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THE SIN OFFERING AND THE GUILT 
OFFERING OF THE LEVITICAL CULT: 

THEIR OCCASION, NATURE, 
AND DISTINCTION 

by 
Kyle C. Dunham1 

Introduction 
Interpreters of the Levitical cult have long speculated over the ra-

tionale for and difference between Israel’s sin offering and guilt offer-
ing. In spite of the attention given to these offerings, only in the last 
few decades has a consensus begun to materialize concerning their pur-
pose and distinction.2 Efforts to develop a clear picture have been 

1Dr. Dunham is Associate Professor of Old Testament at Detroit Baptist Theo-
logical Seminary. 

2This consensus came largely through the seminal work of Jewish scholar Jacob 
Milgrom (1923–2010). See Milgrom, Leviticus, Continental Commentary (Philadel-
phia: Fortress, 2004); Leviticus 1–16, Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1991); 
Studies in Cultic Theology and Terminology (Leiden: Brill, 1993); “Israel’s Sanctuary: 
The Priestly ‘Picture of Dorian Gray,’” Revue Biblique 83 (1976): 390–99; Cult and 
Conscience: The ’Asham and the Priestly Doctrine of Repentance (Leiden: Brill, 1976); 
“A Prolegomenon to Leviticus 17:11,” Journal of Biblical Literature 90 (1971): 149–
56; “Sin-Offering or Purification-Offering?” Vetus Testamentum 21 (1971): 237–39; 
“The Compass of Biblical Sancta,” Jewish Quarterly Review 65 (1975): 205–16; Stud-
ies in Levitical Terminology: The Encroacher and the Levite: The Term ‘Aboda (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1970). Recently several of his conclusions have been 
questioned by scholars: Roy E. Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, NIV Application Commen-
tary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004); Gane, Cult and Character: Purification Offer-
ings, Day of Atonement, and Theodicy (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005); John 
Currid, Leviticus, EP Study Commentary (Darlington, UK: Evangelical Press, 2004); 
John Nolland, “Sin, Purity and the תאטּח  Offering,” Vetus Testamentum 65 (2015): 
606–620; Joseph Lam, “On the Etymology of Biblical Hebrew ַתאטָּח : A Contribution 
to the ‘Sin Offering’ vs. ‘Purification Offering’ Debate,” Journal of Semitic Studies 65 
(2020): 325–46. This is not to imply, however, that many do not still concur. See 
Megory Anderson and Philip Culbertson, “The Inadequacy of the Christian Doctrine 
of Atonement in Light of the Levitical Sin-Offering,” Anglican Theological Review 68 
(1986): 303–28; Frank H. Gorman, Jr., Leviticus: Divine Presence and Community, 
International Theological Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997); John H. 
Walton, “Equilibrium and the Sacred Compass: The Structure of Leviticus,” Bulletin 
of Biblical Review 11 (2001): 293–304; W. H. Bellinger, Jr., Leviticus, Numbers, New 
Bible Commentary (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2001); Allen P. Ross, Holiness to the 
Lord: A Guide to the Exposition of the Book of Leviticus (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002); 
Jay Sklar, Leviticus, Tyndale Old Testament Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Academic, 2014), 107–127; ABD, s.v. “Day of Atonement,” by David P. Wright, 
2:72–76. 



4 Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 

hindered by confusion surrounding several aspects of the offerings. 
First, Leviticus 5:5–10, in a section apparently dealing with the sin 
offering, uses the Hebrew term ָםשָׁא  (’āšām), the typical word for the 
guilt offering, to describe grounds for the sin offering.3 Second, the 
occasion for the two offerings seems at times to overlap: both are re-
quired for inadvertent sins against YHWH (Lev 4:2; 5:17).4 Third, 
confusion surrounds the blood manipulation for the offerings. In the 
sin offering the blood is never applied to a person, but the blood of the 
guilt offering is applied to the leper who is cleansed (Lev 14:25) and 
the priests at their installation (Exod 29:30; Lev 8:23). Furthermore, 
the penetration of blood into the sanctuary differs. With the sin offer-
ing, the priest carries blood inside the tabernacle and sprinkles or ap-
plies blood to certain areas or furniture. The blood of the guilt offering, 
however, is never carried inside the tabernacle. This distinction 
prompts questions related to the purpose of the blood application. 
Some, in turn, argue that the sin offering cleanses the tabernacle from 
sin contamination (Lev 8:15; 16:18–19), while the guilt offering osten-
sibly cleanses the sinner.5 

