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The Theology of Christian Conversion in the light
of New Testament teaching and with special reference
to the works of Soren Kilerkegaarde.

OUTLINE OF STUDY:

Part One:

Examination of the teaching of the New Testament,
with a commentary on the variety of descriptive
emphasis found in the Apostolic statement of the
significance of the (onversion experience.

Part Twos

Examination of the writings of Soren
Kierkegaard: most especially those published between
1846 and 1855, and in particular, the Sickness unto
Death, the Unscientific Postscript, Judge for
Yourselves, Training in Christianity, and the
Journals. These since they belong to the most
distinctively Christian period of his writings have
the most to say concerning the way of ¢onversion.

Part Three:

1. Critique of the Kierkegaardian position
with statement of the value of his contribution to
the world of to-day.

il. Statement of the fundamental principles of
the Conversion experience, and a note on the
relevance of the wholes question to that of
membership in the Christian Church.

CONCLUSION:
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1.
"7t is a sound and healthy instinct that has led many
Cchristian circles to regard Conversion as the 'articulus aut

stantis aut cadentis ecclesiase!'." So writes Professor

Underwood in his work 'Conversion, Christian and Non-Christian!

(Page 45). With that judgment there are few who would disagreew

The theology of the entire New Testament 1s !'Conversion

Theology'. The record of the advance of the Christian Church
is the record of how men have 'turned to God!, and found in Him
e new life. Paul, on the Damascus road, being claimed of God, 1
‘his flaming career of persecution being brought to an end and |
a new life of sainthood being begun, far from being exceptional\
1s rather a type of all who are found within the true fellow- ;
sship of the Faith. The words of Augustine, describing his own |
experlence of the love of God in Redemption, might have been
the Apostle's own: "with Thy calling and shouting Thou didst
break my deafness; with Thy flashing and shining Thou didst
Scatter my blindness. At the scent of Thee I drew in breath,
and I pant for Thee. I have tasted and.I hunger and thirste
Thou hasat toddhed me and I am on'fire for Thy peace,!

(Confessions X. 38). The men and women of the Early Church

were obviously possessors of an experience that altered all |
their condition and estate. For them 'old things have passed
away and all things have become new!. They stand forth as
personalities redeemed out of a system of darkness, impotence
and unadulterated evil into a sovereign and challenging life of

triumph over Sin and to a service of God in Jesus christ which
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is true joy and peace. From whatsoever sectlon of society,
whether Jewish or pagan, they come, they one and all show the

same outstanding quality of behaviour. They follow no longer

their own passion or desire; they follow Jesus Christ their
saviour and their Lord. They are a Church of converted men and
women., They speak as convertss they act as converts; they live
as converts. Of the great mass of them we know nothing, yet -
as Deisamann writes in his St. Paul (page 224 E.T.): "These
unknown and forgotten inhabitants of the gréat cities of
antiquity, some by their names recognlsable as slaves, are
striving upward from the dull vegetating mass, upward to the
light, having become personalities, salnts in Christ."
Conversion is the very touch-stone of the Church'!s life and

witness, and its study must clalm the attentlon of all who seek

the furtherance of its borders in the world.

The term Conversion is commonly used to denote a
decigive change or act of turning to God, as the primary
manlfestation of the spiritual life which has begun in the
soul. The word howsver has a wider application in Holy

Scripture. The strict etymology of Conversion and the cognate

verb 'to convert!, derived as they are from the Latin 'converto!

to turn, undoubtedly indicate as the root meaning of Conversion

that change of position or relationship which we understand to
be effected by the process of turning. This is equally the

\
. tase with regard to the Hebrew equivalents in the 0ld Testament,

namely MW and Q}M} (Isalah XXX, 15 only) and the Greek |
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words of the Septuagint and the New Testament which we shall
presently note. In Scripture, Conversion, in 1its moral and
spiritual sense, is a turning of the will through its sub-

. emission to Grace in a new direction, whereby a person breaks

with the past, and that whether it has been the way of Sin or

a false way of righteousness. (Conversion is ever a turning in

some way from Sin to Holiness, or from the love of self and

the world to the love and service of God.

