


Hard Sayings





Hard Sayings

Understanding Difficult Passages of Scripture

R . C .  S P RO U L



Hard Sayings: Understanding Difficult Passages of Scripture 
© 2023 by the R.C. Sproul Trust

Published by Ligonier Ministries 
421 Ligonier Court, Sanford, FL 32771 
Ligonier.org

Printed in China 
Amity Printing Company 
0000323 
First printing

ISBN 978-1-64289-461-5 (Hardcover) 
ISBN 978-1-64289-462-2 (ePub) 
ISBN 978-1-64289-463-9 (Kindle)

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, 
recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, Ligonier 
Ministries. The only exception is brief quotations in published reviews.

Cover design: Ligonier Creative 
Interior design and typeset: Katherine Lloyd, The DESK

Ligonier Ministries edited and adapted Dr. R.C. Sproul’s original material to create this 
volume. We are thankful to Mrs. Vesta Sproul for her invaluable help on this project.

Scripture quotations are from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), 
copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by 
permission. All rights reserved.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2022938425



Contents

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

1	 Without Form and Void (Genesis 1). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

2	 Created in Six Days, Part 1 (Genesis 1–2; Exodus 20) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

3	 Created in Six Days, Part 2 (Genesis 1–2) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .15

4	 The Sons of God (Genesis 6). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .21

5	 The Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart (Exodus 7) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .27

6	 Strange Fire (Leviticus 10). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .33

7	 Holy War (Deuteronomy 20). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .39

8	 Rahab’s Lie (Joshua 2). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .45

9	 Blind Eyes and Deaf Ears (Isaiah 6) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .53

10	 The God of Prosperity and Evil (Isaiah 45) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .59

11	 Jeremiah’s Temple Speech (Jeremiah 7) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .65

12	 When Bitter Becomes Sweet (Ezekiel 2) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .71

13	 Behold the Day of the Lord (Amos 5). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .75

14	 Will a Man Rob God? (Malachi 3). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .81

15	 The Unpardonable Sin (Matthew 12) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .87

16	 Image Is Not Everything (Mark 11) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .93

17	 Why Didn’t Jesus Know? (Mark 13) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .97

18	 When Towers Fall (Luke 13). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .103

19	 For Those Whom the Father Has Given (John 17). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109

20	 The Inner Struggle (Romans 7) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .115

21	 Vessels Prepared for Destruction (Romans 9). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .121

22	 The Authority of Apostolic Teaching (1 Corinthians 7). . . . . . . . . . .127



23	 To Cover or Not to Cover (1 Corinthians 11) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .133

24	 The Rapture of the Church (1 Thessalonians 4) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .141

25	 The Man of Lawlessness (2 Thessalonians 2) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .147

26	 The Danger of Apostasy (Hebrews 6). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .153

27	 Did Jesus Descend into Hell? (1 Peter 3). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .161

About the Author. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .167



1

Introduction

The concept of hard sayings in Scripture is often talked about. But what 
does it mean? What makes a saying hard? It turns out that there are dif-

ferent ways that a saying can appear hard to us. In fact, the hard sayings of 
Scripture can be broken into three different categories.

In the first place, a saying of Scripture may be a hard saying if it appears 
to us to be somewhat harsh in its orientation. In that sense, it’s hard to swal-
low because these statements can jar or jolt us and harm our sensibilities, 
and we recoil from them. We read, for example, in the Old Testament that 
God instructed the Israelites to institute the herem, which had to do with the 
wholesale destruction of the Canaanite nation—man, woman, and child—
and that seems so harsh and severe. It seems to cast a shadow on the love of 
God, on the mercy of God, and on the goodness of God. We say “How do we 
handle texts like that? They’re difficult, they’re hard” because they are severe 
to our senses. That’s one category of hard saying.

The second category of hard sayings is one that’s hard to understand. 
That is, our interpretation of its meaning is somewhat enigmatic and prob-
lematic. Such sayings are hard to understand, not because of their harshness 
but because they are difficult for us to unravel. For example, much of what 
the Bible teaches is about the sovereignty of God and His sovereign control 
over human behavior, coupled with the responsibility that we have as voli-
tional agents and being responsible for the choices that we make. How do we 
put those things together? That’s difficult, and so we can call those sayings 
hard sayings.

