calling of God are 
without repentance,” finds support 
from other passages of Scripture. So it 
is with God’s covenant with Abraham. 
It is unconditional. God said, “I will,” 
and the fulfillment of the covenant 
depends entirely upon Him.

We have already seen that Christ has 
pledged Himself to the keeping of those 
to whom He has given eternal life (John 
10:28–29). The fact that the Holy Spirit 
is the “seal” upon the believer unto 
the day of redemption (Eph 1:13) also 
points to God’s unchangeable purpose 

in bringing many sons into glory. 
Another interesting passage in support 
of this principle is 1 Pet 1:5, “Who are 
kept by the power of God through faith 
unto salvation ready to be revealed in 
the last time.” The keeping power of 
God seems at first here to be limited 
by the “through faith,” that is, He is 
able to keep only so long as the believer 
retains his faith. But, I have showed 
before that if the continued exercise 
of faith were essential to salvation, 
that God would have to guarantee it, 
for He has promised that “If any man 
eat, he shall live forever.” Thus we may 
conclude that man and his exercise of 
faith is not the prime mover in this pas-
sage, but that the governing principle is 
found in the statement of the keeping 
power of God. The postulate that man’s 
faith in this passage is no more than 
the intermediate agency over which 
God exercises control is supported 
by the Greek preposition (dia) used 
with faith. “Dia” is very often used to 
express the action of an intermediate 
agent or the way or manner in which a 
thing is accomplished.

We have seen that we both have a 
right to use this text, “The gifts and 
calling of God are without repen-
tance,” and also that the principle 
embodied in it is common to the Scrip-
tures. Now let us examine the text 
itself a bit more clearly.

[Editor’s Note: Originally published in 1934 in the jour-
nal Bibliotheca Sacra, this article was written by then 
Th.M. student Willard Aldrich. He later went on to get 
his Th.D. and to be president of Multnomah Bible Col-
lege (1943-1978). He died in 2009. Part I appeared in 
the May/June issue and Part II appeared in the Sept/Oct 
issue of this magazine.]



The “gifts” (charisma) are the 
favors or benefits which God bestows 
on men. The Greek word properly 
“denotes any benefit which is con-
ferred on another as a mere matter 
of favor, and not of reward” (see: Rom 
5:15, 16; 6:23). “Such are all the favors 
which God bestows on sinners, includ-
ing pardon, peace, joy, sanctification 
and eternal life” (Barnes’ Notes, 277). 
The best way to determine what the 
Apostle Paul is referring to by 
“gifts” in this passage is to take a 
survey of its use throughout the 
book. The word is used in the sin-
gular in the following passages: 
1:11, “some spiritual gift to the 
end that ye may be established”; 
5:15, 16, 17, 18, “free gift unto jus-
tification, gift of righteousness,” 
etc.; 6:23, “the gift of God is eter-
nal life through Jesus Christ our 
Lord.” In the plural the word is 
used both in the passages under 
consideration and in 12:6 where 
it has reference to the spiritual 
gifts for service. It is clear, then, 
from the Apostle’s use of the 
word that he means every gift 
of God from the beginning to the 
consummation of his salvation.

The word “calling” (kleÃsis) 
means more than the mere exten-
sion of the invitation to come and 
partake of the divine favors. An exam-
ination of Paul’s usage of the word in 
other passages shows beyond a doubt 
that his most frequent usage of it car-
ries the thought of the “effectual call-
ing, whereby sinners savingly believe, 
and obey the Gospel.” [Ed. Effectual 
calling was a common view among 
Free Grace believers of the time, and 
remains so even today. And it seems 
here that Aldrich intends “obey” 
to mean obey by believing.] Thus it 
involves a life purpose or vocation. It 
is so used in 1 Cor 7:20, “Let every man 
abide in the same calling wherein he 
was called.”

Thus the text may be expanded to 
read, “The gifts (including both the 
gifts of salvation and other spiritual 
gifts) and the calling of God (which 
involves the direction of the believer’s 
life vocation) are without repentance, 

i.e., not to be repented of.” If the atti-
tude of God toward the gifts and call-
ing is not to be repented of, it means 
that the gifts and calling themselves 
are to be forever unchangeable and 
irreversible.

