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Introduction
It is certainly an understatement to say 
that the doctrine of the Trinity is of critical 
importance to all Christian thought, life, 
and practice. The very heart and soul of 
Christian theology—the gospel itself—is 
rooted and grounded in our view of God 
as triune. Contrary to what many people 
sadly think, the doctrine of the Trinity 
is not some esoteric, abstract doctrine 
unrelated to the “practical” affairs of life. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. 
Rather, understanding God as triune is 
central to everything Scripture says about 
God. For example, without it, we could not 
make sense of the salvation that the Bible 
presents centered in a divine Father who 
initiates, a divine Savior who redeems, 
and a divine Spirit who applies Christ’s 
work to us by doing only what God can 
do, namely, give us resurrection life. In the 
end, the doctrine of the Trinity is at the 
heart of what distinguishes the Christian 
view of God from all its rivals. And that is 
certainly an important point to emphasize 
in our pluralistic and postmodern world 
that is constantly attempting to challenge 
the exclusive claims of the gospel.

Now it is precisely because the doc-
trine of the Trinity is so important that 
we must be very careful how we appeal 
to the doctrine and make use of it in our 
theological proposals. As Keith Johnson 
reminds us in his important article, a lot 
of current non-evangelical theologizing 

often appeals to various aspects of the 
doctrine of the Trinity in an illegitimate 
manner.1 But, unfortunately, this fact is 
also true within evangelical theology. 
Specifically, I have in mind recent appeals 
to the role relations within the triune 
Godhead, particularly, the Son-Spirit 
relationship, to ground a “wider-hope” 
or “inclusivist” theology. A “wider-hope” 
theology is one that wrestles with the 
relationship between the gospel and other 
world religions, especially regarding the 
status of the person who has never heard 
the gospel. It attempts to argue that the 
person who has never heard the gospel 
still may be saved by grace through faith 
due to the universal work of the Holy 
Spirit, but this is apart from actually hear-
ing and believing the gospel. In my view, 
we find in this position an illegitimate 
appeal to the doctrine of the Trinity and a 
presentation of the relations between the 
Son and Spirit that is simply unbiblical. 
In order to substantiate this assertion, 
this article will proceed in four steps: 
First, I will briefly describe the position of 
inclusivism. Second, I will explain how it 
attempts to ground its view by appeal to 
a specific understanding of the Son-Spirit 
relation by outlining the view of one of its 
most prolific proponents, Clark Pinnock. 
Third, I will give a biblical-theological 
critique of Pinnock’s proposal by thinking 
through the Son-Spirit relation across the 
canon of Scripture. Fourth, I will offer a 
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number of concluding reflections on this 
important subject.

A Description of Inclusivism
Living in a pluralistic and postmodern 

age not only challenges the exclusive 
claims of the gospel, but it also raises 
afresh legitimate issues that cannot be 
ignored by Christian theologians. One 
such example is the question of the status 
of those who have never heard the gospel, 
and whether such persons may experi-
ence the saving grace of God apart from 
hearing the gospel message and placing 
faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

In recent years, the threefold typology 
of pluralism, inclusivism, and exclusiv-
ism characterizes the various theological 
responses to the issue of the gospel’s 
relationship to other world religions.2 
Each of these views includes a spectrum 
of positions. For heuristic purposes, I will 
briefly describe each of the views in the 
broadest of terms, not noting all the fine 
nuances within each position.3  

First, pluralism is the view that relativ-
izes all religious claims to superiority 
over any other religion. This view entails 
a denial of the claims of historic Christi-
anity, including a denial of the Trinity, 
and its corollary, the uniqueness of Jesus 
Christ as Lord and Savior. If there is any 
“salvation” at all (which is variously con-
ceived), pluralism teaches that people may 
be “saved” through a number of different 
religious traditions and communities.4  

Second, in direct opposition to plural-
ism, is the view of exclusivism. This has 
been, at least up until recent times, the 
position of most evangelicals. It argues 
not only that the central claims and doc-
trines of Christianity are universally true, 
but also that in order to receive salvation, 
one must consciously repent of sin and 

believe in the Lord Jesus Christ alone as 
Lord and Savior. In addition, in relation to 
other non-Christian religions, exclusivism 
contends that salvation is not found in the 
structures of those religions even though, 
it is admitted, non-Christian religions are 
not always wrong in what they believe. 
Where their teachings conflict with the 
teaching of Scripture, though, they are 
necessarily wrong.5

Third, inclusivism is the view that 
attempts to provide a mediating position 
between pluralism and exclusivism.6 On 
the one hand, it agrees with exclusivism 
over against pluralism in affirming that 
Christianity is true and that Jesus Christ is 
the only Savior and Lord; no human being 
will be saved apart from him. However, 
it disagrees with exclusivism in that it 
affirms that God has revealed himself, 
even in saving ways in other religions, 
and that it is possible for someone who 
has never heard the gospel to receive sal-
vation apart from explicit faith in Christ. 
At this point, inclusivists often make a 
distinction between an ontological and 
epistemological necessity when it comes 
to Christ, salvation, and those who have 
never heard the gospel. A person cannot 
be saved apart from Christ (an affirmation 
of the ontological necessity of Christ for 
salvation), but it is possible for people to 
experience salvation apart from explicit 
faith in Christ, at least in this life (a denial 
of an epistemological necessity of believ-
ing in Christ). But this distinction raises 
an important question: How exactly does 
one receive the benefits of Christ’s work if 
one does not necessarily believe in him? 
Does not Scripture say, “For there is no 
difference between Jew and Gentile—the 
same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses 
all who call on him, for, ‘Everyone who 
calls on the name of the Lord will be 
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saved’” (Rom 10:12-13)?  
Inclusivists differ in their answer to 

this question. Most inclusivists affirm that 
one may trust in God (be a “believer”) 
as known through God’s self-disclosure 
in the created order (general revelation), 
or even through, in some limited way, 
a person’s religion. Some even affirm a 
post-mortem, second chance theology. 
But whatever precise position is argued, 
in the end, inclusivists argue that “the 
wideness of God’s mercy” is of such a 
nature that God will accept and save 
those honest, humble, and genuine seek-
ers, who through no fault of their own, 
have never heard the gospel.  If they cry 
out to the Lord, stirred by his prevenient 
grace, and turn to him as he is revealed 
in creation and their religious setting, 
they will discover, most probably after 
death, that the one who saved them was 
Christ, whether they were aware of it or 
believed in him.