Coming directly to the New Testament, we find in one

outstanding passage the word !'convert' represents the simple

verb 6??é?wJ ,'to turnt; "Verily I say unto you, except ye be

converted - or turn - and become as little children, ye shall
not enter into the Kingdom of Heaven," (Matthew 18, v.S}.

In the rest, it represents the compound '?méﬁéQwJ , 'to
turn to'. Thus Paul and Barnabas declared the Conversion
(ex€trodyv ) of the Gentiles - the only instance of the

substantive (Acts 15, ve3)e. The verb, as 1s natural with

verbs of motion, is used in more than one way. Sometimes it is

directly transitive in its use whether in the active or in the

passive: "Many of the children of Israel shall He convert to
the Lord their God" (Luke 1, v.l6). "To convert them from
darkness to light and from the power of Satan unto God!

(Acts 26, v,18); "If any of you do err from the Truth and one
convert him, let him know that he which converteth a sginner
from the errors of his ways shall save a soul from death!

(James 5, v.20). 3Similarly in the passive:; "Ye were as sheep

i
i
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going astray but have now been converted to the shepherd and

bishop of your souls" ( l.Peter 2, v.25). It is more usual

however for the word to be used in the intransitive sense, by ‘
which the act of Conversion is regarded not immediately as the |
work of Ggod'!'s Grace, but as the voluntary act of the convert
himself. Thus three times over the words of Isailah, which
St. John quotes in the passive form, are quoted. by other
writers intransitively: "ILest they should understand with their
heart, and convert and I should Heal them" (Matthew 13, v.1l5).
Other examples are our Lord!s words to Peter: "And thou when
thou hast converted, strengthen the brethren" (Luke 22, V.32):
and St. Peterts to the Jews: "Repent therefore and convert,
that your sins may be blotted out!" (Acts 3, v.l9). Thus
Conversion is sometimes spoken of as a gracious effect produoed‘
upon a man by some agency outside him, and sometimes as a move-~
sment of the man himself. Both accounts of the matter must be
continually kept in mind. Man 'is converted! and 'he converts!',
as we gee it most dramatically stated in the cry of Ephraim in |
the Prophet - ;eﬁ\6(¢+'o« e K :ef‘\(TfL\pu - 1Convert me l
and I shall convert, for Thou art the Lord my GOD' (Jeremiah
31, v.l8 LXX version). . ‘
The word denotes a change of attitude or direction.
Whereas the man before was facing one way, he now faces another
way. 1In the simple uncompounded verb ( éwLQmJ ) attention

is drawn particularly to the movement of the change itself,

|
rather than to the direction adopted by means of it. When our |
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Lord says to the Disciples, 'Except ye be converted
(a4 Sgafite ) ye-shall not enter into the Kingdom of
Heaven' (Matthew 18, v.3), He is condemning the attitude or
direction which they had for the time assumed, not specifying
that which He would have them substitute for it. He specifies

~-the right attitude in the words which follow, "and become as

1little chlldren". He tells these men who are wrangling for the

highest position in the Kingdom of Heaven, that they are on the

wfong road and that unless they cease o pursue 1it, there will
be no question of a higher or lower in the Kingdom, but a
cgrtainty of excluslion altogether. 3omething must come and
change the bent of their lives - that is the force of the
passive - because at present it is wrong and fatal. Pride,
ambition, envy, self-seoking, even under the most épecious
pretexts, can only be the ruin of the souls; and therefore the
first thing is to be made to !face about' and to turn in
énother direction.

In the cémpound verb, which is much more common,
attention is called not only to the changed attitude but also
to the new attitude to be embraced. Frequently, the object to
which the convert turns 1s expressly named. "All the inhabi-
stants of Lydda saw him and turned to ~ or converted - to the
Lord" (Acts 9, v.35)z "We preach you a Gospel that you convert
from these vain things unto the Living God" (4Acts 14, v.l5);

"Ye turned to -~ or converted - unto God from idols, to serve

the Living and True @odl (1 Thessel, v.9). All these are cases
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where a change is made from one religious system to another -
from paganism or Judalsm to Christianity; but the change is
not spoken of in its external aspect but in its internal
relation. iherever the word 1s used 1t 1s felt that the
experience of (Conversion is a true reversion, a turning back
to the proper attitude - the right attitude towards God in the
first instance and therefore towards all other things.
conversion in whatever manner it takes place is the bringing
of the soul home to a right relation with God.