Among the “all things given unto us 
pertaining unto life and godliness” 
(2 Pet 1:3), are eternal life (Rom 6:23), 
authority to become sons of God (John 
1:12) and salvation (Eph 2:8). These 

are specifically mentioned as gifts, but 
all of the positions and possessions of 
the believer belong here.

In summary of the treatment of this 
text, it may be treated in syllogistic 
form. The gifts and calling of God are 
without repentance, hence unchange-
able, irreversible. The possessions and 
positions attributed to the believer 
the moment he exercises saving faith 
are gifts, and form the calling of God. 
Therefore, these relationships and 
possessions are without repentance, 
unchangeable and irretractable, and 
the believer entering into them is 
secure in the safekeeping power of 
God.

I have shown from the Scriptures 
that perfect positions and posses-
sions are accorded to the believer in 
response to a look of faith, and there-
fore saving faith is an act instanta-
neous and complete in its effect; that 

among the possessions into which he 
so enters is eternal life, which means 
that he “shall live forever,” and finally 
that God has pledged to keep these 
positions and possessions unchange-
able and irretractable. Concerning 
this last statement Barnes says, “God 
does not bestow on men the gift of 
repentance and faith, of pardon and 
peace, for a temporary purpose; nor 
does he capriciously withdraw these 

favors, and leave the soul to ruin. 
When he renews a soul, it is with 
reference to his own glory; and to 
withdraw those favors, and leave 
such a soul once renewed to go 
down to hell, would be as much 
a violation of all the principles 
of his nature as it would be of all 
the promises of the Scripture. For 
God to forsake such a soul, and 
leave it to ruin, would imply that 
he did repent. It would suppose 
a change of purpose and of feel-
ing. It would be characteristic of a 
capricious being, with no settled 
plan or principles of action. No 
confidence could be reposed in 
such a being, and his government 
would be unworthy of the affec-
tions and trust of the intelligent 
creation.”1 

But thanks be to God, for “God 
is not a man, that He should lie; neither 
the son of man that he should repent; 
hath he said, and shall he not do it? 
or hath he spoken, and shall it not be 
made good?” (Num 23:19). With the 
Apostle Paul we may conclude that 
nothing is able to separate us from the 
love of God, which is in Christ Jesus 
our Lord! GIF

1Ed.: Aldrich clearly quotes Barnes here 
for support regarding the doctrine of 
eternal security. Whether or not Aldrich 
believed regeneration precedes faith is 
not the purpose of the article. For a com-
monly held Free Grace view of the ordo 
salutis, see Dave Anderson, “Regeneration: 
A Crux Interpretum,” Journal of the Grace 
Evangelical Society (Spring, 2000), avail-
able online.

The Holy Spirit 
is the seal upon 

the believer 
unto the day of 

redemption
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Do half-truths bug you? Several 
things that have really bugged 
me lately are lyrics and speak-

ers saying something to the 
effect, “Isn’t it wonderful that 
Jesus died on the cross to pay for 
our sins? We will not have to pay 
the penalty for our sins because 
of what Jesus did on the cross.” 
This is true. However it is only 
half of the truth. Of course they 
may quote a verse like:

But He was wounded for our 
transgressions,

He was bruised for our 
iniquities;

The chastisement for our 
peace was upon Him,

And by His stripes we are 
healed. 

Isaiah 53:5
It sounds wonderful doesn’t 

it? I can’t remember how many 
times I heard this verse quoted at 
communion. Jesus died on the cross to 
pay for our sins? Is this true? Yes! Of 
course!

However, the word our some-
times gets too much emphasis. When 
spoken by a Calvinist who believes 

that Jesus did not die for the sins of 
unbelievers, it sure sounds like we 
are getting a rather sneaky lesson on 

the third point of Calvinism, namely, 
Limited Atonement. But did Christ 
only die for our sins? Didn’t He die to 

pay for the sins of them too (i.e. 
unbelievers)? If so, why don’t we 
say during communion, “Isn’t it 
wonderful that Jesus died on the 
cross to pay for our sins as well 
as the sins of the entire world?” 
Biblically speaking, that would 
be the whole truth. There are 
many Scriptures that teach that 
Jesus died on the cross to pay in 
full the penalty for the sins of 
everyone. For example:
And He Himself is the propi-
tiation for our sins, and not 
for ours only but also for the 
whole world (1 John 2:2).