This conclusion appears to lie in tension, however, with repeated 
statements within the sin offering regulations that the sinner is forgiv-
en. How this would differ from the expiation of the guilt offering is 
unclear. Numerous proposals for their distinction have thus been of-
fered historically: (1) the sin offering is for unintentional sins against 
other people, while the guilt offering is for unintentional sins against 
God and other people (Philo); (2) the sin offering is for sins of igno-
rance, while the guilt offering is for intentional sins without witnesses 
(Josephus); (3) the sin offering is for mortal sins, the guilt offering for 
venial sins (Origen); (4) the sin offering is for intentional sins, the guilt 
offering for unintentional sins (Augustine); or (5) the sin offering is for 
sanctuary contamination, the guilt offering for sanctuary desecration 
(Milgrom).6 Yet confusion persists.7 Some thus find the differences be-
tween the sacrifices “exceedingly difficult to be determined,”8 while 
others, such as Gerhard von Rad, conclude that “the old question of 
the difference between the two types of sacrifice cannot be solved.”9 

3R. K. Harrison, Leviticus, Tyndale Old Testament Commentary (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1980), 70. 

4Vaux, Studies in the Old Testament Sacrifice, 100. 
5New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, s.v. “Offer-

ings and Sacrifices,” by Richard Averbeck, 4:1005; Sklar, Leviticus, 107–27. 
6Milgrom, Cult and Conscience, 127. 
7P. P. Saydon suggests that the difference between the two offerings was lost in 

antiquity (“Sin-Offering and Guilt-Offering,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 8 [1946]: 
393). 

8George Bush, Leviticus (reprint of 1852 ed., Minneapolis: James Family Chris-
tian Publishers, 1979), 38. 

9Rad, Old Testament Theology, trans. D. M. G. Stalker, 2 vols. (New York: 
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Despite such misgivings, studies continue to suggest paradigms for 
their understanding.10 

This essay proposes a fresh approach to the offerings and to their 
distinction.11 First, although organically connected, the sin offering and 
the guilt offering must be distinguished in occasion and purpose. The 
sins which gave rise to the respective offerings were fundamentally dif-
ferent, and each offering served to answer the need occasioned by its 
particular sin. The sin offering rectifies deficiency, moral or ritual, while 
the guilt offering rectifies stigma. Second, in relation to their function, 
both the sin offering and guilt offering provided moral/ritual for-
giveness and restoration for the offending sinner who presents the sacri-
fices rather than for the sacred space of the polluted tabernacle/temple. 
Third, the blood of the sin offering is to be considered ritually defiled 
because of the offerer’s identification with the animal victim, while the 
blood of the guilt offering is to be considered ritually consecrated as a 
compensation offered to God. This understanding helps to compre-
hend the significance of the manipulation of blood in the respective 
rites. Lastly, while the sin offering is occasioned by inadvertent sin ei-
ther corporately or individually, the guilt offering arises from the of-
fender’s trespass upon YHWH’s inherent rights or privileges. This may 
occur either directly through the misuse of sacred items or derivatively 
through the violation of another’s property rights, coupled with decep-
tion. Such a “breach of trust” or “sacrilege” ( לעַמַ ) (Lev 6:2 [5:21]) un-
dermines the theological significance of the imago dei in one’s 
neighbor. I will derive implications from this study for understanding 
the Levitical cult and aspects of the New Testament economy, includ-
ing Christ’s sacrifice for sin. 

The Nature of the Sin Offering 
The sin offering comprises the widest field of divergent rituals as 

compared to the other Levitical sacrifices.12 In the ritual code of 

Harper and Row, 1962), 1:259. 
10N. Kiuchi, The Purification Offering in the Priestly Literature, JSOTSup (Shef-

field: Sheffield Academic Press, 1987); Noam Zohar, “Repentance and Purification: 
The Significance and Semantics of the תאטח  in the Pentateuch,” Journal of Biblical 
Literature 107 (1988): 609–18; Frank H. Gorman, Jr. The Ideology of Ritual: Space, 
Time, and Status in the Priestly Theology, JSOTSup (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1990); Philip P. Jenson, Graded Holiness: A Key to the Priestly Conception of the 
World, JSOTSup (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1992); Jay Sklar, Sin, Impurity, 
Sacrifice, Atonement: The Priestly Conceptions (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
2005); B. D. Bibb, Ritual Words and Narrative Worlds in the Book of Leviticus, Library 
of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies 480 (New York: T & T Clark, 2009). 

