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Introducing this Issue
In this issue we explore the challenging and intriguing issues of the 
“regulative principle,” Old Testament “antichrists,” Christ’s proclamation 
to the spirits in prison, and the “darkest psalm,” Psalm 88.   In the first 
article, Paul Archbald provides the reader with a fresh look at the regulative 
principle. The Reformers generally accepted a “regulative principle” that 
insisted on a warrant from Scripture for any practice of public worship or 
other service to the Lord–the principle applied to all of life.  This warrant 
could include that which is derived by good and necessary consequence.  It 
was also required for adiaphora, that they fall under the rubric of a general 
biblical principle, such as maintaining decency and good order.  These 
qualifications distinguished the Reformed regulative principle from a 
rigorous proof-texting approach, which would have undermined Christian 
liberty and left little room for adiaphora. The regulative principle would 
logically appear to lead to defining adiaphora in terms of having more than 
one option, equally warranted by Scripture.  However, the Reformers seem 
to have been content to define adiaphora in terms of freedom to use, or not 
use, certain things or practices.  Since such things still had to conform to the 
general principles of Scripture, it could be said that nothing was regarded 
as completely indifferent.  While Luther taught that ceremonies, rites, and 
traditions could be allowed unless prohibited by Scripture, the Lutheran 
position at the time of the Reformation was somewhat more complex, at 
least in theory.  Some general biblical principles were invoked in determining 
what was indifferent.  Moreover, true worship–as opposed to circumstances 
of worship–were viewed as commanded by God.  The Reformed applied 
these principles with greater rigour, leading to the rejection of some of the 
customary rites that Lutheranism accepted or tolerated.

In the second article, Stephen Lewis demonstrates that if recognizing Old 
Testament types and shadows of Christ helps us see the unifying gospel 
message on every page of the Scripture, then recognizing Old Testament 
types and shadows of the Antichrist helps us know what we would become 
apart from God’s grace. Little scholarly attention has been given to the 
identification of Old Testament precursors to antichrist. If the subject arises 
at all, it is restricted to men described by the prophets, such as Antiochus 
Epiphanes in Daniel 11:36-39. This article proposes that five antichrist 
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precursors from the Old Testament narratives (Cain, Lamech, Pharaoh, 
Absalom, and Haman) are strategically placed in the text as literary foils to 
recognizable Christ figures (Adam, Noah, Moses, David, and Mordecai). 
Contrasting these five antichrist figures to the qualifications for Christlike 
elders in 1 Timothy 3 demonstrates that a study of Old Testament “men of 
lawlessness” provides instruction for growing Christlike character. 

In the third article, Martin Williams provides the preacher with a model for 
interpreting and preaching difficult passages. 1 Peter 3:18-22 is the most 
intriguing and most mystifying passage in whole letter with its description 
of the crucified and risen Christ going and proclaiming to the spirits in 
prison. This passage raises many questions: Where did Christ go? When 
did he go? To whom did he speak? What did he say to them? More to the 
point: What does this passage have to say to the church in the midst of a 
hostile post-Christian culture? The primary significance of this passage is 
how its cements the motif of continuity between Christ and believers: So in 
suffering and death, so in life and vindication. This contributes to the larger 
motif in the letter, whereby Peter clothes his readers in the robes of the 
suffering and glory of Christ. As these believers faced ongoing opposition 
and suffering in their lives, Peter sought to refresh and encourage weary 
and suffering, embattled and beleaguered followers of Christ by showing 
them their final and glorious outcome: certain victory and vindication. 
The gospel message, as attested by the Apostle Peter, is one of “suffer now, 
glory later.” The church’s task is to equip God’s people for that reality.

The final entry is a sermon on Psalm 88 by Steve Voorwinde titled “The 
Darkest Psalm.” Of all the laments in the Psalter, this psalm most vividly 
expresses the distress of the psalmist. The psalmist laments his misery with 
no apparent relief in sight. Despite its dark tone right to the end, the author 
shows there is still hope to be found in Psalm 88. Voorwinde’s sermon 
continues the theme of suffering and hope from the previous article while 
also providing the preacher with an excellent model for both preaching a 
difficult and dark passage like Psalm 88 and preaching Christ from it. 

This edition concludes with book reviews. We trust you enjoy reading it 
and find stimulation for biblical, theological, and experiential reflection.

Martin Williams



PAGE 4 Vox Reformata, 2022

Reformed Worship and the Regulative 
Principle
Paul Archbald

Paul Archbald is Pastor Emeritus of Silverstream Reformed Church 
in New Zealand

Introduction

The regulative principle has to do with the manner in which we use 
Scripture to regulate our worship of God.  On that broad definition, we 
could say that every believer operates with a regulative principle.  However, 
the term “regulative principle” has commonly been used to describe the 
Reformed and Puritan view of this regulation – especially in the context 
of public worship.  

The term “normative principle” has sometimes been employed to describe 
the usual historical Lutheran and Anglican view.  The “normative” view 
is that we are free to worship God in any manner except that which is 
forbidden by Scripture, so long as it does not disturb the peace and unity 
of the church.  It is true that Lutherans sometimes spoke of rejecting 
only those worship practices expressly forbidden by God’s Word.1 It 
was argued at the time that this would make it easier to win over more 
Roman Catholics through the preaching of the Word, when they attended 
worship services that contained much with which they were familiar – a 
“gradualist” approach.  

1  In the Marburg Articles (1529), thirteenth point of agreement, human ordinances may be 
freely kept or left aside if not contrary to the clear Word of God.  Interestingly, these articles 
were signed by both Luther and Zwingli.  In his Apology of the Augsburg Confession, 1531, 
chapter VIII, “Of the Fifteenth Article,” Philip Melancthon writes, “Now if someone wants to 
institute certain works for the purpose of meriting the forgiveness of sins or righteousness, 
how will that person know that these works please God without the testimony of God’s Word?  
How will they make others certain about God’s will without God’s command and Word?  
Does not God throughout the prophets prohibit people from instituting peculiar rites of 
worship without His command?”
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However, some Lutherans also spoke about “true worship” in terms of 
doing only what God commanded.2 This fact alone demonstrates that the 
difference between Reformed and Lutheran views was more complicated 
than might be concluded from the usual formulations of the normative 
and regulative principles.  Moreover, it is worth noting that differences 
of opinion existed on these issues within both Lutheran and Reformed 
circles.  Differences of opinion emerged, for example, during the 
“Adiaphoristic Controversy” within Lutheran circles, under the pressure 
of persecution.  There were also differences between the Reformers.  
Zwingli was more rigorous than Calvin in respect of church music.  Knox 
was more rigorous about “feast days,” Calvin reserved about them, while 
many other Reformed churches allowed them.  In addition, in some cases, 
opinions changed over time.

The usual formulation of the Reformed view is that we may only do, in 
worship, that which is warranted (commanded or instituted) by Scripture.  
The idea of warranting everything by God’s Word can be traced back to 
Tertullian, De Corona (c. AD 201):

To be sure, it is very easy to ask: “Where in Scripture are we 
forbidden to wear a crown?” But, can you show me a text 
that says we should be crowned? If people try to say that 
we may be crowned because the Scriptures do not forbid it, 
then they leave themselves open to the retort that we may 
not be crowned because Scripture does not prescribe it. But 

2  Wayne Jackson, “The Silence of the Scriptures: Permissive or Prohibitive?” in The Christian 
Courier, August 5, 2022, https://www.christiancourier.com/articles/126, writes: “During 
the early Reformation period, Martin Luther (1483-1546) taught that ‘whatever is without 
the word of God is, by that very fact, against God.’ He frequently appealed to Deuteronomy 
4:2: ‘Ye shall not add unto the word which I command you, neither shall ye diminish aught 
from it.’ But he gradually modified his view. Later Luther wrote: ‘Nothing ought to be set up 
without scriptural authority, or if it is set up, it ought to be esteemed free and not necessary’ 
(emphasis added). Finally, he declared: ‘What is not against Scripture is for Scripture, and 
Scripture for it’” Philip Melancthon, The Apology of the Augsburg Confession, VIII, Part XIIV, 
“Of Human Traditions in the Church,” asserts that customary rites should not be changed 
without reasonable cause.  If they can be done without sin, they should be retained, lest some 
be offended and harden their hearts.  There is ambiguity in the fact that what is “against” 
God’s Word may be defined solely in terms of the prohibitions of Scripture, or also in terms 
of a lack of positive warrant from Scripture.

https://www.christiancourier.com/articles/126
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“Whatever is not forbidden is, without question, allowed.” 
Rather do I say: “Whatever is not specifically permitted is 
forbidden.”3

This version was also expressed by some Anabaptists prior to its 
appearance in Reformed writings.4 In the case of the Anabaptists, the 
application of this principle was often very rigorous.  Nothing was to be 
allowed in worship beyond that which had express approval in Scripture.

Among the Reformers, Zwingli is credited with articulating the regulative 
principle before Calvin.5 He also rigorously sought to remove any 
practices that were not warranted by Scripture.  He was more restrictive 
than Calvin, as illustrated by his approach to music in public worship.  

Calvin wrote frequently on the subject, providing careful reasoning and 
helpful qualifications.  In his Genevan Confession of Faith (1542), Article 
XXVII, Calvin warns against bringing things “not commanded” into the 
assembly:

The ordinances that are necessary for the internal discipline 
of the Church, and belong solely to the maintenance of peace, 
honesty and good order in the assembly of Christians, we do 
not hold to be human traditions at all, in as much as they 
are composed under the general command of Paul, where he 
desires that all be done among them decently and in order. 
But all laws and regulations made binding on conscience 
which oblige the faithful to things not commanded by 
God, or establish another service of God than that which 
he demands, thus tending to destroy Christian liberty, we 
condemn as perverse doctrines of Satan, in view of our Lord’s 
declaration that he is honoured in vain by doctrines that are 

3  Cited in Glen Clarey, “Who Discovered the Regulative Principle?” Reformed Forum, March 
11, 2016, p.1.

4   Clarey, “Who Discovered the Regulative Principle?” p.1.
5  Graham Keith, “Too Narrow a Straightjacket? Reflections on the Historical Development of 

the Regulative Principle in Worship,” Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology, Vol. 26, 2008, 
p. 3.
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the commandment of men. It is in this estimation that we hold 
pilgrimages, monasteries, distinctions of foods, prohibition 
of marriage, confessions and other like things.

Calvin shows his broad understanding of the word “commanded” by his 
use of parallel terms: that which is “derived” from the Scripture; “according 
to His will”; “regulated by the rule of His Word”; or “sanctioned by His 
Word.”6 What the Reformers were opposing was human invention, the 
commandments of men – “will-worship” as Calvin called it.  The Reformed 
formulation was calling for the rejection of all worship practices that 
were not warranted in any way by God’s Word.  Calvin’s comments on 
Deuteronomy 12:32 furnish a clear example of this:

What thing soever I command. In this brief clause he teaches 
that no other service of God is lawful, except that of which He 
has testified His approval in His word, and that obedience is 
as it were the mother of piety; as if he had said that all modes 
of devotion are absurd and infected with superstition, which 
are not directed by this rule. Hence we gather, that in order to 
the keeping of the First Commandment, a knowledge of the 
true God is required, derived from His word, and mixed with 
faith. By forbidding the addition, or diminishing of anything, 
he plainly condemns as illegitimate whatever men invent of 
their own imagination; whence it follows that they, who in 
worshipping God are guided by any rule save that which He 
Himself has prescribed, make to themselves false gods; and, 
therefore, horrible vengeance is denounced by Him against 
those who are guilty of this temerity, through Isaiah.7

6  John Calvin, A Harmony of the Gospels Matthew, Mark and Luke, Vol. 2, WM. B. Eerdmans, 
Michigan, 1975, translated T.H.L. Parker, ed. D.W. and T.F. Torrance, on Matthew. 15:9; 
Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Isaiah, Vol. 1, Baker Book House, Michigan, 1984, 
translated William Pringle, on Isaiah 29:13; and Calvin Theological Treatises, Westminster/
John Knox Press, Louisville, Kentucky, 1954, p 192,” The Necessity of Reforming the Church,” 
p. 192.  In the last reference, Calvin writes, “God…forbids any new worship unsanctioned by 
His Word…”

7  John Calvin, The Four Last Books of Moses, Arranged in the Form of a Harmony with 
Commentaries, Baker Book House, Michigan, 1984, Vol. 1, p453.
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The Definition of Worship

Within Lutheranism, there was more involved than simply allowing 
anything that is not forbidden by Scripture.  A distinction was frequently 
made between “true worship,” based on what God commanded, and the 
traditions, rites and constitutions of men which support true worship.  
Only when dealing with the category of human regulations, were things 
allowed on the proviso that they were not forbidden.8 As Daniel R. Hyde 
observes, “…Issues of substance are always more nuanced and complicated 
than their simplistic reductions…”9

The Reformed made a similar distinction between true worship, commanded 
by God, and human constitutions.10 For them, too, adiaphora lay within the 
second category.  Both Luther and Calvin wanted to place the main emphasis 
upon true worship, according to God’s Word.  The difference lay chiefly in 
what was deemed adiaphora. This means that there was agreement between 
Lutherans and Reformed that true worship had to be regulated by what is 
warranted from God’s Word and ought not to go against what is prohibited.

8  This is particularly clear in Philip Melancthon, Apology of the Augsburg Confession.  Melancthon 
argues that we cannot know God’s will for worship without His commandment and Word.  His Word 
supplies some rites of worship.  But rites instituted by men, without God’s commandment, may be 
done so long as it is without sin.  Melancthon also cites Romans 14:23 in this context.  The Book of 
Concord X, “Church Rites, Commonly Called Adiaphora,” commenting on rites introduced by men, 
similarly states that they are not adiaphora if contrary to God’s Word – they must then be avoided 
as prohibited.  Rites that are adiaphora are not, in themselves, the true worship of God (Matthew 
15:9).  Philip Hale, "Luther’s Teaching on Worship and Ceremonies,” http://abundleofmyrrh.com/
wordpress/wp-content/uploads/theol_resources/worship-luther_12_dp.pdf, pp. 2, 4-6, observes 
the same distinction in Luther’s writings.  In language similar to that of Calvin, Luther referred to 
true worship as that which is commanded by God – as opposed to that which is “self-chosen.”

9  Daniel R. Hyde, Lutheran Puritanism? “Adiaphora in Lutheran Orthodoxy and Possible 
Commonalities in Reformed Orthodoxy,” p. 61, 2019, https://www.academia.edu/35514755/
Lutheran_Puritanism_Adiaphora_in_Lutheran_Orthodoxy_and_Possible_Commonalities_
in_Reformed_Orthodoxy

10  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Vol. 2, The Westminster Press, Philadelphia, 
1960, ed. John T. McNeill, transl. Ford Lewis Battles, 4.10.8, states that human constitutions are 
contrary to the Word if they pretend to be the true worship of God and bind the conscience.  
Similar language is used in Institutes 4.10.27.  Zacharias Ursinus, The Commentary on the 
Heidelberg Catechism, Puritan & Reformed Publ. Co., Phillipsburg, New Jersey, 1852, on 
Question 96, states that ceremonies themselves are not worship.  See also Francis Turretin, 
Institutes of Elenctic Theology, Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing Co., Phillipsburg, New 
Jersey, 1997, ed. James T. Dennison, Jr., transl.  George Musgrave Giger, Vol. 3, pp. 285 and 290.

http://abundleofmyrrh.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/theol_resources/worship-luther_12_dp.pdf
http://abundleofmyrrh.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/theol_resources/worship-luther_12_dp.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/35514755/Lutheran_Puritanism_Adiaphora_in_Lutheran_Orthodoxy_and_Possible_C
https://www.academia.edu/35514755/Lutheran_Puritanism_Adiaphora_in_Lutheran_Orthodoxy_and_Possible_C
https://www.academia.edu/35514755/Lutheran_Puritanism_Adiaphora_in_Lutheran_Orthodoxy_and_Possible_C
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The Definition of Indifferent Matters

Well before the Reformation, Jerome defined adiaphora as those things 
that are neither good nor bad.”11 That idea of “indifference” has persisted 
in both Roman Catholic and many Protestant circles, to this day.  

The Formula of Concord (1577), X, defines adiaphora as things neither 
commanded nor forbidden, but introduced into the church with good 
intention, for the sake of good order and propriety, to maintain Christian 
discipline.  They may be changed according to circumstances, and for 
good order, for edification and benefit.  If made necessary or used to 
merit grace or satisfy for sin, they are no longer adiaphora.

The Reformed also used a similar definition, though Calvin tended to 
express the matter in terms of the absence of obligation from God to use, 
or not use, particular practices.  In such cases, the use of such things has 
been left to the prudence of the rulers of the church, who should see that 
all things are done decently in the church.12

There is ambiguity in such language.  “Neither commanded nor forbidden” 
may refer simply to lack of explicit instruction in God’s Word.  Alternatively, 
it may include “good and necessary inference.”  If intended absolutely, then 
it would appear to endorse a neutrality concept - neither good nor bad – 
which is seemingly at odds with Romans 14:23 and 1 Corinthians 10:31.  It 
is clear, however, that Calvin didn't regard adiaphora as ultimately neutral.13

11  Jerome’s letter to Augustine, as cited in The Second Helvetic Confession, Chapter 27, “Of Rites, 
Ceremonies and Things Indifferent.”  It is, in some ways, surprising that Jerome’s definition 
is quoted with apparent approval.  However, the Confession also states, “a few moderate and 
simple rites, that are not contrary to the Word of God, are sufficient for the godly.”  It does not 
explain what is “contrary” to the Word of God – whether merely that which is forbidden, or 
also the addition of that which has no warrant at all.

12  John Calvin, Institutes, 3.19.7.  Zacharias Ursinus, Of Things Indifferent, however, speaks of 
things neither commanded nor exhibited by God, which can be done or omitted, with or 
without sin.  In his Commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism Phillipsburg, New Jersey, 1852, 
transl. G.W. Williard, Q. 96, Ursinus refers to the circumstances of worship as having “no 
particular command” from God.

13  Calvin says of adiaphora in Institutes 3.19.7, that God’s will ought to precede all our plans and actions, 
as to whether He wishes us to use these things or those.  In 3:19.8, he adds that we should use God’s 
gifts for the purpose for which He gave them to us.  In 4.10.30, Calvin approves only of those human 
constitutions founded upon God’s authority, drawn from Scripture, being, therefore, wholly divine.
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There were other similarities in Reformed and Lutheran statements about 
adiaphora.  Like Luther, Calvin was concerned about the Gospel and the 
liberty Christians have in it.14 Like Luther, Calvin believed that some 
human traditions could be allowed in worship services, so long as good 
order and decency were upheld.15

It would appear that there was considerable overlap between Lutheran 
and Reformed definitions of adiaphora. There was also obviously practical 
disagreement on what matters should be included in adiaphora.  As Hale 
concludes, “The Lutheran Church retained most of the ceremonies they 
inherited, except those that were contrary to God’s Word.”16 But perhaps 
the most significant difference lay in the Reformed statements that even 
adiaphora had to be drawn from Scripture in some way, such that they 
were not entirely human inventions after all. 

It is easy to see how the usual formulations for the regulative and normative 
principles arose from this.  In practice, Lutheranism was more willing 
to continue ancient, customary ceremonies.  Calvinism tended to be 
more rigorous in removing them.  In defending their practice, Lutherans 
tended to speak more often of permitting anything not prohibited by 
Scripture.  The Reformed spoke more often of grounding even adiaphora 
in Scripture. 

That is not to say that Lutherans saw no need to consider scriptural 
principles in evaluating ancient ceremonies.  Like the Reformed, there 
was considerable effort to appeal to general biblical principles.

14  Calvin, Institutes 3.19.7.
15  John Calvin, The Geneva Confession of Faith 1536, XVII, “Human Traditions.”  
16  Philip Hale, “Luther’s Teaching on Worship and Ceremonies,” pp. 7, 8, 11, 15 and 17.  Luther 

believed that omitting customs brings disorder.  It does not bring anyone closer to Christ.  It 
involves focusing on externals, as does the opposite extreme of making adiaphora necessary 
for salvation. Moreover, it is hard for many to change suddenly. Luther was also concerned 
about facilitating a love of novelty.  Calvin was also opposed to the more radical attempts 
to abrogate ceremonies, as indicated in Institutes 4.10.27. The Reformed, however, were 
concerned about the danger of proliferating ceremonies.  Ursinus, in his Commentary on 
the Heidelberg Catechism, Q.96, states that ceremonies must not be too numerous, lest they 
become burdensome.
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General Principle Versus Detailed Command

A further qualification, then, concerns the difference between practices 
warranted by general principles of Scripture and those that have explicit 
warrant in the detail.  Lutherans frequently qualified their use of adiaphora 
by certain general biblical principles, such as the need to uphold decency, 
good order and Christian discipline and the edification of the church – 
while avoiding offence to weaker consciences.17

These qualifications were also invoked by the Reformed.18 But the 
Reformed writers appear to be more insistent on a having a general warrant 
for all adiaphora in worship.  Ancient ceremonies were not exempted.  
The importance of a general warrant is particularly evident in Calvin’s 
example of kneeling in prayer (Institutes 4.10.30).  The practice is divine, 
in that it falls under 1 Corinthians 14:40; but human, since it is a general 
suggestion rather than explicit.  God did not prescribe in detail regarding 
outward discipline and ceremonies – since they are dependent on times 
- therefore we must take refuge in general rules. In Institutes 4.10.28, 
Calvin states that if these general principles are upheld, constitutions are 
not human inventions.19

The Belgic Confession, Article 32, also allows the church to make certain 
ordinances for maintaining the body of the church.  Yet care is to be taken 
not to depart from the things which Christ has instituted.  Moreover, 
human inventions must never be used to bind the conscience of believers.  

17  The Formula of Concord, X, speaks of ceremonies introduced for the sake of good order, 
propriety and Christian discipline.  The purpose of the edification of the Church is also 
mentioned, along with taking care of those who have a weak conscience.  Ceremonies are 
not adiaphora if the doctrine of justification by faith alone is undermined by them.  Luther 
also justified the retaining of widely-loved ceremonies on the ground of love of neighbour, as 
Philip Hale observes in “Luther’s Teaching on Worship and Ceremonies,” p. 15.  

18  Calvin argues in Institutes 4.10.28 that ecclesiastical constitutions should promote decorum, 
piety, modesty and gravity.  They should lead to Christ.  In The Geneva Confession of Faith, 
XVII, he refers to internal discipline, the maintenance of peace, honesty, decency and good 
order.  See also Turretin, Elenctic Theology, 3:285-286.

19  Presumably, Calvin means that they are not merely human invention, the “will-worship” that 
he decries.  This ties in with Institutes 3.19.7, where Calvin insists that God’s will ought to 
precede all our plans and actions; and 3.19.8, where he speaks of using God’s gifts for the 
purpose for which He gave them to us. 



PAGE 12 Vox Reformata, 2022

The Westminster Confession of Faith, 1:6, likewise speaks of “circumstances 
common to human actions and societies, which are to be ordered by the 
light of nature, and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of 
the Word….”

Ursinus, commenting on Q. 96 in his Commentary on the Heidelberg 
Catechism, similarly states that institutions established by revered men 
– as distinct from those commanded by God directly, or by good and 
necessary inference - must not be contrary to God’s will and they must 
have the promotion of His will as their object.  Where he adds that they 
must have regard to complete doctrinal purity, it appears that faithfulness 
to general principles is in view.  if these constitutions are correctly and 
profitably made, there are general moral laws involved.

We may summarize the different views of adiaphora as follows: while both 
Lutheran and Reformed used general biblical principles in deciding what 
is indifferent and when to use that which is indifferent, the Reformed 
maintained that all human constitutions must have a general warrant 
from Scripture.  In addition, the Reformed tended to be more rigorous in 
denying that general principles warranted particular ancient ceremonies 
that Lutheran tolerated.  They regarded some of the ceremonies allowed 
by Lutherans as “papal leftovers.”20

Good and Necessary Consequence

The Westminster Confession brings in a very important factor for 
applying the regulative principle, when it speaks of “good and necessary 
consequence” (1:6):

The whole counsel of God concerning all things necessary 
for…faith and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, 
or by good and necessary consequence may be deduced from 
Scripture; unto which nothing at any time is to be added…”

20  Daniel Hyde, “Lutheran Puritanism?” p.83.
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Francis Turretin, writing about the sufficiency of Scripture, puts it this 
way: 

The question is not whether all those things are taught in 
Scripture word for word (autolexei), or immediately and 
expressly.  We acknowledge that many things are to be 
deduced by legitimate inference and to be considered as the 
Word of God.21  

The fact that the Reformers spoke of warrant for adiaphora from the general 
principles of Scripture shows that they were employing inference.  This 
kept them from the rigour with which some of the Anabaptists employed 
the regulative principle.  At the same time, it reduced the number of 
practices that might be allowed under the normative principle.  However, 
this hermeneutical principle also resulted in differences of opinions about 
particular practices – such as musical accompaniment and festive days – 
among the Reformers.  The same is true today, where Reformed churches 
committed to the regulative principle of worship may nevertheless differ 
on whether certain practices are indifferent. 

Does the Regulative Principle Apply to All of Life?

There has also been some debate about whether the regulative principle 
applies only to worship services, or more broadly to all of life.  The 
Christian is, after all, called to worship God in every area of life.  Many 
who adhere to the stricter, Reformed-Puritan formulation reject the idea 
that the principle applies outside the public worship service.  Perhaps they 
feel that this broader application will somehow be used to weaken the 
principle.   A lot can be permitted in everyday life if we employ general 
Biblical principles to back our view of adiaphora.  Perhaps the fear, on the 
part of some, may then be that too much will be allowed when a similar 
approach is employed with public worship.

I want to suggest, however, that Scripture – and the Reformed Confessions 
- indicate that the regulative principle applies to both public worship and 

21  Turretin, Elenctic Theology, 1:135. 
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to other aspects of life.  The classic proof-text in regard of public worship 
is Leviticus 10:1-7.  Both the Reformers and the Reformed Confessions 
explain the second commandment as a prohibition against worshipping 
in any other way than the Lord has commanded in His Word.22

In addition, though, Calvin applies the regulative principle to church 
polity.  The church should be governed by the “order” Christ “established.”23 
The Belgic Confession, in the section on church polity, likewise describes 
the true church as known by the fact that in it “all things are managed 
according to the pure Word of God” (Art. 29).  Article 30 refers to the true 
church being “governed by that spiritual polity which our Lord has taught 
us in His Word,” and Art. 32 warns against departing from “those things 
which Christ, our only Master, has instituted.”  This, too, is the language 
of the Reformed-Puritan regulative principle.

When it comes to the subject of ethics, we find much the same story.  
In Matthew 15:9, the Lord Jesus warns about the Pharisees’ tendency 
to “teach as doctrines the precepts of men.”  He illustrated the point by 
referring to their attempts to avoid the force of the fifth commandment.  
In his commentary on the passage, Calvin writes, “God wishes to be 
worshipped according to His will alone.  He will not at all permit new forms 
of worship to be invented.  Therefore, as soon as men allow themselves to 
wander outside God’s law, all their effort and care in worshipping Him 
will only bring them greater judgement, since religion is profaned by such 
figments.”24 Though Calvin uses the term “worship” here, he is speaking 
broadly of wandering from “God’s law.”

The Heidelberg Catechism, on Question 91, introduces the section on the 
ten commandments with a similar thought: “What do we do that is good?  
Only that which...conforms to God’s law....”

22  The Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 35, Question 96; The Westminster Confession of Faith, 
21:1.  The Catechism cites Lev. 10:1-7 as a proof-text.  Calvin cites 1 Samuel 15:22 and Isaiah 
29:13 to a similar end in his Confession of Faith, Art. XXVII; and in his Commentary on 
Isaiah.

23  The French Confession of Faith, 1559, Article XXIX.  The Confession was written by Calvin, 
with the help of others.

24  John Calvin, A Harmony of the Gospels Matthew, Mark and Luke, p. 161.
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Scripture passages such as Romans 14:12 and 1 Corinthians 10:31 indicate 
that ultimately, there is no neutral area where the Lord has no interest.  
Every matter is either approved or forbidden, directly or indirectly.  
“Indifferent matters,” like eating meat or drinking wine, involve situations 
where the Lord approves more than one option, not matters where 
He simply chooses to ignore that area of life.  The biblical warrant in 
many of these situations is general, rather than detailed.  However, the 
Reformers did not appear to define adiaphora in terms of situations 
where the Scripture warrants more than one legitimate choice.  Rather, 
they spoke simply of freedom to use or not use.  But their insistence on 
warrant from general principles implies the definition of adiaphora that 
involves warranted options, rather than a definition that follows from 
the normative principle – situations where we are free to choose between 
options not forbidden by Scripture.

If the regulative principle applies to all of life, then why has public worship 
been singled out for the bulk of the attention when it comes to the regulative 
principle?  I would suggest it is because the Scripture has so much to say 
about worship, both directly and by “good and necessary consequence.”  
That is not surprising, for public worship is a vital matter in the life of the 
believer.  The first four commandments have very much to do with the 
matter and manner of our worship.  There are many biblical principles that 
govern public worship:  worship should be Christ-centred, Word-based, 
“dialogical” (God speaking to us, we responding to Him), spiritual, sober, 
reverential, orderly, fitting, understandable, edifying, sincere – to mention 
a few of the principles.  The more principles that bear upon a certain area of 
life, the less room there is for innovation.  Public worship is one of the most 
regulated activities in which we engage.  It has fewer options, a smaller area 
of “indifference.”  The Reformers, as mentioned, operated with a similarly 
large range of general principles.  There was correspondingly less danger 
of intruding human invention, the “commands of men.”  Matters such as 
eating and drinking, by way of contrast, are relatively loosely regulated, 
leaving a greater number of options.  Operating with a great number of 
general principles, with both direct proof-texts and “good and necessary 
consequence,” prevents a greater latitude regarding adiaphora in public 
worship but allows a great deal of freedom in every-day life.
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This approach also avoids the idea of neutrality in certain aspects of life 
– that there are practices on which the Scripture has nothing to say, nor 
is God interested in what we do in such cases.  The Heidelberg Catechism, 
Question 91, asks “What do we do that is good?”  The answer is, “Only 
that which arises out of true faith, conforms to God’s law, and is done for 
His glory.”  This statement applies to all of life.  In it there is a subjective 
factor – our motive - but also the objective: conformity to the Word 
of God.  Similarly, The Westminster Confession of Faith, 1:6, states that 
things ordered according to the “light of nature” must also conform to the 
“general rules of the Word, which are always to be observed.”

Conclusion

In defining and qualifying the regulative principle as outlined above, 
the Reformation avoided the extreme rigour of some Anabaptists, as 
well as the unbiblical traditions of Roman Catholicism.  To serve God 
faithfully, His people should seek to act according to His Word and for 
His glory.  Good and necessary inferences from that Word are part of 
the warrant they need to know that they are serving the Lord faithfully.  
They also recognize that there is liberty in the Gospel, allowing freedom 
on “indifferent matters” – where more than one option is warranted by 
God’s Word.  Sometimes that warrant comes from a detailed command, 
sometimes from a general principle.  Public worship is, however, highly 
regulated because of the large number of both specific commands and 
general principles that are indicated by the Scripture for this activity.