However, this fairly standard inclusiv-
ist answer raises some further questions. 
How does God’s Spirit bring people to 
salvation when these people have no 
access to the gospel message? Does not 
Scripture teach that salvation is grounded 
in Jesus Christ both ontologically and 
epistemologically in this life (see John 
3:16; 14:6; Acts 4:12; cf. Heb 9:27)? How 
does God manifest his saving presence 
in the world apart from one hearing the 
gospel and placing faith in it? How are 
we to make theological sense of this kind 
of viewpoint? Clark Pinnock, a highly 
influential evangelical inclusivist, has 
sought to address these very questions. It 
is his answer to these questions that I now 
want to describe in some detail, specifi-
cally showing how his answer is centered 
in an illegitimate appeal to the doctrine 
of the Trinity. In his book, Flame of Love,7 

Pinnock develops a theology of the 
Spirit—what he calls the “pneumatologi-
cal proposal”—that, in my view, provides 
a much needed theological explanation as 
to how inclusivists attempt to reconcile 
the difficult challenge of affirming the 
uniqueness of Christ while denying that 
knowledge and faith in Christ is necessary 
for salvation.  Ultimately this explanation 
fails in regard to biblical fidelity. Pinnock’s 
pneumatological approach also has been 
a catalyst for other inclusivists to think 
through these important matters.8 Obvi-
ously within the confines of this article I 
cannot do justice to his entire argument. 
Instead, I will focus primarily on his 
specific arguments found in chapter 6 of 
Flame of Love, namely, “Spirit and Univer-
sality.” Why this chapter? Because in it, 
Pinnock succinctly gives what he believes 
is the biblical and theological grounding 
for his proposal and thus the inclusivist 
position. 

A Description of Clark Pinnock’s 
“Pneumatological Proposal”

A brief description of Pinnock’s pro-
posal will help prepare the way for a 
critical evaluation.  Inclusivists, including 
Pinnock, often present their view in light 
of the tension between two biblical axi-
oms: universality and particularity. The 
“universality axiom” is related to expres-
sions of God’s universal salvific will (e.g., 
1 Tim 2:4; 2 Pet 3:9) grounded in God’s 
universal presence in the world. Pinnock, 
in contrast to much of historic evangelical 
theology, seems to understand the will 
of God solely in terms of God’s universal 
salvific stance towards the world. He is 
not fond of making distinctions, such as 
God’s decretive and perceptive will, that 
have allowed theologians to speak of God 
genuinely valuing many states of affairs 
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that are not compatible with his chosen 
plan for the world.9 Nor is he fond of mak-
ing distinctions between “common” and 
“saving” grace, which has allowed theolo-
gians to speak of God’s relations to people 
in different ways, since, as he argues, “if 
the Triune God is present, grace must be 
present too.” 10 That is why, for Pinnock, to 
speak of the “universality axiom” entails 
that God’s grace must be available to all 
people. He states, “If God really loves the 
whole world and desires everyone to be 
saved, it follows logically that everyone 
must have access to salvation.”11  

But this creates a tension with the 
“particularity axiom,” namely “the belief 
that Jesus is the only way to God.”12 Why 
the tension? Because, as Pinnock argues, 
“if hearing the gospel clearly is required 
for salvation, it would seem that God does 
not want all to be saved.”13 Pinnock asks, 
“Does God love the whole world or not? 
God may desire all to be saved, but it is 
hard to see how they possibly can be. How 
can a large number meet the requirement 
of believing in the gospel? It would seem 
that they cannot.”14

So how do we resolve this tension? Pin-
nock entertains the possibility that gen-
eral revelation, including non-Christian 
religions, may play a role in the salvation 
of the human race, a role preparatory to 
the gospel of Christ. In contrast to much 
of historic evangelical theology, Pinnock 
affirms that general revelation is salvific. 
Since God meets us everywhere, includ-
ing the natural world which includes 
non-Christian religions, “no nook or 
cranny is untouched by the finger of God” 
and “God is always reaching out to sin-
ners. . . . There is no general revelation or 
natural knowledge of God that is not at 
the same time gracious revelation and a 
potentially saving knowledge. All reveal-

ing and reaching out are rooted in God’s 
grace and are aimed at bringing sinners 
home.”15 This is not to say, as Pinnock 
clearly states, that there is not “depths 
of darkness, deception, and bondage in 
them [world religions]” nor is it to affirm 
that “religions themselves as such are 
vehicles of salvation.” But it is to affirm 
that “God may use religion as a way of 
gracing people’s lives and that it is one of 
God’s options for evoking faith and com-
municating grace.”16

But how is one to make theological 
sense of this? What biblical warrant may 
be given for this proposal? This is where 
Pinnock’s pneumatological approach 
enters.  The approach is centered in a 
specific understanding of the personal 
relations within the triune Godhead. How 
are we to conceptualize the universality 
of God’s grace? How are we to conceive of 
access to God’s grace given the “scandal 
of historical particularity?” Pinnock’s 
proposal is that we see it in relation to 
the universal work of the Holy Spirit. In 
fact, as he states it, we must conceive of it 
in relation to the “twin, interdependent 
missions of the Son and Spirit.”17 Here is 
his proposal in summary:

Christ, the only mediator, sustains 
particularity, while Spirit, the pres-
ence of God everywhere, safeguards 
universality. Christ represents par-
ticularity by being the only mediator 
between God and humanity (1 Tim 
2:5-6), while Spirit upholds univer-
sality because no soul is beyond the 
sphere of the Spirit’s operations. 
Spirit is not confined to the church 
but is present everywhere, giving 
life and creating community. Hov-
ering over the waters of creation, 
Spirit is present also in the search for 
meaning and the struggle against 
sin and death. Because inspiration 
is ubiquitous and works everywhere 
in unseen ways, Spirit is in a posi-
tion to offer grace to every person. 
Because Spirit works everywhere 
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in advance of the church’s mission, 
preparing the way for Christ, God’s 
will can be truly and credibly uni-
versal.18