The third category, similar to the second, is a hard saying that has become 
controversial in the history of biblical interpretation, usually because of one 
of the first two reasons. 
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In this book, we will explore some of the more prominent hard sayings 
of Scripture. But let me say one thing by way of preface, as a way of com-
mending to you the study of hard sayings. If there is a shortcut to accelerating 
your understanding of Scripture, it is to focus your attention on such passages. 
When you read through the Bible and you come upon a text that bothers you, 
you don’t have to be paralyzed and stop there and stay there forever. Move on, 
but mark it; if you find a passage you don’t understand, put a red mark next 
to it, and then later on, come back and focus on those red marks. Say: “Here’s 
a portion of Scripture that I don’t understand. I’m going to devote special 
attention to trying to understand these passages that are difficult.” That is a 
great way to learn. If you focus on the obstacles to your progress and remove 
them one by one, you’ll have an augmented understanding.

Even more important are those texts that jar your emotions, and when 
you read them you say, “I don’t like what the Bible says here.” Put a big mark 
next to those passages in Scripture that offend you, that at first glance you 
disagree with. Those are the ones that you need to put your focus on if you 
want to grow rapidly. If you do so, one of two things will happen. You may dis-
cover that the reason that that text offended you or annoyed your sensitivities 
was that you didn’t understand it. After you delve into it and examine it, read 
resources about it, and come to a better insight of what it means, your prob-
lem may be resolved, you can move on, and in the meantime, you’ve gained 
new insight and new understanding.

But suppose that you check all the resources, you’re careful in your exam-
ination of the text, you find out that you understand it exactly right, and it 
still makes you mad and you don’t like it. For example, you may read, “Wives, 
submit to your husbands” (Col. 3:18). “I don’t like that,” you say. Put three 
checks next to that passage because your reaction means one of two things. 
Either there’s something wrong with the author of Scripture who wrote those 
words—in this case, there would be something wrong with Paul’s thinking and 
Paul ought to change—or there’s something wrong with your thinking because 
here, while you’re being critical of Scripture, Scripture is being critical of you.

If you want to grow in grace and in sanctification, find those places where 
you are critical of God. It might just be that these are the places where you 
need to change your thinking and your life.
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1

Without Form  
and Void

Genesis 1

As we consider the hard sayings of the Bible, we’re going to begin with the 
Old Testament. In fact, we’re going to start on page 1 with the very first 

chapter of Genesis and look at a controversial text that appears as early as the 
second verse of sacred Scripture.

Let’s look, then, at Genesis 1:2. To set it in context, we need to read verse 1 
before we read verse 2. Genesis begins with these words: “In the beginning, 
God created the heavens and the earth.” That is verse 1. The hard saying, or 
the controversial verse, follows immediately in verse 2: “The earth was with-
out form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep.” Now, that’s just 
the first part of verse 2. Here is the rest of the verse: “And the Spirit of God 
was hovering over the face of the waters.” It is this first segment of Genesis 1:2 
that is our hard saying; it’s hard because of the controversy that attends the 
interpretation of it. 

Actually, two different controversies have been attached to the under-
standing of Genesis 1:2. The first has to do with the third word of the verse. 
In the English Standard Version, it reads, “The earth was without form.” In 
the early Scofield Reference Bible, however, the notation there indicates that 
the verse should be translated this way: “And the earth became without form 
and void.” You can immediately see the difference in meaning between those 



4

H A R D  S AY I N G S

variant interpretations. It’s one thing to say that the earth was without form 
and void and quite another to say that the earth became without form and 
void, because the presumption is that if it became without form and void, there 
must have been something else before it in order for it to become something.