Logically, it would appear that the regulative principle should lead to 
the following definition of adiaphora: “indifference” exists where more 
than one option is warranted by Scripture.  Indifference on the normative 
principle, it could be argued, would involve situations where there are 
simply no prohibitions.  The Reformed do not appear to have expressed 
themselves according to this logic, but the belief that nothing is ultimately 
neutral tends in this direction.  Grounding adiaphora in general principles 
often allows a flexibility that produces more than one option.  However, 
the more regulated a particular area of life, the fewer options we can 
expect.
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This approach has wide application today.  It allows a measure of freedom 
as well as regulation in public worship.  It enables us to recognize that 
faithful churches will differ on certain aspects of worship.  Faithful 
Christians will differ on certain lifestyle choices.  It can be helpful to ask: Is 
there a direct command or warrant for one position or another?  Are there 
instead only general principles?  Is there a good and necessary inference?  
Is there more than one option that may be warranted by Scripture?  Some 
may be tempted to reject the Reformed regulative principle because 
they disagree with one application or another.  There will no doubt 
be differences of opinion on particular practices.  That does not mean 
that this carefully thought-out emphasis of the Reformation should be 
jettisoned.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
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 Introduction

Mention “antichrist” in conversation and all sorts of fantastic monsters 
spring from the shadows of the imagination: a dystopian tyrant ruling a 
one-world empire during a great tribulation, an incarnation of the devil, 
the spawn of Satan. How many popes, gurus, and emperors – from Nero 
to Napoleon – have been thought to be the final one? Few respond as 
Jesus’ disciples did when he said that one of them would betray him in 
Matthew 26:22. “Is it I, Lord?”1 was their first thought. Scripture describes 
the man of lawlessness for at least three reasons: to foster humility 
leading to repentance of everything in ourselves that is against Christ; 
to provide wisdom that we might recognize toxic leaders in the church 
and in the state; and to increase our adoration for Christ. We are told a 
little about antichrist so that in contrast we might know the Christ who is 
simultaneously the lamb who was slain and the Lion of the tribe of Judah 
(Rev 5:5-6). Though all sinners are totally depraved, God’s common grace 
prevents us from being utterly depraved. Examining biblical portraits of 
singularly depraved men provides us with sobering pictures of what we 
could be if left to ourselves. If Jesus is the portrait of the person every 
believer is becoming by the work of the Holy Spirit, these Old Testament 
precursors to the “man of lawlessness” illustrate the ugliness of our sin in 
such a way as to highlight our need for Christ.

Most biblical studies of antichrist understandably focus on the New 
Testament, reaching back to the Old Testament solely to access the 
apocalyptic visions of Daniel, the database of word pictures for John’s 

1  Unless otherwise stated, Scripture translations are from the English Standard Version (ESV).
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visions on the Isle of Patmos. In his thoughtful treatment of the “man of 
lawlessness” in 2 Thessalonians 2, James H. Grant Jr. traces the antichrist 
theme from the description of the King of Babylon in Isaiah 14:13-14, to 
the King of Tyre in Ezekiel 28:2, to Antiochus Epiphanes in Daniel 11:36, 
to Jesus’ Olivet Discourse in Matthew 24:15, to the epistles of John.2 What I 
hope to demonstrate here is that the precursors to antichrist extend further 
back than Isaiah, beginning with the book of Genesis and continuing 
throughout the Old Testament.3 It is, admittedly, anachronistic to speak 
of Old Testament antichrists. The Old Testament books make no explicit 
statements about an ultimate man of lawlessness, so we have no confidence 
that the human authors of those books were working with an “antichrist” 
category in mind. But if Paul recognizes Adam as a type of Christ, writing 
in Romans 5:14 that Adam “was a type of the one who was to come,” might 
there be Old Testament textual evidence indicating precursors of antichrists? 

For our purposes, “antichrist” refers to a singularly depraved person who 
is attacking the Messiah by attacking the Messiah’s people. A few 
assumptions are being made. One assumption is that the offspring of the 
woman in Genesis 3:15 refers to the Messiah.4 Another assumption is that 
the “enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and 
her offspring” refers to an attack on the Messiah and his people, recognizing 
that ֶזַרע in Genesis 3:15 can refer to a singular representative descendant 
as well as to plural descendants. A third assumption is that “Messiah” and 
“Christ” may be used interchangeably in the context of biblical typology, 
even though Old Testament messianic language is broad and is the subject 
of scholarly debate.5 But for readers who agree that Adam is a type, that 

2  James H. Grant Jr., 1-2 Thessalonians: the Hope of Salvation (Wheaton: Crossway, 2011), 180-182.
3  James Hamilton writes, “Time and space constraints prevented me from being able to write 

… on the way the false prophets typify and build toward the antichrist.” James M. Hamilton 
Jr., Typology: Understanding the Bible’s Promise-Shaped Patterns (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2022), 223. I would add that ungodly kings and ungodly priests of the Old Testament are also 
potential antichrist figures.

4  For an even-handed summary of the many interpretive challenges in Gen 3:15, see Victor P. 
Hamilton, The Book of Genesis Chapters 1-17 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 197-200. 

5  Matthew V. Novenson, Christ Among the Messiahs: Christ Language in Paul and Messiah Language in 
Ancient Judaism, New York: Oxford University Press, 2012: 174-175. “In short, Christ language in Paul 
relates to messiah language in ancient Judaism not as a contrast term but as a sample. … There are many 
interesting debates to be had … but whether Paul conceives of Jesus as the messiah is not one of them.”



PAGE 20 Vox Reformata, 2022

Jesus is the antitype, and that the Old Testament narratives present 
Adamic figures who are ectypes foreshadowing the Messiah, this article 
seeks to explore the possibility of another line of types. If there is a line of 
types culminating in Christ, the offspring of the woman, is there also a 
line of types culminating in the “man of lawlessness,” the offspring of the 
serpent? This article seeks to demonstrate that not only is there such a line 
of precursors, but that their textual placement is strategic. Old Testament 
precursors of the antichrist appear in tandem with Old Testament 
precursors of Christ, providing a literary foil. 

When 1 John 2:18 reveals that “many antichrists have come,” the author is 
explicitly referring to wicked men alive at the time of his writing. We have 
no reason to believe that these “many antichrists” include Old Testament 
characters. We are, however, exploring whether certain Old Testament 
characters peculiarly embody the attack which the serpent’s offspring 
makes upon the woman’s offspring, and thus provide us with a base by 
which better to appreciate any opposition to the Messiah described in 
the New Testament. Whether “the man of lawlessness” in 2 Thessalonians 
2:3-12 is the same person as the “antichrist” of John’s letters, whether he 
is an individual who preceded the destruction of the Jerusalem temple 
in 70 A.D., or a man who will precede the final Judgement Day, or an 
entire movement of such men, studying the biblical portraits of singularly 
depraved men who are opposing the Messiah may contribute to the 
reader’s appreciation of the Messiah. If a messiah is an anointed one, a royal 
representative of God, then an anti-messiah would be grasping for divine 
status on one’s own terms, the very thing Jesus did not do in Philippians 
2:6. The first Adam, created in the image of God, failed in his calling as 
prophet, priest, and king. The second Adam, Jesus, the express image of 
God, succeeded as prophet, priest, and king, though it cost him his life. 
In between these two were several intermediary Christ figures, including 
Noah, Moses, David, and Mordecai. Accompanying each of these Christ 
figures in his respective narrative is an antichrist figure, a man who is not 
merely depraved but who is a counterfeit image, using his image-bearing 
of God in pursuit of an evil agenda, the destruction of the Messianic seed. 
These men form a company that becomes increasingly depraved as history 
progresses, culminating in the “contemptible person,” the figure in Daniel 
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11:21 usually interpreted as Antiochus Epiphanes. In turn, Antiochus 
Epiphanes anticipates the “man of lawlessness” of 2 Thessalonians 2:3, the 
antichrist of 1 John 2:18 and 2 John 7.6 Studying Cain, Lamech, Pharaoh, 
Absalom, and Haman can help us better understand the New Testament 
antichrist, provide wisdom in our relationships with civic leaders, give 
clarity in developing Christlike leaders in the church, and encourage us 
to love and worship the true Christ more fully.

Readers who are sceptical of Christological typology in the Hebrew 
Scriptures will likewise doubt the existence of Old Testament antichrists. 
If Messianic anticipation is a late and unwelcome entry into post-exilic 
monotheism, an exercise in wish fulfillment, yearning for the return 
of a Davidic king who’s never coming back, then identification of Old 
Testament antichrists will be little more than an exercise in eisegesis. But 
Messianic faith begins on the earliest pages of the Bible. Ever since Adam 
and Eve overheard the LORD tell the serpent that the seed of the woman 
would be locked into an eschatological head and heel bruising battle, the 
poor have responded with faith. Messianic anticipation was such a part of 
Israel’s broad cultural mindset that Hannah, previously barren and poor 
in spirit, composed a Messianic prayer that looked far beyond the birth of 
her son Samuel to the prayer Mary sang during the pregnancy of Christ – 
“The LORD judges the ends of the earth. He gives strength to his King and 
lifts the head of his Messiah.”7 As a mother in Israel, a generation before 
Israel’s first anointed king, Hannah was not introducing a new category 
of “Messiah,” but was faithfully responding to the Genesis 3:15 promise. 

Even Balaam, an outsider to the commonwealth of Israel and a stranger 
to the covenants of promise (Eph 2:12), could see the Messiah coming in 
Numbers 24:17 – “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near: a star 
shall come out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall rise out of Israel; it shall crush 
the forehead of Moab and break down all the sons of Sheth.” The Genesis 
3:15 promise gives the reader early warrant to expect a heroic man, a figure 
who will solve fallen humanity’s problem of alienation and corruption. A 
biblical text need not use the word “anointed one” to refer to Messiah. 

6  Grant, 1-2 Thessalonians, 181.
7  1 Samuel 2:10b – God’s Word (GW) translation.
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It is sufficient for the text to portray a figure with prophetic, priestly, or 
royal characteristics who is reversing the first Adam’s sinful impact on the 
human race. In contrast to how Adam brought condemnation upon all 
the families of the earth, Abraham and Sarah’s offspring would bless all 
the families of the earth (Gen 12:3). Out of Abraham and Sarah’s union 
would come kings (Gen 17:6, 16), kings who would rule as Adam and 
Eve were originally supposed to rule. Jacob’s blessing in Genesis 49:10 
specifies that “the sceptre shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff 
from between his feet, until tribute comes to him; and to him shall be the 
obedience of the peoples.” Though the Messianic title, “Anointed One,” 
does not appear in the Old Testament until Hannah’s prayer, her prayer is 
a response to the Genesis 3:15 promise.

If Christ figures may be identified without explicit messianic titles, then 
antichrist figures may likewise be presented implicitly. While every 
ordinary human being is an image-bearer of God, guilty of sinfully 
distorting that image, it does not follow that every sinner is an antichrist. 
Left to ourselves we could become such, which is why the “Is it I, Lord?” 
question of the disciples at the last supper was so appropriate. But an 
antichrist is more than just an image-bearer who sins. In 1 John 2:18-23, 
an antichrist is someone who was part of the church but walked away 
actively denying that Jesus is the Messiah, denying that God the Son is 
in a unique relationship to God the Father. In 2 John 7 an antichrist is 
someone who is deliberately trying to deceive other people into denying 
that Messiah Jesus had real human flesh. No Old Testament character could 
strictly match John’s definitions of an antichrist, because in the nature of 
the case the Messiah was not traversing the Old Testament world in the 
flesh. But what if an Old Testament character embodied the same spirit of 
antichrist? In 2 Thessalonians 2:3-12, the “man of lawlessness” is marked 
by arrogance and a desire to be worshipped, claiming to be God in the 
flesh himself. Ushered onto the public stage by Satan, and accompanied by 
false signs and wonders, the man of sin leaves destruction and deception 
in his wake. Are there Old Testament characters who foreshadow this 
same pride, who blasphemously claim divine prerogatives, who attempt 
to destroy the Messianic line?
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Cain in contrast to Adam

In Romans 5:12-21 Paul teaches us to see the parallel and the contrast 
between Adam and Jesus, each serving as a covenant head of a human 
race. 1 Corinthians 15:45 explicitly connects Adam and Christ – “Thus 
it is written, ‘The first man Adam became a living being’; the last Adam 
became a life-giving spirit.” In Jesus’ genealogy in Luke 3:38, Adam is 
called “the son of God.” Pre-fall Adam is a Christ figure in that he was 
a particular type of human, a human endowed with royal and priestly 
responsibilities. If Adam originally was supposed to become what we now 
call Christlike, then his fall into sin was not merely a failure to progress, 
it was a step toward becoming like an antichrist. Adam was supposed to 
father a human race that would worship, enjoy, and celebrate God in all of 
life, filling creation with image-bearers of God, shaping and stewarding all 
the immature elements of creation into a mature culture of praise to the 
living God. The moment Adam ate the forbidden fruit, seeking wisdom 
apart from submission to God, desiring to be God rather than desiring 
ongoing fellowship with God, in that moment Adam aligned himself with 
the spirit of antichrist. He betrayed his calling to be the perfect man, the 
image of God – ruling, filling, and caring for creation – and devoted his 
talents and privileges for the opposite of their God-given end. Thankfully, 
after the LORD confronts Adam in the garden, Adam responds in faith 
to God’s promise of a son by naming his wife “the mother of all living” 
(Gen 3:20), abandoning his antichrist trajectory as his shame is covered 
by God’s grace (Gen 3:21).

Adam is a failed Messiah who would have become an antichrist figure had 
God not intervened. The ignominy of being the first Old Testament 
antichrist character is reserved for Adam’s firstborn son Cain, placed right 
next to Adam in the text. Cain was expected to be the Messiah. After all, 
the LORD had told the serpent in Genesis 3:15, “I will put enmity between 
you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he 
shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.” When Eve gave birth 
to her first offspring, it certainly sounds like she expected Cain to be the 
one who would bruise the serpent’s head, for she says in Gen 4:1, “I have 
gotten a man with the help of the LORD.” Eve’s words might sound 
understated, but the context suggests that when she says, “I have gotten a 
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man,” that man is to be understood as the man, the Messiah. One reason 
readers miss Eve’s Messianic expectation is that they start with a 
diminished view of man, forgetting that man is created to rule, to subdue, 
to conquer. Due to the billions of men in human history who, one by one, 
have repeatedly failed to live up to their calling, it is understandable that 
today’s reader of Eve’s statement sees the word “man” and sees no depth of 
significance. But at the time when Eve gave birth to Cain, she had only 
ever been disappointed with one man. The world was still brimming with 
possibilities. Was this baby boy not merely an additional man, but a new 
man?  Eve says, ה יׁש ֶאת־ְיהָוֽ יִתי ִא֖  Translators have to decide whether the .ָקִנ֥
third word in this quotation is a preposition – “with the LORD” – or a 
direct object marker – “namely the LORD.” Even if it is a preposition, Eve 
could be saying that the LORD has enabled her to conceive the new man, 
the promised champion. Martin Luther and Walter Kaiser,8 Zwingli,9 
Gerard Van Groningen,10 and James Hamilton all believe Eve is looking at 
her baby boy Cain and thinking Messianic thoughts.11 While the biblical 
evidence for Eve viewing Cain as a Messiah is admittedly slim, coming 
down to whether “man” merely meant “male,” or whether it implied the 
promised offspring, Cain’s subsequent actions are what earn him his “man 
of lawlessness” credentials. He attacks and kills the one who is favoured 
and accepted by God.

Far from being the Messiah, Cain becomes the first murderer, the first 
persecutor of God’s people, the first human to attack the seed of the 
woman. While Moses doesn’t say exactly why the LORD had “no regard” 
for Cain and his offering (Gen 4:5), Cain’s response of anger rather than 
repentance proves that his heart had been far from God all along. Since 
at the time of Abel’s martyrdom the Genesis text has only named four 
humans, Cain has not merely killed one man, he has killed twenty-five 
percent of the named population, an evil feat unequalled even in the 

8  Walter C. Kaiser, The Messiah in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 42.
9  John L. Thompson, ed., Reformation Commentary on Scripture, vol. 1, Genesis 1-11 (Downers 

Grove: IVP Academic, 2012), 189.
10  Gerard Van Groningen, Messianic Revelation in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1990), 112-114.
11  Hamilton, Genesis, 10. 
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genocidal twentieth century. Since Cain killed his brother in response 
to God’s holding Abel in high regard (Gen 4:4), Cain was not merely 
attacking his brother, he was attacking God in whose image his brother 
was made. Meredith Kline observes, 

Cain’s murder of Abel was not the upshot of a merely social or 
civil disagreement. It was in the cult, at the altar of worship, 
that enmity had broken out. Cain’s hatred flared when the 
Lord exposed the hypocrisy of his act of worship. It was 
because he was still in league with the deceitful serpent that he 
could not be accepted at the sacred place. Cain’s quarrel was 
with the Lord God, and with Abel as the one accepted by the 
Lord. This violence was an erupting of the predicted conflict 
between the serpent’s seed and the seed of the woman.12 

As a prototypical antichrist figure Cain is characterized by anger towards 
God, violence towards brother, lying in a court of law (telling the LORD 
under cross-examination in 4:9 that he does not know Abel’s whereabouts), 
and a narcissistic self-centredness. Cain’s arrogance is at the heart of his 
violence and is the trait consistently appearing in the three prophetic texts 
anticipating the “man of lawlessness”: the king of Babylon, who lashes 
out in violence with “unceasing blows” in Isaiah 14:6, arrogantly aspires 
“to make myself like the Most High” in Isaiah 14:14; the prince of Tyre 
in Ezekiel 28:2 arrogantly says, “I am a god”; and the depraved king in 
Daniel 11:36 “shall exalt himself and magnify himself above every god.” 
In Genesis 4:13, when confronted by God, all arrogant Cain can think 
about is himself – “My punishment is greater than I can bear.” In God’s 
undeserved yet strategic common grace, Cain is not only the first person 
God curses,13 he’s the first person God legally protects. 

John Calvin claims that Adam raised both Cain and Abel properly in the 
faith: “It can also be inferred here that they had been well instructed by 
their father, as the rite of sacrificing more fully confirms, because it proves 

12  Meredith G. Kline, Kingdom Prologue (Eugene, Origen: Wipf and Stock, 1983), 112.
13  Adam and Eve were not cursed by God. God cursed the ground and announced consequences 

to them both, but He does not explicitly curse a human until He curses Cain in Gen 4:11. See 
Hamilton, Genesis, 14.
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that they had been trained to worship God.”14 If so, Cain’s life choices are 
the choices of an apostate. “They went out from us, but they were not of 
us.” (1 John 2:19a) Gerard Van Groningen sees it in similar terms: 

Cain, in murdering his brother Abel, expressed the enmity 
and hostility of the serpent and ultimately of Satan and their 
seed against the regal family from which he had defected 
(Gen 4:5-16). A traitor to the cause of victory for the woman’s 
seed, Cain ‘crushed the head’ of his brother (killed, Gen. 4:8), 
thereby giving concrete expression to the satanic effort to 
reverse the Lord’s pronouncement concerning the crushing 
of the serpent’s/Satan’s head.15

Compare Cain to Paul’s list of qualifications for church leadership in 1 
Timothy 3 and Cain is clearly not sober-minded or self-controlled, but 
is instead violent, quarrelsome, puffed up with conceit, and trapped in a 
snare of the devil. At the beginning of human history, at the point when 
the covenant of works was broken by Adam and a covenantal promise 
was spoken by the LORD concerning the seed of the woman, precisely 
then an antichrist figure named Cain arose in contrast to the Christ 
figured by Adam. But just as Adam’s eating of the forbidden fruit seems 
less serious than Cain’s act of murder, so Cain seems less depraved than 
his descendant Lamech. The depravity of the Old Testament antichrists 
will develop and deepen in the ways of their spiritual father, the devil, as 
redemptive history progresses. Viewed in isolation, Cain’s sin does not 
necessarily render him a precursor of antichrist. But with the Genesis 
3:15 promise preceding Cain and the Lamech vignette following him, the 
probability of Cain bearing typological significance increases. 

Lamech in contrast to Noah

In his introduction of Noah, Moses is deliberately contrasting a Christ 
figure with an antichrist figure, Lamech. Just to make things difficult, 
there are two men named Lamech – the Lamech who concludes the line 

14  Thompson, Genesis 1-11, 191.
15  Van Groningen, Messianic Revelation in the Old Testament, 116.
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of Cain in Genesis 4, and the Lamech who fathers Noah in the line of Seth 
in Genesis 5. In Genesis 4, Moses provides an account of the line of Cain, 
deliberately excluding the restored Adam from Cain’s 4:17-24 genealogy, 
for Cain’s line will often feature the seed of the serpent. In Genesis 5, Moses 
provides an account of the line of Seth, deliberately starting with Adam, 
because Moses’ interest is both historical and typological: Seth’s line will 
produce the promised seed of the woman. In Gen 4:17-24, Cain’s city of 
man climaxes in the sixth generation with a man named Lamech who 
produces three culture-creating sons – Jabal, Jubal, and Tubal-Cain. In Gen 
5:1-32, the people of God trace their heritage in the line of Adam through 
Seth, climaxing in the tenth generation with a man named Noah who 
produces three sons to populate the new earth – Shem, Ham, and Japheth. 
The line of Seth would have climaxed with its own man named Lamech, 
except that unlike Cain’s Lamech, Seth’s Lamech looked in faith beyond 
himself to another. Rather than glorying in himself, Seth’s Lamech is a man 
of faith,16 who when naming his son “Noah” said, “Out of the ground that 
the LORD has cursed, this one shall bring us relief from our work and 
from the painful toil of our hands.” Cain’s Lamech exits the biblical stage 
in Genesis 4:23-24 with words of revenge. Seth’s Lamech exits the stage in 
Genesis 5:29 with words of faith in a future day of rest for mankind. 

Moses presents Noah as a precursor of Christ in Genesis 6:9, “a righteous 
man, blameless.” Noah is a type of Christ primarily by being a new Adam, 
the progenitor of a new post-diluvian human race, commissioned by God 
to rule over a re-created earth. The first Adam named the creatures and 
was called to rule over them. Noah exercised that rule by caring for those 
creatures throughout the flood ordeal. God commands Adam to be fruitful 
and multiply and fill the earth in Genesis 1:28, and then renews this same 
command to Noah in Genesis 9:1. The same God who had entered into a 
covenant with Adam (Hos 6:7), also entered into covenant with Noah in 
Genesis 9:9. Adam falls into sin by eating fruit in a well-watered garden, 
resulting in fear and shame associated with his nakedness. Noah falls into 
drunkenness, resulting in the shame of his exposed nakedness. In Genesis 
5:29 Noah’s father Lamech had hoped that Noah would bring relief or 
“rest” to humanity’s coming generations, making Noah sound like the 

16  Hamilton, Genesis, 37.
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anticipated seed of the woman. But it is precisely after Noah has been at 
rest, celebrating in his vineyard and then sleeping in his tent, that instead 
of being an agent of blessing, Noah issues a curse in Genesis 9:25. Noah is 
a new Adam, a Christ figure, but the rest he experienced fell far short of 
the eschatological rest humanity needed.

Continuing the biblical pattern, when Moses introduces Noah as a 
Christ figure, he places into the context a contrast to the Christ figure, an 
antichrist. If Noah is the progenitor of the post-diluvian human family, 
Cain’s Lamech is the progenitor of major strands of human culture, for 
his three sons pioneer livestock domestication, tent-dwelling, the playing 
of musical instruments, and the forging of bronze and iron tools. But 
Lamech fathers his three sons as a polygamist. Not only does he overturn 
the creational pattern by having two wives, like his spiritual and physical 
ancestor Cain, he is marked by pride, narcissism, and murderous violence. 
Lamech’s two wives form his little pet audience, and he demands that they 
listen to his voice, as if he is their teacher, their prophet: “Adah and Zillah, 
hear my voice; you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say.” God speaks with 
Cain, asking him questions, giving him counsel. Rather than speaking 
with God, Lamech speaks as if he is God, as if with his own decrees he can 
surpass the one who decreed all things into existence.

When Cain murdered Abel the LORD acts as the wise and gracious king, 
showing mercy to the criminal who deserved the death penalty. When 
Lamech is a victim of other men’s violence, he arrogates to himself the role 
of king, taking revenge when he could have turned the other cheek. God 
instructed Noah in Genesis 9:5-6 to enact the death penalty for murder. 
Acting as his own god, Cain’s Lamech enacts the death penalty for lesser 
crimes. But it is Lamech’s Genesis 4:24 confession of faith that most fully 
reveals his antichrist consciousness: “If Cain’s revenge is sevenfold, then 
Lamech’s is seventy-sevenfold.” The parallel lines of Lamech’s if-then poetry 
reveal that he clearly wants to be the bearer of Cain’s mantle and legacy. In just 
six generations Cain’s arrogance has matured and is bearing fruit in Lamech 
who thinks of himself as exponentially more significant than his ancestral 
idol. Demonstrating that he is not only Cain’s biological seed but that he 
is the serpent’s spiritual seed, Lamech perverts the word of God. Though 
Cain had attacked God by attacking God’s image-bearer, God withheld the 
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death penalty Cain deserved and instead promised in Genesis 4:15 to avenge 
sevenfold anyone who would murder Cain. Sevenfold punishment implies 
“perfect justice.”17 Rather than forgiving his assailant seventy times seven, 
Lamech decides that minor offenses against him are worthy of consequences 
which somehow improve upon God’s perfect justice. Does Lamech believe 
that he can somehow eternally damn his enemies? Richard P. Belcher, Jr. notes, 
“What God intended for mercy Lamech distorts for his own prideful use.”18 
Lamech sees himself as superior to God in three ways: glory, authority, and 
power. Lamech’s honour and glory are so significant that minor infractions 
against him must be punished with death; his authority to judge is such that 
he can unilaterally make life and death decisions without due process; his 
self-sufficient power is so great that unlike Cain who apparently needed God’s 
protection, Lamech can protect himself. “Lamech judged himself to be more 
competent than God to achieve vengeance.”19 

In addition to the ways Cain fails to be the godly Christlike leader of 1 
Timothy 3, Lamech is not the husband of one wife. He sets the idolatrous 
pattern for future kings who will multiply their own image by multiplying 
wives (Deut 17:17), rather than imaging God by being faithful to the wife 
of one’s youth (Mal 2:15). God is seeking godly offspring (Mal 2:15; 1 Tim 
3:4; Titus 1:6), while Lamech is content to produce successful offspring 
(Gen 4:20-22). The culture that grows out of Lamech’s soil is the generation 
of Noah’s flood, “corrupt in God’s sight and filled with violence” (Gen 
6:11). As Kline observes, 

God was defied and man was deified. … The old world had 
reached a man of sin stage, and the man of sin is the son of 
perdition. But those who dwelled on the earth continued to 
marry and give in marriage and build houses, and fear the 
son of perdition. They knew not the hour. They could not 
read the signs in the heavens and discern the deluge in the 
gathering clouds.20 

17  Bruce K. Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 99.
18  Richard P. Belcher, Jr., Genesis: The Beginning of God’s Plan of Salvation, (Fearn: Christian Focus, 2012), 82.
19  Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 113.
20  Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 116-117.
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The next antichrist to be considered, Pharaoh, will likewise receive a 
deluge of divine judgment in the form of every imaginable plague before 
being buried in the waters of the sea. God protected Cain seven-fold, but 
after six generations God destroyed Cain and Lamech’s culture of arrogant 
violence. If the Messiah is the new man, who with humility sets aside his 
privileges and serves as the perfect prophet, priest, and king, then Lamech 
can be seen as the “man of lawlessness,” repudiating everything that the 
new man will stand for.

Pharaoh in contrast to Moses

Though Lamech dreamed of exponentially multiplying the wickedness of 
Cain, it was Pharaoh of Egypt in the days of Moses who providentially had 
the desire, opportunity, and power to attack the seed of the woman with 
genocide. When his oppression and enslavement of the Israelites failed 
to prevent the seed of the woman from being fruitful, multiplying, and 
filling the land (Ex 1:6), he ordered government sanctioned murder of 
all Israelite infant boys. Lamech had thought he could compete with God 
in matters of vengeance. By drowning Israel’s seed in the Nile, Pharaoh 
believes he can outdo the God who judged the world with a flood.  This 
is the Pharaoh “who did not know Joseph” (Ex 1:8), but his ignorance of 
Joseph is insignificant compared to his son’s ignorance of the LORD in 
Exodus 5:2 – “Who is the LORD, that I should obey his voice and let Israel 
go? I do not know the LORD, and moreover, I will not let Israel go.” 

Pharaoh was saying these words to Moses, whose very existence should 
have been a hint to this seed-destroyer that God has his ways of not only 
thwarting the plans of evil men but of ironically using evil men to accomplish 
his holy purposes. Joseph recognized this pattern when he famously told 
his brothers, “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for 
good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive” (Gen 50:20). 
Likewise, Pharaoh’s father meant it for evil when he tried to murder Moses’ 
generation, but God meant it for good, ironically arranging for Moses to 
find sustenance, education, and training in his would-be murderer’s home. 
Now Moses stands before Pharaoh, refuting the antichrist agenda by his 
simple existence. But Moses is not merely a trophy of God’s grace, he is 
even a figure of Christ. Not only did Moses lead his people out of bondage, 
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he acted as mediator and intercessor for them on their journey through 
the wilderness, even offering to be blotted out of the book of life (Ex 32:32) 
that his people might be forgiven. No wonder Geerhardus Vos said, “He 
may fitly be called the redeemer of the Old Testament.”21 Though Moses 
never became king, “as a messianic agent … Moses carried out the royal 
duties and responsibilities of deliverer, judge, shepherd, and lawgiver.”22 In 
each of these roles Moses prefigured Christ.

As Christ survived childhood by escaping the murderous antichrist 
decree of King Herod, so Moses providentially escaped the antichrist 
decree of Pharaoh, given to the midwives: “Every son that is born to the 
Hebrews you shall cast into the Nile, but you shall let every daughter 
live.” The fact that Pharaoh focused exclusively on killing Israel’s future 
men can be explained merely as an expedient method for eliminating the 
perceived threat of an increasingly numerous nation of Israel. But much 
like Caiaphas plotted to kill the Messiah in John 11:50 by prophesying 
more than he knew – “it is better for you that one man should die for the 
people, not that the whole nation should perish” – so Pharaoh’s attack 
on Israel’s male infants was more than an evil domestic policy; it was 
the current iteration of the seed of the serpent attacking the seed of the 
woman. 