Once again, it is important to stress 
that Pinnock’s proposal is a move away 
from historic evangelical theology. How 
so? Simply, in how he conceives of the 
relationship of the work of the Son to the 
Spirit and then to that of the Father. His-
torically, and a point that Pinnock admits, 
evangelical thought has viewed the work 
of the Spirit in relation to Christ. However, 
Pinnock believes that this approach has 
had the effect of exalting Christ above 
the Spirit and subordinating the Spirit to 
the Son.19 Instead, he suggests, we should 
try a new idea. After all, he states, “it lies 
within the freedom of theology to experi-
ment with ideas.”20 What is this new idea? 
It is that we view “Christ as an aspect 
of the Spirit’s mission, instead of (as is 
more usual) viewing Spirit as a function 
of Christ’s.”21

What advantage does this new approach 
offer us? Pinnock is convinced that it not 
only will help reduce the tension between 
universality and particularity, it will also 
allow us to consider “particularity in the 
context of universality.”22 Thus, prior to, 
and geographically larger than, the Son’s 
mission is the universal and gracious work 
of God’s Spirit in the world. Pinnock links 
the work of the Spirit with the Wisdom of 
God (Prov 8:1-4) and then concludes that 
“God’s wisdom is present in creation, and 
God calls out to all people everywhere 
by means of it. Beyond Torah and special 
revelation, wisdom speaks within human 
experience itself . . . God speaks even 
where Christ is not yet named—God does 
not leave himself without witness (Acts 
14:17).”23 Pinnock conceives of history as 
a stage play with the Spirit as its director. 

Wherever the Spirit touches, which is 
everywhere, God’s good gifts are spread 
generously, even to people outside of the 
church. And grace is found where the 
Spirit is. By the Spirit, God reaches out 
to sinners both in general and special 
revelation, so working in them that they 
may ultimately become obedient to Jesus 
Christ. In this sense, Pinnock argues, we 
should not say there is no salvation out-
side the church, but simply that there is 
no salvation outside of grace.24 Thus with 
this proposal, Pinnock believes that he 
has greatly reduced the tension between 
the “universality” and “particularity” 
axioms. He states,

The truth of the incarnation does 
not eclipse truth about the Spirit, 
who was at work in the world before 
Christ and is present now where 
Christ is not named. The mission of 
the Son is not a threat to the mission 
of the Spirit, or vice versa. On the 
one hand, the Son’s mission presup-
poses the Spirit’s—Jesus was con-
ceived and empowered by the Spirit. 
On the other hand, the mission of 
the Spirit is oriented to the goals 
of incarnation. The Spirit’s mission 
is to bring history to completion 
and fulfillment in Christ. Thus the 
double mission of Son and Spirit can 
provide the perspective we need to 
handle the tension of universality 
and particularity.25

Pinnock is convinced that viewing the 
Son’s work in the context of the universal 
work of the Spirit, instead of the other way 
around, supplies the theological warrant 
for seeing “the offer of grace as something 
as broad as history itself.”26 Creation 
and redemption, then, for Pinnock, are 
continuous, not discontinuous. Creation 
and redemption are both works of grace 
thus grounding the possibility that God’s 
salvific intent is both universal and found 
in creation itself.
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Pinnock’s Biblical Warrant for the 
Pneumatological Proposal

To what biblical texts does Pinnock 
appeal in order to warrant his proposal? 
There are four kinds of texts to which he 
refers: (1) Pinnock appeals to texts such 
as 1 Tim 2:4 and Hos 11:8-10 to argue that 
God’s stance toward the world is that of 
grace, and not wrath, which seems to 
entail, at least for him, that God makes his 
grace available to all without exception.

(2) Texts such as Acts 17:27 are refer-
enced in order to justify that God’s pres-
ence, by his Spirit, is everywhere, and as 
such, given (1), God’s grace must then be 
viewed as universally accessible through 
general and special revelation. At this 
juncture, Pinnock also correlates texts 
that speak about the wisdom of God and 
the Spirit of God (Prov 8:1-4, 24, 30-31) to 
buttress his point.

(3) Texts such as Rom 5:18 imply, for 
Pinnock, that the mission and work of 
Christ, as our representative, not only have 
universal implications, but in some sense 
must be applied to all people everywhere, 
short of universalism, which can only take 
place by the universal work of the Spirit.  
He states, “Christ’s work is complete and 
for all—‘one man’s act of righteousness 
leads to justification and life for all’ (Rom 
5:18). There is no way around it—we must 
hope that God’s gift of salvation is being 
applied to people everywhere. If so, how 
else than by the universal presence and 
activity of Spirit?”27 Christ’s universal 
work, then, requires the universal work 
of the Spirit in all people.28

(4) Texts that speak of God’s salvific 
will not merely being limited to Jews 
and Christians imply that the Spirit is at 
work outside of the covenant community. 
Proof of this is found in such figures as 
Cornelius (Acts 10:34-35) and in such OT 

“holy pagans” as Enoch, Melchizedek, 
and Job. All of these individuals, Pinnock 
argues, were saved by the gracious work 
of the Spirit in them apart from explicit 
faith in Jesus Christ. In fact, Pinnock con-
tends, on the basis of John 10:16, one can 
say that there are “believers who do not 
belong to any church.”29 In this, Pinnock 
is playing off a common distinction made 
by inclusivists between “believers” and 
“Christians.” “Believers” are those who 
are saved simply because they have faith 
in God. “Christians” are those who have 
heard the gospel and have placed their 
faith in Jesus Christ.30 Both groups are 
saved by the name of Jesus, but only the 
latter are informed about that name. And 
it is these “believers” that Jesus refers to 
in John 10:16 who are not yet part of the 
sheep fold, but who are wooed by the 
Spirit who is at work universally in the 
world, drawing people to himself.  