In the words of Zane Hodges, 
there is nothing in 1  John 2:2 
about Jesus Christ being the 
potential satisfaction for the 

sins of the world. As Zane said:
The apostle flatly states that 
Jesus is the propitiation for the 

Did Jesus Die to 
Pay the Penalty 

for the Sins of 
Believers Only?

by Don Reiher

Jesus died on 
the cross to 
pay in full 

the penalty 
for the sins 
of everyone



sins of the whole world. 
He is that. Not that He can 
be, or potentially is, but He 
simply is. Note too that this 
statement is exactly par-
allel to the truth that He 
is the propitiation for our 
sins. In whatever sense He 
is the propitiation for our 
sins, he is also the propi-
tiation for the sins of the 
whole world. Very simply 
put, the propitiatory work 
of our Lord Jesus Christ is 
universally effective. That 
is true whether anyone 
believes it or not. On the 
cross, my friends, Jesus 
paid for every single sin 
that has ever been com-
mitted, by any person who 
has ever lived on the face 
of the earth. If you ask me, that 
is magnificent and overwhelm-
ing. (Video, “Propitiation: Does 
It Only Count If We Accept It?”)

Another verse that comes to mind is:
God was in Christ reconciling 
the world to Himself, not imput-
ing their trespasses to them, 
and has committed to us the 
word of reconciliation (2  Cor 
5:19).

Because of Christ’s work on the 
cross, no sin will ever be imputed to 
an unbeliever. That means that unbe-
lievers are not going to hell to pay 
the judicial penalty for their sins. Of 
course there is penalty for sin, but it is 
not a judicial penalty. That has already 
been paid. Nobody will go to hell for 
their sin. They will go to hell because 
they are not written in the Lamb’s 
Book of Life.

And I saw the dead, small and 
great, standing before God, 
and books were opened. And 
another book was opened, 
which is the Book of Life. And 

the dead were judged according 
to their works, 
by the things 
which were 
written in 
the books. The 
sea gave up the 
dead who were in it, and 
Death and Hades deliv-
ered up the dead who 
were in them. And they 
were judged, each one 
according to his works. 
Then Death and Hades were 
cast into the lake of fire. This is 
the second death. And anyone 
not found written in the Book of 
Life was cast into the lake of fire 
(Rev 20:12-14).

There is no mention anywhere in 
this passage that unbelievers go to 
hell to pay for their sins. True, there 
is a penalty for sins we commit now. 
Believers as well as unbelievers pay 
for their sins both now and later, but 
this penalty has more to do with a 
law of sowing and reaping, as taught 
in Romans and Galatians, than it does 
with an eternal judicial penalty. In 
other words, both unbelievers and 

believers face God’s temporal 
wrath and judgment for sins. 
But this is much different than 
paying the eternal penalty for 
any of the sins. Only Jesus, the 
Lamb of God can pay the pen-
alty for the sins of the world:
“The next day John saw 
Jesus coming toward him, 
and said, “Behold! The 
Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world!” 
(John 1:29).

I can remember a lot of songs 
that say Jesus paid for our sin. Of 
course this is true. But it’s not 
the whole truth. There is a large 
part of humanity being ignored. 
There is no mention of the fact 

that Jesus paid 
for the sins of 
believers and 
unbelievers 
alike. Thank 

God that Jesus 
didn’t forget them. 

GIF
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Did Zane Chan ge His View?
by Steve Elkins

I used to have lunch with Zane Hodges about 
once a month. One time, right before his death, 
I was there a little early. He had just hung up 

from a call. Out of the blue he said, “They’re saying 
I changed my view on the gospel. I never changed 
my view. I’ll tell you what happened…” 

I knew Zane hadn’t changed his view in the 30 
plus years I’d known him. During my second year 
as a student at Dallas Theological Seminary, Craig 
Glickman, a fellow student, said we should take 
Zane Hodges for as many classes as we could. I 
began with Hebrews, then Acts, then the Epistles 
of James and John. I spent so much time in his office 
asking questions for my thesis, “Current Issues Con-
cerning Lordship Salvation,” it was esentially a free 
class. As usual, he was the best question-answerer 
I’ve ever been around, not to mention the finest 
Christian gentleman.