When we consider Pharaoh’s genocidal decree and compare his character to 
Paul’s portrait of godly leadership in 1 Timothy 3, we see that in addition to 
the pride, violence, and polygamy exemplified by Lamech, Pharaoh violates 
the list in an additional way, by not being “hospitable” (1 Tim 3:2). As one 
may see by examining Paul’s use of the word φιλόξενον, etymologically 
and contextually it signifies love for the stranger. This is precisely what 
Pharaoh did not do. The grave seriousness of the world’s lack of hospitality 
is seen not merely in the lack of dinner engagements for lonely people; it’s 
seen whenever a baby is aborted, whenever a refugee or asylum seeker is 
denied entrance, whenever government officials such as Pharaoh construct 
policy on the basis of fear and assumed scarcity rather than faith in God’s 

21  Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1992), 104 (emphasis in original).

22  Van Groningen, Messianic Revelation in the Old Testament, 207.
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common grace as described in the Noahic covenant of Genesis 9:9-17. The 
antichrist featured on the opening page of Exodus is a man of lawlessness 
who uses law to erect a “not welcome” sign for a particular set of humans. 
Had his fear-based policy not been thwarted by a cohort of midwives, he 
would have succeeded in destroying the seed of the woman.

Absalom in contrast to King David

Our next Old Testament antichrist, Absalom, likewise violates the 
hospitality code when as host of an invitation-only feast, he uses the venue 
of hospitality to murder one of his special guests, his brother Amnon. (2 
Sam 13:23-29) By eliminating David’s firstborn son, Absalom removes an 
inconvenient obstacle in his ambitious path toward the throne – “Oh that 
I were judge in the land!” (2 Sam 15:4) A son of David, Absalom’s name 
means “father is peace.” But he grows up to trouble his father’s household 
with murder and trouble his nation with unnecessary war. This prince 
of peace delivers peace the way the world gives it (John 14:27). Though 
he’s too special to sully his own hands with blood, in keeping with his 
spiritual ancestor, Cain, Absalom is clearly his brother’s murderer which 
he accomplishes via a faux royal “command” (2 Sam 13:32).

But Absalom would not call himself a murderer. Besides being a false 
king, he is also a false prophet, re-purposing the LORD’s words to Joshua 
in Joshua 1:9 by preaching a perverted form of courage to his men in 
2 Samuel 13:28 – “Mark when Amnon’s heart is merry with wine, and 
when I say to you, ‘Strike Amnon,’ then kill him. Do not fear; have I not 
commanded you? Be courageous and be valiant.” Like the false prophets 
and false priests of Jeremiah 6:14, Absalom speaks false peace to his sister 
Tamar after Amnon has raped her: “‘Has Amnon your brother been with 
you? Now hold your peace, my sister. He is your brother; do not take this to 
heart.’ So Tamar lived a desolate woman, in her brother Absalom’s house.” 
(2 Sam 13:20). On the surface Absalom appears to provide hospitality to 
the devastated, but rather than bringing healing in his wings he leaves the 
victim desolate. His solution is hate-inspired murder for which he feels no 
guilt – “if there is guilt in me, let him put me to death” (2 Sam 14:32). For 
in Absalom’s judgement of himself, his vigilante death sentence against 
Amnon was righteous payback for the rape of his sister. 
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We learn that Absalom views himself as a champion for justice by 
eavesdropping on his seduction of the men of Israel in 2 Samuel 15:3-4 – 
“See, your claims are good and right, but there is no man designated by 
the king to hear you. Oh that I were judge in the land! Then every man 
with a dispute or cause might come to me, and I would give him justice.” 
Once the reader begins to acknowledge antichrist typology, it is not a 
stretch to see how Absalom’s proposal of marriage to Israel is the foil to 
Christ’s sincere proposal in Matthew 11:28 – “Come to me, all who labour 
and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” Unlike the Good Shepherd 
who lays down his life for his sheep, antichrist Absalom is among those 
described by Jesus in John 10:8 – “All who came before me were thieves 
and robbers.” It was as a false Messianic king that Absalom “stole the 
hearts of the men of Israel” (2 Sam 15:6). 

In case any doubt remains that the biblical author of 2 Samuel is 
portraying Absalom as an antichrist, one need only grasp the significance 
of his physical description of aesthetic glory in 2 Samuel 14:25-26 – “Now 
in all Israel there was no one so much to be praised for his handsome 
appearance as Absalom. From the sole of his foot to the crown of his head 
there was no blemish in him. And when he cut the hair of his head (for 
at the end of every year he used to cut it; when it was heavy on him, he 
cut it), he weighed the hair of his head, two hundred shekels by the king’s 
weight.” Not only does Absalom’s narcissistic vanity get weighed in the 
balance and ironically become the providential cause of his demise when 
his hair gets caught in the low-hanging branches of a tree (2 Sam 18:9), 
but the ultimate significance of this quotation is found in the phrase – “no 
blemish in him.” When the prince of beauty is eventually put to death, 
hanging from a tree between heaven and earth as the true Christ would 
someday die (John 3:14 and 8:28), Absalom’s death circumstantially 
brought his people peace, as the rebels then lacked their un-anointed, 
self-declared king. The reader knows only too well that Absalom is not 
Jesus, the “lamb without blemish or spot” (1 Pet 1:19). But the narrator 
of 2 Samuel has nevertheless presented Absalom as the “no blemish” man 
of Israel. While the true Suffering Servant “had no form or majesty that 
we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him,” (Isa 
53:2) Absalom had two hundred royal shekels of beauty that stole the 
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people’s hearts. If the people had taken Deuteronomy 17:16-17 to heart 
they would have observed that Absalom’s acquisition of horses (2 Sam 
15:1), and his adultery with his father’s concubines (2 Sam 16:22) violated 
God’s instruction for a godly king, who was to steep himself in the written 
word of God “that his heart may not be lifted up above his brothers, and 
that he may not turn aside from the commandment, either to the right 
hand or to the left, so that he may continue long in his kingdom, he and 
his children, in Israel” (Deut 17:20).

If David is the most obvious Christ figure of the Old Testament,23 God’s 
anointed king going into solo combat against Goliath that “all the earth 
may know there is a God in Israel” (1 Sam 17:46), one might think that 
his archnemesis, King Saul, is the primary antichrist in the text. But as 
David would be the first to insist, King Saul was the LORD’s anointed (1 
Sam 24:6). The complexity of King Saul’s character – “Is Saul also among 
the prophets” (1 Sam 10:12) – makes his suicide even more tragic. Though 
he persecuted David, who was also the LORD’s anointed, it is important 
to remember that Saul never desired to be king, hiding in the baggage 
claim until a God-directed casting of the lot found him out (1 Sam 10:21-
24). Saul therefore contrasts with Absalom who ambitiously strategizes to 
become king. 

Lacking legitimate divine anointing, Absalom uses the language of civil 
religion to give a pious veneer to his political manoeuvres: “Please let me 
go and pay my vow, which I have vowed to the LORD, in Hebron … if the 
LORD will indeed bring me back to Jerusalem, then I will offer worship to 
the LORD” (2 Sam 15:7-8). Absalom used God-talk like an insider, but he 
was mocking his father’s faith and foreshadowing the antichrists of John’s 
day who “went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been 
of us, they would have continued with us” (1 John 2:19). 

23  For a compelling presentation of David as a type of the Righteous Sufferer and how many 
psalms therefore refer to both David and Jesus, see Hamilton, 179-200. A similarly helpful 
treatment of David as Christ figure is found in Van Groningen, 287-317. In his commentary, 
Tim Chester writes, “David is the christ, God’s anointed king, Israel’s greatest king. But in the 
end he’s a let-down. 2 Samuel leaves us longing for a king who will exercise justice without 
hypocrisy – a king with moral authority.” Tim Chester, 2 Samuel For You (Purceyville, VA: 
Good Book Company, 2017), 112.
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It was because Absalom’s father, David, was not “managing his household 
well” (1 Tim 3:5), that Absalom had self-righteous grounds to grasp 
for power and position. As Paul tells Timothy, “If anyone aspires to the 
office of overseer, he desires a noble task” (1 Tim 3:1). What did Absalom 
aspire to? Was he aspiring to the noble task of shepherding God’s people, 
by doing “nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility 
count[ing] others more significant than” himself (Phil 2:3)? Paul could 
have been describing Absalom to Timothy when he wrote, “For people 
will be lovers of self … arrogant … disobedient to their parents … 
treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit … having the appearance of 
godliness, but denying its power.” (2 Tim 3:2-5). The present significance 
of Old Testament antichrists partially lies in their power to provide us 
with cautionary tales. As Paul continues to instruct Timothy, “they will 
not get very far, for their folly will be plain to all” (2 Tim 3:9). Absalom 
got remarkably far but thankfully not far enough. 

Haman in contrast to Mordecai

No holidays commemorate the defeat of Absalom, for he was King David’s 
beloved son. But as Passover remembers victory over Pharaoh, so Purim 
remembers victory over Haman, a man with considerable antichrist 
credentials. Ever since Exodus 17:16, Israelite children grew up knowing, 
“The LORD will have war with Amalek from generation to generation.” 
A descendant of Agag the Amalekite, Haman chooses to perpetuate his 
ancestors’ enmity against the seed of the woman by persuading King 
Ahasuerus “that it is not to the king’s profit to tolerate” a certain people 
whose “laws are different from those of every other people” (Est 3:8). 
As Peter instructed the elect exiles in 1 Peter 4:12-16 that when they are 
persecuted for righteousness’ sake they are sharing in Christ’s sufferings, 
so the exiles in Mordecai’s day were explicitly being persecuted for their 
attachment to their divinely given law. The royal decree which Haman 
managed to seal with his newly acquired signet ring, picked up where 
Pharaoh’s genocidal efforts left off. Unashamed to proclaim his evil intent, 
Haman used no Orwellian euphemisms as he publicly promised: “to 
destroy, to kill, and to annihilate all Jews, young and old, women and 
children, in one day” (Est 3:13). The seed of the serpent had providentially 
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acquired all necessary earthly authority and power to make the coming 
of the Messiah impossible. If Pharaoh would spare the daughters of Israel, 
Haman would spare not a single soul.

The author of Esther gives us no explanation for King Ahasuerus’ 
exaltation of Haman, setting “his throne above all the officials who were 
with him” (Est 3:1). The reader is puzzled as to why Haman is advanced 
while Mordecai, who had just saved the king’s life in Esther 2:19-23, is 
passed over for promotion. Though Haman uses the Jews’ peculiar law 
as an excuse to alienate them from the king, his true motive is not legal 
but personal. Haman, it turns out, is the spiritual descendant of Lamech. 
If Lamech would pay back a seventy-seven-fold death penalty for a mere 
flesh wound, Haman issues an empire-wide decree of genocide for a mere 
insult: “Mordecai did not bow down or pay homage” to Haman (Est 3:2). 
As Lamech pontificated his personal superiority to his captive audience 
of wives, so Haman is fond of holding court at home, surrounded by his 
wife and fan club, where he can recount “to them the splendour of his 
riches, the number of his sons, all the promotions with which the king 
had honoured him, and how he had advanced him above the officials 
and the servants of the king” (Est 5:11). It is while Haman is in the echo 
chamber of his own admiration society that his wife provides him with 
the plan to hang Mordecai on a fifty-cubit gallows, so that the antichrist 
spirit of arrogance and violence might combine strategically to eliminate 
the Christ figure.

That Mordecai is a Christ figure can be seen first of all in his practice of 
hospitality, opening his home to the orphan, his cousin Esther (Est 2:7). 
Such is the work of a redeemer (Ruth 2:20). It is seen secondly in Mordecai’s 
downward journey to a state of humiliation in sackcloth and ashes (Est 
4:1), followed by an upward journey to a state of exaltation, clothed in the 
king’s own robes (Est 6:8-11). It is seen thirdly in his representative 
function. In times of blessing and persecution, Mordecai represents all of 
Israel. When Mordecai falls into disfavour with Haman, the attack comes 
not solely against Mordecai but against his entire people. When Mordecai 
is later exalted to being second in command to the king, entrusted with 
signet ring authority, Mordecai’s success is not his alone but is corporately 
shared with his entire nation, so that the book of Esther closes with these 
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remarkable words: “For Mordecai the Jew was second in rank to King 
Ahasuerus, and he was great among the Jews and popular with the 
multitude of his brothers, for he sought the welfare of his people and 
spoke peace to all his people” (Est 10:3). As a speaker of genuine if not 
eternal peace to his people, Mordecai prefigures Christ. Mordecai’s peace 
was not mere words but was embodied in the welfare he secured for his 
people. That final word, “people,” is actually ֶזַרע, seed, offspring, or 
descendants. In the rather conflicted post-exilic situation in Susa, 
Mordecai is the corporate representative of the seed of the woman.

Since the book of Esther famously avoids any explicit mention of God, 
prayer, temple, or personal piety, it is ironic that the most religious person 
in the book is Haman. Each of his ten sons have daiva names, names 
representing demons in the Zoroastrian religion.24 When he wants to 
choose the most auspicious day for genocide, Haman’s casting of the Pur 
in Esther 3:7 was not a secular exercise akin to the rolling of dice in a 
board game. Casting Pur in Persia was a religious act; divination was 
taken quite seriously.25 If the casting of the lot were not believed to carry 
religious authority it is doubtful that Haman would have submitted to 
its outcome; after all, God saw to it (Prov 16:33) that the lot Haman cast 
was for the month of the year furthest away, giving maximum time for 
Haman’s plan to be upended (Est 3:7). The point of recognizing Haman’s 
religious orientation is to substantiate his antichrist role. The most 
outrageous trait of the man of lawlessness in 2 Thessalonians 2:4 is that he 
claims to be God. Part of the religious agenda of the author of Esther is to 
subvert the Zoroastrian claim that Pur casting somehow reveals the will 
of the supernatural, and to demonstrate instead that divine providence 
alone is sovereign over all things.26 Haman mistakenly believes that by 
wielding the king’s signet ring and by casting the Pur, he has acquired the 
power of both earth below and heaven above. But instead, this pretentious 
antichrist is a mere pawn in God’s drama. The book of Esther therefore 

24  Edwin M. Yamauchi, “Archaeological Background of Esther,” BSac (April-June 1980): 109.
25  Yehezkel Kaufmann, History of the Religion of Israel, vol. 4. (New York: KTAV Publishing 

House, 1977), 524-525.
26  Angel Manuel Rodriguez, Esther: A Theological Approach (Berrien Springs: Andrews 

University Press, 1995), 78.
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serves the purpose of apologetics in the Diaspora community, teaching 
the exiles that the totalitarian religious claims of their oppressors are 
not only false, they will be reversed and brought to nothing by God’s 
remarkable providence.

Mordecai and Haman are presented in parallel fashion throughout the 
book: Haman ends up swinging to death on Mordecai’s gallows, Mordecai 
ends up wearing the signet ring removed from Haman’s finger. But the 
most dramatic contrast between the Christ figure and the antichrist figure 
occurs in Esther chapter 6 when the king concludes a sleepless night with 
a plan to reward belatedly “the man whom the king delights to honour” 
(Est 6:6). This theologically pregnant phrase – “the man whom the 
king delights to honour” – occurs six times in Esther chapter six and is 
presumably repeated dozens of times by an unwilling Haman, required to 
praise the seed of the woman as he parades Mordecai through the streets 
of Susa. Much attention is on the woman in Esther, from the leering 
eyes of the king’s men as they await a glimpse of Queen Vashti, until the 
empire-wide search for “beautiful young virgins” (Est 2:2) culminates in 
the placing of the royal crown on Queen Esther’s head. But in the centre 
of the book the focus is on the man, the “man whom the king delights 
to honour.” These public words of royal favour, spoken over Mordecai, 
come to fruition at Jesus’ baptism when a voice from heaven says, “This 
is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (Mat 3:17). Mordecai’s 
royal parade through the capital city streets, happening on the eve of his 
planned execution by the seed of the serpent, anticipates Jesus’ triumphal 
entry into Jerusalem (Mat 21:1-11). 

The author’s contrast between Mordecai and Haman is achieved not only 
through robes, rings, and horse rides, but through the deliberate contrast 
of phrases: “the man whom the king delights to honour” contrasts with a 
phrase in Esther 7:6 – “a man, a foe, and an enemy – this evil Haman!”27 
When asked to identify the one who has dared to attempt the annihilation 
of her people, Esther replies, ַהֶז֑ה ע  ָהָר֖ ן  ָהָמ֥ ב  ְואוֵי֔ ר  ַצ֣ יׁש   Most English .ִא֚
translations abbreviate Esther’s already brief reply, by eliminating her 
very first word, perhaps believing that it goes without saying that Haman 

27  My translation.
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is “a man.” But Esther’s six-word reply is carefully crafted poetry, the last 
three words all starting with the same sound.28 A wooden literal rendering 
would be, “a man, a foe, and an enemy – Haman, the wicked, the this.” 
What most English translations delete – “a man” – is critical to the author’s 
contrast with “the man whom the king delights to honour.” In her reply to 
the king, Esther is strategically characterizing Haman as a certain type of 
man, a man unworthy of signet ring authority, a man whom subsequent 
Scripture will call “the man of lawlessness.”

Cain, Lamech, Pharaoh, Absalom, and Haman are five prominent 
antichrist precursors from Old Testament narratives, achieving ever 
greater depths of depravity even as Haman ends up swinging fifty cubits 
high in the sky. The Old Testament prophets supply us with even more 
apt descriptions of the future man of lawlessness: the King of Babylon 
in Isaiah 14, the King of Tyre in Ezekiel 28, and the “despicable man” of 
Daniel 11. Together these antichrists provide a grim contrast to the Son 
of Man who in Daniel 7:14 is “given dominion and glory and a kingdom, 
that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him; his dominion is 
an everlasting dominion which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one 
that shall not be destroyed.” 

As our elder brother (Heb 2:11), Jesus contrasts with Cain, truly being his 
brother’s keeper by shedding his blood for the sake of his brothers, “blood 
that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel” (Heb 12:24). In contrast 
with Lamech, who curses and kills his enemies with seventy-seven-fold 
hatred, Jesus expresses his love for his enemies in both word and deed, 
dying for them on the cross while praying, “Father, forgive them, for they 
know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). In contrast to Pharaoh, whose fear 
that one nation was becoming “too many and too mighty” and would thus 
be able to subvert his own nation’s dominance (Ex 1:9-10), Jesus builds his 
church so that in Revelation 7:9 we see “a great multitude that no one could 
number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, 
standing before the throne and before the Lamb.” In contrast to Absalom, 

28  For more discussion of the Hebrew of this phrase, see Robert D. Holmstedt and John 
Screnock, Esther: a Handbook on the Hebrew Text (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2015), 193, 
198-199.



PAGE 40 Vox Reformata, 2022

Jesus is the true prince of peace, not stealing hearts but purchasing them 
(1 Cor 6:20), hanging from a tree not as the beautiful prince but as the 
ugly Suffering Servant, conquering sin and death. And in contrast to 
Haman, Jesus died a public death of shame not for his own sins but for 
the sins of his enemies, not grasping for his own glory but laying his life 
down for his sheep and the glory of his father. Jesus is therefore “the man 
whom the king delights to honour,” for his father has “highly exalted him 
and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the 
name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under 
the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory 
of God the Father” (Phil 2:9-10). 
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Christ’s Proclamation to the Spirits in 
Prison: Interpreting and Preaching a 

Difficult Passage
Martin Williams

Martin Williams is Lecturer in Greek and New Testament at the 
Reformed Theological College

Introduction

Without doubt 1 Peter 3:18-22 constitutes the greatest challenge to the 
interpreter and preacher of this epistle. Werner Bieder calls it an “almost 
unsolvable riddle.”1 Jean Galot refers to it as “the most difficult of the 
epistle…also one of the most obscure in the whole Bible.”2 Martin Luther’s 
perplexity over this passage is often quoted: “This is a strange text and 
certainly a more obscure passage in the New Testament. I still do not 
know for sure what the apostle means. …. I do not understand this. Nor 
can I explain it. Nor has anyone ever explained it.”3 This passage raises a 
number of challenging questions for the exegete concerning its structure, 
syntax, relationship to the immediate and broader context, conceptual 
background, coherence, meaning, and relationship to 4:1-6 (especially 
4:6). In her commentary on 1 Peter, Karen Jobes writes: 

This intriguing passage is fraught with problems that obscure 
its interpretation—text-critical problems, grammatical 
ambiguities, lexical uncertainties, theological issues, as well 
as the question of what literary and theological background 
the author is assuming… The exegetical questions basically 
boil down to these: Where did Christ go? When did he 
go? To whom did he speak? What did he say? … Different 

1  Luther, WA, 12:367 (ein “schier unlösbare Rätsel”).
2  J. Galot, “La descente du Christ aux enfers (1 P 3:18-20).” NRTh 83 (1961): 473.
3  Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, Volume 30, The Catholic Epistles, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan (St. Louis: 

Concordia, 1967), 113. (In German he wrote: “Das ist ein wunderlicher Text und finsterer Spruch, 
als freilich einer im Neuen Testament ist, das ich noch nicht gewiss weiss, was St. Peter meint.”)
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answers to each of these questions can be found, resulting in 
a labyrinth of exegetical options, each of which has no clearly 
overwhelming claim to certainly. Erickson calculates 180 
different exegetical combinations, in theory.4 

These issues will be explored as we consider this passage’s contribution 
to our understanding of Peter’s “theology of the cross.” We will also use 
it as an opportunity to think more generally about how preachers can 
approach difficult passages like this in the course of preaching through 
a book of the Bible. So, how do we come to grips with such a tough text? 

1. Be Detectives in Reading for Clues

Mortimer Adler and Charles Van Doren in their book How to Read a Book 
share some very helpful tips on how to approach books, especially more 
difficult books, that can also be applied to shorter texts like 1 Peter 3:18-22:

Think of yourself as a detective looking for clues to a book’s 
general idea or theme, alert for anything that will make it clearer. 
… You will be surprised to find out how much time you will 
save, pleased to see how much more you will grasp, and relieved 
to discover how much easier it all can be than you supposed.5

We need to approach the text like detectives looking for clues that 
will provide meaning. The mark of a great detective is that they ask 
great questions. Detectives don’t question aimlessly; they question to 
understand. Adler and Van Doren write: “Ask questions while you read—
that you yourself must try to answer in the course of reading. … The art of 
reading at any level above the elementary consists in the habit of asking the 
right questions.”6 As we begin looking for clues, we need to ask questions 
like: What is the book about as a whole? Does our passage have a general 
theme or idea? What is being said in detail, and how? Is there something 

4  Karen H. Jobes, 1 Peter (Grand Rapids: Baker 2005), 237, 39.
5  Mortimer J. Adler, and Charles Van Doren, How to Read a Book: The Classic Guide to 

Intelligent Reading, ed. Charles Van Doren, Completely revised and updated ed. (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1972), 36.

6  Adler, How to Read a Book, 46.



Vox Reformata, 2022 PAGE  43

within the structure or flow of thought that provides a framework for 
understanding its more complex parts?  What is the theological principle 
in this text? How does this contribute to the strategy of 1 Peter?7 

1.1. Clues from the Surrounding Context

Adler and Van Doren suggest we begin by “X-raying" the book: 

Every book has a hidden skeleton between its covers. Your job 
as an analytical reader is to find it. A book comes to you with 
flesh on its bare bones and clothes over its flesh. It is all dressed 
up. You do not have to undress it or tear the flesh off its limbs 
to get at the firm structure that underlies the soft surface.  But 
you must read the book with X-ray eyes, for it is an essential 
part of your comprehension of any book to grasp its structure.8 

A key structural element in 1 Peter that helps us make sense of this passage is 
how the person and work of Christ provides the skeletal structure for some 
of the most important teaching in the letter. As scholars usually and rightly 
emphasise, 1 Peter often focuses on four major themes: suffering (2:19-20; 
3:9,14,17; 4:1,13,15,19; 5:9-10), sanctification (1:2,14-16; 2:9,15), salvation 
(1:1-12; 2:1-3; 3:18-4:6; 5:4,10), and eschatology (1:4,7,9,17,20; 4:5,7,17; 5:10).9 

Undergirding these key themes is the person and work of Christ: Enduring 
unmerited suffering for the sake of subsequent salvation and glory, follows 
the model, and shares in the experience, of Christ himself (1:11,21; 
2:21; 3:18-18; 4:1,13; 5:1). Like Christ, believers submit themselves to 
unjust suffering when they cannot avoid it, depending on God’s ultimate 
vindication (2:18-23; 3:18-4:6; 5:6).10 The themes of suffering, sanctification, 
and salvation are grounded in, derive their energy from, and follow the 
pattern of Christ himself.  Peter uses the suffering, death, resurrection, and 
vindication of Christ as the skeletal structure upon which the “flesh” and 

7  See Adler, How to Read a Book, 46-47.
8  Adler, How to Read a Book, 75.
9  So Craig S. Keener, 1 Peter: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2021), 38. See 

also Peter H. Davids, A Theology of James, Peter, and Jude (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014).
10  Keener, 1 Peter, 38.
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“clothes” of Christian belief and behaviour, salvation, sanctification, and 
suffering depend.11 What follows are three important examples from the 
letter that help us understand what is going on in 3:18-4:6. 

1.1.1. Election and Exile (1:1-2, 20; 2:4-10)

Right from the outset of the letter Peter’s aim is to highlight the overlapping 
realities of the believer’s experience with that of Christ’s.12 Believers are 
described as “elect” (1:1) and a “chosen” (2:9). Christ, too, was elect. Twice 
Peter tells us that Christ was “chosen and precious” (2:4,6). Furthermore, 
“[Christ] was foreknown before the foundation of the world” (1:20) and, 
like Christ, believers, also, “are elect…according to the foreknowledge of 
God” (1:1-2). As Elliot Clark points out: “In starting his letter with God’s 
similar election and foreknowledge of his recipients, Peter showed their 
solidarity with Christ, who himself was foreknown and chosen.”13

Not only does Peter describe Christ as foreknown and chosen, but like 
believers, he also lived in the world as a stranger and an exile. While 
elected by God, Jesus is the stone that was rejected by people (2:4): “As 
you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God 
chosen and precious.” The believer’s solidarity with Christ is signalled in 
the very next verse where, like him, they are “also” (καὶ αὐτοὶ, “yourselves 
also”) called “living stones” (verse 5). Over and over in his letter, Peter 
compares the identity of believers to that of the exiled but exalted Christ: 
Like him, they too are “elect exiles” (1:1). They, too, were chosen (“elect”) 
by God but rejected (as “exiles” [1:1; 2:11] and “sojourners” [2:11]) by 
society. But like him, they also will one day be honoured if they do not 
lose heart and give up (1:7; 2:6,7). The “honour” (ἔντιμος) that is conferred 
upon Christ as elect (“in the sight of God chosen and honoured,” v 4)14 

11  Dennis R. Edwards, 1 Peter (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2017), 24.
12  Elliot Clark, Evangelism as Exiles: Life on Mission as Strangers in our Land (n.p.: TGC, 2019), 19.
13  Clark, Evangelism as Exiles, 19.
14  “Honour” (CSB, The Message) is a better translation of ἔντιμον (v 4) than “precious” (ESV, KJV, 

LEB, MEV, Moffatt, NASB, NIV; BDAG, 340) or “valuable” (CEB, HCSB; Phillips; Dubis, 1 
Peter, 46; Keener, 1 Peter, 128; Achtemeier, 154; BDAG, 340). See John H. Elliott, 1 Peter, Anchor 
Bible, (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 411; Greg W. Forbes, 1 Peter (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 
2014), 62; Thomas R. Schreiner, 1, 2 Peter, Jude (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2003), 104.
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parallels the “honour” (τιμή) conferred on believers as elect (2:7, “the 
honour is for you who believe”; 2:6, “whoever believes in him will not 
be put to shame”). Later in the same chapter (2:18-25), Peter will further 
develop this important link between Christ and believers in terms of the 
experience of suffering and rejection that is shared by both as God's elect.

1.1.2. Suffering and Enduring (2:18-25)

This comparison between Christ and the believer that is implicit in vv 2-4 
becomes explicit in 2:18-25. In this section Peter provides a Christological 
basis for doing what is right despite suffering. The believer’s own suffering, 
endurance, and vindication is wrapped around the skeletal structure of 
Christ’s. Note the relationship between 1 Peter 2:18-20 and 21-25:

(1) The Suffering of Slaves (vv 18-20) 

In 2:18-20 Peter commands Christian slaves to be submissive to their 
masters even if they are treated unjustly:

Servants, be subject to your masters with all respect, not only 
to the good and gentle but also to the unjust. For this is a 
gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows 
while suffering unjustly. For what credit is it if, when you sin 
and are beaten for it, you endure? But if when you do good 
and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the 
sight of God.15

(2) The Suffering of Christ (vv 21-25)

Then in 2:21-25 Peter holds up Christ as an example of patient endurance 
under unjust suffering (v 21): “For to this you have been called, because 
Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might 
follow in his steps.” The words “also suffered” (καὶ ἔπαθεν) here in verse 
21 point back to the word “suffer” (πάσχοντες) in verse 20, once again 
highlighting the overlapping realities of the believer’s experience of 
suffering with that of Christ’s: 

15  All scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version (ESV).



PAGE 46 Vox Reformata, 2022

But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a 
gracious thing in the sight of God. For to this you have been 
called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an 
example, so that you might follow in his steps. (vv 20-21). 

The word translated “example” (ὑπογραμμόν), literally “write under,” 
means a “model” or “pattern to be copied in writing or drawing.”16 Ancient 
teachers would write out the letters of the alphabet in faint outline over 
which young children, who were learning to write, would trace their own 
letters (like a modern copy book).17 Clement of Alexandria used it to refer 
to a “copy head” or “writing-copy for children” (ὑπογραμμός παιδικός, 
Strom. 5.8.49.1) containing all of the letters of the alphabet over which 
children learning to write would trace.18 The more common cognate verb, 
ὐπογράφω (“write under, i.e., trace letters for children to write over”),19 
is used by Plato who speaks of “writing-masters [who] first draw letters 
in faint outline with the pen for their less advanced pupils, and then give 
them the copy-book and make them write according to the guidance of 
their lines.”20 In a similar way, says Karen Jobes: 

[Christ] is the paradigm by which Christians write large the letters 
of his gospel in their lives. If Christians are to live as servants of 
God (2:16), the essence of that identity is a willingness to suffer 
unjustly as Jesus did, exemplifying in suffering the same attitude 
and behaviour he did. Jesus left us this pattern over which we are 
to trace our lives, in order that we might follow in his footsteps. 
This is a strong image associating the Christian’s life with the life of 
Christ. For one cannot step into the footsteps of Jesus and head off 
in any other direction than the direction he took, and his footsteps 
lead to the cross, through the grave, and onward to glory.21 

16  William Arndt, et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 
Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 1036.