Pinnock’s Theological Warrant for 
the Pneumatological Proposal

In addition to the above biblical rea-
sons, Pinnock gives us at least three theo-
logical reasons to warrant his proposal: (1) 
Pinnock appeals to his understanding of 
the doctrine of the Trinity—a relational 
ontology—as the ground of his proposal 
and a further justification of his view that 
God’s stance toward the world is always 
that of love and grace. In the triune iden-
tity, he argues, we discover a God who 
is relational, non-static, open—a God of 
love.31 Since God is a loving relationality, 
Pinnock concludes that we must think 
of grace as primary, because it is rooted 
in the loving divine communion. God is 
love and as such, when it comes to grace 
and salvation he has “the whole human 
race in view in his desire to save, and the 
Spirit everywhere draws sinners from the 
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far country to the Father’s love.”32 
(2) Pinnock appeals to the theological 

doctrine of “prevenient grace” to account 
for the universal, gracious operations 
of the Spirit in the world, even in the 
sphere of non-Christian religions. Pin-
nock writes, 

God wants a relationship with sin-
ners, and if we accept the category of 
prevenient grace, we acknowledge 
that God offers himself to creatures. 
The Spirit speaks to everyone in the 
depths of their being, urging them 
not to close themselves off from God 
but to open themselves up. Because 
of the Spirit, everyone has the pos-
sibility of encountering him—even 
those who have not heard of Christ 
may establish a relationship with 
God through prevenient grace.33

Interestingly, Pinnock does not place 
prevenient grace in the context of sote-
riology—where it is normally placed by 
evangelical Arminian theologians—but 
in the context of the doctrine of creation. 
This is clearly evident in Pinnock’s rejec-
tion of the Reformed distinction between 
“common” and “saving” grace. He states 
his opposition when he writes, 

God’s presence fills the world and 
touches every heart. Spirit should 
not be restricted to one segment 
of history or one sphere of reality. 
The Spirit flourishes everywhere, 
beyond the boundaries of church. 
The Spirit’s ministry is global, not 
only domestic, and ontic, not only 
noetic. The Spirit can be encountered 
in the entire range of experience, 
having always been present in the 
whole world, even in the groaning 
creation, preparing it for new birth 
(Rom 8:23).34 

In this regard, Pinnock’s view of “preve-
nient grace” has more in common with 
Karl Rahner than John Wesley.

(3) Pinnock continues to appeal to 
the doctrine of the Trinity, especially in 
regard to the role relations between the 

persons of the Godhead, by employing the 
Eastern church’s rejection of the Western 
church’s insertion of the filioque clause 
into the Nicene Creed.35 Pinnock thinks 
that this insertion represented a misuse 
of power. But his main problem with the 
clause is due to how the Western church 
has viewed the Son-Spirit relationship in 
light of it. Historically, as represented by 
the filioque clause, the work of the Spirit is 
viewed in light of the Son and gospel reali-
ties. Thus, when the Spirit operates in the 
world, it is always in relationship to the 
Word. In this sense, the work of the Spirit 
is viewed in light of the work of the Son, 
something Pinnock wants us to reverse. 
Listen to Pinnock’s complaint: 

The idea of adding filioque was not 
perverse theologically. The risen 
Lord did and does pour out the 
Spirit on the church. But the phrase 
in the creed can lead to a possible 
misunderstanding. It can threaten 
our understanding of the Spirit’s 
universality. It might suggest to the 
worshiper that Spirit is not the gift 
of the Father to creation universally 
but a gift confined to the sphere of 
the Son and even the sphere of the 
church. It could give the impression 
that the Spirit is not present in the 
whole world but limited to Christian 
territories. Though it need not, the 
filioque might threaten the principle 
of universality—the truth that the 
Spirit is universally present, imple-
menting the universal salvific will 
of Father and Son. One could say 
that the filioque promotes Christo-
monism.  
 In my view the phrase diminishes 
the role of the Spirit and gives the 
impression that he has no mission 
of his own. It does not encourage 
us to contemplate the broad range 
of his operations in the universe. 
It tends to restrict Spirit to the 
churchly domain and deny his pres-
ence among people outside. It does 
not encourage us to view the divine 
mission as being prior to and geo-
graphically larger than the Son’s. It 
could seem to limit Spirit to having a 
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noetic function in relation to Christ, 
as if the Spirit fostered faith in him 
and nothing more. It undercuts the 
idea that Spirit can be active where 
the Son is not named and supports 
the restrictive reading of the axiom 
‘Outside the church, no salvation’…. 
The creed [Nicene] was better before 
this term was added to it, because 
it recognized Spirit as the power 
permeating the cosmos and ener-
gizing all of history. The mission of 
the Spirit is not subordinate to the 
Son’s but equal and complementary.  
The filioque was introduced into 
the creed in an irregular way and 
adversely affects our understanding 
of salvation.36

From these biblical texts and theologi-
cal arguments, Pinnock believes he has 
warranted his pneumatological proposal 
and thus grounded his understanding of 
the Spirit’s universal, salvific work in the 
world, even in other religions. For, after 
all, asks Pinnock, “If the Spirit gives life to 
creation and offers grace to every creature, 
one would expect him to be present and 
make himself felt (at least occasionally) 
in the religious dimension of cultural 
life. Why would the Spirit be working 
everywhere else but not here?”37 Why 
cannot non-Christian religions be viewed 
as beneficial for Christian theology, just 
as non-Christian philosophical thought 
has been? This is not to say that Pinnock 
thinks everything in non-Christian reli-
gions is equally valid. He states, 

We have to say both yes and no to 
other religions. On the one hand, we 
should accept any spiritual depth 
and truth in them. On the other 
hand, we must reject darkness and 
error and at the very least see other 
faiths as insufficient apart from 
fulfillment in Christ. The key is to 
hold fast to two truths: the universal 
operations of grace and the unique-
ness of its manifestation in Jesus 
Christ.38