11Averbeck suggests restriction of the term sacrifice to animal offerings in which 
the animal is slaughtered and eaten in a communal meal (i.e., the peace offering) and 
offering to the other cultic acts in which no meat is eaten (i.e., burnt, sin, and guilt 
offerings) (“Offerings and Sacrifices,” 4:996). 

12Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 97. Anderson and Culbertson note a total of fourteen 
distinct sacrifices in Leviticus (“Inadequacy of the Christian Doctrine of Atonement,” 
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Leviticus the sin offering is specifically delineated in 4:1–5:13 and 
6:24–30.13 Here what is immediately evident is the manipulation of the 
blood: in this sacrifice blood plays the most prominent role.14 Also sig-
nificant is the requisite nature of the offering: this is the first of the 
mandatory offerings. The expiatory sacrifices of the sin offering and 
guilt offering are by nature required offerings (following sin) in contrast 
to the voluntary offerings and sacrifices of Leviticus 1–3: the burnt of-
fering, grain offering, and peace offering.15 

The Nomenclature of the Sin Offering 
Jacob Milgrom has argued that the traditional rendering of the 

Hebrew word ַתאטָּח  as “sin offering” is inaccurate on contextual, mor-
phological, and etymological grounds.16 Milgrom contends that the 
context of Leviticus and Numbers demonstrates that the rite of the 
ḥaṭṭāʾt is prescribed at times for persons and objects who have not 
morally sinned, such as the parturient woman (Lev 12), the Nazarite 
completing his vow (Num 6), and the newly constructed altar (Lev 
8:15). In relation to morphological and etymological concerns, he sug-
gests the origin of the term has often been misunderstood by scholars.17 
The word ַתאטָּח , traditionally assumed to derive from the Qal stem of 
the verb אטח , meaning “to sin,” derives, Milgrom argues, from the Piel 
stem. The Piel stem carries the opposite meaning: “to de-sin,” “decon-
taminate,” or “purify,”18 Milgrom suggests then that the noun be trans-
lated “purification offering,” a proposal which has been widely 
adopted.19 In a recent treatment of the term ַתאטָּח , however, Joseph 

307). 
13Contra Bush, who sees 5:1–13 as dealing with the guilt offering (Leviticus, 38). 
14Vaux, Studies in Old Testament Sacrifice, 92. 
15Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 228. 
16Milgrom, “Sin-Offering or Purification-Offering?” Vetus Testamentum 21 

(April 1971): 237. Milgrom is not entirely original in this proposal; others preceded 
him, such as Yehezkel Kaufman (The Religion of Israel: From Its Beginning to the Baby-
lonian Exile, trans. and abr. Moshe Greenberg [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1960], 113) and Royden K. Yerkes (Sacrifice in Greek and Roman Religions and Early 
Judaism [London: Adam and Charles Black, 1953], 171). For a recent dispute of 
Milgrom’s thesis, see Joseph Lam, “On the Etymology of Biblical Hebrew ַתאטָּח : A 
Contribution to the ‘Sin Offering’ vs. ‘Purification Offering’ Debate,” Journal of Se-
mitic Studies 65 (Autumn 2020): 325–46. 

17See BDB, 308–9. 
18Cf. HALOT, 305; BDB, 307. 
19So John E. Hartley, Leviticus, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas: Word, 

1992), 55; Jenson, Graded Holiness, 158–59; Gorman, Leviticus, JPS Torah Commen-
tary (New York: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 18; Kiuchi, The Purification 
Offering; Gane, Cult and Character; Gordon J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, New 
International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 
92. Rooker has reservations about the nomenclature, principally because he disagrees 



The Sin Offering and the Guilt Offering of the Levitical Cult 7 

Lam has cast serious doubt on Milgrom’s conclusions.20 The noun is 
not in fact likely to have originated from the D-stem verb but is part of 
a common Semitic *qatal(a)t pattern that occurs regularly with nouns 
denoting other bodily defects.21 Milgrom fails to explain adequately 
how ַתאטָּח  could have simultaneously come to mean “sin” (in around 
60% of its uses) and “purification offering.” Lam concludes that the 
term’s primary sense is “sin” as a human defect (“to fall short”), and 
that it came to denote by metonymy “sin offering.”22 