17  Plato, Prot., 362D; 1 Clem. 16.15. See LSJ, 1877.
18  See Robertson, Word Pictures, 104-5; Feldmeier, Brief des Petrus, 116.
19  Clement preserves the following ὑπογραμμόν containing each letter of the Greek alphabet: 

μάρπτε, σφίγξ, κλώψ, ζβυχθηδόν (5.8.49.1; cf. 5.8.48.5; cited in LSJ, 1877). See also MM, 656.
20  Plato, Prot. 326D (Elliott, 1 Peter, 526, wrongly has 362D).
21  Jobes, 1 Peter, 195.
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(3) The Hope of Vindication (2:23)

Then, finally, in v 23 we see that Christ left his vindication to God: “When 
he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not 
threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly.” 
Peter doesn’t say anything further about this vindication but rather waits 
until 3:18-4:6 to develop that in some detail. 

1.1.3. Suffering and Vindication (3:13-22)

Now we come to 3:18-22, and once again we see exactly the same pattern 
that we saw in 2:18-25; both have the same skeletal structure. Note first 
the relationship between vv 13-17 and 18-22 of ch 3: 

Suffering of Believers Suffering of Christ
1 Peter 2:18-20
But if when you do good and 
suffer for it you endure, this is a 
gracious thing in the sight of God. 
(v 20)

1 Peter 2:21-25
For to this you have been called, 
because Christ also suffered for 
you, leaving you an example, so 
that you might follow in his steps 
(v 25)

1 Peter 3:13-17
For it is better to suffer for doing 
good, if that should be God’s will, 
than for doing evil. (v 17)

1 Peter 3:18-22
For Christ also suffered once for 
sins, the righteous for the un-
righteous, that he might bring us 
to God, being put to death in the 
flesh but made alive in the spirit. 
(vv 18-19)

(1) Godly Conduct Despite Suffering (3:13-17) 

This new section is introduced with a rhetorical question: “Now who is 
there to harm you if you are zealous for what is good?” (3:13) The words 
“what is good” (τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ) denote good or godly Christian conduct 
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which conforms to the standards of God’s Word.22 Peter was concerned 
that persecuted Christians be bold witnesses while maintaining full 
integrity (vv 16b-17): 

So that, when you are slandered, those who revile your good 
behaviour in Christ may be put to shame. For it is better 
to suffer for doing good (ἀγαθοποιοῦντας... πάσχειν), if that 
should be God’s will, than for doing evil.

(2) The Suffering and Vindication of Christ (3:18-22)

Then in verses 18-22 Peter holds up Christ as an example of innocent 
suffering and divine vindication (verse 18): “For Christ also suffered once 
for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, 
being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit.” The “for” 
(ESV), or better “because” (NET) (ὅτι), at the beginning of v 18 provides 
a Christological basis ground or basis for the foregoing exposition 
(3:13-17) for doing what is right despite suffering.23 In this way 3:18-
22 functions in a similar way to 2:21-25 which provides Christological 
support for the foregoing verses (2:18-20). Christ’s innocent suffering (v 
18) is presented as both the basis for the believers’ salvation (v 18b-c) and 
the model and encouragement for innocent suffering (cf. 4:1). Although 
Peter’s Christology focuses on the suffering and death of Jesus, an equally 
important element is the vindication and victory of Jesus through his 
resurrection, ascension, proclamation, and exaltation to God’s right hand 
(3:18e, 19, 21d, 22). God’s vindication of Christ’s suffering both indicates 
Christ’s ability to bring believers to God (3:18c) and provides the 
assurance of their own future vindication/salvation (4:6c). This glorious 
hope is actually the main point of 1 Peter 3:18-22, regardless of how one 
interprets this notoriously difficult passage. 

22  See Travis Williams, Persecution in 1 Peter: Differentiating and Contextualising Early Christian 
Suffering (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 258-75; Travis Williams, Good Works in 1 Peter (Tubingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2014).

23  See Forbes, 1 Peter, 121; Mark Dubis, 1 Peter: A Handbook on the Greek Text (Waco: Baylor 
University Press, 2010), 115.
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1.2. Clues from the Flow of Thought

Adler and Van Doren provide another useful tip for reading difficult 
books, which applies also to reading difficult passages like ours: 

Everyone has had the experience of struggling fruitlessly 
with a difficult book that was begun with high hopes of 
enlightenment. … What is the right approach? The answer lies 
in an important rule of reading that is generally overlooked. 
The rule is simply this: In tackling a difficult book for the 
first time, read it through without ever stopping to look up 
or ponder the things you do not understand straight away.24

Instead, they go on to say: 

Pay attention to what you can understand and do not be 
stopped by what you cannot immediately grasp. Go right 
on reading past the point where you have difficulties in 
understanding, and you will soon come to things you do 
understand.25 

The interpreter should first focus on what they do understand from 1 
Peter 3:18-22. We could chart those elements like this: 

Event Text Description
Crucifixion

↓
3:18b “having been put to death in the flesh”

Resurrection
↓

3:18c “having been made alive in the Spirit”

Ascension
↓

3:19a “having gone [into heaven, v. 22]”

Ascension/
Exaltation 

•

3:22 “having gone into heaven and is at the right 
hand of God, with angels, authorities, and 
powers having been subjected to him.”

24  Adler, How to Read a Book, 36.
25  Adler, How to Read a Book, 36.
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Most of what Peter says here should sound quite familiar. As Dennis 
Edwards observes: “This verse reads like a creedal statement, and 
affirmation of the suffering, crucifixion, and resurrection of Christ.”26 1 
Pet 3:18-22 has strong affinity with the confession of 1 Tim 3:16: 

Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: 
He was manifested in the flesh, 

vindicated by the Spirit, 
seen by angels, 

proclaimed among the nations, 
believed on in the world, 

taken up in glory.

Similarly, in Romans 8:34 Paul says:

Christ Jesus is the one 
who died …
who was raised,
who is at the right hand of God, 
who indeed is interceding for us.

Peter outlines the same order of events in his Pentecost sermon (Acts 2:14-36): 

Jesus of Nazareth … crucified and killed by the hands of 
lawless men. God raised him up … This Jesus God raised 
up ... Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God. … 
For David did not ascend into the heavens, but he himself 
says, “The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand, until I 
make your enemies your footstool.’” Let all the house of Israel 
therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord 
and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified.

So, it is important to focus on what we do know first; the biblical writers are 
not intentionally cryptic or obscure in what they write. The problem with 
many interpretative approaches to this passage is that they try to interpret 
what is clear (the death, resurrection, ascension, and exaltation of Christ) 

26  Edwards, 1 Peter, 159.
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by what is less clear: Who are the “spirits” in prison? Where did Christ go? 
What did Christ preach to them? And so on. When interpreting a difficult 
passage of Scripture we should look to other Scriptures speaking on the same 
doctrine or theme in order to interpret the more difficult passages. In a word, 
we interpret the unclear passages of Scripture in light of the clear passages. The 
Westminster Confession of Faith says: “The infallible rule of interpretation of 
Scripture is the Scripture itself: and therefore, when there is a question about 
the true and full sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold, but one), it 
must be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly” (1.9).27 

1.3. Clues from the Specific Details

Now it’s time to examine some of the details.  The question we need 
to ask here is: “What is being said in detail, and how? You must try to 
discover the main ideas, assertions, and arguments that constitute the 
author’s particular message.”28 We need to look for clues among the details 
provided by Peter.  The first clue is found at the start of verse 18.

1.3.1. “put to death” / “made alive” (v 18)

This couplet contrasts two aorist passive participles (θανατωθείς [“put 
to death”] and ζῳοποιηθείς [“made alive”]) and two dative nouns (σαρκί 
[“flesh”] and πνεύματι [“spirit”]). The two aorist participial phrases are 
then followed by a third aorist participle πορευθείς (“having gone,” v 
19), creating a logical connection between the death, resurrection, and 
ascension of Christ:

Χριστός … (“Christ”)
θανατωθείς  (“having been put to death”)  = crucifixion
ζῳοποιηθείς (“having been made alive”)  = resurrection
πορευθείς (“having gone”; cf. v 22b)   = ascension

27  It needs to be pointed out that this principle must be applied wisely in that the interpreter 
must make every effort to make sure that the clearer text is in fact talking about the same 
thing as the more obscure one otherwise there is the potential danger of harmonising texts at 
the expense of their diversity. For example, we would not want to illegitimately interpret the 
distinctives of Petrine theology through a Pauline lens with the result of making Peter sound 
more like Paul (see Martin Williams, The Doctrine of Salvation in the First Letter of Peter, 
Society for New Testament Studies, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 110-12.

28  Adler, How to Read a Book, 47.
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The “flesh-spirit” contrast is a familiar one to the New Testament.29 But 
what is the contrast Peter is making here? As most modern commentators 
recognise, σαρκί (“flesh”) and πνεύματι (“spirit”) do not denote the 
material (body) and immaterial (soul/spirit) parts of Christ’s person,30 but 
rather his earthly mode of existence and his spiritual mode of existence 
or resurrected state.31 It is thus best to construe both σαρκί (“flesh”) and 
πνεύματι (“spirit”) as datives of reference with respect to two differing 
modes or states of Christ’s existence (viz. in human form before his death 
and glorified form after his resurrection).32 Thus σαρκί (“flesh”) indicates 
that it was “in respect to his physical mortal existence that Christ was put 
to death (as in 2 Cor. 4:11; Heb. 5:7).”33 

By contrast, πνεύματι (“S/spirit”) most likely refers to the new spiritual, 
supernatural mode of Christ’s existence, entered through his resurrection 
by the Spirit (and so “Spirit” should be written with a capital “S” as 
referring to the Holy Spirit).34 Dalton notes, “the flesh-spirit distinction…
refers to two orders of being, the flesh representing human nature in its 
weakness, its proclivity to evil, its actual evil once it opposes the influence 
of God; the spirit representing the consequence of God’s salvation, the 
presence and activity among us of the Spirit of God.”35 This agrees with 
what Paul writes in Romans 8:11: “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus 
from the dead [τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ ἐγείραντος τὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐκ νεκρῶν] dwells in 
you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your 

29  See, e.g., Matt 26:41; Mark 14:38; Lk. 24:39; Jn 3:6; Rom 1:3-4; 2:28–9; 1 Cor. 5:5; 2 Cor. 7:1; 
Gal. 3:3; Phil. 3:3.

30  Pace C. Spicq, Les Épîtres de Saint Pierre. Sources Bibliques 4 (Paris: Gabalda, 1966), 135; K. 
H. Schelke, Der Petrusbriefe—Das Judasbrief. HTKNT (Freiburg: Herder, 1980), 104.

31  See N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 469.
32  BDF, §197; Sand “σάρξ,” EDNT, 3:233; Hamblin, R. L. “An Analysis of First Peter with Special 

Reference to the Greek Participle” (Th.D. diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1959), 
114; Elliott, 1 Peter, 645; Forbes, 1 Peter, 123. See also D. E. Hiebert, “Selected Studies from 1 Peter. 
Part 2: The Suffering and Triumphant Christ: An Exposition of 1 Peter 3:18-22,” BSac 139 (1982): 150.

33  Elliott, 1 Peter, 645.
34  So Dubis, 1 Peter, 118. Pace Forbes, 1 Peter, 123.
35  William J. Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation to the Spirits: A Study of 1 Peter 3:18-4:6, 2nd ed., 

AnBib 23, (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1989), 138.
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mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you.”36 As G. K. Beale has 
demonstrated, Paul has Ezekiel 37 in mind in Romans 8:11 (in fact in 
Romans 6-8): “Just as God’s Spirit was to be the agent in raising his people 
from the dead in the end time (Ezek. 37:1-14), an idea developed also in 
Judaism, so it is likely the inspiration for Paul’s statement in Rom 8:11.”37 
Mention of the resurrection in 1 Pet 3:18 brings to mind the author’s 
stress on Christ’s resurrection at the outset of his letter (“the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ from the dead,” 1:3; “God, who raised him from the dead 
and gave him glory,” 1:21) and prepares us for the same thought in 3:21 
(“through the resurrection of Jesus Christ”) and its elaboration in 3:22.

This couplet (“put to death in the flesh”/“made alive in the Spirit”) prepares 
us in advance for a similar one in 4:6 (“judged in the flesh”/”might live in 
the Spirit”) where the experience of Christ in his suffering (v 18ad) but 
especially in his vindication (v 18e), is established as the basis for not only 
the believers’ own suffering (4:1,6b), but especially their vindication by 
God (4:6c). We see, once again, how the experience of Christ provides the 
skeletal structure for the experience of the believer who fleshes this out in 
his or her own particular context. We see this specifically in one important 
set of parallels between 3:18 and 4:6 which show how the experience of 
Christ in suffering and vindication is mirrored by the believers’ own 
suffering and vindication:

Christ (3:18): 
having been put to death in the flesh (v 18a)
having been made alive in the spirit (v 18b)

Believers (4:6): 
they were judged in the flesh (4:6b)
they might live in the spirit (4:6c)

36  Paul expresses the same thought in Rom 1:4 where he says that Christ “was declared to be the 
Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus 
Christ our Lord.”

37  G. K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology: The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 254-55.
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The parallels are even clearer in Greek:

Christ (3:18): 
θανατωθεὶς  μὲν     σαρκὶ (v 18a)
ζῳοποιηθεὶς  δὲ     πνεύματι (v 18b)

Believers (4:6): 
κριθῶσιν  μὲν  κατὰ ἀνθρώπους  σαρκὶ (4:6b)
ζῶσιν   δὲ  κατὰ θεὸν   πνεύματι (4:6c)

Moreover, notice how the relationship between the experience of Christ 
in suffering and the experience of believers in suffering is emphasised 
by the words “you also” (καὶ ὑμεῖς) and “the same way of thinking” (τὴν 
αὐτὴν ἔννοιαν) that precede verse 6 in verse 1. Verse 1 reads literally: 
“Therefore, since Christ suffered in the flesh [Χριστοῦ παθόντος σαρκί] you 
also [καὶ ὑμεῖς] must arm yourselves with the same way of thinking [τὴν 
αὐτὴν ἔννοιαν, lit., “the same mind”] because the one having suffered with 
respect to the flesh [ὁ παθὼν σαρκὶ] has ceased from sin.”38 Once again, 
Peter’s aim is to highlight the solidarity between Christ and the believers. 
Peter develops this theme in greater detail in 3:18-4:6. Like 2:18-21 Peter 
begins by highlighting their shared experience of suffering: 

Christ (3:18a):  θανατωθεὶς  μὲν   σαρκὶ  
   having been put to death  in the flesh 

Believers (4:6b):  κριθῶσιν  μὲν   σαρκὶ 
   having been judged   in the flesh  

38  That is to say, suffering, in this context, is an indication (or evidence) that a person has broken 
with sin (πέπαυται ἁμαρτίας); that is, their behaviour is no longer ruled by sinful human 
desires (ἀνθρώπων ἐπιθυμίαις, v 1) but by the will of God (θελήματι θεοῦ, v 2) (see Jobes, 1 
Peter, 265). In this verse, then, Peter is calling upon believers to arm themselves with a mental 
readiness to suffer, because if, like Christ, they are committed to following God’s will, then, 
like Christ, they too will suffer. Suffering, then, is a sign of their solidarity with Christ, and for 
that reason they must be prepared to suffer.
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However, 3:18-4:6, advances beyond 2:18-21 with its heightened emphasis 
on the subsequent (the δέ in the μέν ... δέ set)39 vindication of both Christ 
and believers:

Christ (3:18b):  ζῳοποιηθεὶς δὲ  πνεύματι
   having been made alive  in the Spirit 

Believers (4:6c):  ζῶσιν   δὲ  πνεύματι
   might live    in the Spirit 

As we noted above, by using the word “Spirit” (πνεύματι) here Peter is 
affirming the basic New Testament conviction that it is the Holy Spirit who 
is the agent of both Christ’s and the believer’s resurrection. We saw how 
in Romans 8:11 Paul wrote that “[i]f the Spirit of him who raised Jesus 
from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead 
will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in 
you.” Then observe how in 1 Peter 4:12-13 the author explicitly links the 
suffering and vindication of believer to that of Christ in terms of “sharing 
in” or “participating in” (κοινωνέω) Christ’s suffering and subsequent glory: 
“Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to 
test you, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice 
insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad 
when his glory is revealed.” Peter’s readers can be assured that their suffering 
will one day come to an end and that they too will experience resurrection 
life, vindication, and glory because of their participation in Christ. 

Verse 18 comes to a climax, then, with its reference to Christ’s resurrection 
and provides us with “the determinative event in connection with which 
vv 19–21 are to be understood.”40 Peter’s mention of the resurrection at 
the very end of verse 18 sets the immediate context within which the 
following verses (esp. v 19) are to be interpreted.41

39  Pace Forbes, 1 Peter, 122.. The conjunction δέ is not a contrast marker (pace BDAG, 213 
[4]) but rather a developmental marker (which signals a new development in the story or 
argument). For a helpful explanation of the function of δέ and μέν...δέ sets in Greek discourse 
see Steven E. Runge, Discourse Grammar of the Greek New Testament: A Practical Introduction 
for Teaching and Exegesis (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2010), 28-36, 74-83.

40  Elliott, 1 Peter, 647.
41  See Dubis, 1 Peter, 119; Forbes, 1 Peter, 125.
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1.3.2. “having gone” (vv 19 and 22)

The second important detail to take note of is the repetition of the words 
“having gone” (πορευθείς) in verses 19 and 22 (it is the same Greek word 
in both cases). The Greek verb πορευθείς (the aorist passive of πορεύομαι, 
“go, proceed, travel”) is used here in its simple and primary meaning of 
“to go.” This “going” has traditionally been understood to refer to Christ’s 
descent into the underworld or Hades.42 While the verb πορεύομαι, in 
itself, does not reveal the direction of the movement (whether “ascent” 
or “descent,” for example), it is significant that it is never used in the New 
Testament to mean “go down, descend” (we might have expected either 
κατέρχομαι [“go down”]43 or perhaps καταβαίνω [“or or come down”]44). 
On the other hand, πορεύομαι is used in the book of Acts to refer to Jesus’ 
ascension to heaven (Acts 1:10–11 [2×]) and in John’s Gospel to refer to 
his ascent to God (who is in heaven) (Jn 14:2, 3, 28; 16:28). The immediate 
context and presence of shared ideas suggests that verse 22 completes the 
thought of verse 19: 

3:19: “in which he went” (πορευθείς) … Where? 

↕ Proclamation

3:22: “who went into heaven” (πορευθεὶς εἰς οὐρανόν)

Thus, it is more than likely that both verses 19 and 22 of 1 Peter 3 refer to 
the same event: the ascension of Christ into heaven with his proclamation 
in association with this this event.45 As we have already observed, this is 
supported by the logical relation of the three aorist participles in verses 
18-19:

42  H. Krimmer and M. Holland, Erster unde zweiter Petrusbrief (Neuhausen-Stuttgart: Hänssler, 
1992), 120-21; H.-J. Vogels, Christi Abstieg in Totenreich und das Läuterung an den Toten 
(Freiburger Theologische Studien 101. Freiburg: Herder, 1976), 116-120,136.

43  LSJ, 925 (e.g., The Apostle’s Creed: κατελθόντα εἰς τὰ κατώτατα [“descended into Hell”).
44  LSJ, 884 (e.g., Matt 11:23: ἕως ᾅδου καταβήσῃ [“you will be brought down to Hades”]).
45  See Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation to the Spirits, 161-63; Elliott, 1 Peter, 653; Dubis, 1 Peter, 

121; Forbes, 1 Peter, 125.
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Text Description Greek Event
3:18b “having been put to 

death”
θανατωθείς Crucifixion

↓
3:18c “having been made alive” ζῳοποιηθείς Resurrection

↓
3:19a
3:22

“having gone”
“having gone into heaven

πορευθείς  
πορευθείς 

Ascension
↓

There is another important detail in the text that also suggests a parallel 
between 3:19 and 3:22. We suggested that 3:22 completes the idea of 3:19 
with the words “having gone” (πορευθείς in 3:19) being further explained 
as “having gone into heaven” (πορευθεὶς εἰς οὐρανόν in 3:22). Notice how 
Peter now specifies who the “spirits” (πνεύμασιν) of 3:19 are in 3:22. This 
is the third detail we need to notice.

1.3.3. “the spirits in prison” (v 19b)

1 Peter 3:19 1 Peter 3:22
Having gone 
to the spirits in prison 
and proclaimed

having gone into heaven
with angels, authorities, and powers 
having been subjected to him. 

The parallel between “having gone” (πορευθείς) in vv 19 and 22 suggests 
another parallel: a parallel between the imprisoned “spirits” (πνεύμασιν) 
of v 19 and the subjugated “angels, authorities, and powers” (ἀγγέλων 
καὶ ἐξουσιῶν καὶ δυνάμεων) of verse 22. The unqualified use of the 
plural “spirits” (πνεύμασιν) always refers to supernatural beings in the 
New Testament46 whether malevolent supernatural beings (21x)47 or 

46  See Forbes, 1 Peter, 124; Dubis, 1 Peter, 120.
47  In fact, in the Gospels and Acts the plural “spirits” is only ever used to refer to demons: Mt. 

8:16; 10:1; 12:45; Mk 1:27; 3:11; 5:13; 6:7; Lk 4:36; 6:18; 7:21; 8:2; 10:20; 11:26; Acts 5:16; 8:7; 
19:12, 13; 1 Tim 4:1; 1 Jn 4:1 (where it refers to both good and evil spirits); Rev 16:13, 14. For 
the use of the singular “spirit” to refer to demons, see Mt 12:45; Mk 1:23, 26; 3:30; 5:2, 8; 7:25; 
9:17, 20, 25; Luke 8:29, 9:39; 42; 11:24; 13:11; Acts 16:16, 18; 19:15-16.
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benevolent angels (5x).48 Significantly, not once are humans collectively 
referred to as “spirits” in either the OT or the NT (even though this is 
done with ψυχαί [“souls”] in 3:20).49 Moreover, this is not the only time 
in the New Testament where we meet imprisoned angelic beings and a 
reference to the time of Noah. In 2 Peter 2:4-5 we read: 

For if God did not spare angels [ἀγγέλων] when they sinned, 
but cast them into hell and committed them to chains of gloomy 
darkness [σειραῖς ζόφου ταρταρώσας, lit., “chains of darkness 
held captive in Tartarus”] to be kept until the judgment; if he 
did not spare the ancient world, but preserved Noah, a herald 
of righteousness, with seven others, when he brought a flood 
upon the world of the ungodly.

2 Peter is reliant on Jude for this tradition (v 6):50 

And the angels [ἀγγέλους] who did not stay within their own 
position of authority, but left their proper dwelling, he has kept 
in eternal chains under gloomy darkness [δεσμοῖς ἀϊδίοις ὑπὸ ζόφον 
τετήρηκεν] until the judgment of the great day.

Again, it is important to compare Scripture with Scripture—what 
is referred to by theologians as the analogy of Scripture—when we are 
interpreting difficult texts. Earlier we quoted the Westminster Confession 
of Faith which states (1.9): “The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture 
is the Scripture itself: and therefore, when there is a question about the 
true and full sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold, but one), it 
must be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly.”51 To 
summarise the story so far: 

48  Heb 1:14; Rev 1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6. It is difficult to know whether these verses are referring to 
angels (Aune, Revelation, 1:34-35, 219; 296) or to the Holy Spirit (Beale, Revelation, 189-90, 
274, 326-27; 355-56). Either way, the plural “spirits” here is being used with reference to 
supernatural beings and not humans.

49  See Forbes, 1 Peter, 124.
50  On the literary relationship between 2 Peter and Jude see Richard J. Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter 

(Dallas: Word, 1990), 141-43.
51  Emphasis added.
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Text Description Event
3:18b “having been put to death” Crucifixion

↓
3:18c “having been made alive” Resurrection

↓
3:19a
3:22

“having gone”
“having gone into heaven”

Ascension
↓

3:19a He made proclamation to the spirits 
in prison

Proclamation 

3:22 He subjugates angels, authorities and 
powers

Subjugation

This story has a very familiar ring to it. It coheres with the normal pattern 
of New Testament proclamation regarding Christ’s work. This is often 
referred to as the analogy of faith: 

The “analogy of faith” is a Reformed hermeneutical principle 
which states that, since all scriptures are harmoniously united 
with no essential contradictions, therefore, every proposed 
interpretation of any passage must be compared with what 
the other parts of the bible teach. In other words, the “faith,” 
or “body of doctrine,” which the scriptures as a whole 
proclaim will not be contradicted in any way by any passage. 
Therefore, if two or three different interpretations of a verse 
are equally possible, any interpretation that contradicts the 
clear teaching of any other scriptures must be ruled out from 
the beginning.52 

52  https://www.monergism.com/thethreshold/articles/onsite/qna/analogyfaith.html. Richard Muller 
explains the difference between the analogy of faith and the analogy of scripture: “analogia fidei: the 
analogy of faith; the use of a general sense of the meaning of scripture, resting on Romans 12:6 and 
constructed from the clear or unambiguous loci, as the basis for interpreting unclear or ambiguous 
texts. As distinct from the more basic analogia scriptura, the analogia fidei presupposes a sense of 
the theological meaning of scripture. Sometimes the analogia fidei is understood as a use of the 
regula fidei, viz., a creedal form, typically the Apostles’ Creed, as a basis for interpretation” (Richard 
A. Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms: Drawn Principally from Protestant 
Scholastic Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2017), 25.).

https://www.monergism.com/thethreshold/articles/onsite/qna/analogyfaith.html
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As our interpretation (1) finds clear parallel passages in other letters (in 
this case another letter by the same author) as well as the immediate 
context, and (2) does not contradict, but rather is supported by the normal 
pattern of New Testament preaching and teaching, we are most likely on 
the right track.  We need to note one more detail in the text.

1.3.4. “he made proclamation” (v 19a)

The aorist active indicative ἐκήρυξεν (“made proclamation”) is the only 
finite verb in vv 19–20a and so expresses the main thought of this 
passage.53 The sequence of events presented by the preceding participles 
(θανατωθείς, ζῳοποιηθείς, πορευθέις) makes it clear that this proclamation 
is carried out in conjunction with the ascension of Christ into heaven:54

θανατωθείς   (“having been put to death”)  = crucifixion
ζῳοποιηθείς  (“having been made alive”)  = resurrection
πορευθέις   (“having gone” = v. 22)  = ascension

ἐκήρυξεν  (“he proclaimed”)   = proclamation

This being the case (death → resurrection → ascension → proclamation), 
the nature of Christ’s proclamation must be understood in relation to: (1) 
The immediate context: resurrection and ascension; (2) The objects of 
that proclamation: the disobedient spirits of verse 19 who are the same 
malevolent angelic beings that have been subjugated in verse 22; and 
(3) The vocabulary used: We are told that Christ “made proclamation” 
(ἐκήρυξεν, the aorist of κηρύσσω) which simply means “to make an 
announcement”55 rather than “to proclaim the gospel” (εὐαγγελίζω).56 
When Peter wants to talk about the proclamation of the gospel, he uses 
completely different word, the word εὐαγγελίζω (“proclaim the gospel,”).57 

53  Elliott, 1 Peter, 659.
54  Elliott, 1 Peter, 659. As Dubis points out: “This makes much better sense contextually, since 

the καί can then be understood to mark this participial phrase as additive to the propositions 
in the preceding two participial phrases, θανατωθεῖς … σαρκὶ and ζῳοποιηθεῖς … πνεύματι 
(similarly Elliott 2000, 651), thus completing the threefold crucifixion-resurrection-ascension 
paradigm” (Dubis, 1 Peter, 119).

55  BDAG, 543.
56  BDAG, 402.
57  BDAG, 402.
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He uses this word in 1:12, 25, and 4:6 (two references before and one 
reference after our text, 3:19): 

Text English Greek
1:12 “who preached the good news to you." εὐαγγελίζω
1:25 “this word is the good news that was preached 

to you."
εὐαγγελίζω

3:19 “in which he went and proclaimed to the spir-
its in prison”

κηρύσσω

4:6 “this is why the gospel was preached” εὐαγγελίζω

This naturally raises the following question: Why has Peter used εὐαγγελίζω 
three times (1:12, 25; 4:6) to denote the preaching of the gospel, but then 
suddenly changed to κηρύσσω (which has a broader semantic range) 
in 3:19 if in fact he wanted to say that this was also another instance of 
the preaching of the gospel? If Peter had wanted to unambiguously 
communicate that this was another instance of the preaching of the gospel, 
then surely he would have employed his favoured term εὐαγγελίζω a fourth 
time instead of changing to κηρύσσω only here (or at least he would have 
qualified κηρύσσω).58 By changing from εὐαγγελίζω to κηρύσσω in this verse 
Peter seems to be indicating that this is a different type of proclamation.59

Careful consideration of the context, the objects of the proclamation, 
and the vocabulary used, as well as Peter’s reliance on Jewish tradition 
(which we will consider now), has led most modern commentators to 
rightly conclude that Christ’s proclamation to be a message of judgment 
and victory rather than a message of salvation.60 As Forbes points out, 
“the proclamation was not one of forgiveness but of an announcement of 
victory and hence further subjugation.”61 

58  Such as in Matt 9:35, κηρύσσων τὸ εὐαγγέλιον τῆς βασιλείας (“proclaiming the gospel of the 
kingdom”); Mark 1:4, κηρύσσων βάπτισμα μετανοίας εἰς ἄφεσιν ἁμαρτιῶν (“proclaiming a 
baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins”); Mark 13:10, δεῖ κηρυχθῆναι τὸ εὐαγγέλιον 
(“the gospel must be proclaimed”); Luke 8:1, κηρύσσων καὶ εὐαγγελιζόμενος τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ 
θεοῦ (“proclaiming and preaching the good news of the kingdom of God”), and so on.

59  See Forbes, 1 Peter, 125.
60  Edwards, 1 Peter, 161.
61  Forbes, 1 Peter, 125.
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Similarly, Paul Achtemeier writes: 

The content of the announcement (ἐκήρυξεν [“proclaimed”]) 
to the imprisoned spirits would not be their salvation but their 
condemnation. In the context of Christ’s resurrection…that 
condemnation is to be understood as the outcome of Christ’s 
victorious rising from the dead: As the result of his resurrection, 
the powers of evil have been defeated, and the risen Christ, on 
the way to the right hand of power (3:22), announces to the 
imprisoned angelic powers his victory and hence their defeat.62 

1.4. Clues from the Historical Background

The most important conceptual background for Christ’s proclamation to 
the Spirits in prison is the Jewish book of 1 Enoch (300-200 BC). The book 
of Jude, which we quoted from earlier, and which Peter is also reliant on 
in his second letter, quotes this book of 1 Enoch in vv 14-15: 

It was also about these that Enoch, the seventh from Adam, 
prophesied, saying [1 Enoch 1:9], “Behold, the Lord comes 
with ten thousands of his holy ones, to execute judgment on all 
and to convict all the ungodly of all their deeds of ungodliness 
that they have committed in such an ungodly way, and of all the 
harsh things that ungodly sinners have spoken against him.”