But Pinnock is quite convinced that since 

over the centuries the majority of human-
ity has existed without hearing the gospel, 
it is important to affirm that the Spirit is at 
work in the world, even in other religions. 
On the question of revelation in other 
religions, we must preserve the decisive 
self-revelation in Jesus Christ, but we are 
not to think that God is our property and 
possession.39 In fact, we should view other 
religions in a similar situation to the his-
tory of Israel. Just as the history of Israel 
led to the coming of Jesus, and as it shows 
God at work apart from Jesus Christ and 
leading up to him, Pinnock believes that 
we may “watch for anticipations in other 
faiths to be fulfilled in Christ . . . [this] 
allows us to hear the word of God from 
others and deepens our own understand-
ing of revelation.”40

But, it may be legitimately asked, by 
what criterion does one discern whether 
the Spirit is at work in other religions? 
After all, as Pinnock acknowledges, “there 
are things in the world that cannot be 
attributed to God.”41 For Pinnock, the 
answer is found in the double mission 
of Son and Spirit and the link between 
them. He states, 

Truth incarnate is the criterion for 
testing spirits. The question to ask 
is christological (1 Jn 4:2-3). Spirit 
is in agreement with the Son and 
agrees with what he said and did…. 
What the Spirit says and does cannot 
be opposed to revelation in Christ, 
because Spirit is bound to the Word 
of God . . . To identify provenience, 
we look for the fruit of the Spirit and 
for the way of Jesus Christ.42

But what exactly does this mean? His-
torically, as we have noted, the work of the 
Spirit has been linked to the work of the 
Son. When we ask the question, “How do 
we discern whether the Spirit is at work in 
the world?” the answer is found in terms 
of the gospel. Is there repentance of sin 
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and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ? Is there 
a turning away from what we once were 
and a turning to God by faith in the gos-
pel message? Obviously that is not what 
Pinnock means since that would entail 
that the universality axiom would have to 
be placed under the particularity axiom. 
Instead, for Pinnock, the Christological 
criterion is one that looks for the fruit of 
the Spirit and the way of Jesus Christ, 
primarily in the ethical domain. Pinnock 
underscores this when he states, 

So wherever we see traces of Jesus 
in the world and people opening 
up to his ideals, we know we are 
in the presence of Spirit. Wherever, 
for example, we find self-sacrificing 
love, care about community, long-
ings for justice, wherever people 
love one another, care for the sick, 
make peace not war, wherever there 
is beauty and concord, generosity 
and forgiveness, the cup of cold 
water, we know the Spirit of Jesus 
is present.43 

In this regard Pinnock appeals to Matt 
25:31-46 to argue that this is Jesus’ own 
criterion for recognizing his sheep. Pin-
nock asks, “Why does he [Jesus] consider 
these his sheep? Because they are just 
like the children of the merciful Father. 
Obviously they belong to the kingdom, 
because their faith is manifest in their 
actions. They are doing the works of 
the kingdom by the grace of God.”44 He 
then goes on to argue that “fruits of the 
Spirit” are not merely cognitive. Rather, 
signs of the kingdom have to do with the 
transformation of life. He states, “Good 
works do not merit grace, but they may 
signal a response to grace . . . Jesus is the 
criterion of salvation even for those who 
never knew him or his message. Partici-
pation in salvation is not impossible for 
people outside the church. The factors are 
behavioral as well as cognitive.”45

Here is Pinnock’s “pneumatological 
proposal” in a nutshell, his new way of 
viewing Christ as an aspect of the Spirit’s 
mission, instead of the other way around. 
At its heart, his proposal is tied to the doc-
trine of the Trinity, and even more impor-
tantly, it is through his understanding of 
the Son-Spirit relation that he believes he 
has provided biblical and theological war-
rant for inclusivism, namely, that God’s 
wide mercy is extended to all, regardless 
of whether they have heard the gospel 
or not.

A Critique of Clark Pinnock’s 
Pneumatological Proposal

What should we think of this very 
creative proposal? Certainly within the 
confines of this article, I cannot do justice 
to every aspect of it.46 Point after point of 
exegesis and theological argumentation 
is interrelated with other doctrinal com-
mitments that would take a whole book 
to unpack and evaluate properly. Pinnock 
truly gives us a whole theological vision 
of the God-world relationship that at 
any point is intertwined with numerous 
other theological views, such as, an open 
view of God, a libertarian view of human 
freedom, a risk view of divine providence, 
a certain conception of Scripture and a 
specific methodological and hermeneu-
tical approach to reading it, and so on. 
Instead, I want to focus on one main point 
of critique that takes us to the heart of his 
proposal, namely, his understanding of 
the Son-Spirit relation as it unfolds along 
the redemptive-historical plot line of 
Scripture. It is my contention that Pinnock 
fails to do justice to an overall biblical 
theology, and as such, his “new” idea of 
viewing Christ as an aspect of the Spirit’s 
mission is not biblically warranted, and 
thus, it must be rejected.
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A Preliminary Observation on 
Theological Method

How does one do a theology of the Holy 
Spirit? In fact, how does one resolve the 
question that is at stake here: What are the 
role relations within the Godhead with 
specific focus on the Son-Spirit relation-
ship? In other words, how does one move 
from biblical text to theological formula-
tion? Obviously, much could be said on 
such a subject and my reflections here 
are only for the purpose of making clear 
how I approach the task, especially in my 
evaluation of Pinnock’s proposal.47

It is of crucial importance that our 
reading of Scripture must reflect what 
it is and claims to be. What, then, is it? 
What does it claim to be? Scripture is 
nothing less than God’s self-revelation 
through human authors—God’s Word 
written—that comes to us progressively 
and with a Christological focus. Since 
Scripture is God’s self-revelation, there is 
a unity to it—a unified divine commu-
nicative act48—declaring God’s unfail-
ing purposes and plan. Furthermore, 
God’s self-revelation, in Word and Act, 
involves historical progression, along a 
redemptive-historical story line, which 
entails that the task of a biblical theology 
is to trace out this historical unfolding 
of redemptive history, which presses on 
toward its consummation in Jesus Christ 
(cf. Heb 1:1-2). In light of this, it is helpful 
to think of reading Scripture according 
to three horizons: textual, epochal, and 
canonical.49 Thus, in reading any text we 
not only exegete it in terms of its syntax, 
context, and genre, but we also place that 
text in light of where it is in redemptive-
history, and even, in the final analysis, 
where it is in light of the entire canon of 
Scripture. It is only when we do the latter 
that we read Scripture according to its 

truest, fullest, divine intention. In fact, to 
read the Bible as unified Scripture is not 
just one interpretative interest among 
others, but the interpretative strategy that 
best corresponds to the nature of the text 
itself, given its divine inspiration.