Until he died, we had a monthly lunch and at least 
one yearly dinner when he’d come to our house 
to meet with forty-plus Young Life leaders and 
friends to enjoy “An Evening with Hodges.” What a 
blessing. There were also times I’d hoodwink him 
into answering questions for friends. I considered 
Zane my best friend and it was a deep honor to 
have been a pallbearer at his funeral.

Dozens and dozens of times I’d hear the same 
question asked of him: “So when you boil it down, 
what do I have to believe to be saved?” Or, “What’s 
the minimum—what’s the ‘bottom-line’ I have to 
believe to get eternal life?” Each time he gave the 
same answer—John 11:25-27. He would tell the 
story about Jesus and Martha, and then conclude, 
“You’ve got to believe that Jesus is the Guarantor of 
resurrection and eternal life.”

That was the same answer he gave in 1978 when 
I met him in the DTS library… the same answer he 
gave to those who’d argue with him in Hebrews 
class… the same answer in all his books… in all the 
meetings and Bible studies I attended with him… 
in his sermons at Victor Street… or messages at 
the Lord’s Table. His gospel came from John and 
it always had these elements, “believe…Jesus…for 
eternal life.” 

Because of his understanding of Johannine theol-
ogy, he understood that at the gospel’s core we are 
believing a Person, Jesus, for eternal life. That has 
some implications I’ll mention shortly, but that’s 



always been the bottom line of believ-
ing the gospel for Zane, since he first 
heard it as a kid. It was always the 
answer to those repeatedly asking, 
“What do I have to believe?”

Because he kept hearing that ques-
tion, he gave the “deserted island illus-
tration.” Even with the harsh criticism 
he’s received for it, he never repented 
because that’s always been his view of 
the gospel.

And that’s why his next sentences 
when I picked him up that day were 
so interesting. He went on, “I’ll tell 
you what happened. Those who say I 
changed my view were my students. 
They came to me asking questions 
about lordship [lordship salvation]. I 
answered their questions. They were 
satisfied. But they never got my core-
belief on the gospel.”

They got answers dealing with 
problem passages. They got theologi-
cally sound, exegetically accurate, 
and intellectually satisfying answers 
about lordship salvation. But they 
never got his baseline for the gospel.

That baseline was always, since 
his childhood, the primacy of John’s 
Gospel for understanding the message 
of eternal life. His view has some very 
important implications—implications 
nicely brought out in the deserted 
island illustration.

I knew Zane’s gospel from classes, 
from his books, and from countless 
hours discussing it with him (and 
a day doesn’t go by I don’t thank the 
Lord for it). But interestingly, where 
his bedrock, baseline gospel came 
through most was one evening at the 
Lord’s Table at Victor Street.

It was a small crowd as usual, 
twenty or so folks. He made an off-
the-cuff comment, which was only a 
reminder to his beloved, well-taught 
group at Victor Street: “There are 
three implications in all these evan-
gelistic passages in the Gospel of John. 
First, I need to believe Jesus that all 
I have to do is believe Him for eternal 
life. It’s not ‘believe and something,’ 
but simply ‘believe Him for eternal life.’ 
Second, I need to believe that what I get 

when I believe is eternal, it can’t end or 
be taken away. Until a person under-
stands that what he gets is eternal, he 
hasn’t understood the gospel. Third, 
I need to believe that when I believe I 
have eternal life. I don’t have to wait 
to find out, bear fruit, persevere, or 
any of that. I know I have eternal life 
the moment I believe Jesus for it, or 
else I do not believe Him.” Those three 
implications arise from his bedrock 
understanding of John’s oft-repeated 
terms: “Whoever believes in Me has 
everlasting life.”

Zane never changed on that. 
He changed on a few peripheral 

things, but never on his bedrock belief 

of the nature of the gospel offer. (Those 
are his words, not mine).