In 1 Enoch we have the story of Enoch undertaking a journey to 
heaven, during the course of which God sends Enoch to the evil spirits, 
or “Watchers” (τοῖς ἐγρηγόροις) as they are called, to announce their 
condemnation and doom (1 Enoch 12:4-5): 

Enoch, righteous scribe, go and say [πορεύου καὶ εἶπε] to the 
watchers of heaven [τοῖς ἐγρηγόροις τοῦ οὐράνου]–who forsook 
the highest heaven, the sanctuary of their eternal station, and 
defiled themselves with women. As the sons of earth do, so they 
did and took wives for themselves. And they wrought great 
desolation on the earth–“You will have no peace or forgiveness.”

62  Paul Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 260.
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In obedience to God’s command, Enoch first went to Asael, the leader of 
the fallen angels, and announced God’s judgment to him (1 Enoch 13:1-2): 
“And, Enoch, go and say [εἶπεν πορεύου] to Asael, “You will have no peace. 
A great sentence [κρίμα μέγα] has gone forth against you, to bind you.” 
Then he proceeds to address all of the fallen angels together (13:3): “Then I 
went and spoke [πορευθείς εἴρηκα] to all of them together. And they were all 
afraid, and trembling and fear seized them.” And once again, the message 
was one of judgment (14:5): “From now on you will not ascend into heaven 
for all the ages; and it has been decreed to bind you in bonds in the earth for 
all the days of eternity [ἐν τοῖς δεσμοῖς τῆς γῆς ἐρρέθη δῆσαι ὑμᾶς εἰς πάσας 
τὰς γενεὰς τοῦ αἰῶνος].” This is the tradition that Jude 6-7 is drawing on: 

And the angels who did not stay within their own position 
of authority, but left their proper dwelling,63 he has kept64 in 
eternal chains65 under gloomy darkness66 until the judgment 
of the great day67—just as Sodom and Gomorrah and the 
surrounding cities, which likewise indulged in sexual 
immorality and pursued unnatural desire,68 serve as an 
example by undergoing a punishment of eternal fire.

Jude, just like 1 Enoch, is elaborating on a traditional Jewish interpretation 
of Genesis 6:1-4, where a portion of the angels (or Angelic Watchers) 
abandoned their heavenly dwelling, engaged in sexual immorality with 
human women, and perpetrated the evil that eventually led to the Noahic 
flood. Moreover, Christ’s heavenly ascent to the spirits in prison is paralleled 
by a similar journey made by Enoch. In 1 Enoch 17-18, Enoch tells of how 
he was taken and led away to a certain place69 “beyond the ends of the 
earth” where “the heavens come to an end...and I saw a great chasm.”70 

63  See 1 Enoch 6:5
64  See 1 Enoch 18:4-6; 2 Enoch 7:2
65  See 1 Enoch 13:1; 14:5; 54:3-4; 56:1-4; 88:1.
66  See 1 Enoch 10:4-6.
67  See 1 Enoch 10:12.
68  See 1 Enoch 2-5; 106:13-15.
69  1 Enoch 17:1.
70  1 Enoch 18:10-11.
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Beyond that he saw:

[A] place where there was neither firmament of heaven above, 
nor firmly founded earth beneath it... “This place is the end 
of heaven and earth; this has become a prison [δεσμωτήριον]71 
for the stars and the hosts of heaven [τοῖς ἄστροις καὶ ταῖς 
δυνάμεσιν τοῦ οὐρανοῦ] ... these are they that transgressed 
the command of the Lord...And he was angry with them 
and bound [ἔδησεν72 αὐτους] them until the time of the 
consummation of their sins—ten thousand years.”73 

According to the book of 2 Enoch, the disobedient angelic spirits are 
imprisoned in the second heaven:

And those men took me up to the second heaven. And they 
set me down on the second heaven. And they showed me 
prisoners under guard, in measureless judgment. And there 
I saw the condemned angels, weeping. And I said to the men 
who were with me, “Why are they tormented?” The men 
answered me, “They are evil rebels against the Lord, who did 
not listen to the voice of the Lord, but they consulted their 
own will.”74

Just as Enoch was sent by God to announce to the evil angelic spirits or 
“Watchers” their condemnation and doom, so Peter presents Christ as a 
new Enoch (or the antitype of which Enoch is the type), as going to the evil 
spirits and proclaiming their condemnation and his victory over them at 
the climax of the history of redemption. In doing so, Christ’s victory over 
the evil spirits represents a fulfillment of Genesis 3:15 (NIV): “And I will 
put enmity between you [the serpent] and the woman, and between your 
offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” 
And as Forbes notes, “this accords with other NT references regarding 
the defeat of Satan and evil powers at the cross/resurrection (Eph 1:20-21; 

71  See LSJ, 380 (s.v. δεσμωτήριον, prison).
72  The aorist, active, indicative of δέω bind, tie, fetter (LSJ, 383)
73  1 Enoch 18:12-16.
74  2 En. 7:1-3. See also T. Levi 3:1-3. 
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Col 2:15; Heb 2:14) and more particularly the final statement of authority 
in the current section (3:22).75 For example, the Apostle Paul speaks of 
this victory in Colossians 2:14-15: 

He cancelled the record of debt that stood against us with its 
legal demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. He 
disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open 
shame, by triumphing over them in him.

Calvin comments: 

Paul with good reason, therefore, magnificently proclaims the 
triumph that Christ obtained for himself on the cross, as if 
the cross, which was full of shame, had been changed into a 
triumphal chariot! For he says that “Christ nailed to the cross 
the written bond which stood against us … and disarmed the 
principalities … and made a public example of them” [Col. 
2:14-15].76 

The interpretation that claims that 1 Peter 3:18-19 offers hope to the 
unconverted both (1) misses this rich theological truth and (2) offers no 
real contribution to the strategy of 1 Peter. 

2. Contribution to Peter’s Strategy

So what is Peter’s primary purpose in including this passage in this 
particular letter? How is this passage relevant for his readers, and what 
is its inclusion designed to achieve? In this passage (3:18-4:6) Peter has 
presented Christ’s innocent suffering (3:18ad) as both the basis for the 
believers’ salvation (3:18bc) and as a model for believers who suffer unjustly 
at the hands of a persecuting world (3:18ad/4:6b; 4:1ab). Not only that, 
God’s vindication of Christ’s innocent suffering through his resurrection 
(3:18e, 21d), ascension (vv 19, 22b), victorious proclamation (v 19), 
exaltation to God’s right hand (v 22), and subjugation and condemnation 
of the disobedient angelic spirits (3:129, 22), provides suffering believers 

75  Forbes, 1 Peter, 125.
76  Calvin, Institutes, 2.16.6.
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with the assurance that God will one day vindicate them also by raising 
them from the dead (3:18e/4:6c) and bestowing upon then praise, glory, 
and honour (see 1:7). John Elliott writes, “As Christ’s innocent suffering 
is the basis and model for Christian suffering, so his resurrection and 
presence with God are the basis for Christian hope.”77 

This is consistent with Peter’s effort in this letter to place Christian 
suffering in a Christological and eschatological perspective. Just as Jesus 
suffered and was vindicated by God, so believers would be vindicated if 
they persevered in Christ-like suffering. This is the point of 4:12-13: 

Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes 
upon you to test you, as though something strange were 
happening to you. But rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s 
sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his 
glory is revealed.

The believer’s solidarity with Christ involves both a participation in his 
suffering and an anticipation of sharing in his in glory. The primary 
significance of this verse, and the others we have looked at, is how they 
cement the motif of continuity between Christ and believers: So in 
suffering and death, so in life and vindication. This contributes to the 
larger motif in the letter, whereby Peter clothes his readers in the robes of 
the suffering and glory of Christ.78  

3. Peter’s Theology of the Cross

Peter’s unique presentation of the believers’ future hope and final salvation 
in terms of future vindication and victory through suffering is designed 
to encourage perseverance, promote holiness, motivate fearlessness, instil 
courage, and engender hope, amongst a small minority group of believers 
facing the reality and reaction of a hostile world against their faith. As 
these believers faced ongoing opposition and suffering in their lives, Peter 

77  Elliott, 1 Peter, 689.
78  Joel B. Green, 1 Peter (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, 2007), 136.
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sought to refresh and encourage weary and suffering, embattled and 
beleaguered followers of Christ by showing them their final and glorious 
outcome: certain victory and vindication. 

At present, they were in danger of being lost in the fog, unable 
to see the victorious and distant shore. Peter remembers that 
this had also been the case for himself and the other disciples. 
It appeared that Christ has lost the day when he suffered and 
died. But on Good Friday, the full story has not yet been 
written.79 

David Helm shares the following story:

The Battle of Waterloo is one of the most famous battles in 
history. It occurred on the mainland of Europe on June 18, 
1815. It pitted the French army, commanded by Napoleon, 
against the Anglo-German-Dutch forces led by the Duke of 
Wellington and the Prussian forces commanded by General 
Gebhard Blucher. There is an interesting story about how the 
news about Waterloo reached England. News was carried first 
by a ship that sailed from Europe across the English Channel 
to England’s southern coast. The news was then relayed from 
the coast by signal flags to London. When the report was 
received in London at Winchester Cathedral, the flags atop the 
cathedral began to spell out Wellington’s defeat of Napoleon to 
the entire city: “Wellington defeated . . .” However, before the 
message could be completed, a good old-fashioned London 
fog moved in, and the rest of the message was hidden.

Based on incomplete information, the citizens of London 
thought Napoleon had won. That would have been a 
devastating defeat for England. Gloom filled the nation as 
the bad news quickly spread everywhere. But when the mist 
began to lift, the flags high up on Winchester Cathedral 
completed the news. The flags spelled out this triumphant 

79  David Helm, 1 & 2 Peter and Jude: Sharing Christ’s Sufferings (Wheaton: Crossway, 2008), 122.
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message: “Wellington defeated the enemy” The English fears 
had been unfounded. Joy immediately replaced the gloom. 
All over England people danced in the streets, rejoicing at 
this great victory over one of the most dangerous enemies the 
nation had ever faced.80

In like manner, the suffering and death of Christ was not the full story. 
Three days later Christ was victoriously and completely vindicated. And 
now the resurrection, ascension, proclamation, and exaltation of Christ 
gives those who are united to him the certain hope that their own victory 
has been secured despite their present suffering and seeming defeat. 
All of the spiritual forces of evil and wickedness that oppose Christ 
and his people cannot escape the reaches of Christ’s comprehensive 
victory and vindication and absolute lordship and sovereignty. We resist 
the devil by means of our union with Christ. Because we are one with 
him, we participate in his victory over the demonic forces.81 So, stand 
firm believers. Stand firm in this great faith and arm yourselves with the 
purpose of Christ.  The Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve and 
to give his life as a ransom for many. Our victory is secured, our future is 
secure, our hope is certain, the distant shore beckons, the celestial city is 
in sight—and it is illuminated by the glory of Christ. So, what have we got 
to lose? Let’s follow him. 

80  Helm, 1 & 2 Peter and Jude, 122.
81  See Bruce Ashford and Craig Bartholomew, The Doctrine of Creation, 222.
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The Darkest Psalm
Stephen Voorwinde

Stephen Voorwinde is the Adjunct Professor in New Testament at the 
Reformed Theological College

Psalm 88

1 O LORD, God of my salvation; I cry out day and night before 
you.

2 Let my prayer come before you; incline your ear to my cry!

3 For my soul is full of troubles, and my life draws near to Sheol.
4 I am counted among those who go down to the pit; I am a man 

who has no strength,
5 like one set loose among the dead, like the slain that lie in the 

grave, like those whom you remember no more, for they are cut 
off from your hand.

6 You have put me in the depths of the pit, in the regions dark 
and deep.

7 Your wrath lies heavy upon me, and you overwhelm me with 
all your waves. 

8 You have caused my companions to shun me; you have made 
me a horror to them. I am shut in so that I cannot escape;

9 my eye grows dim through sorrow. 

Every day I call upon you, O LORD; I spread out my hands to you.

10 Do you work wonders for the dead? Do the departed rise up to 
praise you? 

11 Is your steadfast love declared in the grave, or your faithfulness 
in Abaddon?

12 Are your wonders known in the darkness, or your righteousness 
in the land of forgetfulness? 

13 But I, O LORD, cry to you; in the morning my prayer comes 
before you.
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14 O LORD, why do you cast my soul away? Why do you hide 
your face from me?

15 Afflicted and close to death from my youth up, I suffer your 
terrors; I am helpless.

16 Your wrath has swept over me; your dreadful assaults destroy 
me.

17 They surround me like a flood all day long; they close in on me 
together.

18 You have caused my beloved and my friend to shun me; my 
companions have become darkness.

Introduction

I hope you don’t mind if I begin this sermon on a rather personal note. 
By the end of this year I will have been retired for eleven years. So far I 
have found retirement to be a particularly interesting time of life. I’m like 
most other retirees who say things like “There are not enough hours in 
the day” and “I wonder how I ever used to fit in a full-time job.” But there 
is another dimension I have discovered as well. Retirement is a great time 
for reflection.

And as I reflect back, I have a lot to be thankful for. It was a great joy and 
a privilege to be engaged in gospel ministry and to train others for gospel 
ministry. It’s hard to imagine a more satisfying and fulfilling way to live. 
But as I look back, there are also things I could have done better; there 
were challenges for which I was quite unprepared.

• One day early in my ministry I received a phone call from a woman 
in hospital. She was a member of another church, but she wanted 
my wife and me to come over and see her. As we sat by her bed she 
told us her troubles. “Everything has just gone black,” she said, “and 
I can’t see a way out.” We reassured her as best we could, but we felt 
totally out of our depth. Thankfully she came good and has lived a 
fruitful Christian life ever since, but that was certainly not because 
of anything that we said or did.
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• Not long afterwards an old friend came to see me. We had been 
to uni together, had shared a summer job and had belonged to 
the same beach mission team. We caught up on how our last few 
years had gone. I had studied overseas, married a beautiful wife 
and been ordained into the ministry. His story turned out to be 
rather different. All he could do was quote from the Lamentations 
of Jeremiah, “I am the man who has seen affliction, by the rod of 
God’s wrath . . . He has broken my teeth with gravel; he has trampled 
me in the dust” (Lam 3:1, 16 NIV). My friend had obviously been 
through hard times, probably a deep depression. There was little I 
could say to help him, and I never saw him again.

• In another congregation I served there was a woman in her mid-
thirties. She seemed to have a lot going for her. She had an adoring 
and devoted husband. She had a lovely family. They all lived in a 
beautiful home. But one night her husband called me and asked 
if I could come over for a pastoral visit. He could not quite figure 
out what was wrong with his wife. When I arrived, she seemed 
unusually down in the dumps and didn’t say much. But I’ll never 
forget what she did say, “This little candle is flickering and is about 
to go out.” I should have twigged but didn’t. I tried to reassure 
her with some positive Bible verses and said a prayer. It was the 
spiritual equivalent of patting her on the head and saying, “There, 
there, dear; everything will be okay.” But everything was not okay. 
Two weeks later she committed suicide.

Here were three people, godly people, people who dearly loved the Lord, 
and whose lives were difficult and who could not see their way through 
the darkness. They were experiencing what has been called “the dark 
night of the soul.” And as a minister of the gospel I couldn’t help them. 
I was useless to them. I have since told myself, “If only back then I had 
known Psalm 88.” O, I had known it all right. As a young person I had read 
through the Psalms several times. But this Psalm had never registered. In 
the heyday of youth it had never deeply resonated in my soul. What a 
wonderful Psalm to point people to who have tasted the blackness and 
who have seen the darkness and who have nowhere else to go.
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Like the three people whose stories I have told, the Psalmist was a man 
of prayer. The whole Psalm was a prayer. It was an extreme prayer. You 
have heard of sports and extreme sports. Well, there are also prayers and 
extreme prayers. And this Psalm is as extreme a prayer as you will find 
anywhere. On three occasions within this prayer, the Psalmist reminds 
the Lord how he has been praying:

(a) His first reminder is right at the beginning, in vv. 1-2:

“O, LORD, God of my salvation;
I cry out day and night before you.
Let my prayer come before you;
Incline your ear to my cry.”

(b) His next reminder comes at the end of v. 9:

“Every day I call upon you, O LORD;
I spread out my hands to you.”

(c) Then his final reminder comes in v. 13:

“But I, O LORD, cry to you;
In the morning my prayer comes before you.”

This man is a prayer warrior if ever there was one. He prays in the 
morning. He prays every day. He prays night and day. He cries out to God. 
He spreads out his hands to God. He is also a man of faith. He is a saved 
soul. He addresses the Lord as the “God of my salvation.” You can’t fault 
his prayer life. You can’t fault his faith. Spiritually this guy is the real deal. 
Yet even so, he prays a very unusual prayer.

These three reminders to God that we have seen in vv. 1-2, again in v. 9, 
and finally in v. 13 are also like a refrain that runs through the Psalm.1 
They also quite naturally divide the prayer into three parts. Each refrain 
introduces a new section of the Psalm. We are used to a refrain coming 
at the end of a section and summing up a theme. Here the refrain comes 
first, and it divides the Psalm into three stanzas:

1  These refrains are printed in bold at the beginning of this manuscript.



Vox Reformata, 2022 PAGE  73

a) In vv. 3-8 we hear the Psalmist’s distress;

b) In vv. 10-12 he asks his questions;

c) In vv. 14-18 he voices his protest.

And these will also be the three points to my sermon this morning:

• (1) His Distress

• (2) His Questions

• (3) His Protest

(1) The Psalmist’s Deep Distress

(a) He begins by focussing almost exclusively on himself. In vv. 3-5 it’s 
nearly all “my” and “I”. Listen to how he starts his lament:

For my soul is full of troubles, 
And my life draws near to Sheol.
I am counted among those who go down to the pit;
I am a man who has no strength,
Like one set loose among the dead, 
Like the slain that lie in the grave,
Like those whom you remember no more,
For they are cut off from your hand.

This man is really in the pits. It’s as though he already has a foot in the 
grave.

But who is he and what is his problem? In the title he is identified as 
“Heman the Ezrahite.” But that doesn’t really help us very much. We still 
don’t know who he is or where he fits into Old Testament history. And we 
don’t know what his troubles were either. How literally are we to take his 
references to death and Sheol and the pit and the grave? Was he literally 
at death’s door or was it more that he felt that way? Again we don’t know. 
And yet it is precisely there that we find the genius and beauty of the 
Psalm.
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• If you suffer from a chronic or terminal illness you can identify 
with it.

• If you are a victim of abuse you can identify with it.
• If you are going through the pits of depression you can identify 

with it.
• If you find yourself sinking into Alzheimers you can identify with 

it.
• If you are going through your own “dark night of the soul” you can 

identify with it.

This Psalm is a little bit like Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” which also has 
never been accurately identified. God in his wisdom has kept us ignorant 
of these things so that we can all draw strength and comfort from them.

So that’s the Psalmist. His life is full of troubles. He seems to be teetering 
on the grave; he feels as good as dead and forgotten by God. Whatever his 
problem, he is in deep distress.

(b) But gradually the focus shifts from the sufferer to God. “My” and “I” 
become “You” and “Your.” You might think that this is an improvement. 
But vv. 6-8 turn out to be one long string of accusations:

You have put me in the depths of the pit,
In the regions dark and deep.
Your wrath lies heavy upon me, 
And you overwhelm me with all your waves.
You have caused my companions to shun me; 
You have made me a horror to them.

In other words, his life sucks and it’s all God’s fault. You will notice that 
he doesn’t blame his circumstances. He doesn’t blame other people. He 
doesn’t blame his upbringing. He has such a high view of God’s sovereignty, 
he is such a strong Calvinist, that he lays it all on God. Let’s be frank here. 
He blames his predicament on God. It’s all God’s fault.

And this Psalmist wasn’t the only Old Testament saint to voice this kind 
of complaint. Remember the words of the prophet Jeremiah that we read 
earlier, Jeremiah 20:7-8:
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O LORD, you have deceived me,
And I was deceived;
You are stronger than I,
And you have prevailed.
I have become a laughingstock all the day,
Everyone mocks me.
For whenever I speak, I cry out,
I shout, ‘Violence and destruction!’
For the word of the LORD has become for me
A reproach and a derision all day long.

Jeremiah’s language is particularly confronting. He begins his lament by 
telling God, “You have deceived me, and I was deceived.” It is the language 
of sexual seduction. In other words, it was God who seduced him into his 
prophetic ministry. And for some people it is the same in gospel ministry. 
From the outside it had seemed so appealing. But once they are into it, it 
turns out to be a difficult life, far more than what they had bargained for. 
If they knew then what they know now, would they ever have gone into it?

So, for both Jeremiah and the Psalmist life is difficult, and they squarely 
put the blame on God. 

(c) In the Psalm, even what other people do is God’s fault. Listen to the 
words of v. 8:

You have caused my companions to shun me;
You have made me a horror to them.
I am shut in so that I cannot escape.

Sometimes our personal problems—whether it be illness or depression or 
whatever—can cause terrible social isolation. Let me begin with an admittedly 
extreme example. Back in 2018 I received a newsletter from the Leprosy 
Mission. When I opened it, there was an ominous warning, “Distressing details 
in this letter!” it said. It’s about a man in Timor Leste. Let me read it to you:

I want to tell you a very sad story about Alfredu. His family says he 
got leprosy when he was a refugee in Indonesia in 1999. When he 
came back in 2001, he had leprosy.
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His wife had passed away and his sons and daughters were still 
living at home. They put him away in a hut because his ulcers 
smelled so bad. But we cannot judge them because they did not 
understand leprosy. Alfredu’s family thought he was cursed, so 
they left him alone to die. They did not know there was a cure.

I was so shocked by what I saw. I felt very sad. Alfredu was being 
treated like an animal. He was sharing a hut with pigs. He didn’t 
even have clothes. Rats had already finished eating his toes and 
fingers. I have worked for the Leprosy Mission for a long time, but 
I have not seen anything as bad as this. 

He didn’t have a toilet – his waste would just be on the ground in 
his hut. Also, where he lived is a cold place, but his hut had holes in 
the walls. It was cold inside and he was just sleeping on cardboard 
boxes. He had no electricity.

We got Alfredu to hospital where he was treated but he died soon 
after. Alfredu was 65 years old when he passed away. We did all we 
could to help. But it was too late.”

What a tragic story! But this is also the story of Psalm 88. No doubt 
Alfredu could have echoed the words of v. 8:

You have caused my companions to shun me;
You have made me a horror to them.
I am shut in so that I cannot escape.

But this kind of social isolation doesn’t just happen in Third World 
countries. Any sickness tends to be isolating to some extent. A good bout 
of the flu will isolate you. A severe migraine will isolate you. Thankfully 
these conditions are only temporary. 

Other illnesses can be far worse. A Christian psychiatrist once told me 
that if you have a heart attack some of your old friends will keep their 
distance. If you are diagnosed with cancer, even more will keep their 
distance. If you suffer from other conditions, like a mental illness, the 
isolation will be even worse. People may stay away for the best of reasons. 
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They may not know what to say. They may not want to disturb you. But 
the result is the same. You feel isolated and alone. The Psalmist knew all 
about it. His companions shunned him.

So there you have a picture of his distress:

As for himself, his life was full of troubles.
As for God, it was all his fault.
As for other people, they kept their distance.

The man’s distress was obviously very great. He must have felt and looked 
like death warmed over.

(2) The Psalmist Voices His Question

We move now from the first stanza, where the Psalmist describes his 
distress, to the second where he voices his questions. There’s nothing 
unusual about that. Distressed people usually ask questions. But these 
aren’t your usual questions. In fact, they are very difficult questions, tricky 
questions. If you were God, how would you answer them?

(a) Here they are in vv. 10-12:

Do you work wonders for the dead?
Do the departed rise up to praise you?
Is your steadfast love declared in the grave,
Or your faithfulness in Abaddon?
Are your wonders known in the darkness, 
Or your righteousness in the land of forgetfulness?”

For us as Christians these are uncomfortable questions. Reflecting on the 
question, “Do you work wonders for the dead?” one Jewish commentator 
draws a radical conclusion: “The dead will not rise,” he says, “They will 
never again be able to fulfil the ultimate human vocation of praising the 
Creator.”2 

2  Robert Alter, The Book of Psalms: A Translation with Commentary (New York: Norton, 2007), 
307.
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From the New Testament, of course, we know that isn’t true. The dead 
will rise. And you only have to read the Book of Revelation to see how 
perfectly they praise their Creator. In fact, we now know that all the 
Psalmist’s questions have a positive answer:

• God does work wonders for the dead.
• The departed do rise up to praise him.
• His steadfast love is declared in the grave.
• His wonders are known in the darkness.

So did the Psalmist get it wrong? Didn’t he believe in the afterlife? Didn’t he 
know, as David did, that he would dwell in the house of the Lord forever?

Some Christian scholars have suggested that here the Psalmist isn’t 
teaching doctrine, he is just asking questions. Well, there’s some truth in 
that. Others argue that you can’t assume that he expects negative answers 
to all his questions. Maybe he does believe that God does work wonders 
for the dead and that the departed do rise up and praise the Lord. Perhaps. 
But this whole discussion really misses the point.

(b) And the point is that with these questions he is really bargaining 
with God. He is actually trying to strike a deal with God.

It’s as though he is saying, “Lord, if you don’t answer my prayer, what will 
that do for you? What good am I to you if I’m dead? What benefit will 
you get from that? But if, on the other hand, you work a miracle for me 
while I’m still alive, then I will praise you, I will declare your steadfast 
love and faithfulness. If you answer my prayers, then I will make known 
your wonders and your righteousness in the land of the living. The ball’s 
in your court, Lord! Come through for me, and I promise you everyone 
will hear about it.”

(c) Did you know that sometimes praying can mean bargaining with 
God? There are times when it’s okay to argue your case and strike a 
deal with the Almighty. 

Think of Moses after the children of Israel had worshipped the golden 
calf. God was threatening to let his wrath burn hot against them. 
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He said to Moses, “Let me alone . . . that I may consume them, in order 
that I might make a great nation out of you” (Exod 32:10). But now listen 
to how the story continues (vv 11-14)

Moses implored the LORD his God and said, “O LORD, why 
does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you have 
brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a 
mighty hand? Why should the Egyptians say, ‘With evil intent did 
he bring them out, to kill them in the mountains and to consume 
them from the face of the earth’? Turn from your burning anger 
and relent from this disaster against your people. Remember 
Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, to whom you swore by 
your own self, and said to them, ‘I will multiply your offspring as 
the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will 
give to your offspring, and they shall inherit it forever.’” And the 
LORD relented from the disaster that he had spoken of bringing 
on his people.

Think of how Moses is arguing and bargaining with God here: “This is not 
a good idea, Lord. It won’t do your reputation any good. I can think of at 
least three good reasons:

1. You went to great trouble to rescue your people from Egypt with 
great power and a mighty hand.

2. If you destroyed your people, think of what the Egyptians will say.

3. Remember your promises to the patriarchs. You wouldn’t want to 
go back on them, would you?”

Moses argues. Moses bargains. And the Lord relents.

(d) And Moses wasn’t the first to bargain with God. Speaking of the 
patriarchs, think of Abraham. Remember how he prayed for the city of 
Sodom that it wouldn’t be destroyed?

He begins by pleading, “Suppose there are fifty righteous people in the 
city, will you destroy it?” (Gen 18:24).
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And the Lord says, “No, I won’t destroy it.”

Then Abraham says, “Sorry, Lord, but what if there are just 45?”

And then, “What if there are just 40 . . . what if there are just 30 . . . 
what if there are just 20?”

Finally, he whittles it down to just ten. 

All this is like the kind of haggling that you find in a bazaar in the Middle 
East even today. “Drop your price. Reduce the figure. Lower the number.” 
Abraham is trying to drive a hard bargain with God. And in the Bible it’s 
okay to pray that way. In the Koran Abraham also pleads for Sodom, but 
there’s no haggling and Allah’s reaction is very different: “Abraham, cease 
your pleading: what your Lord ordained has come about; punishment is 
coming to them, which cannot be turned back.”3 

But in the Bible Abraham haggled with God. Moses argued with God. 
The Psalmist bargained with God. They didn’t all get what they wanted, 
but sometimes it’s okay to pray that way. There are times in life when we 
can do the same. Such prayers are not beneath God’s dignity. These are 
extreme prayers, but they are prayers that please God.

(3) The Psalmist’s Protest

Then in the third stanza of this Psalm we hear the Psalmist’s protest. 
We have moved from his distress in stanza 1 to his questions in stanza 2 
and now to his protest in stanza 3. He is upping the ante. He is ramping 
up his prayer.

(a) Listen to what he says in the last stanza, in vv. 14-18.  In the first stanza 
he had blamed God for some of his problems; now he blames God for all 
of his problems. He still mentions himself and his friends, but now all the 
focus is on God. In stanza two he had asked no “why” questions, but the 
last stanza starts with “why” questions. This is what he said:

3 Hud, 76.
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14. O LORD, why do you cast my soul away? Why do you hide 
your face from me?

15. Afflicted and close to death from my youth up, I suffer your 
terrors; I am helpless.

16. Your wrath has swept over me; your dreadful assaults destroy 
me.

17. They surround me like a flood all day long; they close in on me 
together.

18. You have caused my beloved and my friend to shun me; my 
companions have become darkness.

You would think that after he had bargained with God, he would say 
something positive, that there would be a ray of hope or, at least, that he 
would be a bit more tactful. But there is none of that. He sinks into the 
darkness of stanza 1, only more so. If anything, the darkness has become 
even more intense:

• In v. 3 he says, “my soul is full of troubles.” In v. 14 he asks, “O Lord, 
why do you cast my soul away?”

• In vv. 3-8 you get the impression that he is describing a current 
crisis. In v. 15 he reminds the Lord that he has been experiencing 
these problems for a long time: “Afflicted and close to death from 
my youth up, I suffer your terrors; I am helpless.” His situation isn’t 
just bad, it’s chronic.

• In v. 8 he says, “You have caused my companions to shun me.” In v. 
18 he virtually repeats himself, “You have caused my beloved and 
my friend to shun me.” But the next lines are different. In v. 8 he 
adds, “You have made me a horror to them.” In v. 18 he adds, “My 
companions have become darkness.” But now you might ask, “How 
is this more intense? What could be worse than being a horror to 
your friends?”

(b) The last line of the Psalm is worth a closer look. In the ESV it says, 
“My companions have become darkness.” But then you will notice that in 
a footnote it gives an alternative translation: “Darkness has become my 
only companion.”
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Other translations are different again:

• “My acquaintances are in darkness” (NASB).

• “You have put my acquaintances into darkness” (NKJV).

• “The darkness is my closest friend” (NIV).

So what’s the problem? Why all these different possibilities? Because the 
Psalm ends in a really strange way. It ends very abruptly. These translations 
are all trying to make sense of the last two words in the Hebrew: “my 
companions – darkness.” It’s as stark as that. However you translate it, 
there’s one undeniable fact, the Psalm ends with the word “darkness”. 
That’s the climax. That’s the conclusion. That’s it. At the end of his prayer 
the Psalmist is still in darkness. His prayer begins with “O LORD, God of 
my salvation” (v. 1), but it ends with darkness.