What does this have to do with dis-
cerning the Son-Spirit relation in Scrip-
ture? Everything. As we seek to unpack 
this relation, it is best to do so along the 
redemptive-historical story line, in light 
of the whole canon, discovering how the 
Spirit of God is presented, both in the OT 
and in light of the coming of Jesus Christ. 
And when we do so, it is my contention 
that what we discover is the opposite of 
Pinnock’s proposal. Instead we discover 
what much of evangelical theology has 
always claimed, namely, that the Spirit 
is the Spirit of the crucified and exalted 
Christ and, in the words of Kevin Van-
hoozer, is “the deputy of Christ rather 
than an independent itinerant evange-
list.”50 

Toward a Biblical Theology of the 
Son-Spirit Relationship

This section uses the word “toward” for 
the simple reason that all I can do in this 
article is sketch out the main structures 
of thought in regard to the Son-Spirit 
relation as it is progressively revealed in 
the canon. 

The Work of the Spirit in the OT Era 
and His Relationship to the Son

There is much that could be said at this 
point. There are just under one hundred 
explicit references to the “Spirit [ruach] 
of God” throughout the OT, starting 
from Gen 1:2.51 None of these references 
unambiguously demand that we think of 
the “Spirit of God” as one with God yet 
differentiable from him (except possibly 
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Isa 63:7-14). The Spirit’s distinct “personal” 
nature will become clearer in the NT, in 
light of the coming of the Christ, since 
there we must think of the Spirit not 
merely as the “power” of God, nor merely 
the “manifest presence” of God, but as the 
third person of the triune Godhead. But 
with that said, when it comes to describ-
ing the work of the “Spirit of God” in the 
OT, it is important to distinguish between 
a general and more specific work. Let us 
look at each of these in turn.

First, we may think of the work of 
“God’s Spirit” in a general way, active 
as creator, sustainer, revealer, quickener, 
and enabler. We may even summarize 
the Spirit’s work in terms of seven main 
functions.52 (1) We see the Spirit’s work 
in creation in the way God created and 
sustains the universe and all animate 
beings (Gen 1:2; 2:7; cf. Ps 33:6; Job 26:13; 
33:4; 34:14-15; Isa 55:19). (2) The Spirit of 
God is active in the control of nature and 
history (Ps 104:29-30; Isa 34:16; 40:7). (3) 
God’s Spirit is active in revelation as he 
makes known what was not known (Num 
24:2; 2 Sam 23:2; 2 Chron 12:18; 15:1; Neh 
9:30; Job 32:8; Isa 61:1-4; Ezek 2:2; 11:24; 
37:1; Mic 3:8; Zech 7:12). (4) By these revela-
tions the Spirit of God taught the people of 
God the way to be faithful and obedient 
to the Lord (Neh 9:20; Ps 143:10; Isa 48:16; 
63:10-14). (5) The Spirit’s power is that 
which elicits personal responses to God 
in terms of faith, repentance, obedience, 
willingness to listen to God’s instruc-
tions, as well as fellowship with the Lord 
through praise and prayer (Ps 51:10-12; Isa 
11:2; 44:3; Ezek 11:19; 36:25-27; 37:14; 39:29; 
Joel 2:28-29; Zech 12:10). (6) The Spirit of 
God is instrumental in equipping people 
for leadership, particularly those leaders 
in Israel—prophets, priests, and kings 
(Gen 41:38; Num 11:16-29; 27:16,18; Deut 

34:9; Judg 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 13:25; 14:19; 
15:14; 1 Sam 10:10; 11:6). (7) It was God’s 
Spirit who equipped people with skill and 
strength for creative work, such as in the 
construction of the tabernacle and temple 
(Exod 28:3; 31:1-11; cf. 1 Kgs 7:14; Hag 2:5; 
Zech 4:6).

At this point, contra Pinnock, it is 
important to stress that this general 
work—even universal work of the “Spirit 
of God” in the OT—does not entail that 
the Spirit’s presence is always a saving 
or transforming presence (e.g., Balaam, 
Saul). Nor should we hastily conclude 
that what is true of a particular individual 
in Scripture is assumed to be true of all 
humanity. As Sinclair Ferguson wisely 
reminds us, we cannot assume from the 
fact that the Spirit endowed Bezalel with 
gifts of design and craftsmanship (Exod 
31:1-15) that all artistic gifts, however 
used, are general endowments of the 
Spirit,53 let alone evidence of God’s sav-
ing presence. Yes, the Spirit is described 
as the one who works in relation to the 
created order, but it is clear, in both the 
OT and NT, that this general ministry of 
the Spirit should not always be identified 
with the Spirit’s work in saving grace. It is 
possible for the former to be present when 
the latter is not.54

Second, in a more specific and signifi-
cant way, as we read through the OT, the 
Spirit’s work is not only viewed in these 
general terms, but it is also narrowed 
and focused in a more direct way as it is 
linked with a future, eschatological age 
tied to the coming of Messiah and the new 
covenant, Messianic age. Pinnock fails to 
do justice to this point. Let us think of 
this more specific work of the Spirit in at 
least two ways.55  