In a most vital sense the word Conversion can be
used to describe the general beginnings of the Christian life -
the turning of the life in a new direction. But the word must
of course be takeﬁ in the widest possible sense. It obviously
does not mean a uniform experisence through which all souls must
pass in precisely the same way. The process is as varied as
the souls that experience it. To some it may come as a sudden
event, as it came to James Fraser, Parish iilnister of (Qulross
and prisoner of Jesus Christ in the Bass Rock and in Newgate -
'I was converted that Communion week in Edinburgh as with a
clap's But not all find it so. William Law in his book on

Christian Regeneration says tellingly (page 95): "It may

freely be granted that Conversion to God is often very sudden
and instentaneous, unexpectedly arising from variety of
Occasions. Thus one by seeing only a withered tree, another by

reading the lives of the antediluvian fathers, one by hearing

X. See further: Appendix to Part One.
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of heaven, another of hell, one by reading of the love or
wrath of God, another of the sufferings of Christ, may find
himself, as it were, melted into penitence all of a sudden.

It may be grahted also that the greatest sinner may in a moment
be converted unto God, and feel himself wounded in such a
degree as perhaps those never were who have been turning to God
all their lives. But then it is to be observed: That this
suddenness of change or flash of conviction is by no means of
the essence of true Conversion, and is no more to be demanded
in ourselves or others than such a light from heaven as shone
round St. Paul and cast him to the ground." There are many
within the kingdom of Christ who could say wlth John
Livingstone of the Kirk of Shot tss "I do not remember any
particular time of Conversion, or that I was much cast down or
1ift up."

To some the spiritual 1life comes as an intellectual !

experlence; it means the clearing up of the mind, the convinced
acceptance of things previously disbelieved or doubted; others %
have proved it to be a great moral event, the cleansing of a |
life that had been wrong; still others have encountered it as
an emotional change, contrition because of past years, heavi-
tness of mind, or the coming of peace in the midst of trouble
and unrest; the visitation of joy; the feeling that some vital
lssue has at last been settled. William Law, following the

bPassage just quoted,adds the caution: "No one is to expect or

require of another that he receive his Conversion or awakening |
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from the same cause or in the same manner as he has done; that
1s, that heaven or hell, or the justice or the love of God, or
faith in Christ either as our Light or our Atonement, must
needs be the first awakéning of the soul, because it has been
so with him." In this, as in all else, the works of the Lord
are manifold.

None the- less, it is clear that in every authentic
Conversion certain fundamental things happen. Just as the
form in which anyone manifests individuality or personal
experience of any kind in no way affects or alters the basic
realities of human nature, so the form in which Conversion may
come does not alter the basic principles under which it first
appears. It is our object to examine these principles anew in
the light of the Word of God and to state in the simplest terms

the Truth concerning them. One thing at this stage need only

be said. 1In every case, the coming of the experience of
Christian Conversion is felt to be the coming of a true
Revelation from Ggods; the light of God breaks upon what was
formerly obscure and difficult upon eyes darkened by sin and |
alienation, and shines upon the road that leads to Life. 1In !
one of the outstanding descriptions which Paul has left us of !
his own Conversion there is a suggestive phrase concerning the
quality of 1life to which he has been brought. "god who said
'Let there be light' has shone within my heart." (ZvCor.4,v.6)
In that hour something happened comparable to the great PFIAT

