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     In Chapter Five of Dr. Gaffin’s Perspectives on Pentecost, he 

discusses the issue of cessation of special, apostolic gifts in the Church.  

An issue that in this century has caused quite a bit of confusion 

particularly in the Protestant Church.  He begins by explaining the 

temporal redemptive-historical role of the apostles (whether apostles who 

saw and heard the words of Christ and were committed as witnesses; or 

the apostles who were sent in the New Testament to pastor or build 

churches).   

 

He explains from Eph. 2:20 and Eph. 4:11f, that the apostles were distinct 

from prophets and that both were foundational in the life of the New 

Covenant church.  The apostles and prophets were foundation stones 

along with Christ the cornerstone which were to be temporal in character: 

to witness to the revelation of Jesus Christ and to set down in a canonical 

form, the writings upon which the New Testament would be based. 

 

As mentioned, the prophets are distinct but form part of the foundation of 

the New Covenant Church with the apostles.  These are not the Old 

Testament prophets but those who would bring the foundational word to 

the Church in this “epoch of the Spirit.”  Many opponents to this position 



want to argue that in 1 Cor. 12, Paul is speaking of prophets as being 

continuous throughout the New Covenant age.   

 

However, Dr. Gaffin proves exegetically that this is not Paul’s intention in 

the passage.  Some have made distinctions in prophecy between public 

and private: the public being what God says to his people and the private 

concerned mainly with the individual lives.  Dr. Gaffin writes, “Such an 

understanding of revelation is in irreconcilable conflict with what the Bible 

itself shows to be the covenantal, redemptive-historical character of all 

revelation.  God does not reveal himself along two tracks, one public and 

one private” (97).  Ultimately, this view undermines the inscripturated 

revelation of the canon. 

 

     Dr. Gaffin explains that revelation is covenantal in character because 

God reveals himself as the God of the covenant.  It is not just to 

individuals that he reveals himself, but to the whole of the covenant 

people; it is not a private revelation.  He also notes that revelation is 

redemptive-historical which means that God reveals himself as the Savior-

Redeemer of his people.  He writes, “Revelation is given as a component 

part of God’s work in history to accomplish, once for all, the salvation of 

his covenant people” (97).   

 



Although revelation in Scripture has been addressed to God’s people in 

ways that touch upon their personal lives (“Thy word is a lamp to my feet; 

a light to my path”), there is “no room in the life of the Christian for 

revelation that is not concerned with or goes ‘beyond’ what is necessary 

for salvation in its covenantal fullness” (98).  The reason for God’s 

graciousness and the necessity of the canon of Scripture that is founded 

on the apostles and prophets, is because it is God’s covenantal 

redemption revealed in Christ.  There are to be no private revelations from 

God because ultimately they would undermine the authority of God’s 

inscripturated canon. 

 

     On discussing the matter of tongues, Dr. Gaffin points out that they are 

very closely related in the New Testament to prophecy.  In 1 Cor. 14 Paul 

speaks of the tongues of believers in the public worship of the Churches to 

ultimate condemn and judge Israel’s unbelief much like the parables that 

Jesus used in his earthly ministry.  In contrast to tongues, the Apostle Paul 

says that it is prophecy that attracts unbelievers to the gospel and serves 

to win them for Christ.  The character of these tongues is temporal as well 

as prophecy.   

 

Dr. Gaffin writes, “Tongues are withdrawn from the life of the church along 

with prophecy and whatever other foundational gifts are bound up with the 

presence of the apostolate in the Church” (102).  In Paul’s reference to the 



Israelites in Isaiah seem to serve to show how the tongues are like the 

parables which Jesus spoke that confirmed unbelievers in their unbelief; 

those who loved darkness and did not want to come to the light.  Those 

who were hearing of the truth; but never understanding; seeing, but never 

perceiving. 

 

     In 1 Cor. 13, the Apostle Paul speaks of “when the perfect comes, the 

partial will pass away.”  This quotation of Paul is used many times in the 

church today to argue for the continuation of prophecy and tongues in the 

church until Christ’s return: “when the perfect comes.”  There must be a 

distinction however, a exegetical understanding for interpretation in the 

passages or letters where Paul clearly sets forth a truth for the post-

apostolic church, and a narrower truth he is teaching in history to a 

particular church or congregation.  An example of this is the comparison 

between Paul’s letter to the Church in Corinth and the circular letter 

addressed to the Church at Ephesus.   

 

What Paul states in the Corinthian church has a narrow focus articulated 

to a particular problem, or question that the congregation had.  On the 

other hand, the Ephesian letter is a circular letter that helps us to interpret 

more clearly the truths broadly which Paul wants to state as the words 

from Christ.  Dr. Gaffin writes, “Paul is not oriented here [the Corinthian 

letter] to the distinction between the apostolic, foundational present and 



the period beyond.  Rather, he has in view the entire period until Christ’s 

return, without regard to whether or not discontinuities may intervene 

during the course of this period, in the interests of emphasizing the 

enduring quality of faith, hope, and especially love” (109-10). 

 

     The Apostle Paul in 1 Cor. 13 makes a contrast between the believer’s 

knowledge in the present and the believer’s knowledge when Christ 

returns: “knowledge will pass away”; “we know in part”; “the partial…the 

perfect.”  In this contrast and the passages integrally, Paul is stressing that 

the way believers know now, although imperfect, such as prophecy and 

tongues, will pass away as Christ himself is revealed when he returns.  

“Paul’s intention is seen in the progressive simplifying of his focus from 

prophecy, tongues, and knowledge, to prophecy and knowledge, to 

knowledge.  In contrast to love on the one side, on the other side he 

moves from revelatory gifts exercised by some in the church to the 

present knowledge, for which revelation is basic, of all believers” (110-11).   

 

The point of Paul’s speaking is not to teach that prophecy and tongues will 

continue, but to merely show how it is God’s temporal revelatory 

knowledge he is giving to believers in the present, in contrast to the 

knowledge believers will have when they see Christ “face to face.”  There 

is no exegetical foundation in these passages for the continuation of either 

prophecy or tongues. 



     Dr. Gaffin concludes instructing the church to understand that all the 

gifts which Paul has mentioned in his letters are based upon the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets.  These gifts of individual 

members of the Church are to continue with the “governing principle of 

‘the Spirit with the word’: the Spirit working in a convicting and illuminating 

fashion with the foundational, apostolic tradition or deposit (II Thess. 2:15; 

3:6; I Tim. 6:20; II Tim. 1:12, 14), and so eventually with the completed 

canon” (113).   

 

The final part of the chapter is concerned with the legitimate questions of 

suffering and ill Christians.  Although we are to always pray in faith for 

God’s healing of our body and sickness according to James 5, we should 

be as willing by faith to accept his will whether or not we are healed or not.  

Paul himself prayed continuously for God’s healing in a situation, but the 

Lord denied him his prayer.  It obviously seemed good to the Lord for Paul 

to suffer for a season.   

 

We must take the same attitude toward healing and not out of a lack of 

faith not ask for healing on the one hand, or to be presumptuous of God’s 

grace and expect healing every time we ask.  The matter must be 

understood that God is sovereign and directs us as he pleases; although 

sometimes this is conformity with our prayers for healing.  It is by no 

means a consistent supernatural work of God today however.  The 



apostles and prophets had the gift of healing in part to witness to the 

revelation in Jesus Christ.   Ultimately, we must say with the Apostle Paul: 

“When I am weak, then I am strong” (II Cor. 12). 
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