(1) The OT predicts that when Messiah 
comes, David’s greater Son, he will have 
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the Spirit in full measure (Isa 11:1-5; 42:1-8; 
61:1-3; cf. Luke 4:17ff and Matt 12:28). This 
taps into a whole stream of thought in the 
OT. In the OT, leaders (primarily prophets, 
priests, and kings) were anointed by the 
Spirit (see 1 Sam 16:13-14), but they often 
failed in their representative tasks before 
the Lord and the people of God. The  
prophets, however, announce a coming 
Messiah, Abraham’s promised seed and 
David’s greater Son, who will have the 
Spirit in full measure. And, most impor-
tantly, he will not fail in his saving work, 
for in his coming, he will literally usher 
in the “age to come.” Of course, this is 
precisely what is picked up in the NT as 
the Spirit is linked with the conception, 
birth, growth, baptism, temptations, 
ministry, and cross work of Christ (Luke 
1:31, 35; 2:47; 4:16-21; John 1:33-34; Mark 
1:10; Matt 4:3, 6; Rom 1:4; 1 Cor 15:45; 2 
Cor 3:17-18; 1 Tim 3:16; 1 Pet 3:18). This 
portrait of Jesus and the Spirit functions 
primarily, as Max Turner reminds us, “to 
confirm to readers that Jesus is indeed the 
Messiah anticipated by the OT,”56 that the 
eschatological era predicted in the OT has 
finally dawned in him. But it is also more 
than this. As Jesus himself reminds us in 
John 13-16, the primary significance of the 
Spirit’s coming is announced in program-
matic terms: “When the Counselor comes, 
whom I will send to you from the Father, 
the Spirit of truth who goes out from the 
Father, he will testify about me. And you 
also must testify, for you have been with 
me from the beginning” (John 15:26-27). 
In other words, the linkage of the Spirit 
with Christ is to bear witness to him. As 
Ferguson reminds us, “From womb to 
tomb to throne, the Spirit was the constant 
companion of the Son.”57 As a result, his 
work is that of chief witness for Christ, 
to bear witness of him, indeed to bring 

people to him in saving faith.  After all, 
the Spirit is the Spirit of Christ.

(2) The OT predicts that the coming 
of the Holy Spirit will signify nothing 
less than the dawn of the new covenant 
age (Isa 32:15-17; 44:3-4; 59:20-21; Ezek 
36:25-27; 37:14; 39:29; Joel 2:28-32 [cf. Jer 
31:29-34]; Zech 12:10). OT prophets often 
presented the time of the Lord’s visitation 
of his people, “the time of the anticipated 
new covenant, as the time when the Spirit 
will be poured out upon men and women, 
young and old, without the distinctions 
implicit in the essentially tribal nature of 
the old covenant.”58 Joel 2 is significant in 
this regard. Peter, in Acts 2, quotes Joel 2 
as proof that the work of Jesus, the Christ, 
is complete, and as a result, that the Spirit, 
anticipated and promised in the OT, has 
now come. That is why, as D. A. Carson 
reminds us, 

when in Acts the prophetic Spirit 
falls upon the church, mediating 
God’s presence, enabling believers to 
speak with tongues and to perform 
deeds of power, forging the early 
links among Jewish, Samaritan, and 
Gentile believers, and gently nudg-
ing the church into an expanding 
vision of Gentile mission, this is 
understood to be nothing other than 
what God himself had promised in 
Scripture.59 

That is why it is best to interpret the events 
at Pentecost as a unique, redemptive-
historical event, rooted and grounded in 
OT prophetic expectation. In this crucial 
sense, Pentecost must be viewed as part 
and parcel of Jesus’ saving work; in fact it 
is the culmination of his earthly work (cf. 
John 7:39) by which he has inaugurated 
the new covenant age, thus giving the 
Spirit to all Christians, so that they may 
not only come to know him, but also be 
gifted and empowered for service.
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The Work of the Spirit in the NT Era in 
Relation to the Son

In describing the work of the Holy 
Spirit in the OT, I have already made 
specific application to the Spirit’s work 
in the NT. Probably the best way to 
capture the Spirit’s work in the NT is in 
terms of “inaugurated eschatology” and 
the famous “already/not yet” tension. 
As I have observed above, the NT picks 
up the OT perspective and expectation. 
The Spirit’s work, in a direct and specific 
way, is linked to the coming of Messiah 
and the new covenant age. The NT pro-
claims, beyond question, that what the 
OT anticipated has now come about in 
terms of fulfillment. The eschatological, 
future age that the prophets anticipated 
has now arrived even though it still awaits 
the final consummation. And the proof 
of all of this, is not only found in the 
coming of the Messiah—his life, death, 
resurrection, and exaltation—but also in 
the gift that the risen and exalted Lord 
has now poured out at Pentecost, namely 
the promised Holy Spirit (Acts 2; cf. John 
14-16; Eph 1:13-14).

That is why, especially in Paul, the Holy 
Spirit “not only prompts us to look back-
ward to God’s earlier promises about his 
coming and work, but forward as well, for 
in Pauline thought the Spirit is the arrabōn, 
the deposit and hence the guarantee, of the 
promised inheritance awaiting us in the 
consummation.”60 Thus, for Paul and the 
rest of the NT, the reception of the Spirit 
means that one has become a participant 
in the new mode of existence associated 
with the future age, and now partakes of 
the powers of the “age to come.” Yet Paul 
also insists that what the Spirit gives is 
only a foretaste of far greater blessings to 
come. This understanding is borne out in 
the five ways that Paul relates the Holy 

Spirit to the believer in the NT.  First, the 
Spirit testifies of our “sonship” (Gal 4:4-
5; Rom 8:14-27). The Spirit bears witness 
that we are the children of God now, 
even though we still await our full rights 
associated with sonship. Second, the role 
of the Spirit is that of “firstfruits” (aparchē, 
1 Cor 15:20, 23; Rom 8:23), which speaks 
both of what we have now and what we 
await in the future. Third, the Spirit is 
our “pledge” or “deposit” (arrabōn, 2 Cor 
1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:14) guaranteeing our future 
inheritance. Fourth, the Holy Spirit is also 
called a “seal” (2 Cor 1:22; Eph 4:30; 1:13) 
which signifies that believers are noth-
ing less than God’s possession. Fifth, the 
Spirit is related to the resurrection of our 
bodies (Rom 1:3-4; 8:11; 1 Cor 15:42-44). 
Not only is the Spirit said to be active in 
relation to Christ’s resurrection, but ours 
as well, which signifies that some day our 
bodies shall be raised from the dead, just 
as Christ, the Last Adam, was risen from 
the dead, so that we may share in the 
glorious existence of the final, consum-
mated state. Anthony Hoekema nicely 
summarizes this data when he writes, “In 
conclusion we may say that in the pos-
session of the Spirit we who are in Christ 
have a foretaste of the blessings of the age 
to come, and a pledge and guarantee of 
the resurrection of the body. Yet we have 
only the firstfruits. We look forward to 
the final consummation of the kingdom of 
God, when we shall enjoy these blessings 
to the full.”61