LUX of creation's dawn. The sublime and mighty word of the
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story of the (Creation was apparently in his mind as he wrote
of this. The darkness of the chaos, and the face of the deep
upon which the Spirit of God moved in power - that was all a
mirror of his own dark and chaotic experience before Christ
came. Then came the almighty word of Revelatlon and of Lifes
and the light of the Eternal Love shone within his heart and

mind and he was claimed of God for ever. In A4 Man 1n Christ

(page 82) J.S.Stewart writes of this experience of Paul's and
his comment upon it in after times; "To me, says Paul in effect,

it was like that - sheer miracle, a word proceeding out of the

mouth of God, a creative act of omnipotence. To me, i1t was the;

birth of light and order and purpose and beauty, the ending of
chaos and ancient night. And to me, as at that first creation,
the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God
shouted for joy. God who sald 'Let there be light! has shone
within my heart; he has scorched me with His spléndour, and
remade me with His strength; and I now walk in a marvellous
light - the light of the knowledue of the glory of God in the
face of Jesus Christ." That is the most essential of all the
great.convictions of the soul that has been found of God, as it
is too the most spontansous. It is ever and always 'Light
from above', and the grand consummation of all is crystalised

in the words: 'Whereas I was blind, now I see!.

|
|
|
|
I
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
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CHAPTER I.

" THE NEW TESTAMENT DOCTRINE:

THE ESSENTIALS.

(1) INTRODUGTORY:

"He to whom the word of God speaks," says Thomas a
Kempls "is set at liberty from a multitude of opinions." That
is the distinetive Christian affirmation concerning the Wword
of God, and our study of the doctrine of Christian Conversion
must first address itself to an examination of the Scriptural
teaching regarding this. Ilke Christian in Bunyan's immortal
allegory, 'the best of books must be in our hands' 1f we would
rightly see the true way of life. In one of hls lesser known

works, christ a Complete Saviour, Bunyan gives point and added

emphasis to this in his own remarkable way when he says:
"fherefore, I say, be exhorted to the study of this part of
Christ's work. Read and read again and do not despalr of help
to understand something of the will and mind of God therein,
though you‘think they are fast locked from you. Pray and read

and pray; for a little from God is better than a great deal from

men. Also what is from men is uncertain and is often tumbled
over and over by men; but what is from God is fixed as a nail

in a sure place. There is nothing that so abides with us as

what we receive from God." As in the beginning of the Creation |

of the world 1t was the mighty 'Verbum Dei - Flat Lux', that
brought forth the glory of the handiwork of God, 80 in
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Conversion it 1s ever the Word of God that creates the new life
in the heart of sinful man. It 1ls to the Holy Scriptures then
that are'able to make wise unto Salvation'that we now tum, in
the furtherance of our study of this great theme.

Obvliously much at this point is taken for granted.
The sovereignty of the Dlvine Love, the whole Biblical view of
man's sinful estate, the Grace that brings men nigh to the
throne and heart of God, the Mystery of the Word made flesh,

the Redemptive Passlon of the Saviour of the world, the power of

the Spirit of Life by Whom alone the benefits of Heaven's love
come to men - all this and much more is accepted as baslc and

foundational. Our study is of the Theology of Chrigtian

Conversion, and in our examinatl on of the New Testament teaching?

on the subject, it is only natural to think of the whole of the
New Testament doctrine as the background to the particular
elements of it that are being brought into the foreground of
emphasis. It is quite unnecessary‘within the scope of this
paper to explore the whole fleld of Christlan Theology; it must
suffice to note that this one particular section of evangelical
truth can in no way be isolated from the full-orbed Revelation
of Holy Seripture. The broad outlines of the New Testament
doctrines are accordingly assumed as being accepted and it is
within their context that our further study is now made.

Thesge broad outlines posit the reality of the
Sovereign Love of God, a love without which there could be no

hope for man. Were i1t not for the coming of the Son of God into

!
|
|

|
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the arena of conflict on behalf of man and for man's salvatlon, i
then indeed man's plight would be mortal and his estate hopeless.
But all this 1s most blessed reallty: "God so loved the world
that He gave His only begotten Son." (John 3, v.l1l8) Christ

has lived and died and risen again, and 1is seated at the right |
hand of the Majesty on High. The invitation of the everlastingi
Mercy has been given; "Come unto Me, all ye that labour and are
heavy laden, and I will give you regt." (Matthew 11, v.28)

All now depends on men's responss. Individual destiny 1s
determined by the response to the Revelation thus gilven.