Around this interpretation, the old Scofield Reference Bible constructed a 
theory of biblical interpretation that conditioned the whole scope of under-
standing the entire book of Genesis. That theory is known by one of two 
names. The common view is what is called the gap theory; the more techni-
cal term for it is the restoration hypothesis. The restoration hypothesis is just 
that—it’s a hypothesis. It’s a speculative attempt to explain some significant 
problems in reconciling the biblical account of creation with certain mod-
ern theories of the emergence of the universe out of primordial materials. It’s 
called the gap theory because it suggests that only one verse in the book of 
Genesis refers to God’s initial work of creation, and that is verse 1. Now, of 
course, the book of Genesis does not have a title in the original manuscript. 
It’s not called Genesis; that’s the title that has been added throughout his-
tory by the Jews and then subsequently by the Christians in establishing the 
names of the books of the canon. We are accustomed to thinking that the 
book of Genesis is called by that name because the book is concerned with 
teaching something about the beginning of the universe—the genesis of the 
universe in which we live. If we were to follow the gap theory, we would say 
that only one verse in the book of Genesis refers to the original work of divine 
creation—namely, Genesis 1:1. Then what follows, beginning in verse 2, is 
an account not of the original creation of the universe but of the re-creation 
or regeneration of a creation that had fallen into a state of chaos. So then, it 
would perhaps be better to title the book of Genesis the book of Re-Genesis. 
The idea is that there is a historical gap between verse 1 and verse 2. The gap, 
which could be as long as several million years or even billions of years, would 
mean that what we read about the six days of original creation refers instead to 
the six days of re-creation rather than the original work of God.

Before I look at this further in terms of interpretation, let me say a word 
about why such a hypothesis emerged in the first place. One of the big reasons 
that people struggle with the trustworthiness of sacred Scripture has to do 
with the onslaught of the reliability of the biblical description of creation in 
light of modern scientific theories, particularly with respect to the age of the 
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earth. There is an ongoing debate today, even within the Christian commu-
nity, with respect to the antiquity of the earth. Is the earth of recent origin, 
say six thousand years or so ago, or is the creation of the universe something 
that, as most modern astronomers and scientists claim, took place fifteen to 
eighteen billion years ago? That’s quite a huge discrepancy, and Christians are 
engaged in debates often over the age of the earth. Even the evangelical world 
is divided between old-earthers and young-earthers.

The gap theory conveniently solves the dilemma of the age of the earth by 
saying that the Bible gives only one verse to the original creation, which could 
have happened thousands, millions, or billions of years ago, and that what is 
being described in the rest of Genesis 1 is of much more recent origin—namely, 
the restoration of a creation that had undergone a cataclysmic, catastrophic fall 
between verse 1 and verse 2. Allusions in some of the poetic literature later on 
in the Prophets and in Job refer to the cosmic upheaval in heaven with the fall 
of Satan. In Genesis 1:1 you have the original creation where everything was 
good, followed by a gap when this cosmic catastrophe happens with the fall of 
the angels with Satan, the plunging of the universe into ruin, and finally God’s 
repairing the damage beginning in verse 2. If this is the case, we read about the 
repairing of that damage in the rest of the opening chapters of Genesis.

From a literary perspective, the whole thing virtually hinges on the inter-
pretation of the verb here in Hebrew. In almost every translation of the Bible, 
the verb is translated as the English word “was,” but according to the gap the-
ory or the restitution hypothesis, it should be translated as “became.” The 
word “was” would indicate the state in which it was in the initial aspect of cre-
ation, and as I mentioned earlier, the word “became” would suggest a dramatic 
change of some sort. The verb used here occurs hundreds of times in the Bible, 
and in any Hebrew lexicon, the primary meaning of the word is “was.” Now, it 
is true that in less than 1 percent of its occurrences in Hebrew, it can be and is 
sometimes—though rarely—translated as the English word “became.” So the 
translator does have the option when he comes to a text that uses this word 
to render it as “was” or as “became.” When that happens, the normal method 
of biblical translation is to use the primary, usual meaning of the term unless 
there is compelling reason to use the other meaning. Such a compelling reason 
is usually discovered in the immediate context of the text or in the broader 
context of biblical usage.
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