It is crucial to stress the significance of 
this framework of inaugurated eschatol-
ogy in seeking to understand the work 
of the Spirit (and the Son). David Wells 
captures its importance when he asserts,

When Paul speaks of the God-sent 
Holy Spirit, his perspective is always 
eschatological, looking forward 
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to the end, of which our present 
experience of redemption and life 
in the Spirit is the beginning. The 
Spirit is the gift of the new age, the 
guarantee and foretaste, the pledge 
and first installment of what is to 
come when the fullness of salvation 
is revealed at Christ’s return (Eph 
1:13-14; Rom 8:23). It is this teaching 
on the relation between the old and 
the new, the flesh and the Spirit, 
the historical and the eschatological 
that forms the whole context within 
which Paul expounds his doctrines 
of the church and of salvation. It is 
in this context that he elaborates on 
his doctrine of the Spirit.62

I would also add to Wells’ statement: it 
is this teaching and framework of inau-
gurated eschatology that expounds the 
Christology of the NT as well.

Concluding Reflections
What are we to conclude from this 

redemptive-historical look at Scripture in 
terms of the role relations within the God-
head, with specific focus on the Son-Spirit 
relation? Does it yield the same conclu-
sions that Pinnock has proposed? I offer 
three concluding reflections regarding 
Pinnock’s view and his “pneumatological 
proposal.”

First, even though Pinnock’s view is 
creative, it does not have any biblical 
warrant. As we trace out the Son-Spirit 
relation progressively throughout the 
canon, what we discover is the opposite 
of Pinnock’s proposal. In the canon, the 
work of the Spirit, as it is progressively 
disclosed, is never divorced from the 
work of the Son; his work is always tied 
to gospel realities.63 Thus, in light of the 
coming of Christ, it is the Spirit’s role to 
bear witness of him; to convict the world 
of sin, righteousness and judgment so 
that they may believe in him (John 16:7-
11).64 In truth, the Spirit’s work, now in 
redemptive history, is to apply the work 

of Christ to us so that we may be brought 
to saving faith in Christ and increasingly 
conformed to his image. What, then, is the 
main problem with Pinnock’s proposal? 
It is simply this: the work of the Spirit 
is stripped of its redemptive-historical 
connections, and then made to buttress 
the theological underpinning of the 
inclusivist’s understanding of the “uni-
versality axiom.” Or, as Daniel Strange 
states it in a similar fashion, “rather than 
being Christocentric in his inclusivism, 
which I believe he [Pinnock] would claim 
to be, Pinnock’s position is pneumato-
centric and as a result the particularity 
of Christ is compromised. . . . Pinnock’s 
desire to universalize the particular has 
meant a separation of the epistemologi-
cal from the ontological.”65 And, I would 
add, Pinnock’s desire to universalize 
the particular has further compromised 
the whole plot line of Scripture and the 
presentation of the Son-Spirit relation in 
redemptive history.66

Second, the rejection of Pinnock’s 
pneumatological proposal on biblical 
grounds removes the crucial theological 
grounding for the inclusivist separation 
of the epistemological from the ontologi-
cal. The Spirit’s work is to bring people 
to Christ so that they may know and 
believe in him. To affirm that the Spirit 
may work in us graciously so that we 
“believe” in God, but not in Jesus Christ 
as the object of our faith, is foreign to the 
entire work of the Spirit as described in 
the NT, as well as the OT. In fact, when 
the NT speaks of faith, it is never faith in 
the abstract or divorced from the proper 
object of saving faith. Nor is it the Spirit 
so working in people that they exhibit 
“Christ-like” qualities and a mere faith 
in “God.” There is no biblical evidence 
for Pinnock’s assertions. The only NT tex-
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tual data that Pinnock appeals to is Matt 
25:31-46, which should not be interpreted 
to refer to people in general, but, in con-
text, to Jesus’ disciples.67 No, the Spirit’s 
work, as we see it disclosed in the NT, is 
to bear witness to him so that people, by 
grace, may be brought to saving faith in 
Christ and Christ alone. I cannot help but 
concur with the late Ronald Nash when he 
asserts, “I believe it is reckless, dangerous, 
and unbiblical to lead people to think that 
the preaching of the gospel (which I insist 
must contain specifics about the person 
and work of Christ) and personal faith in 
Jesus are not necessary for salvation.”68

Third, no doubt the issue of the status 
of those who have never heard the gospel 
is not an easy subject. But the proposal of 
inclusivism, at least at this point, is found 
wanting. That, of course, places upon us 
the challenge to take seriously the procla-
mation of the gospel. We may have a lot of 
questions to wrestle through, but we must 
never compromise this point: apart from 
the preaching, hearing, and believing of 
the gospel, there is no salvation. May we 
not attempt to construct theological pro-
posals that are not warranted in Scripture, 
and may we call out to the sovereign Lord 
of the church to make us more faithful in 
gospel proclamation as we seek to do what 
he commands, namely, to take the gospel 
to the nations (Matt 28:18-20).
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think that in his desire to prove 
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blurred and confused the general 
and universal operations of the 
Spirit in creation, the specific and 
particular operations of the Spirit 
in salvation, and mistaken saving 
presence with divine providence” 
(ibid., 246).
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underemphasize the guilty nature 
of all humanity with the result that 
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ment saints and the New Testament 
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tutions, sacrificial systems, entire 
priestly orders, were to be adhered 
to as part of obedient faith on the 
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tutions and systems also pointed 
forward, as we have seen, to Jesus 
Christ—to his sacrifice, his priest-
hood, the heavenly tabernacle, and 

so forth” (ibid.). Moreover, appeal 
to such individuals often overlooks 
the fact that these believers in the 
OT were responding in faith to 
special revelation, and “were not 
simply exercising some sort of gen-
eral ‘faith’ in an undefined ‘God’ 
(ibid.).
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