(c) And for us as Christians today there is a very important lesson here. 
It’s simply this, that for some believers that is the reality. For some people 
there is no light at the end of the tunnel. Their problems just go on and 
on and on, or they may even get worse and worse and worse. Let’s not 
put our heads in the sand. There are genuine believers who have serious 
mental problems. Others suffer from chronic diseases. Still others suffer 
tragedies that leave scars for the rest of their lives. For them darkness has 
the last word.

It seems that previous generations of Christians understood this better 
than we do. Chapter 18 of the Westminster Confession of Faith (written 
in 1648) echoes our Psalm when it says that there are times when “God 
withdraws the light of his countenance and allows even those who fear 
him to walk in darkness and to have no light.” 

One such believer was the English poet and hymn-writer William Cowper. 
Although he was a man of great talent, when he was in his thirties he 
was confined to an asylum for 18 months. He suffered with severe bouts 
of depression till the end of his life. In his last poem, The Castaway, he 
describes the drowning of a seaman in a fierce Atlantic gale. As he does 
so, Cowper compares it to his own descent into depression and insanity. 
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This is what he wrote:

 No voice divine the storm allay’d,

    No light propitious shone,

 When snatch’d from all effectual aid,

   We perish’d, each alone;

 But I beneath a rougher sea,

 And whelm’d in deeper gulfs than he.4

Not long afterwards he died. God had overwhelmed him with all his 
waves (v. 7). They had surrounded him like a flood all day long. They had 
closed in on him together (v. 17).

(d) Now what do we do with all this? If this Psalm describes you, if 
this is the reality in your life, then doesn’t it all end on a very negative 
note? Couldn’t this Psalm and this sermon leave you feeling even more 
depressed and miserable? Before you answer these questions, I want to 
do a little exercise with you. I want to read the Psalm again. And as I read 
it, ask yourself the question: Could Jesus have prayed this Psalm? Before 
his death on the cross in those three hours of darkness, or in the darkness 
of Gethsemane could he have prayed this prayer? Let’s read through the 
whole Psalm again as best we can through the eyes of Jesus:

1 O LORD, God of my salvation; I cry out day and night before 
you.

2 Let my prayer come before you; incline your ear to my cry!
3 For my soul is full of troubles, and my life draws near to Sheol.
4 I am counted among those who go down to the pit; I am a man 

who has no strength,
5 like one set loose among the dead, like the slain that lie in the 

grave, like those whom you remember no more, for they are cut 
off from your hand.

4 Cited by Michael Wilcock, The Message of Psalms 73-150, BST (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 
2001), 62.
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6 You have put me in the depths of the pit, in the regions dark 
and deep.

7 Your wrath lies heavy upon me, and you overwhelm me with 
all your waves. 

8 You have caused my companions to shun me; you have made 
me a horror to them. I am shut in so that I cannot escape;

9 my eye grows dim through sorrow. 

Every day I call upon you, O LORD; I spread out my hands to you.

10 Do you work wonders for the dead? Do the departed rise up to 
praise you? 

11 Is your steadfast love declared in the grave, or your faithfulness 
in Abaddon?

12 Are your wonders known in the darkness, or your righteousness 
in the land of forgetfulness?

13 But I, O LORD, cry to you; in the morning my prayer comes 
before you.

14 O LORD, why do you cast my soul away? Why do you hide 
your face from me?

15 Afflicted and close to death from my youth up, I suffer your 
terrors; I am helpless.

16 Your wrath has swept over me; your dreadful assaults destroy 
me.

17 They surround me like a flood all day long; they close in on me 
together.

18 You have caused my beloved and my friend to shun me; my 
companions have become darkness.

So could Jesus have prayed this Psalm?

I don’t know if it helps, but Psalm 88 is part of the Anglican liturgy on 
Good Friday, while the Episcopal Church’s Book of Common Prayer sets 
it for use on Easter Saturday. Maybe they are on to something.
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In Jerusalem archaeologists have discovered the house of Caiaphas, the 
high priest who presided over Jesus’ trial. Today you can visit that house 
and even the dungeon under the house. It was where Jesus was held 
before his trial. If you check it out on YouTube you can hear Christian 
visitors taking the opportunity to read Psalm 88. It would seem like a very 
appropriate thing to do.

Psalm 88 is never quoted in the New Testament, but it fits so well in the 
darkest day of Jesus’ life. 

Conclusion

So, in closing, where does that leave us? What are the take-home lessons 
from a Psalm like this? Let me suggest three things:

1. Not every Christian lives the dream, and it isn’t their fault! Not 
every Christian couple lives happily ever after. We don’t all end 
up being healthy, wealthy and happy. Like other people, believers 
have their share of misery, tragedy and heartache. And you can’t 
put it down to some unconfessed sin or not enough faith. One 
commentator has said that this Psalm is a “witness to the possibility 
of unrelieved suffering as a believer’s lot. The happy ending of most 
psalms of this kind is seen as a bonus, not a due. Even after we 
become Christians and should know better, most of us still feel that 
God owes us a happy or easy life.”5

2. Even though this Psalm argues with God, complains against God 
and even blames God, he allowed this prayer to be included in 
Scripture and he wants us to use it. Often our prayers are simply 
too polite and lack authenticity. But this prayer is real, and our 
prayers should be real too.

3. This Psalm brings us right to the heart of the gospel. And in the end, 
all we have is the gospel. When another believer is going through 
their “dark night of the soul” we can pray for divine healing. We 
can pray for it but we can’t promise it. We can pray for a brighter 

5  James M. Boice, Psalms, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 721.



PAGE 86 Vox Reformata, 2022

tomorrow in this life, but we can’t promise it. We can pray that the 
heartache will go away, but we can’t promise it. All we have is the 
gospel, and at the heart of that gospel is Jesus who suffered and 
died on our behalf. That doesn’t take away our troubles, but it does 
put them into perspective. Jesus understands. He has sympathy for 
us in our weaknesses. The Swedish film-maker Ingmar Bergman 
had one of his characters say that he had suffered more than Jesus.6 
And that simply isn’t true. No one has suffered more than Jesus. He 
endured an intensity of suffering that only God could bear. No one 
has suffered more than Jesus. That’s why he can sympathise with us, 
no matter what our problem may be.

What a wonderful God we have!

 We can pour out our hearts to him and we can speak our minds.

  And he listens. He sympathises and he understands.

6  Ingmar Bergman, “Winter Light” (1962).
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Book Reviews

Thomas Houston, The Adoption of Sons: A Practical and Experimental 
Treatise, Brighton: Ettrick Press, 2021. 212 pp.

The doctrine of adoption is one of the most 
attractive and pastorally useful aspects  of 
Christian soteriology. Yet interest in it rises 
and falls with the tides of theological debate. 
In recent times, as the focus of biblical 
and theological studies is drawn to the 
historia salutis (or history of salvation) some 
doctrines (such as justification) are radically 
redefined, while others (such as adoption) 
are comparatively neglected. The nineteenth 
century, however, was a period when the 
ordo salutis (or order of salvation) was much 
discussed and its pastoral implications readily 
appreciated. The Reformed doctrine of adoption was also much discussed, 
as is indicated in the writings of well-known Scottish divines such as 
Robert Candlish and John Kennedy of Dingwall, and theologians of the 
American south, such as Robert L. Dabney and James H. Thornwell. 

Less well known is the treatise by the Irish Reformed Presbyterian pastor-
theologian, Thomas Houston of Knockbracken. In 1872 he published The 
Adoption of Sons, which has until recently only been available in hard-to-
find copies of his four-volume Works: Doctrinal and Practical published in 
1876. We are indebted to Ettrick Press for making this treatise, which Joel 
Beeke describes as “unduly neglected”, available to readers in a modern 
format and a single volume. 

Houston’s treatise on the doctrine of adoption is helpfully introduced by 
two articles which place it in its nineteenth century context. A foreword 
by Ian MacLeod summarises the main body of the work and outlines two 
very different presentations of the doctrine which were in vogue at that 
time. First of all, there was the Liberal doctrine of the benevolent and 
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universal Fatherhood of God without need for redemption (discussed 
more fully in a helpful appendix), a view which Houston rejected. The 
second presentation of the doctrine is that of conservative Reformed and 
Presbyterian writers, such as Candlish and Thornwell, who significantly 
qualified the creative sonship of Adam, a view which Houston also did 
not endorse. Stephen Steele has also contributed a helpful biographical 
survey of the life and ministry of Thomas Houston (1803-1883) and his 
wider influence in Reformed and Presbyterian circles. 

Houston introduced his discussion of the adoption of believers as sons 
by describing “the family of God” in chapter 1. “The title ‘sons of God’ 
applied to believers presupposes a family of which the God of all grace 
is the Father and Head” (p.35). This family in heaven and earth includes 
angels and humanity. “It was instituted in paradise by God himself ” 
and so included Adam from the moment of his creation. Thus, Houston 
diverged from Candlish and others who, reacting against the Liberal view 
of the universal Fatherhood of God by virtue of creation, insisted that 
Adam in Paradise was a servant but not a son. Houston insists that God’s 
covenant relations with mankind – whether in the covenant of life or the 
covenant of grace – are paternal and therefore adoptive. 

In his discussion of “the origin and nature of sonship” in chapter 2 Houston 
sets the doctrine in the context of God’s sovereign love and grace, with the 
redemptive work of Christ as “the meritorious cause of adoption,” and the 
actual possession of sonship experienced as the Holy Spirit works faith 
in the believer. The relationship between adoption and the doctrines of 
justification and regeneration is then discussed. In his discussion of the 
relationship between adoption and justification Houston interacts with 
continental reformed theologians who discussed whether adoption was 
simply an aspect of justification or a distinct blessing. He agrees with 
Mastricht in endorsing the latter view describing adoption as “a certain 
illustrious step of dignity added to justification” (p.44). 

Adoption is also distinguished from regeneration in that it is a legal act 
which brings about a relational change in the believer’s standing with 
God. Regeneration is an internal change whereby those renewed become 
partakers of the divine nature and, therefore, the receive the characteristics 
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of the Father’s family. Although “the great agent” in both regeneration and 
adoption is the Spirit of God, “the grand instrument of regeneration is the 
Word of truth,” but in the case of adoption it is “in the act of renunciation 
[repentance and faith]” that believers become “the sons and daughters of 
the Almighty” (p.50-51). 

One of the most arresting features of Houston’s discussion of the doctrine 
of adoption is its trinitarian emphasis. It comes as no surprise that adoption 
entails a relationship between believers and God the Father, the first person 
of the Godhead. This is discussed in chapter 3. However, chapters 4 and 
5 proceed to argue that believers enjoy an adoptive relationship with the 
Son and the Holy Spirit as well. “The divine fatherhood may be ascribed 
to the second as well as to any of the other persons of the blessed Trinity” 
(p.65). He backs this claim as follows: “As ‘the seed of Abraham,’ Christ is 
‘the father of many nations;’ and the spiritual seed, which promised as the 
reward of his atoning work he shall see, are as ‘the stars of heaven and the 
sand of the sea,’ innumerable.”

The implications of the adoption of believers for ecclesiology are discussed 
in chapter 6 – “Fellowship in the adopted family”. As adoption is a blessing 
which flows from the believer’s union with Christ, it is a blessing which 
we share with other believers in intimate fellowship, spiritual affection, 
united worship on earth and ultimately in Heaven. In chapter 8 on 
“the work of the children of God on earth” the doctrine of adoption is 
connected to the believer’s life of service. We are sons who seek to know 
and do the Father’s will. 

Subsequent chapters ground the believer’s assurance of salvation on “the 
privileges of sonship” (chapter 9); draw out the implications for family 
life and civil government, as all legitimate authority reflects the “paternal 
rule” of God (chapter 10); assess how children of light may also walk 
in darkness, lacking intimacy and joy in the presence of their heavenly 
Father (chapter 11); and anticipate the eschatological aspects of adoption, 
looking forward to the “future manifestations of the sons of God” (chapter 
12) and life in “the Father’s house” (chapter 13). Although chapter 14 is 
entitled “practical uses of the adoption of sons” devotional and pastoral 
application has not been held back to the conclusion. It has been present 
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throughout. In fact, chapters 6-14 might well be described as a survey of 
pastoral theology viewed through the lens of the doctrine of adoption. 

Another arresting feature of Houston’s treatise is that is thoroughly 
saturated with Scripture. Not only does Houston refer to those passages 
in Paul’s letters which refer to adoption, he cites and alludes to many 
passages from the Pentateuch, Isaiah, the Psalms and Song of Solomon, 
which speak about God’s fatherly love and the bonds which bind his 
family together. In fact, “family” is a central theme of this treatise, yet one 
which is often overlooked in discussions of the doctrine of adoption. 

Houston does not overlook the key passages in Paul’s letters which often 
form the core of discussions on adoption (Galatians 4:4-7; Romans 8:14-
17, 23). His treatment of these passages in chapter 7 – “the spirit of the 
adopted” – is especially worthy of note. Here he distinguishes “the Spirit 
of Christ” or “the Holy Spirit of promise” from “the spirit of adoption.” 
The former is the divine person who, according to Galatians 4:6, has been 
sent by God into the hearts of believers (p.92). However, Houston agrees 
with Luther that the latter, as described in Romans 8:15 is “the frame of 
mind, the feelings and habits, which he generates” (p.92). This “spirit of 
adoption” is the opposite of “the spirit of bondage” which is found in 
unbelievers. It is the renewed mind with which we draw strength from 
God’s love for us and pray with confidence. Thus, “the spirit of adoption is 
not satisfied with a single or occasional cry, however earnest or vehement. 
Rather is this its habitual expression, this its interpretative utterance, even 
when audible words are not used” (p.99). 

Another interesting exegetical discussion is contained in chapter 12 on 
“the future manifestation of the sons of God.” Here a contrast is drawn 
between the present “blessed reality” and the “future manifestation” of 
adoption (p.156). This leads into a discussion of Romans 8:19-29 where 
“the earnest expectation of the creature waits for the manifestation of the 
sons of God.” This manifestation occurs alongside the anticipated adoption 
of Romans 8:23, which is “the resurrection of our bodies.” Although 
Houston does not hide his postmillennial hope of an age of gospel 
prosperity before Christ’s return, he insists that that this manifestation of 
the sons of God and their anticipated future adoption takes place at the 
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general resurrection when Christ returns. “His revelation is at the same 
time their manifestation” (p.159). Moreover their final adoption takes 
place in context of a renewing and refining of “the globe that we inhabit” 
(p.165). “The new heavens and the renovated earth shall stand forth as 
a glorious monument of the perfections of the God and Father of the 
redeemed” for “the sons of God are manifested as heirs and rulers of this 
restored world” (p.166). These, we might say, are the cosmic implications 
of the adoption of sons.

Thus, even when discussing points of doctrine or issues of exegesis, 
Houston’s treatise on Adoption does not lose sight of its “practical and 
experimental” focus. 

Andrew Stewart
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Stephen G. Myers, God to Us: Covenant Theology in Scripture. Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2021. 357 pages.

Stephen Myers’ God to Us: Covenant Theology 
in Scripture is now my first go to on the topic 
of covenant theology and will be my text of 
choice for students here at the RTC. It is 
exegetically rigorous, theologically reliable, 
thoroughly researched, eminently readable, 
easily understood, and warmly experiential.  
Stephen Myers is professor of systematic 
and historical theology for the PhD 
program at Puritan Reformed Theological 
Seminary. The conviction of this book 
is that “[w]hen we understand covenant 
theology, our knowledge of God, our peace 
in our relationship with him, and our grasp 
of what it means to live as his people grow 
deeper and richer” (1).  This is because “[i]n the Scriptures, God always 
reveals himself to his people as a God in covenant; therefore the lens of 
covenant is necessary to understand accurately all that God has revealed 
about himself ” (1).  Therefore, “[t]o to attain to the greatest heights of the 
knowledge of God of which we are capable, we must understand him and 
know him as the God of the covenant. We must study and we must learn 
covenant theology” (2). 

“What is covenant theology?” asks Myers. “Covenant theology, which 
sometimes is called federal theology, is the study of God’s eternal, 
unchanging purpose to bring a people to himself through covenantal 
relationship. … Covenant theology, then, is the exploration of how God 
makes a people his own—how he gathers them and shapes them into his 
people” (2). “What is a covenant?” Myers then asks. After a careful study 
of the Old and New Testament terminology for “covenant” (3-7), the 
author concludes that “[a] ‘covenant’ is a binding relationship between 
parties that involves blessings and obligations” (8). However, if, as Myers 
said earlier, “covenant theology is the study of God’s eternal, unchanging 
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purpose to bring a people to himself through covenantal relationship” 
(2), then it seems it would be better to say that a “covenant” is both the 
way or means by which God brings about a new relationship and which 
also defines that relationship itself. Defining a covenant in this way would 
avoid two problems that surface later in the book: (1) The first problem 
is where he maintains that “[i]n the new covenant, God will bring to 
his people a covenant that is new in its unbreakableness” (250, emphasis 
added; also 260). Yet, if, as he admits, (a) that the children of believers 
are in the (new) covenant and should therefore receive the sacrament 
of that covenant (i.e., baptism, 299), but (b) that this is not a guarantee 
of their election (286, I agree with both propositions), then is stands to 
reason that the non-elect children of believers can break the covenant 
(and therefore it is not unbreakable). This can be avoided by saying that in 
the external administration of the covenant of grace (see 286), God holds 
out the promise of salvation to all covenant children on the condition of 
faith, and while the elect respond to it (in God’s time) savingly by grace 
through faith (and thus remain in the covenant), the non-elect eventually 
reject it (and thus become covenant breakers). (2) The other problem I 
will explore below when we look at Myer’s discussion on the relationship 
between the covenant of redemption and the covenant of grace. These are 
really the only two (smallish) issues I have with the book. 

In chapter 1 Myers provides a very helpful overview of the history of 
covenant theology (15-50). He asks the question on p. 15: “Do Jesus 
and the apostles after him use covenant theology?” The “answer is a 
resounding ‘yes.’ Jesus and the apostles repeatedly used covenant theology 
to understand and explain what God had done and what he was doing” 
(15). I found Myers’ summary and critique of Meredith Kline’s covenant 
thought to be very helpful (45-49; also 200-5). However, more robust 
interaction is needed with progressive covenantalism (there is less than a 
page, 49-50) since this is the main alternative for influential conservative 
Baptist theologians such as Peter Gentry, Stephen Wellum, and Thomas 
Schreiner. 

Chapter 2 discusses the pre-fall covenant of works that God made with 
Adam in the Garden of Eden (I agree with Myers that the term “covenant 
of works” should be retained over its alternatives, 51). Myers rightly 
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notes that “this pre-fall covenant is critical to an overall understanding 
of covenant theology” (51). I agree that the most likely reading of Hosea 
6:7 is that of the ESV: “But like Adam they transgressed the covenant; 
there they dealt faithlessly with me” (as opposed to taking “Adam” as a 
place name and thus rendering the verse as “at Adam.” The only reference 
to a place called Adam in the Old Testament is Joshua 3:16, but no 
covenant breaking took place there). Moreover, while “the word berith 
[covenant] does not occur in Genesis 1-3 … those chapters hardly could 
be filled with more covenantal realities” (73; scholars who refuse to see a 
covenant in Genesis 2 simply because it does not use the word “covenant” 
are committing what is known as the word-concept fallacy). I found the 
discussion on the relationship between “the general commands of the 
covenant of works” and “the focal command of the covenant of works” 
(i.e., Genesis 2:16-17) to be a very important and helpful distinction 
(60-69) that Myers makes. The significance of the covenant of works 
“[a]s the New Testament makes starkly clear in Romans 5:12-21 and 1 
Corinthians 15:22-23” is that in it Adam functioned as “the covenant 
head or representative of all humanity … and therefore what he did, both 
in regard to the general commands an in regard to the focal command, 
affected all of those whom he represented” (61). Adam’s failure in both 
regards “powerfully demonstrates humankind’s need for righteousness” 
(75) and, indeed, this is the very thing that Christ provides for people: 
“Whereas Adam brought death through the covenant of works, Christ 
brought life through the covenant of works. Christ, of course, has not 
reentered the garden of Eden and declined the fruit of a tree. Rather, 
he has rendered what the covenant of works demanded—a perfect and 
personal obedience to the law of God. Whereas Adam brought death by 
failing the covenant of works, Christ brought life by fulfilling it. Christ 
has brought righteousness in the same way in which Adam had forfeited 
it—through the covenant of works. Christ his won a righteousness under 
their covenantal dynamic that brings a justifying righteousness to his 
people” (271). 

While “the first covenant disclosed in the scriptures as the covenant of 
works in Genesis 1-3 … there is a divine covenant that ‘predates’ that 
relationship. before the creation of time, the three persons of the Trinity 
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entered into a covenant whereby the redemption of God’s elect was secured” 
(77). Chapter 3 thus brings us to the counsel of peace or the covenant 
or redemption. Myers notes that “[a]mong covenant theologians, there 
is disagreement over whether the counsel of peace should be included 
within the covenant of grace or whether it should be considered as its own 
distinct covenant from the covenant of grace” (77). By referring to it as 
the “counsel of peace,” Myers is committed to the former (whereas I prefer 
the latter): “[T]hose who understand the intra-Trinitarian covenant as 
part of the larger covenant of grace tend to refer to it as the counsel of 
peace. Those who favour seeing it as its own distinct covenant tend to 
refer to it as the covenant of redemption” (77). I think the distinction 
is important because there is an ever so slight tendency in this book to 
conflate the two (even though the author resists this on 87-88) when 
he describes both covenants as eternal (compare 86 where is says “this 
covenantal relationship [i.e. the counsel of peace] is eternal,” with 260 
where is speaks of “the eternal covenant of grace”) and unbreakable (also 
260). If he means the covenant of grace was eternally purposed (cf. 260, 
“his eternal covenantal purpose”), then I agree, but it is obvious that Myers 
wants to say more than that (e.g., 97): “If one conceives of this eternal 
covenant of grace laying along a timeline from pre-creation eternity to the 
consummation of the age...” (cf. 95: “the covenant of grace is God’s eternal, 
sovereign effective plan to create a people for himself ”; cf. 96 also). The 
problem with saying it like this is that election and covenant tend to be 
conflated (it is a shame that Myers never interacts with J. Van Genderen’s 
very helpful book Covenant and Election [esp. chapter 4; the book is not 
even in the bibliography]). In the end I feel it is better to say that the intra-
Trinitarian covenant of redemption is eternal while the covenant of grace 
is a temporal (and external) outworking of that covenant in history (as 
per 116: “The overarching covenant of grace, then, in both its sweeping 
grandeur and its minute details, is simply the outworking in history of 
God’s eternal, intra-Trinitarian council of peace”). Apart from this one 
area of disagreement, Myer’s does a great job of defending the covenant of 
redemption/counsel of peace from Scripture. 

Chapter 4 begins Myer’s discussion of the covenant of grace. Because 
of Adam’s failure in the covenant of works, God made a new covenant, 
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this time with his Son, a covenant of grace. Because Adam failed in that 
covenant, “[a]ll men and women have laboured under both the curse and 
the terms of the covenant of works” (95). Thus, “[i]n order to be with God, 
then, men and women have needed both the forgiveness of their sins and 
the possession of a positive, obediential righteousness” (95). This is exactly 
what the triune God made provision for: in the person and work of the 
Son: God “would remove the guilt of sin by suffering the curse of the law 
… and … would secure a positive righteousness by rendering perfect and 
personal obedience to the law” (95). “This covenant was first announced 
to Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:15 (see chapter 5: “The Covenant of Grace 
announced”). It was demonstrated with Noah, clarified with Abraham, 
perpetuated with Moses, refined with David, and most fully disclosed in 
the new covenant declared by the prophets and realised in Jesus Christ” 
(95-6). I found Myers’ discussions on whether “the covenant of grace 
[is] conditional or unconditional” (especially his distinction between 
“meritorious conditionality” and “sequential conditionality,” 103-4) and 
“the unity of the covenant of grace” to be extremely helpful (105-16). He 
points out that “[i]n each historical covenantal administration, God was 
not promising his people different sets of blessings. And in the particulars 
of each covenant, he was not doing things that were exterior to the guiding 
promise of the covenant of grace. Rather, God was describing different 
parts of the one glorious fulfilment of his one covenant of grace” (116).

The Noahic covenant (chapter 6) is “the first historical administration of 
the covenant of grace” (127). In this covenant we see both “redemptive 
elements (God’s pleasure in the sacrifice of one whom he has redeemed) 
and common-grace elements (creation-wide blessing)” (135). But how 
are the common-grace elements and the redemptive elements related in 
the Noahic covenant?  Myers asserts that the common-grace elements 
testify to the redemptive elements: “[I]n their reflection on the Noahic 
covenant, the Old Testament prophets see that covenant as summoning 
all of creation—day and night, mountains and seas—to testify of God's 
unshakeably certain covenantal commitment to redeem his people and 
judge his enemies” (143). Thus while the “[c]reation-preserving blessings 
are brought to all, yet the purpose of that universality is the redemption 
of a particular number” (153). 
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The substance of God’s redemptive method then receives much greater 
clarity in the Abrahamic covenant (chapter 7). In Genesis 12, God 
sovereignly and graciously initiates a covenant relationship with Abram 
that will be formally solemnised Genesis 15. In 12:2-3 God makes three 
promises to Abram: he will give him land (v 1), a seed (v 2), and will 
make him a blessing to the nations (vv 3-4). As Myers points out, these 
are ultimately gospel promises: “When God promised Abraham that he 
would give him a land, he would give him a seed, and he would make him 
a blessing, God was speaking of a day in which a redeemed people from 
every nation, tribe, and tongue will worship together in a world made 
new” (167). In Genesis 15, and specifically in verse 6, God shows that his 
sovereign, saving grace will result in the justification of his people by grace 
through faith (170). Finally, in Genesis 17, Abram’s responsibility in the 
Abrahamic covenant is emphasised (176-183). Abraham’s obedience will 
not create the covenant, but rather “will bring in assurance and strength as 
he walks in the covenant that God has given to him” (178). The imperative 
of covenantal obedience is encapsulated in the circumcision command 
(180). “Through obedience to the circumcision command, Abraham will 
have lasting assurance that God and his covenant are both real and are 
irrevocably secure” (181).

Then, in the Mosaic covenant, the covenant of grace progresses (chapter 
8). “To put the matter simply, the Israelites stand at the base of Mount 
Sinai in Exodus 19 rather than languishing in Egyptian shackles only 
purely because of God’s covenant of grace as embodied in his covenant 
with Abraham. At Sinai, God is moving forward the same covenant he 
had with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (1 Chron 16:15-18; Ps 105:8-11). The 
covenant of grace is the reason that the Mosaic covenant occurs” (187; 
italics in the original). At the same time, the Mosaic covenant brings 
the Abrahamic promises to greater fulfilment with (1) the Abrahamic 
family now becoming a nation at Mount Sinai (the seed promise); (2) 
the giving of the law to prepare Israel for living in the land of Canaan 
(the land promise); and (3) the promise that if Israel obeyed that law they 
would serve a priestly function (Exod 19:5-6) in the world (in fulfilment 
of the promise that Abraham’s descendants would be a blessing to all 
the nations, 192-94). In sum, “[i]n and through the Mosaic covenant, 
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the fullness of God’s covenantal promises to Abraham in Genesis 12 are 
unfolded. A nationalised people of God are given instructions on how to 
live in the land in such a way that all the nations may behold the glory 
of God” (198-99). Another way in which the Mosaic covenant brings 
the Abrahamic promises to greater fulfilment is in the way in which it 
places sin and atonement at the forefront of God’s covenantal concerns 
(199): “[T]he Mosaic covenant brought the covenantal promises made to 
Abraham to greater stages of fulfilment, and it situated sin and atonement 
at the forefront of God’s covenantal relationship with those people. 
Cumulatively, and most gloriously of all, under the Mosaic covenant, 
God’s people were more clearly prepared for Jesus” (206). Chapter 9 then 
helpfully expands on chapter 8 by examining (1) the Mosaic covenant in 
the New Testament (209-212), (2) the Mosaic law in the New Testament 
(212-218), (3) the Mosaic law and justification (218-228); and finally (4) 
the role of the law in the life of the Christian (228-229).

In chapter 10 we are brought to the Davidic covenant. The Davidic 
covenant is both dependent on the Mosaic covenant (in that the king 
must follow the law of Moses, 1 Kings 2:1-4) and advances it (in that the 
Mosaic covenant anticipates the David kingship, Deut 17:14-20) (232): 
“In this progression from Moses to David, the Scriptures testify that God’s 
ongoing covenantal work has reached an important level of fulfilment” 
(233). In particular, God brings the covenant of grace “into clearer 
focus by revealing that the purpose of that covenant will be channelled 
through a mediatorial king whose righteousness will be determinative for 
the status of his people” (240). The Davidic covenant thus advances the 
covenant of grace by preparing people for the King: (1)  “in the Davidic 
covenant God is setting before his people the mediatorial office to which 
Jesus Christ must, most fundamentally, be understood”; (2) “the Davidic 
covenant makes starkly plain that the covenantal mediator’s obedience 
to the Mosaic law matters”; (3) “the Davidic covenant makes visible the 
complex relationship between divine mercy and human obedience within 
the covenant of grace”; and (4) the Davidic covenant prepares God’s 
people for their true King (240-41).

With chapter 11 we arrive at the new covenant. Myers asks: “What exactly 
is the new covenant? What is ‘new’ about it?” (243). The answer: “God 
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is continuing, and he is gloriously finishing, what he has been doing all 
along. … It is new in the sense of renewing or furthering that which has 
come before. The relationship between what has come before and what is 
new as one of continuity, not disjuncture” (246-47). So what is new about 
the new covenant? Firstly, he suggests that “[i]n the new covenant, God 
will bring to his people a covenant that is new in its unbreakableness” 
(250). But wasn’t the old covenant unbreakable for the elect, and isn’t 
the new covenant breakable as far as non-elect covenant children are 
concerned? Certainly, so what is new about it? Secondly, “[i]n the new 
covenant God will bring the fullness of this covenantal purposes to pass 
by changing the hearts of his people and washing away their sin” (254). 
But didn’t he do this for his elect people under the old covenant? Indeed. 
Myers acknowledges as much on pp. 254-55. So again we ask, what is new 
about the new covenant? What is new about it is that the sin-forgiving 
work of Christ achieved in the new covenant, which brought the fullness 
of God’s covenantal purposes to pass, was effective for all of God’s elect 
people, past, present, and future (as per Romans 3:25 and Hebrews 9:15; 
Myers has a superb discussion on the Hebrews passage but surprisingly 
says nothing about the Romans one; interaction with Calvin, Institutes, 
2.10-11, would also have been useful here). Myers puts it well when 
he says: “The previous covenantal administrations depend on the new 
covenant for their efficacy and those earlier administrations were the 
means by which God’s grace was ministered, in real time, to his people 
prior to Calvary. The history spanning covenant of grace is centred at the 
cross”: (263; this statement could then have been further defended with 
reference to Romans 3:25). This appears to be the central thesis of the 
chapter. But I felt it could have been developed a little more logically and 
with greater clarity. 