By what way then does man draw nigh to God? In what
manner can he resgpond to the Revelatlion that comes to him with
the authentic marks upon it of divine utterance? What are the
conditions to be met, what are the imperatives to be obeyed?p }
Are there many ways into the Kingdom, or do all the ways convergf
at one or several points which can without violating any canons
of propriety be summarised and stated with clarity and
Simplicity? Through}what wicket gate must man pass ere he find
the Christ who alone can redeem and save? To dlscover the
answer to these and other questions we come to the Seripture of |
Truth and seek therein the way of Life: and as we do we Ffind l
that we need not be long in doubt as to the way appointed by 3
God for the salvation of man, for all through the inspired page

this is much to the fore. To this examination wé now tum.
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(2) REPENTANCE:

The earlliest records we have of the beginning of the
ministry of Jesus give this plcture and statement of Hls

messages "Now after that John was put in prison Jesus came into

Galilee; preaching the Gospel of the Kingdom of God, and saying,
The time is fulfilled and the Kingdom of God is at hand, Repent j
ye and belleve the Gospel." (Mark 1, v,14) Thus at the very %
commencement of His proclamation of the way of Life, this

command to Repent was enunciated clearly and insistently. It

was no new message. John the Baptist, who had juat been
imprisoned, had for many days been baptizing in the wllderness
and preaching the '5aptism of repentance for the remission of }
sins!. And now, as Jesus begins to publish the good news of l
the Kingdom of God, this clarion call is ralsed again by Him i
and the message of the forerunner which had seemed to be stilledg
within the fastness of prison walls, 1s preached with yet greatn%
earnestness and demonstration of power. So it waa too when the |
dlsciples were sent forth by their Master to preach and to heal;
the burden of their message was the same as H;saﬂ "They went ;
forth and preached that men should repent" (ggigﬁew 6, v,12).
On the day of Pentecost, when the Spirit wes poured forth upon
all flesh and the disciples who had failed their Lord but lately,
were energised with a power that was given them from above so |
that they faced the multitude without fear and proclaimed the
truth that had been revealed to them,the same message was given;i

"Repent and be baptised every one of you for the remission of
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sins." (Acts 2, Vv.38). And again: "Repent ye therefore and be
converted that your sins may be blotted out." (Acts 3, v.1l9)
Significantly enough, the last book of the Bible, the
Revelation of St. John, has more to say of Repentance than any
other of the books of the New Testament. It 1s clear that the
call to Repent 1s ever in the forefront of the evangelical
proclamation. If forglveness 1s to be found - and without the
forglveness of sins there can be no way of Conversion - then
Repentance must first be present. Repentance in the New
Testament 1s always assoclated wlth Forglveness and remission
of Sinsy "I came not to call the righteous but sinners to
Repentance," (Mark 2, v.1l7) were the words with which Jesus

emphasised the meaning of Hls ministry at the very beginning in

|

Galllee; and at the last, when in company with the two disciples

on thé road to Emmaus, having opened to them the Scriptures, He
said; "Thus it is written and thus it behoved Christ to suffer
and to rise again from the dead the third day:; and that
Repentance and Remlssion of Sins should be preached in Hls name
among the nations beginning at Jerusalem." (Luke 24, v.47)

what then is Repentance? In the New Testament three
words are used to express this change of .life,

(1) :Nm,wln(%u from pchepa s to care for;
combined with 1% , to change one's care or love. This is

used five times in the New Testament.

(2) werwd oy : from volw to perceive, understand,

consider; combined with wci~x , to change one's mind or purpose.
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This is the verb constantly used in the New Testament to
designate the change.

(5)rw1i/m¢~ ¢ noun from the source as T~ﬂwwﬁw R
Repentance, change of mind or purpose.