It’s been well-documented he 
adjusted his view on repentance 
(though not effecting his view on the 
gospel). Also, a number of years ago 
he adjusted from using the term trust 
when personally sharing the gospel. 
Previously he had seen trust as a 
functional synonym for believe. Upon 
realizing that people saw a volitional 
element implied in the term trust, as 
well as a possible lack of certainty, he 
decided from then on to stick with 
John’s word believe. (Zane felt the Bib-
lical idea of believe has no volitional 
element, nor can it lack certainty.) 

Someone might dig-up a quote here 
and there from Zane where he varied 
his terminology, but it should be 
understood as a restating of his core-
belief, not a changing of it. Zane was 

a master of saying the same thing in 
different ways. For instance, in 1981, 
commenting on Hebrews and those 
who “through the fear of death were 
subject all their lifetime to bondage,” 
he said, “The real secret in not fearing 
death is found in the death of Christ. 
Rather than helping one’s assurance, 
looking at one’s works will prob-
ably make us doubt our salvation. 
Therefore, we must cause our gaze 
to go outward to the finished work of 
Christ. The soul will only find rest in 
that which is perfect, complete, and 
secure.”

Someone could take that quote and 
say, “See, Zane changed his view. He 
did believe you have to believe in the 
cross.” But that would take him out of 
the context he’s addressing. Further, it 
says nothing about his central belief 
of the gospel. A proper understand-
ing of Christ’s finished work does give 
assurance. But Zane has always held 
unswervingly that the apostles had 
assurance, even when they hadn’t yet 
understood the cross. 

Zane’s position has always been the 
same: the gospel is about believing 
Jesus for eternal life, period. Rather 
than seeking to establish some kind 
of Hodges-revisionism (which Hodges 
adamantly denied), the question 
should simply be, is John stating the 
gospel or not? Zane always believed 
he was. Hence he arrived at his base-
line approach and the deserted island 
illustration. 

Because of his take on John, Zane 
believed obtaining eternal life is as 
simple as believing Jesus for it (not 
believing a variable list of doctrines). 
He also believed that the gospel can 
be found complete in any number of 
verses. Further, Hodges’ personal 
ministry always emphasized simplic-
ity and clarity. He had a lifelong belief 
that anyone can understand the prom-
ise of eternal life very well. 

But sadly, some of his students didn’t 
know this. They got his intellectually 
satisfying answers about lordship, but 
failed to get his baseline belief on the 
gospel that drove it all. GIF
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…And Then the 
Onion Broke

by S. C. Lazar

Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers 
Karamazov contains what is 
perhaps the most depressing 

illustration of salvation I have ever 
encountered. It is called the “Parable 
of the Onion” and it was brought to 
my attention by a Russian Orthodox 
seminarian as proof that Orthodoxy 
did not have a legalistic understand-
ing of salvation. After reading it, I was 
grieved that anyone, let alone a cler-
gyman, could think this was an accu-
rate depiction of the gospel. While the 
parable is about eternal salvation and 
damnation, there is hardly a single 
Christian element in it. Indeed, notice 
that Christ Himself is entirely absent 
from the picture:

Once upon a time there was a woman, 
and she was wicked as wicked could be, 
and she died. And not one good deed 
was left behind her. The devils took 
her and threw her into the lake of fire. 
And her guardian angel stood thinking: 
what good deed of hers can I remember 
to tell God? Then he remembered and 
said to God: once she pulled up an onion 
and gave it to a beggar woman. And God 

answered: now take that same onion, 
hold it out to her in the lake, let her take 
hold of it, and pull, and if you pull her out 
of the lake, she can go to paradise, but if 
the onion breaks, she can stay where she 
is. The angel ran to the woman and held 
out the onion to her: here, woman, he 
said, take hold of it and I’ll pull. And he 
began pulling carefully, and had almost 
pulled her all the way out, when other 
sinners in the lake saw her being pulled 
out and all began holding on to her so as 
to be pulled out with her. But the woman 
was wicked as wicked could be, and she 
began to kick them with her feet: “It’s me 
who’s getting pulled out, not you; it’s my 
onion, not yours.” No sooner did she say 

it than the onion 
broke. And the 

woman 
fell back 

into the lake 
and is burning 

there to this day. 
And the angel wept 

and went away (The 
Brothers Karamazov, 

trans. by Pevear and 
Volokhonsky, Book 7, Ch. 

3).