Two final chapters round out the discussion with an exploration of 
“covenant theology in the New Testament” (chapter 12) and “covenant 
theology and the church” (chapter 13). The former chapter focuses on big 
picture passages such as Romans 5:12-21; 1 Corinthians 15:21-22; and 
Revelation 21-22 (where we see the promises of land, seed, and blessing 
fulfilled). “In those passages … the Scriptures present the whole of God’s 
redemptive work as a covenantal work. To wrap our finite minds around 
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God’s redeeming work from pre-creation eternity, through the shambles 
of Eden, to the pulsating streets of the new Jerusalem, we must use 
covenant theology” (283). Chapter 13 helpfully explores the significance 
of covenant theology for our doctrine of the church and the sacraments. 

In the end, it is impossible to find a book on covenant theology that one 
agrees with entirely, but of all the books I have read on this subject, this is 
the one I will be recommending to students and pastors. It is exegetically 
rich, theologically sound, historically sensitive, experientially warm, and 
eminently readable. It is without doubt the very best book I have read on 
the subject of covenant theology. Highly recommended!

Martin Williams
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Cornelis Van Dam, In the Beginning: Listening to Genesis 1 and 2.  Grand 
Rapids: Reformation heritage Books, 2021. 371 pages.

Cornelis Van Dam’s In the Beginning: 
Listening to Genesis 1 and 2 is an exegetical 
tour de force of the opening chapters of 
Genesis that combines a careful listening 
to the text with a thorough examination 
of recent scholarly developments that 
would seek to reconcile the creation 
account with modern evolutionary theory 
(9). The author notes that due to “the 
enormous prestige enjoyed by science and 
its championing the theory of evolution…
the previous several decades have seen 
a remarkable momentum toward the 
acceptance of theistic evolution in 
theologically conservative circles” (2). The 
author mentions several distinguished Old Testament scholars who were 
respected for their generally conservative approach to the Scriptures, but 
have since embraced theistic evolution and consequently adjusted their 
interpretation of Genesis according: Peter Enns, Bruce Waltke, Tremper 
Longman, and John Walton (2-4). They have been joined by well-known 
scholars such as Mark Noll, N. T. Wright, and Tim Keller (4-8). As a 
result, the historicity, veracity, and authority of Genesis 1 and 2 have 
become contentious issues. A key question addressed by this book, then, 
is “whether the widespread departure from the historic Reformed and 
Presbyterian understanding of how to interpret Genesis 1 and 2 is justified” 
(9). The author writes, “[a]fter considering the evidence, this book comes 
to the determination that we should accept the plain, straightforward 
reading of the Genesis text as a reliable account of the historical events 
resulting in the creation of the world we now live in. This study will also 
try to convince fellow Christians that such a conclusion is justified” (9). 
A “secondary purpose is therefore to ascertain the place of science in 
the study of Genesis 1 and 2 and the implications that the historicity of 
Genesis has for the credibility of the theory of evolution for explaining 
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the origin of creation” (9). As emeritus professor of Old Testament at 
Canadian Reformed Theological Seminary in Hamilton, Ontario, Van 
Dam is eminently qualified for the task. The author’s handling of both 
evolutionary and creationist accounts of origins is judicious, fair, and 
balanced. 

In chapter 1 Van Dam begins by setting out the basic presuppositions that 
inform his work: (1) The need to read in faith: “We need to read and study 
the biblical text in faith, receiving it as fully authoritative and trustworthy” 
(11). (2) The clarity of Scripture: “Another fundamental assumption is 
that when God speaks to us in scripture, his Word is clear.” Van Dam goes 
on to note that “[a]affirming the clarity of scripture does not mean that 
there are no difficult passages that require scholarly study … It does mean 
that the reader of Scripture is not dependent on scholars to understand 
the basic import and significance of the passage before them” (12). (3) 
Take seriously the literal sense of the text: The biblical passage ought to 
be understood “in accordance with the obvious, plain meaning of the text 
while taking into consideration its context” (13). (4) Finally, we need to 
consider genre of the text: “If the genre is determined to be historical 
narrative, then we must accept as historically true whatever scripture 
affirms to be so” (13).  The author devotes 30 pages to a discussion of “the 
historicity of Genesis 1:1-2:3” (chapter 3). 

Chapter 2 discusses “the place of extrabiblical evidence in interpreting 
Scripture.” As it has become fashionable in recent decades to read 
extrabiblical ancient Near Eastern views of creation and cosmology in 
Genesis 1 and 2, the discussion in the first part of the chapter on ancient 
Near Eastern literature is a very important one. The author asks: “How 
should this material be used in listening to and trying to understand 
Genesis 1 and 2?” (17) “As a general principle,” he rightly points out, “such 
material must always take a secondary place in the interpretation process.” 
He goes on to note that “[o]ne should not say, as Old Testament scholar 
John Walton has asserted, that the key to understanding Scripture ‘is to 
be found in the literature from the rest of the ancient world’” (18).  On the 
contrary, Van Dam asserts, “Genesis 1 and 2 do not contain the opinions 
of the ancient world as to how the world began. They are revelation from 
God” (21). The author then goes on to discuss both the challenges in 
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using ancient Near Eastern literature as well as the similarities between 
it and the biblical account. So how do we account for the similarities 
between the Genesis account of creation and ancient myths? Answer: “It 
seems probable that where there are notable resemblances, the myths are 
drawing on corrupted memories of the original divine revelation about 
earth’s and humanity’s beginnings as found in Genesis” (25-26).1 

The second half of the chapter contains an excellent discussion on the 
relationship between science, general revelation, and special revelation. 
The discussion is too long (33 pages) to do it justice here, but here are 
a few important convictions I gleaned from this section of the chapter: 
(1) While the Bible is “not a scientific textbook” and we should be 
wary about reading scientific data into the text, we should also reject 
any attempt to draw the opposite conclusion, namely, “that Scripture is 
less than accurate when it portrays historical events or that Scripture 
is irrelevant for science” (33).2 Rather Christian scientists ought to “be 
encouraged when their research leads them to articulate theories that are 
consistent with Scripture. After all, the events that Genesis records are 
factually true” (33). (2) “Scripture gives information that excludes some 
theories (such as evolution), and Scripture reminds us that creation is 
a great work of God and as such will never be fully comprehended. … 
scientists, especially those trying to reconstruct the past history of the 
earth, impoverish themselves if they do not reckon with the history the 
Bible narrates” (35). (3) “If creation reveals God and if science studies the 
created world, then one of the first conclusions that science should arrive 
at is the reality and glory of God who reveals himself in the physical world 
that is studied” (36). (4) Van Dam then concludes the chapter with four 
important convictions when considering the relationship of science to 
God’s Word: (i) “Doing science is consistent with the creation mandate”; 
(ii) “Scripture provides relevant information for science”; (iii) “Science 

1  Van Dam goes on to quote Unger, Archaeology, 37: “The Genesis account is not only the 
purest, but everywhere bears the unmistakable impress of divine inspiration when compared 
with the extravagances and corruptions of the other accounts. The Biblical narrative, we may 
conclude, represents the original form these traditions must have assumed” (italics in the 
original). 

2  Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics (Ada, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2008) 1:444.
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needs the guidance of God’s Word”; (4) “If there is a true contradiction 
between what science theorises and Scripture clearly states, then scripture 
should be followed” (48-58).

This leads logically on a consideration of the historicity of Genesis 1:1-2:3 
in chapter 3. Van Dam rightly points out that “if we accept the account 
of Abraham or Joseph as historically true, then why not the account of 
Adam and Eve’s creation?” For every major section of the Book of Genesis 
(including the creation narrative of Genesis 2:4ff.) is introduced by the 
Hebrew tôlәdôt, “this is the history of,” or “these are the generations of,” 
or “the genealogy of ” (61). He thus concludes that “[t]he book of Genesis 
is one beautifully constructed, unified narrative that intends to recount 
history. At no point is there any indication that we move from non-
historical to the historical” (62). This, he argues, is supported by the literary 
style of Genesis 1:1-2:3: “[I]t becomes evident that the literary style of the 
opening chapter of Scripture shows that its intent is to relate historical 
events. This is not fictitious mythology or legend but a sober historical 
account, a narrative with a plot and connected events. … The biblical text 
of Genesis 1 describes sequential action with one event following another 
over the span of six days. As such it is narrating historical events” (63-
4). Van Dam goes on to demonstrate how the historicity of the creation 
is supported elsewhere in both the Old and New Testaments (helpful 
discussions can be found on the following passages: Exod 20:8-11; Job 
38:4-11; Psalm 33, 104; Prov 8:22-3; Isa 44-45; Matt 19:4; Mark 13:19; 
John 1:1-2; Acts 14:15; 17:24; 2 Cor 4:6; Col 1:16-17; Heb 1:2; 11:3; Rev 
4:11; 14:7 see [pp. 65-80]).

Chapter 4 begins with a discussion of the meaning and significance of 
the words “in the beginning” (Gen 1:1), concluding that they quite simply 
describe the very beginning of God’s creation work on the first day (89-94). 
Van Dam then goes on to examine three theories that seek to undermine 
the traditional interpretation of Genesis 1:1-2: the classic gap theory (e.g., 
the Scofield Reference Bible, 94-98), the precreation chaos theory (e.g., 
Bruce Waltke, 98-101); and the theory that there was an initial creation 
which was followed at a much later time by the seven days of creation 
as outlined in Genesis 1 (e.g., C. John Collins, John Sailhamer, Herman 
Bavinck, 101-5). Van Dam demonstrates through a careful analysis of the 
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language and grammar of Genesis 1:1-2 why “[t]here is no convincing 
evidence of an indeterminate time gap within the first verses of Genesis 1. 
… no pre precreation chaos and no initial creation that preceded the six 
days of God’s work of creating” (105).

Chapter 5, “The Days of Creation,” sets out to make “the case for 
understanding the days of Genesis 1 as literal days” (107). On the basis of 
grammatical, textual, and contextual features, contends Van Dam, “these 
were days defined by evening and morning, days as we are accustomed to 
reckon days. There were not long periods of geologic time or allegorical 
days or a figure of speech” (112). Again he writes: “The text of Genesis 1 
presents each of the six days of creation as we normally understand a day, 
with an evening and a morning—a day measured in hours, not millennia” 
(119). The author then proceeds the examine three major alternatives 
which views the days of Genesis 1 as nonliteral days: the framework 
view (e.g., Meredith Kline, 122-28); the analogical day view (e.g., C. John 
Collins, 128-36); and the seven-day structure as an ancient literary device 
(e.g., John Stek, 136-38).  The author rightly concludes that these views 
should be rejected on exegetical, contextual, and historical grounds. 

Chapter 6 asks the question: “What do those words in the opening verse 
of scripture—‘God created’—mean?” (141). While that would seem to be 
a rather straightforward question, recent history of interpretation shows it 
to be anything but.  John Walton has argued that Genesis 1 must be viewed 
within the context of the ancient Near East where “to create something 
means to give it function.” According to Walton, Genesis 1 is “making 
no comment in material origins” (144). However, contends Van Dam 
argues, (1) “Walton is overrating the importance of ancient Near Eastern 
materials for a proper understanding of Genesis and not fully factoring in 
the differences between the pagan and biblical worldviews”; (2) Walton is 
creating a false dilemma (sometimes referred to as an “either-or fallacy”): 
Why can’t it be both material and functional? Why exclude one or the 
other? (3) Walton is confusing in his use of language: “He writes that ‘it is 
still best to consider the verb bārā᾽ as meaning ‘to bring something into 
existence.’ But then he goes on to suggest that ‘it is highly unlikely that 
material existence is in view’” (145). This also excludes the second view 
examined in this chapter (that of Ellen van Wolde) which contends that 
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bārā᾽ does not mean “to create,” but rather “to separate.” Creation, rather, 
is the work of the triune God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—by which 
this material universe was created out of nothing (149-51). The chapter 
concludes with an important discussion on the relationship between 
creation and providence (it is important because theistic evolutionists 
tend to confuse/conflate the two; see p. 228): “Genesis 1 distinguishes 
between God’s works of creation and providence. At the same time, it is 
clear that one cannot separate creation from providence. … these works 
are closely related to each other. The moment after each work of creation 
was finished, his work of providence, of causing his work of creation to 
persist in its existence, took over” (153-55). 

Chapter 7 examines the expression “the heavens and earth” (Genesis 1:1) 
and asks whether Genesis 1 intends to “set forth a biblical cosmology, a 
definitive view of the structure of the universe” (163-64). After a careful 
examination of the arguments in favour of this view that is does (163-78) 
the author states: “We can conclude that this passage [Genesis 1], and for 
that matter other passages often adduced, do not teach an authoritative 
cosmology. Rather, what we have is God’s work of creation being narrated 
using the language of observation in terms comprehensible to those 
who live on earth and who did not witness those enormous events 
at the beginning of time” (178). One consequences of this view is that  
“[t]he biblical text of Genesis 1 gives no evidence that the cosmos is 
pictured as a temple” (pace G. K. Beale, 179).

Chapter 8 contains an exegetically rich examination of “Days One 
through Six.” The discussion of each day in divided into two parts (181-
225): “[T]he purpose of this chapter is [first] to listen to the text, especially 
respecting the historicity of God’s work of creation, and [secondly] to 
briefly explore the implications of what Scripture says for the scientific 
endeavour” (182). This chapter provides an excellent model for bringing a 
careful listening to the text into conversation with the findings of modern 
science. This discussion is then capped off by chapter 9 which focuses 
on “The Completed Creation and the Seventh Day” (227-248). Van Dam 
answered all my questions related to these events: What does the word 
“very good” signify in Genesis 1:1? (228-29); How old was the earth on 
the sixth day? (229-240) Was there any sort of death in the natural realm 
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before the fall? (229); How could all of the events of the sixth day fit into 
such a short time frame? (231); Was God being deceptive by creating 
everything to appear as though it had been around for many years? (233); 
What does Genesis 2:2-3 mean when it says that God “rested” on the 
seventh day? (241-48).

The focus of chapter 10 is “The Historicity of Genesis 2 and the Garden 
of Eden.” Again, the author provided solid answers to the many questions 
people have on Genesis 2:4-25 and the Garden of Eden: What does Genesis 
2:4-7 mean when it says that there was no rain and no one to work the 
ground? (252-257); What was the significance of God bringing the animals 
to Adam? (257-258); When and where did God plant the garden of Eden? 
(258-67); What was the meaning significance of the two special trees in 
the garden: the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the tree of life? 
(267-70)? And finally, was Eden a temple (as has been argued by scholars 
such as John Walton and G. K. Beale? (271-76). Van Dam concludes: 
“There is no doubt that the tabernacle and temple contain clear allusions 
to the Edenic garden … It is, however, never called a sanctuary. Although 
we can find allusions to Eden later in the tabernacle and temple, that does 
not warrant calling the garden of Eden itself a sanctuary or temple” (276) 
(incidentally, to argue that the garden is a sanctuary or temple simply on 
the basis that we find allusions to Eden later in the tabernacle and temple 
would be to commit the fallacy of affirming the consequent). 

Finally, I arrived at chapter 11, the one that I was most looking forward 
to read: “The Work of Creation and the Gospel.” In this chapter Van Dam 
does a very good job of demonstrating why “[d]enying the historicity 
[of Genesis 1 and 2] can ultimately call into question the reliability of 
the gospel. Scripture closely relates the historicity of Genesis 1 and 
2 with the historicity of God’s work of salvation” (280). This chapter 
contains an excellent section on “the corrosive effects of the theory of 
evolution,” demonstrating how it undermines the Christian faith (187-
92), undermines the church’s confidence in the reliability and authority 
of scripture (192-94), and erodes biblical morals in society (194-95). My 
only criticism of this chapter is that Van Dam focuses most of his criticism 
on the theory of evolution in general rather than on theistic evolution in 
particular and how that undermines the gospel (for example, discussion 
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is needed on how the presence of death and disease in the human fossil 
before the fall, according to the evolutionary timeline, undermines the 
Christian gospel and Christian theodicy). Van Dam concludes the chapter 
with a call to educate the church on the importance of the doctrine of 
creation: “It is critically important that each new generation is taught the 
biblical view of creation and the place of science in relation to Scripture” 
(296). Therefore, he contends, “special attention should also be given to 
these issues in Sunday school, catechetical classes, young adult groups, or 
wherever an occasion for discussing these matters can be arranged” (297). 
“For,” he concludes, “it is at bottom a matter of faith either in the fallible 
human theory of evolution or in God’s inspired Word. And believers can 
be encouraged by the fact that the entire creation witnesses to God’s glory 
(Rom 1:20)!” (303). 

Van Dam’s In the Beginning: Listening to Genesis 1 and 2 is an exegetical 
tour de force that is characterised by careful and thorough research (it 
contains over 60 pages of bibliography), a rigorous exegesis of the text 
(without being overly technical), a competent handling of scientific issues, 
and a warm pastoral tone. I found the book to be stimulating, readable, 
informative, as well as biblically, theologically, and scientifically sound. I 
would recommend this book to (1) pastors and church leaders who will 
be called upon to respond to evolutionary thought and/or preach through 
Genesis 1 and 2; (2) theological or university students who are wondering 
how to respond to lecturers in theological colleges or secular universities 
who promote evolutionary thought and, in the process, undermine the 
historicity of Genesis 1 and 2; and (3) to educated lay people, home-
schoolers, and youth leaders. This is an excellent resource that will be 
highly effective in equipping God’s people to give an answer for the truth 
and authority of God’s Word.

Martin Williams
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Andrew Schachtel, Choon-Hwa Kim and Michael K. Wilson, Changing 
Lanes, Crossing Cultures – Equipping Christian & Churches for Ministry 
in a Culturally Diverse Society, Sydney: Great Western Press, 2017. 188 
pages.

There are plenty of resources available to equip 
Christians to minister to people from different 
cultures. The problem from an Australasian 
perspective is that most such books focus on 
overseas missions or are focused on the North 
American context. Changing Lanes, Crossing 
Cultures, therefore, makes a very valuable 
contribution with its Australian perspective. 
The authors have many years of cross-cultural 
ministry in multicultural Australian settings 
between them. This depth of experience 
shines through on every page and readers can, 
therefore, expect many solid insights and practical strategies for sharing 
the gospel with people from a range of backgrounds. Along the way we 
are also introduced to the biblical case for cross-cultural ministry, the 
challenges involved in this kind of ministry and strategies for strengthening 
the witness of churches from a non-majority background. What I found 
particularly helpful is the fact that each of the six sections of the book 
ends with a series of thought-provoking questions. This means that the 
book can be used as a training manual in local church or other settings by 
having participants reading and discussing the chapters together. 

Phillip Scheepers
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Denis R. Janz, A Reformation Reader: Primary Texts with Introductions, 
Second edition. Minnesota: Fortress Press, 2008. 453 pages.

The 31st of October 2022 will mark 505 years 
since Martin Luther sparked the Protestant 
Reformation by challenging the church 
hierarchy of his day through the publication 
of his ’95 Theses’. While most Christians are 
very aware of this historical moment, I think 
it is fair to say that very few of them have 
actually read the ’95 Theses’. The same is 
true, probably even more so, for many other 
documents a ssociated with the Reformation. 

This is an unfortunate situation. When reading 
history, at least some of our attention should be focussed on gaining 
insights from those who were closest to the events being described by 
reading their writing and thus ‘hearing things from the horse’s mouth’. 
In technical terms we refer to documents like this as primary sources. 
A Reformation Reader by Denis Janz brings together a very impressive 
range of primary sources from both sides of the Reformation divide. 
The documents are grouped thematically, and each theme is supplied 
with a short and accessible introduction so that readers can gain a good 
understanding of the background to the documents and their importance. 

The book is also richly illustrated with contemporary sketches, woodcuts, 
and paintings. This visual element enhances the experience of stepping 
into a different time and place through hearing people describe their own 
views in their own words. We even get to see them looking back at us! 
Everyone you would expect to be in a volume like this (Luther, Calvin, 
Zwingli, Menno Simmons, Desiderius Erasmus, and several popes) have 
been included. 

There are also many hidden gems from people that are sometimes 
overlooked in standard treatments of the period, including several letters 
by women who were deeply impacted by the Reformation. A book like 
this could very easily blow out in size so the emphasis seems to have been 
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on picking shorter documents or providing representative extracts from 
longer texts (e.g., Calvin’s Institutes). This keeps the reader moving at a 
good clip from theme to theme and author to author. 

Reading A Reformation Reader will significantly enhance your 
understanding of the Reformation era and it is highly recommended. 

Phillip Scheepers
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Irving Hexham, Understanding World Religions: An Interdisciplinary 
Approach, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011. 512 pages.

Since I teach a unit on world religions at the 
RTC, I am always on the lookout for resources 
to recommend to students. Irving Hexham’s 
Understanding World Religions is a welcome 
addition to the reading list for this unit. It covers 
all the basics that one would expect of a book of 
this nature (with discussions of Islam, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, tribal religions etc.), but where it 
really shines is in the area of comparing belief 
systems with each other. Hexham would like his 
readers to see both the similarities and deep and 
abiding differences between the religions of the world. To achieve this 
goal, he does the occasional ‘deep dive’ into an aspect of a specific faith (or 
an individual associated with it) to demonstrate how this influenced this 
faith’s worldview and interaction with other faiths. 

I particularly enjoyed and appreciated his extended discussion of the 
impact of Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966) on the development of 20th century 
political Islam. Although Qutb is hardly known in the contemporary 
West, it would be impossible to overstate his influence within the Muslim 
world. By devoting an entire chapter to Qutb, Hexham went way beyond 
what one might expect in an introductory textbook on world religions, 
but the book is all the richer for it. There are several other examples of how 
Hexham made use of detail-focussed chapters to help readers understand 
the contemporary shape of the major religions of the world. I believe that 
this work can serve as a wonderful resource to help believers to better 
understand the contexts in which we are called to share the gospel and 
would especially recommend it for those preparing for missions or other 
kinds of cross-cultural service.  

Phillip Scheepers
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Bruce Gordon, Zwingli: God’s Armed Prophet, New Haven/London: Yale 
University Press, 2021. 385 pages. 

Bruce Gordon is the pre-eminent, English speaking, 
biographer of the Swiss Reformation. His biography 
of John Calvin (published in 2011) is widely regarded 
as one of the best recent additions to the corpus of 
Calvin scholarship. This is now joined by a biography 
of the other major, and earlier, figure of the Swiss 
Reformation from Gordon’s pen. There have not 
been many recent attempts at writing biographies of 
Zwingli so Gordon’s Zwingli: God’s Armed Prophet can 
be seen as a major contribution to our understanding 
of the Swiss Reformation and the legacy of Zwingli. 
As in all of Gordon’s other works, there is a major emphasis on primary 
source analysis, including the ferreting out of previously ignored sources. 
I was particularly struck by the new light that Gordon was able to shed on 
Zwingli’s life before he went to Zurich. This includes a detailed discussion 
of Zwingli’s relationship with Desiderius Erasmus and his deep involvement 
in pan-European humanist (of the late-medieval Christian kind) networks. 
Gordon then goes on to show how these early influences helped shaped 
Zwingli’s approach to the work of reformation. Gordon is, furthermore, 
an expert at explaining the bewildering complexities of Swiss politics and 
the impact of this on the course of the Reformation (and resistance to 
Reformation). This context, which included suspicions and open conflict, 
between different Swiss cantons, obviously contributed directly to Zwingli’s 
demise at the Second Battle of Kappel (1531). 

The final area where this biography really shines is in its analysis of the 
legacy of Zwingli. Zwingli is often dismissed as ’The Third Man of the 
Reformation’, with the implication that he can safely be ignored. Gordon 
shows how wrong headed this assessment is. He details how Zwingli’s impact 
went far and wide and fed decisively into the broader Swiss Reformation 
and the development of Reformed Christianity. We should, therefore, take 
Zwingli and his contribution very seriously as we study the Reformation 
era. One way of starting to do this, is to read this excellent work! 

Phillip Scheepers
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Donald Fairbairn, The Global Church: The First Eight Centuries: From 
Pentecost through the Rise of Islam, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2021. 405 
pages.

There are a few predictable approaches in 
Western Protestant discussions of the history of 
Christianity. The first is to metaphorically head to 
Western Europe as if that is the only direction in 
which the faith expanded. The other is to dismiss 
many of the developments in the non-Western 
church as having very little to say to us as modern 
believers. Both tendencies are strongly challenged 
by Donald Fairbairn in The Global Church-The 
First Eight Centuries: From Pentecost through the 
Rise of Islam. His treatment of early Christianity 
goes east and south as much as it goes west. In the process he introduces 
us to the early church in Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and the Persian 
Empire. This part of the church was, of course, deeply impacted by the 
rise of Islam. 

The Islamic conquest, and its consequences, is therefore a major part of 
Fairbarn’s analysis. In fact, it is the focus of the entire second part of the 
book. In the process he makes a major contribution to our understanding 
of the rise of Islam by discussing it from a distinctly Christian perspective. 
He also highlights some important lessons that we can learn from this part 
of the history of the global church. The second tendency that Fairbairn 
challenges is the Protestant impulse to simply dismiss large parts of non-
Western church history as essentially irrelevant. Almost every chapter 
ends with what Protestants can learn from what has been discussed, 
even when it comes to events or doctrines that we may deeply disagree 
with. This is, therefore, a book that actively encourages us to reflect on, 
and process, what we are reading. This book is highly recommended, 
especially for those who already have a good understanding of Christian 
history, as it will help them to ‘think outside the box’ by broadening their 
understanding of what we can learn from the history of the global church.  

Phillip Scheepers
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Daniel J. D. Stulac, Gift of the Grotesque: A Christological Companion to 
the Book of Judges, Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2022. 127 pages.

This is, by design, both a beautiful and ugly book. 
The ugliness stems from the fact that it is a deep 
dive into the book of Judges. With Stulac as tour 
guide, the reader will not be allowed to sanitize the 
unsavoury details but will be forced to face their 
own depravity. The beauty stems from the fact that 
Stulac truly is offering a Christological reading of 
Judges, not by predictably showing that Jesus is a 
better Gideon, but by relating the depths of our sin 
to the ugliness of Christ on the cross. If we have 
piously attempted to paint the cross with pastel 
colours, this volume will force us to re-visit its intentionally grotesque 
shock value. Stulac warns you up front that he “aims to kickstart a textual 
wrestling match between you and the crucified God.” While the author is 
not a consistent evangelical (asserting that Joshua and Judges cannot both 
be historically accurate), his grasp of biblical theology is strong, and his 
poetic writing style produces poignant quotations on every page. From the 
beginning to the end of the book, the sovereign grace of God is proclaimed: 
“if any success can be found in the book of Judges, it will be God’s and God’s 
alone … Hope in the book of Judges lies not with the reader’s capacity to 
outperform the characters it portrays, but with … God.”

The book would make an excellent supplement for sermon preparation, 
or even a strange devotional to read as preparation for the Lord’s Supper. 
If you’ve been wondering how to preach Christ from a text that features 
the foolish sacrifice of Jephthah’s daughter, or how to grow in your faith 
from a passage featuring the national distribution of a victimized woman’s 
body parts, this book delivers. Occasionally Stulac’s attempts to relate 
Judges to other passages of Scripture will prove unconvincing, such as 
the alleged parallels he observes between Judges 3 and 1 Kings 17. But 
usually the reader will conclude a chapter not thinking how clever Stulac 
is but how profound the Scripture is, how Isaiah 9 with its Wonderful 
Counselor child is an ideal text to read alongside Judges 7. 
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Occasionally Stulac’s vulgar language or black and white illustrations will 
offend the reader, but none of this is gratuitous; the ultimate goal is to 
drive home the message that salvation is a divine gift, that God rescues 
you from your Idol Economy into his Gift Economy. “Hope in Judges lies 
not with the savvy critic – theologically uncatechized, politically astute, 
and socially ‘woke’ – but in the book’s inspired and authoritative capacity 
to undermine that critic’s good taste.” You end up not only knowing Ehud, 
Jephthah, and Samson better, you end up knowing your idolatrous heart 
better, seeing your need for Christ. “Idolatry aims to level the playing 
field, to get something back from the act of giving, to reduce God to a 
shadow of creation rather than creation’s Illuminating Light.” 

For centuries the church has attempted to domesticate the book of Judges, 
to airbrush its disturbing details for the purpose of extracting a didactic 
message. This book pushes you towards the gospel by requiring you to 
grapple with the chaotic mess of a world doing what is right in its own 
eyes. “The book’s true, totalitarian villain turns out not to be … a slave 
master of Israel’s own design: the ‘gods I made’ and which ‘belong to 
me’ (Judg 18:24).” In the end, the reader receives the message that the 
enemy is not some external Philistine, but the Philistine within, and 
the answer isn’t your best self but Christ the King. Rather than lobbing 
cheap shots in the culture war, Stulac shows how the Scripture indicts 
every autonomous rebel, whether on the right or the left: “For all its self-
proclaimed righteousness and moral progress, ours is a world straining 
relentlessly toward the slaughterhouse, where every person becomes the 
laughingstock of every other. Everyone a fool, everything a fake, every 
sincere act of grace a sardonic satire in our culture without a King.”

One surprise in the book is how Stulac sometimes weaves in his own 
deeply personal failures and struggles. Far from grandstanding or 
oversharing, the memoir passages serve to model how the reader might 
make his or her own personal applications. When the author recounts his 
giving up his great-grandmother’s wedding ring, it is a moment of beauty 
in an ugly book. Modern day saints who are suffering varying degrees 
of Old Testament crimes will be helped to see how Judges prepares one 
to meditate on Christ’s suffering hell on the cross for sinners, how Jesus 
is “Almighty God, who gave up sapphire courts for a barnyard trough, 
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dragged down into the belly of the earth, down into the deepest, darkest 
alleyways of the human imagination.” In the incarnation, Jesus descended 
“down into the feces smeared across Judges’ vellum surface.” Readers may 
very well be traumatized by the end of this book, but they will also know 
better why they must pray, “Even so, Lord Jesus, come quickly.”

Stephen Lewis
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Charlie Trimm, The Destruction of the Canaanites: God, Genocide, and 
Biblical Interpretation, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2022. 117 pages.

The Old Testament contains a problem. The 
problem is so serious that it threatens to remove 
all respect for the Scripture from the minds of 
our neighbours. Increasingly this problem is 
becoming the number one objection to belief in 
the God of the Bible: if God is both loving and 
just, how could he not merely allow but outright 
command the genocide of the Canaanite men, 
women, and children? To reply that even infants 
are born into sin and are deserving of God’s just 
wrath is biblically sound but is an admittedly hard 
sell, requiring complex discussions of corporate solidarity and original 
sin. Even an academically inclined neighbour is going to feel justified in 
saying, “You’re trying too hard. Even if God found it necessary to enact 
the death penalty on an entire population created in his image, why would 
he command it to happen via the cruel means of hand-to-hand combat?”