It wlll be at once noted, then, that in the New
Testament, Repentance is a spiritual corndition in which thought
( Yool ), emotion ( mede¢¥t ) and purpose (signified by the
preposition yuﬁ& involving the will to change) are all involved.
In other words, 1t 1s an activity of the whole personallty; as |

J.G. McKenzle says in his book Psychology and Evangelism

(page 142); "Repentance 1s a spiritual condition in which
thought, emotion and will are all involved. On the cognitive
side there 1is the knowledge of what was done, of responsibillity
for what was done. It 1s the '™Msa Culpa'. Then there is the
emotion of shame, humiliation and remorse arising out of the
Mea Culpa against Gode. Finally, the conatlional turning from
Sin, from Egocentricity to Object-centricity. All this is
involved in Repentance. To acknowledge responsibility is not
the same as Mea Culpa. To experlience !'penitentia! without
‘metanoia! 1s not Repentance. The whole spiritual attitude
must be changed towards Sin and towards any particular sins
prominent in conscioﬁsness. There can be no qualification of

thls Repentance.® X.

Xe See further Appendlx to Part One.
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Christian Repentance 1s thus a change of heart, mind
and purpose regarding Sin. The Gospel that Jesus preached was
a Gospel of the Kingdom of God, that is a Gospel of righteous-
snegs and truth, and in exhorting men to repent He was exhorting

them to turn from the ways of unrighteousness and untruth -

|
which are the ways of Sin - into the highways of the Kingdom of

Heaven. AS Dr. G. Alsexander in Dictionary of Christ and the

Gospels (Vol.II, page 498) writes; "Repentance 1is far more than
a sense 6f regret and sorrow for the wrongdoings of the past.
It is an agonizing desire, leading to an agonlzing and
perslstent effort, to realise such a radical change in the mind
as wlll secure and ensure against wrongdolng in the future. v
Born of a realisation of our natural sinward tendency and of
our hopeless inability to correct and control it, 1t compels

us to desire above all things that change of mind and moral
condition which will not only lead us to choose Righteousness
but also enable us triumphantly to realise Righteousnessg.®

Karl Barth in a very pregnant sentence in The Doctrine of the

Word of God (page 445) writess " h01i/mir s to reverse one's

thinking, to think afresh, to think through to God and His
Kingdom really also means, particularly in the New Testament,

to think upon the fact that we must die." True Repentance,
that 1s, will be so absolute and entire that it will involve the
turning away in completeness and utter abandon from the 1ife of

8elf and the way of Sin. As the Westminster Confession puts
1t,

"By Repentance a sinner out of a slght and sense not only of
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the danger but also of the filthiness and odiousness of his
gins, a3 contrary to the holy nature and righteous law of God,
and upon the apprehension of'His mercy in Christ to such as

are peniltent, so grieves for and hates his sins, as to turn

~ from them all unto God, purposing and endeavouring to walk with

Him in all the ways of His commandment." In line with this
are the words of William James in Varieties of Rellgious

Experience (127): "Repentance 1ls to up and act for Righteousness
and forget’that you ever had relations with Sin."

That is the burden of the message of the 0ld Testa-
sment prophets as well as of the New Testament writers. That
burden was never better put than it was by Isaiah (55, v.7)
"Let the wicked forsake hls way and the unrighteous man his
thoughts, and let him return unto Jahweh and He will have mercy
upon him and unto our God for He will abundantly pardon.®
(Compare Ezekiel 14, v.6: 18, v.3l: Malachl 3, ve7). 1In all
such passages it is made clear that no Repentance is genuine
unless it includes a firm resolution to abandon Sin, as well as
sincere sorrow for it. "Many of the most beautiful passages

in the prophets" says Schultz in 0ld Testament Theology (Vol.II,

page 97) "ingist that deeds, not words, prove a conversion to
be true." To repent 1s to turn from the ways of Sin, to the
ways of God as revealed in Jesus Christ, and thus to repent is
to experience the blessedness of the Forgiveness of sins.
"Repent therefore" saild Peter (Acts 3, v.,19) "and be converted

that your sins may be blotted out."

!

1











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