Whether this parable was meant 
to reflect Dostoyevsky’s own beliefs 
about salvation, I cannot say. But it 
does represent what often passes for 
‘Christian’ faith among people who 
are unfamiliar with the Bible and the 
gospel.

After a fashion, the purpose of the 
story is meant to teach about humility. 
It is meant to make us reflect upon our 
own lives, and cause us to ask whether 
we have any “onions” that could help 
pull us out of hell, should the time 
come. More poignantly, as Dos-
toyevsky later clarifies, the story is 
meant to help us recognize that we are 
all sinners like the wicked old woman. 
We too should be careful about how 
we live our lives, and eager to see that 
they are filled with good deeds.

Now, this attitude certainly has the 
appearance of humility. But from a 
Biblical perspective, this humility is 
false. How so? True humility always 
elevates Christ and His work, not man’s 
work. It glories in the cross, not in our 
own feeble efforts. And this parable 
says nothing about the cross, nothing 
about Christ, nothing about faith in the 
gospel promises. It is entirely anthro-
pocentric, entirely about man and his 
works. And so, rather than convince a 
person to look to Christ alone for their 
eternal salvation, the parable teaches 
that men need only try a little harder, 
put in a bit more self-conscious effort, 
and produce more works. After all, God 
is so “gracious” that one little onion can 
save you from hell.

continued on p. 15
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The Onion Broke 15
The gospel message of everlast-

ing life teaches the exact opposite of 
Dostoyevsky’s parable. According to 
the gospel, there is only one way to 
receive everlasting life, and it is not 
by doing good, being good, or other-
wise working our way to heaven. The 
reason why works cannot save us is 
because, as Jesus explained, no one is 
good but God alone (Mark 10:18; see 
also Rom 3:10). If no one is good, then 
no one should expect to be saved by 
their works. 

But if works cannot save us, what 
can? How can we find redemption? 
Enter the gospel, which proclaims 
that we can receive everlasting life 
simply by believing in Christ for it. 
Jesus promises to give everlasting life 
to everyone who believes in His prom-
ise. It is that simple. Just believe. Again 
and again the NT repeats this: “For 
God so loved the world that He gave 
His only begotten Son, that whoever 
believes in Him should not perish but 
have everlasting life” (John 3:16); “He 
who believes in the Son has everlast-
ing life; and he who does not believe 

the Son shall not see life, but the wrath 
of God abides on him” (John 3:36). 

It is not the person who tries to do 
good who will be justified before God. 
On the contrary, if you are trying to 
justify yourself before God by doing 
‘good,’ that means you are deceived 
about the true helplessness of your 
spiritual state, ignorant of God’s 
holy character, and condescending 
towards Christ’s atoning death. Imag-
ine the pride it takes for someone to 
think they can supplement Christ’s 
finished work with their own little 
“onions.” The Bible says that it is not 
the one who tries to do good who will 
be justified, but the one who stops 
trying to do good, and instead only 
looks to Christ in faith: “But to him 
who does not work but believes on 
Him who justifies the ungodly, his 
faith is accounted for righteousness” 
(Rom 4:5). What a marvelous truth! 
What a wonderful Savior!

But that is not all. Not only do you 
receive everlasting life simply by 
believing in Jesus’ promise, once you 
have everlasting life, you are secure 

forever. The devil can’t rob you of your 
eternal destiny. Nor can you forfeit 
it. Once you believe in Jesus, nothing 
on earth can separate you from God’s 
preservation. Put simply, you will 
never perish. As Jesus said: “And I give 
them everlasting life, and they shall 
never perish; neither shall anyone 
snatch them out of My hand. My 
Father, who has given them to Me, is 
greater than all; and no one is able to 
snatch them out of My Father’s hand” 
(John 10:28-29). These are incredible 
promises that Jesus makes to every-
one who believes in Him, and yet one 
cannot find them in Dostoyevsky’s 
parable. What would you rather trust 
to save you from eternal damnation: a 
pitiful ‘onion,’ or the Son of God? What 
Jesus once said to a woman, He now 
speaks to you: “I am the resurrection 
and the life. He who believes in Me, 
though he may die, he shall live. And 
whoever lives and believes in Me shall 
never die. Do you believe this?” (John 
11:25-26). How will you answer? GIF
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