Enter Charlie Trimm’s brief yet powerful book. He aims to educate 
his reader so he or she can reach an informed conclusion, to make his 
reader feel both the ethical and theological weight of this dilemma, to 
demonstrate how this issue challenges our theology proper, our doctrine 
of Scripture, our hermeneutics, and our understanding of violence. He 
effectively hides his own conclusion from the reader, preferring to give 
his wide audience space to reflect, to wrestle, to pray, and ultimately to 
lament. As such the volume is ideal for classroom use, to provoke and 
guide group discussion, and to bring the reader up to date in terms of 
scholarly research on the matter. The extensive bibliography is alone 
worth the price of the book.

The first three chapters are devoted to providing indispensable 
background material on three subjects: what was warfare like in the 
Ancient Near East (ANE), what is a helpful legal and ethical definition 
of genocide, and who exactly were the Canaanites who fell under God’s 
command of total destruction? The reader is treated to colourful accounts 
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of ancient warriors fleeing from the scene of battle, and descriptions of 
chariots as being the ANE equivalent of “mobile missile platforms.” One 
will learn how ANE kings employed strategic hyperbole, rarely admitting 
faults or defeats, chiefly recording only their victories (in contrast to the 
more transparent and humble historiography of the OT narratives). 

Trimm’s brief history and exploration of genocide will aid understanding of 
its horror, of where it’s been attempted in history, and where it is happening 
today. One surprise lesson here is that ancient genocide – an attempt to 
destroy a particular population – was quite rare. Modern notions of race 
and ethnicity were not widely shared in the ANE. Smaller ANE nations 
were tempted to commit genocide, motivated by the seizure of territory, 
but empires had a vested interest in enslaving, not eliminating, the people 
groups under their sway. Trimm argues that the ANE was a venue for mass 
killings but not genocide. He provides evidence that the goal of ancient 
warfare was to eradicate chaos and disorder, to bring about submission, 
not to be bloodthirsty for violence’s sake. The reader will receive a nuanced, 
contextually informed study of ḥērem, the Hebrew word often translated 
as “devoted to destruction.” A fascinating chart outlines the textual 
progression throughout the Pentateuch of God’s commands concerning 
the Canaanites: first not to covenant with them, secondly to destroy their 
idols, thirdly to drive them out of the land, and finally the command to kill 
them. Lest people walk away assuming that God is racist, it’s important to 
know that in Joshua 24:20 God promises to destroy Israel if they end up 
becoming like Canaan. Indeed, in 2 Kings 17:11 it is explicitly stated that 
“the LORD carried away” the Canaanite nations, making Israel’s exile into 
Assyria a parallel punishment to the Canaanites’ earlier exile.

One unfortunate oversight is Trimm's failure to mention, much less discuss, 
the attempted genocide against Israel by Haman and authorized by King 
Ahasuerus in the book of Esther. Given that Haman’s genocidal decree 
explicitly announced his aim “to kill, and to annihilate all Jews, young and old, 
women and children, in one day” (Est 3:13), and given Haman's relation to 
the Amalekites, makes the absence of Esther from this book rather puzzling. 
This historical fact of Haman’s decree would either challenge Trimm’s claim 
that ancient empires were not interested in genocide or else serve to make 
Haman’s scheme all the more outlandish even by ANE standards.
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Trimm spends the second half of the book showing how readers of the 
Scripture attempt to deal with four seemingly contradictory propositions: 
1) “God is good and compassionate;” 2) The OT is a reliable record that aims 
to present God in a favourable light; 3) The OT records divine commands 
to inflict genocide; 4) “mass killings are always evil.” In response to the 
first proposition, some scholars abandon orthodox biblical theology and 
conclude that the God of the OT is not worthy of our worship. To the second, 
some respond by concluding that the OT is not an accurate representation 
of what God commanded or desired. To the third proposition, some try to 
argue that when all the context is considered, the OT doesn’t describe true 
genocide, but rather something less serious. But as Trimm often reminds 
his readers, at the end of the day we still need to explain all the dead 
Canaanites on the ground. And to the fourth proposition, some scholars 
frame God’s command of mass killing of the Canaanites to be a one-time 
intrusion into history, a preview of the final Judgement Day. 

Trimm shrewdly refrains from giving point by point refutations of the 
various false and weak arguments which he surveys. Instead, he provides 
enough context that the reader can discern their folly. Scholars who 
cherry pick the parts of the Bible they like and dismiss those they don’t 
are exposed, but charitably. The book clearly sends the message that any 
attempts to explain away the ethical dilemma by denying the historicity 
of the text is no real solution. Not only does Trimm provide you with 
a catalogue of false solutions, categorizing them in a way that aids 
understanding, but he models a respectful approach of putting each view 
in its best light, avoiding caricatures, and reminding his readers that the 
goal is not to divide into camps but to seek the truth together.

The book succeeds in providing insights that can lead the reader to 
cognitive rest, even if some residual questions remain. For example, one 
should consider the purpose or function of a divine command. When God 
commanded Israel to destroy the Canaanites, was it genocide or justice, 
with God as the judge and Israel as the executioner/servant? As Clay 
Jones observes, “We don’t hate sin so we don’t understand what happened 
to the Canaanites.” In other words, as sinners who haven’t made a clean 
break with sin ourselves, we have a conflict of interest which prevents us 
from reaching wise conclusions.



Vox Reformata, 2022 PAGE  121

The Promised Land was to be a type of the new heavens and the new earth. 
As such, it had to be swept clean, to be holy like the temple. The seed of the 
serpent must not trouble this new version of the Garden of Eden. This was 
not Israel’s self-righteous framing of the situation. In fact, Israel proved to 
be a most unwilling instrument in God’s hand. It might be said that God 
generously gave the Canaanites a 400-year warning in Genesis 15:16 of his 
judgement intentions, providing ample time to repent. Eleonore Stump 
explains that the killing of the Canaanites was to impress upon Israel that 
executing sinners is not itself a true solution to our sin problem, much 
like Noah’s flood failed to eradicate sin from the world. 

The best resolution cited in the book is that the execution of the 
Canaanites is a foreshadowing of the final judgement, a judgement 
which we all deserve but by God’s common grace do not immediately 
receive. This is what Meredith Kline famously called “intrusion ethics,” 
in which eschatological judgment intruded in history at God’s command. 
If the land of Canaan points beyond itself to the blessed eternal state, 
then the destruction of the Canaanites points beyond to the punishment 
of all the damned. As Trimm critiques every view in this book, so he 
critiques even this eschatological intrusion view, but his critique of it is 
uncharacteristically weak. He says that the view would require a canonical 
reading involving the New Testament (as if that is a liability rather than an 
asset). By placing this eschatological view last, Trimm might be signalling 
that he finds it the most compelling. 

Lest the reader close the book with a facile sense of closure, Trimm’s 
concluding pages resurrect the unsettling horror of the fact that God 
commanded the killing of infant children. Even taking into consideration 
covenant theology in which God treats individuals as members of groups, 
does not fully remove the sense that this may be unjust. And so the book 
ends not with a triumphant sense of one view being better than all others, 
but with a call to lament, a call to bring to God in sustained prayer our 
questions and doubts. While this issue of the divine command to inflict mass 
killing on a people group seems to make our present gospel proclamation 
all the more difficult, this book gives you the hint that the gospel of Christ 
Jesus is ultimately the closure both we and our neighbours need.

Stephen Lewis
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James M. Hamilton Jr., Typology: Understanding the Bible’s Promise-
Shaped Patterns, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2022. 405 pages.

Pretend you are sceptical of the 
redemptive-historical hermeneutic, 
that you are not impressed by parallel 
literary structures and alleged chiasms, 
that typology seems nearly as arbitrary 
to you as allegorisation. Hamilton’s 
Typology will challenge your doubts, 
providing the strongest argument in 
print for acknowledging that the biblical 
authors intended a Christocentric 
reading of the Scripture. Many of us 
struggle to see how Christ could possibly 
be the point of a certain chapter in the 
Old Testament, and this affects how 
we eventually teach or preach. Here in 
a single volume is a highly organized 
presentation of how Old Testament persons, events, and institutions were 
presented to point to their fulfillment in Christ and the gospel. Multiple 
lines of evidence and rigorous controls and guard rails are provided to 
demonstrate that typology is not a subjective move by the reader, but a 
powerful layer of context employed by authors who wish their texts to 
contribute to a unified literary project. Contextual readings that value 
grammatical-historical exegesis must therefore recognize typology as 
part of the author’s intended communication. It would be irresponsible 
not to include typology in one’s exegetical spadework.

If you are already persuaded that Christ is the ultimate telos of every 
Scripture passage, Hamilton will open your eyes further to see just how 
connected the books of the canon are to one another. Prepare to be amazed 
at how many narrative and thematic patterns are repeated for strategic 
purposes. You will not merely see how prophets, priests, and kings all 
point to Christ, you will see how the first Adam was a proto-prophet, 
priest, and king, and how Adamic typology runs through the entire Bible 
as subsequent biblical authors pick up and perpetuate Moses’ paradigm 
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setting cues. The Genesis 3:15 promise that the seed of the woman would 
crush the head of the serpent not only provides the first gospel message, 
it spoke to the biblical authors, shaping how they interpreted history and 
how they wrote Scripture. You will not merely see how innocent sufferers 
in the Old Testament anticipate the Man of Sorrows in the New Testament, 
but how the humiliation-first exaltation-second pattern unifies biblical 
typology. Adam is the archetype, Jesus is the ultimate antitype, and in 
between are a host of ectypes – real historical characters who are the 
next instalment in the pattern culminating in Christ. Hamilton believes 
that to some degree the biblical authors were aware of this typological 
project that started with the Spirit’s inspiration of Moses. He takes you 
into the details of Psalm 8 to show you that David was likely aware that as 
anointed king he was a new Adam foreshadowing the last Adam who was 
to come. David interpreted his own suffering not merely as unfortunate 
tribulation but as part of a biblical pattern of innocent sufferers, starting 
with Abel and Joseph and ultimately pointing forward to the Messiah in 
whom David trusted. The pattern which David discerned and then put 
into writing in Psalm 22, later supplied Isaiah with specific words and 
phrases as he was writing about the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53. 

Even champions of typology will typically make fun of those who try to 
connect Rahab’s scarlet cord over the Jericho wall with the blood of Christ 
shed for sinners. But lest you write that connection off as an obviously 
unwelcome allegory foisted upon the text, Hamilton makes a case for 
seeing the parallels between Rahab’s cord and the Passover lamb’s blood 
on the doorposts of believers. One way Hamilton makes his case is by 
observing “micro-level indicators of authorial intent” – the strategic 
repetition and re-deployment of key words, phrases, and narrative 
sequences, in which the significance of a redemptive theme escalates, as 
God’s covenantal promises shaped the worldview and the communication 
strategies of each biblical author. In Genesis 3 Eve took fruit and gave it to 
her husband. In Genesis 16 this pattern deepens as Sarah takes Hagar and 
gives her to her husband. The two verbs, to take and to give, are so 
common that the reader might ignore their significance. But these 
admittedly common words deserve our attention because they are 
strategically positioned in a similar narrative sequence: a wife, a husband, 
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and an occasion for sin. The micro-level details thus signal to the reader 
that the author desires the two pericopes to be read side by side. We start 
to appreciate the author intended parallels when we see the repetition of 
 used in tandem only in two (guard/keep) ָׁשַמר and (work/serve) ָעַבד
places in the Bible: in Genesis 2:15 God creates the first temple, Eden, and 
places Adam there as the first priest to ָעַבד and ָׁשַמר it – the same two 
verbs then reappear in Numbers 3:8 where we see that the Levitical priests 
were supposed to ָעַבד and ָׁשַמר the tabernacle. Hamilton’s ultimate aim is 
to show you that the biblical authors are all sharing an agenda, teaching 
us that where the first royal priest (Adam in the garden) failed to serve 
and protect, and the next royal priest (Israel as a nation) failed in the 
promised land, the final royal priest (Christ) abundantly succeeded 
though it cost him his life.

This book provides ample evidence that Moses’ Pentateuch set the pattern 
that was deepened and developed by subsequent authors. Moses’ use of 
exodus typology in the book of Genesis shaped Hosea’s grasp of the overall 
theme of redemption. Not only does Hamilton show you that Genesis “is a 
profoundly self-referential book,” he shows you that the entire Bible is self-
referential: Scripture authoritatively teaches us how to interpret Scripture, 
encouraging and even requiring us to make intra-canonical connections. 
Hamilton contends that Moses envisioned the entire Pentateuch writing 
project as a whole, so that the original readers would be well aware of the 
Sinai covenant and the Levitical law as they read the narrative of Genesis. 
Details that appear to be cryptic and anachronistic in Genesis, turn out 
to be theologically pregnant as we allow the biblical narrative to interpret 
itself as it goes along. We read Exodus and some of the things we didn’t 
understand back in Genesis now become clear, and we realize that Moses 
was intentionally stimulating our curiosity and building our anticipation 
for the next development of the salvation theme. Adam’s banishment 
from the garden, Cain’s banishment east of Eden, unclean Israelites being 
sequestered outside the wilderness camp, and Israel’s eventual exile from 
the land of promise are all connected. Plunder from Egypt helped build 
the tabernacle. Plunder which David took from the Amalekites helped 
build the temple. And then the ultimate plunder from the nations – the 
multitude of redeemed image-bearers of God from every tongue, tribe, 
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and nation – become the living stones of the church. Before reading this 
book, I acknowledged that Jesus is the new temple simply because John 
2:19-22 explicitly said so. After reading this book I now have a sense of 
how Jesus, as the Son of David, would connect the biblical dots and see 
himself as the final temple. Hamilton’s unpacking of Proverbs 30 and its 
question – Who has ascended? – is worth the price of the book because he 
shows you how the wisdom literature is rooted in Deuteronomy and how 
both are fulfilled in Christ.

The book has two notable weaknesses. First, when considering the 
hermeneutical dynamics involving the author, the text, and the reader, 
Hamilton overstates the primacy of the human author when he writes: “The 
most important criterion for determining what a text means is determining 
the intent of its human author.” Such a view fails to acknowledge how 
human authors are often ignorant of the future significance of their text, of 
the impact of their text on a diverse audience. It also fails to appreciate how 
the Holy Spirit is involved not only in authoring a text but in illuminating 
a text, authoritatively inspiring the text on the side of authorial intent, and 
authoritatively applying the text on the side of reader reception. Since the 
Holy Spirit is sovereign over the entire communication process, application 
of the text should arguably be seen as part of the meaning of the text. 

A second weakness of the book is more serious. Hamilton had so many 
incontrovertible typologies, he could have and should have refrained 
from sharing so many questionable ectypes. When the sceptical reader 
encounters page after page of rather doubtful parallels, he will think he 
has good reason to reject Hamilton’s entire thesis. Here are just a few of 
the thin assertions that will fail to persuade and might even turn off the 
reader: Adam is a prophet because he received messages from God which 
he then passed on to Eve; when David talks about being in a pit in Psalm 
40:2 he is evoking connections to Joseph being in the pit in Genesis 37:24; 
the reference to “sheep” in Isaiah 53 is a subtle reference to the Joseph 
story because Joseph’s mother is Rachel whose name means “ewe”; Adam’s 
temptation to eat the forbidden fruit is connected to Abraham’s temptation 
in his famine-induced sojourn to Egypt because both scenarios involve 
anxiety about food and about one’s wife. Such dubious connections will 
be more likely to encourage rejection of typology than an embrace of it. 
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Most of the time, Hamilton builds a strong case, demonstrating that 
two or more passages share linguistic connections, verbatim quotations, 
parallel sequences, and covenantal significance. The reader walks away 
convinced that there is indeed a parallel between Hagar and Hannah, 
Samson and Samuel, Isaac and Jesus, Sarah and the Shunammite woman, 
and that ultimately all these parallels contribute to our understanding 
of the gospel. But when the evidence is insufficiently exact – Hamilton 
suggesting a parallel between Abraham’s 318 warriors, Gideon’s 300 
warriors, and David’s 400 warriors – it would have been wiser to exclude 
such clutter from the discussion.

Beyond its argument concerning typology, the book is filled with 
wonderfully instructive lessons: infertility is biblically connected with 
death; miraculous conceptions are related to resurrection; the names of 
Isaiah’s two sons have meanings that help you understand the two halves 
of Isaiah’s book; the mark of the beast in Revelation was rather ineffective, 
failing to protect people from God’s wrath. The twenty-six page chapter 
on marriage provides a more helpful and profound biblical theology of 
marriage than several book length treatments of the subject. Hamilton’s 
five-fold explanation of why authors employ chiastic structures is 
informative, going well beyond what most of us have been taught (that 
the centre is the point of emphasis). If someone has been mystified as to 
why the biblical authors bother with chiasm, Hamilton’s detailed exposure 
of Genesis’ multiple parallel chiasms will win new respect both for the 
significance of literary structure and for the gospel those structures aim 
to highlight. Rarely has a book so hijacked my imagination and blessed it 
with new horizons of interpretation.

Stephen Lewis
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Gerald Bray, How the Church Fathers Read the Bible: A Short Introduction. 
Bellingham: Lexham Press, 2022. 184 pp.

 Dr. Gerald Bray is a renowned evangelical 
theologian/church historian and serves as 
Research Professor of Divinity at Beeson 
Divinity School in Birmingham, AL. He holds 
the DLitt from the University of Paris-Sorbonne. 
He is author of numerous works on historical 
theology such as Biblical Interpretation (IVP, 
1996), God Has Spoken (Crossway, 2014), 
and Doing Theology with the Reformers (IVP, 
2019). How the Church Fathers Read the Bible 
is his latest contribution and Bray exhorts us, 
“Whether we agree with the fathers or not, the 
interpretive principles that guided them must be taken seriously if we are 
ever to understand how Christianity developed” (5-6). The book unfolds 
in six chapters and Bray ends the first four with a summary that is not 
only helpful, but much needed.

What is Patristic Biblical Interpretation addresses—what is the Bible/
interpretation? and, who are the church fathers? Though once highly 
esteemed, the fathers lack of work with the biblical languages (especially 
Hebrew), poor exegesis and fascinating interpretations caused many 
since the time of Luther to dismiss their views as either antiquated or 
irrelevant. The fathers are neither infallible, nor should they be rejected—
which leads to Bray’s aim, “One way or another we have to come to terms 
with [patristic tradition] and decide how we should appreciate (and 
to what extent we can appropriate) it today” (8). To evaluate patristic 
interpretation, Bray suggests an examination of their process and means 
of communication including: (1) hermeneutical theory; (2) exegesis; (3) 
exposition; (4) application; (5) allusions; and (6) anthologies (46-50). 

Bray points out in The Clash of Worldviews that “by AD 100, Jewish 
Christianity, dominant in the New Testament, had all but disappeared” 
(55). This is important to note as Christianity becomes a belief system 
distinct from Judaism and while Jews and Christians agreed that the 
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Hebrew Scriptures were God’s Word, Christians interpreted the Hebrew 
Scriptures considering the revelation of Jesus Christ (56). Confronting 
paganism was a different proposition altogether since “most pagan 
intellectuals treated the Bible much as they did any non-Greek literature. 
They either ignored it or looked down on it as the inferior product of a 
barbarian mind” (61). As Christian apologists, the church fathers wanted 
to teach: (1) monotheism (a novelty to the pagan); (2) creation (God 
made an orderly world with a plan); (3) theodicy (the nature of evil); and 
(4) eschatology (looking to a glorious future) (65-81, 87).

Prepare for a challenging read as Bray discusses The Four Senses of 
Interpretation, namely the beginning of systematized interpretation 
of Scripture, including Clement of Alexandria and especially Origen. 
Origen developed his biblical studies along three distinct lines (exegesis, 
exposition, and application). He assumed man is tripartite and therefore 
developed his hermeneutic along three corresponding senses: (1) bodily 
(beginner stage); (2) moral (advanced stage); and (3) spiritual (achiever 
stage) (93-94, 105-106). John Cassian eventually added a fourth sense 
(anagogical – concerned more with the life to come), nevertheless, each 
of these encouraged metaphorical interpretations over literal ones (106).

Bray provides keen insight into the early church’s effort to flee allegorical 
interpretation—The Search for Consensus. Christianity was now legal 
(312 AD), and the NT had fully fleshed itself out and try as they may, the 
fathers were never wholly successful in forsaking allegory. Bray provides 
significant insight into the two towering figures of the West:

Very different from Jerome, the exegete, was Augustine 
of Hippo, the theologian. In terms of technical expertise, 
Augustine could not hold a candle to Jerome, the linguist 
and skilled textual critic, but he was to be the one who would 
formulate and transmit enduring principles of hermeneutics 
to subsequent generations at least in the West (121).

Case Studies offers a bird’s-eye-view of patristic exegesis of key biblical 
texts, with a view of how it connects to subsequent textual methods, 
especially contemporary ones … this provides a resource to illuminate 
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the believer’s spiritual understanding (135-136). Bray highlights ten 
significant texts—five from the OT (Gen 1:26-27; 1 Sam 28:13-14; Ps 
22:1-8; Song 2:1-4; Isa 7:14; 9:6) and five from the NT (Matt 4:1-11; Jn 
3:3-8; Rom 5:12-14; Heb 11:1-3; Rev 20:1-6). Bray cautions when reading 
patristics, “They may be right in theological and doctrinal terms but 
mistaken in purely exegetical ones” (156).

Finally, Bray offers comprehensive conclusions as to how the fathers are 
authoritative guides (Seven Theses on How the Church Fathers Read the 
Bible):

1) Scripture contains the sum of Christian doctrine and is its only 
source.

2) Scripture is a revelation from God and the ultimate foundation of 
all knowable truth.

3) Jesus is the Scripture’s theme, to be interpreted considering his life, 
death, and resurrection.

4) The biblical message’s substance is more critical than its form (i.e., 
God uses translations).

5) Any biblical interpretation’s validity must be tested against the text, 
not the interpreter.

6) The modern church must respect and learn from the fathers, never 
idolizing them or granting them authority they themselves did not 
claim.

7) The Bible must be understood in the context of praise and worship.

A few positives—first, Bray’s defence against the church fathers’ 
Hellenization of Christianity, which Bray properly understands as more 
of a contextualization:

It is now generally understood that the fathers had to speak the 
language of their time, because if they had not done so, they would 
not have been understood (82) … [they] had to speak to pagans 
in language that they would understand but were determined 
not to be trapped by that into corrupting their message (87).
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Next, his emphasis on proper hermeneutics for the modern pulpit, in 
which he offers both good and poor examples from Augustine. An example 
of the latter would be his allegorizing of John 12:3 (we should anoint the 
feet of Jesus by the way we live out our faith), “This kind of interpretation 
can be compared to what is often heard from pulpits today … rhetorical 
flourishes like these, while indefensible in strictly hermeneutical terms, 
bring home an important message that the hearers can take away and 
apply to themselves” (123).

One point of concern, Bray throws out an idea that should lead to 
vigorous debate, but moves on with no explanation, e.g., “Obviously, 
Matthew (or whoever wrote the Gospel)” (24). First, there is no patristic 
evidence that anyone else was ever proposed as the author and second, 
Papias, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Eusebius, and Origen all affirm 
Matthean authorship. 

Bray never disappoints—but the reader needs to understand that this 
examination will require focus and time to quarry all this rich material. 
Chapter three will be the biggest hill to climb and chapter five will be 
the most informative, nevertheless the entirety of this book will prove 
beneficial if the reader remembers “they were evangelists or, as they 
are usually called, apologists for their faith more than skilled exegetes 
of Scripture” (34). This excellent work is recommended for: (1) the 
seminarian as a textbook for patristics, hermeneutics, or church history; 
or (2) the pastor/theologian who is continually seeking to hone his skills. 
For a more comprehensive study Bray suggests Thomas Oden’s Ancient 
Christian Commentary on Scripture, 29 volumes (IVP, 1998-2010) or one 
may try Justo L. González’s The Bible in the Early Church (Eerdmans, 
2022).

Tony Alton Rogers
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Steven J. Lawson, The Bible Convictions of John Wycliffe (A Long Line of 
Godly Men Profile), Sanford: Ligonier Ministries, 2021. 212 pp.

With the heart of a pastor, the mind of a theologian, 
the passion of an evangelist, and the accuracy 
of a historian, Dr. Steve Lawson does yeoman 
work in providing a biographical sketch of John 
Wycliffe, the “Morning Star of the Reformation,” 
whose Bible-saturated life prepared the path for 
the Reformation that would follow over a century 
later (1). Lawson is founder and president of 
OnePassion Ministries and Executive Editor 
for Expositor Magazine. He is Dean of DMin 
studies and Professor of Preaching at The Master’s 
Seminary, and  host of the Institute for Expository Preaching. He is the 
author of over thirty-three books and served as a pastor for thirty-four 
years.

This work consists of seven chapters, each relating Wycliffe to the Word of 
God in some way. Lawson states his purpose:

My desire is that through the pages of this book, you [will 
be] reawakened to the primary importance of the Word of 
God for all of life. My intent is that you would see in the life 
of John Wycliffe, this extraordinary pre-Reformer, the kind 
of unrelenting commitment that is required to bring about a 
thorough reformation yet again (200).

Lawson rightly believes that there is an inextricable link between the 
Word of God and reformation not only of the individual, but also of a 
people. There are seven weighty chapters and a fiery conclusion, however, 
three chapters serve to significantly strengthen this work. 

Lawson meticulously articulates Wycliffe’s bibliology in Bible Defender, 
which Wycliffe based squarely on sola Scriptura (the belief later formulated 
by the Reformers). Lack of sound theology and its subsequent preaching 
had led to the spiritual deadness of the age (22) and Wycliffe considered 



PAGE 132 Vox Reformata, 2022

this lack or denial of “the primacy and accessibility of the Word [as] a 
frontal assault upon God Himself ” (25). For Wycliffe the Scriptures were 
divinely inspired, perfectly inerrant, sufficient, possessed internal unity, 
held supreme authority, and served as final judge. They possessed the 
power to convict, save, and impart the knowledge of Christ. 

Bible Theologian covers the broad spectrum of Wycliffe’s theology, 
proving that he was staunchly Reformed, long before the Reformation 
(43). Lawson reveals Wycliffe’s beliefs on theology proper (God is 
omnipotent creator, eternal decreer, and sovereign ruler), Christology 
(Jesus is the second Adam, the infallible prophet, the sinless substitute, 
the suffering saviour, the exclusive mediator, and the resurrected Lord), as 
well as soteriology (unconditional election, absolute predestination, initial 
causality, irresistible grace, saving faith, loving faith, justifying faith, and 
preserving grace). He also gives a robust assessment of his hamartiology, 
sanctification, ecclesiology, and eschatology.

Of note, Bible Preacher proves to be the most meaningful and beneficial 
section. Lawson argues that Wycliffe “stepped forward to restore the 
preaching of the Word of God to its rightful preeminence” (101). His 
sermons were Scripture-based, simple, direct (102), and exemplified the 
belief that a minister’s highest calling was the proclamation of God’s Word 
(115). This lofty view of preaching stemmed from his “towering view of 
Scripture” (128). There is no greater charge against a minister than his 
failure to preach God’s Word; for those who fail here, Wycliffe condemned 
as “open fools,” who “plainly act against Christ’s gospel” (105).

This work also provides a few thematic positives—its emphasis on 
the Scriptures as the true source of theology, the proclamation of that 
theology through preaching, and a brief, but inspiring introduction to 
the Lollards. First, the Word and its connection to right theology. Case in 
point, “Wycliffe was entirely orthodox according to the ancient creeds that 
articulated Jesus was truly God and truly man, the God-man, both Lord 
and Saviour” (47). In his day, Wycliffe’s theology was avant-garde, yet he 
secured the foundations of orthodoxy from a corrupt Roman church (49-
50). He was not simply an ivory-tower theologian, he was “as eminently 
and prolifically a practical theologian as an academic one” (63). Certainly, 
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Wycliffe was not perfect, while orthodox and commendable in many 
ways, even he suffered at times from biblical and theological confusion 
(e.g., adherence to purgatory) (71). Nevertheless, orthodox theology was 
the driving force of Wycliffe’s ministry (73).

Second, the emphasis on biblical preaching—for Wycliffe, fidelity to 
the preaching of Scripture was non-negotiable (39). It was this type of 
preaching that was the essence of ministry, not the sacraments (23-24) 
… for it is the Scriptures that contain God’s vitalizing power for correct 
application for godly living (40). It is biblical exposition, not sacramental 
compliance whereby “sinners are effectively converted and the church is 
most spiritually strengthened” (90). Lawson informs us that Wycliffe’s 
high view of Scripture and preaching directed him “to condemn the 
priestly practices of storytelling, reciting poems, or spinning fables that 
were foreign to Scripture … These were bold words for that time—and 
words that need to be heard today” (110). Preaching should bring the 
hearer face-to-face with God, bringing about repentance of sin, following 
Christ and a life of holiness (115) … subsequently, Wycliffe’s desire to 
translate flowed from a yearning that fellow Englishmen, no matter social 
status or vocation, would know Christ by believing and receiving the 
gospel message (147).

Finally, the introduction of the Lollards—a band of Bible-men, saturated 
with Scripture (130-131). Though labeled pejoratively (Lollard = 
mumbler), the Lollards gladly proclaimed God’s Word so the people 
could understand (166) … they “counted their condemnation to be their 
highest commendation for they were charged as being preachers of the 
Word” (173). This was a grassroot movement of common Christians (from 
all levels of society) sent to proclaim the Word of God (91) … they were 
“equipped by Wycliffe in the core tenets of the gospel, and they preached it 
fearlessly” (167). Wycliffe instructed them to preach the Bible: (1) literally, 
being sensitive to both authorial and divine intent (35); (2) plainly—a 
hallmark of Wycliffe’s preaching ministry (136); (3) in the vernacular; and 
(4) expositionally (173). Remarkably, most Lollards did not possess a whole 
Bible … often they would leave behind pages of Scripture, sermons, or 
gospel tracts” (176-177). Eventually, even though it was a capital offence to 
preach the gospel, the Lollards were unwavering in their proclamation of it.
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If you are interested in the areas of church history, preaching, or the history 
of preaching, this book will prove beneficial. It is recommended for the: 
(1) the layperson; (2) as a supplemental church history or homiletics text 
for the seminarian or Bible college student; or (3) the minister in need of 
inspiration. Lawson challenges all who imbibe of Wycliffe:

I call you to examine your own life and ask the Lord what 
part he would have you play in spreading the Word of God 
to others … Wherever God will lead you, whether across the 
street or around the globe, may you, like Wycliffe, lead a life 
full of Bible conviction (200-201).

To go deeper with Wycliffe, one should consider J. C. Carrick’s classic 
Wycliffe and the Lollards (Wentworth Press, reprint 2019) or Being a 
Pastor: Pastoral Treatises of John Wycliffe (Davenant Press, 2021). Some 
may have dismissed his writings; others desecrated his body, but Steve 
Lawson reminds us that “Wycliffe’s bones were more easily destroyed 
than his lasting influence” (191).

Tony Alton Rogers
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