The Occasion of the Sin Offering 
Leviticus 4:2 prescribes the sin offering “when anyone sins unin-

tentionally.”23 “Unintentionality” derives from the Hebrew term ְׁהגָגָש , 
meaning “inadvertent sin” or “unintentional mistake.”24 The inadvert-
ent sin is to be distinguished from the “high-handed” or “presumptu-
ous” sin ( המָרָ דָיבְּ , “with a high hand”). For the latter no expiating 
sacrifice can atone—this offender is to be cut off (Num 15:30). The 
question of what constitutes an “inadvertent sin” becomes an interest-
ing one, particularly when some of the indiscretions requiring the sin 
offering in Leviticus 5:1–13 appear to be conscious, intentional sins, 
such as the deliberate avoidance of legal testimony on a matter of which 
one possesses knowledge (Lev 5:1). 

Several factors are important in this connection. First, the concept 
of inadvertency should not be construed to mean exclusively “uncon-
scious” or “unwitting” sin. An inadvertent sin does not always convey 
the notion that the offender is unaware of the act of the sin he has 
committed. Milgrom contends that the Hebrew term ְׁהגָגָש  derives from 
the verb ׁהגש , “to stray,” “stagger,” rather than the verb ׁגגש , “to make a 
mistake.”25 While this may appear a minor point, an important 

that the purification offering purifies the tabernacle rather than the sinner (Leviticus, 
New American Commentary [Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2000], 114). A. Marx 
contends that the sacrifice should be termed “sacrifice of separation” in that it was part 
of the rite of passage transferring a person from the realm of the profane to the realm 
of the sacred (“Sacrifice pour les péchés ou rites de passage? Quelques réflexions sur la 
fonction du hattāʾt,” Revue Biblique 96 [1989]: 27–48). 

20Lam, “On the Etymology of Biblical Hebrew ַתאטָּח ,” 325–46. 
21Examples would include “blindness” ( תרֶוֶּעַ ), “baldness” ( תחַרַקָ ), “skin disease” 

( תעַרַצָ ), “inflammation” ( תחַדַּקַ ), and the like (see Lam, “On the Etymology of Biblical 
Hebrew ַתאטָּח ,” 335).

22Lam, “On the Etymology of Biblical Hebrew ַתאטָּח ,” 344–46. 
23Unless otherwise noted, all scriptural quotations are from the New Internation-

al Version (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011). 
24HALOT, 1413; Semantic Dictionary of Biblical Hebrew, available online at 

https://semanticdictionary.org/semdic.php?databaseType=SDBH, accessed 19 April 
2023. 

25Milgrom, “The Cultic ׁהגגש  and Its Influence in Psalms and Job,” Jewish 
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implication follows: ְׁהגָגָש  implies consciousness of the act though not 
necessarily of its implications.26 Such a sinner is aware of his deed but 
not of its full consequences.27 Second, the disposition of the sinner is a 
major element in determining inadvertency, more so than the aware-
ness of the sin. The person who commits the act does so without mali-
cious intent.28 Milgrom has suggested that inadvertence essentially 
becomes a matter of remorse and confession concerning the sin. The 
repentance of the sinner, in certain cases, reduces his intentional sin to 
an inadvertent sin.29 By this we may distinguish between an intention-
al, high-handed sin for which there is no expiation, and an intentional, 
confessed sin which is downgraded to the category of inadvertency and 
therefore eligible for expiation (cf. Lev 5:5).30 

So then, the occasion for the sin offering for inadvertent sins be-
comes essentially three-fold: (1) A person or community commits a sin, 
which was intentional, but afterwards repudiates it through remorse 
and confession. Thus, the transgression is reduced to the status of inad-
vertency, a sin for which now a sin offering may be made. (2) A person 
or community is in essence not aware of the nature of the act, i.e., they 
are cognizant of the act itself but not of the consequences of the act as 
sin. Now after being made aware of the nature of the sin, the sinner 
offers the purification sacrifice. (3) A person or community is aware 
that a certain act is sinful but fails to recognize that the act has been 
committed. After being made aware of the sin, the sinner presents a sin 
offering. 

In addition to expiation for inadvertent sins, the sin offering was 
prescribed for a number of other occasions, mainly dealing with issues 
of ritual impurity. These included those with ritual uncleanness lasting 
more than seven days (e.g., the parturient or those with abnormal 

Quarterly Review 57 (October 1967): 116. Contra BDB, 992–93. 
26Thus the Net Bible: “When a person sins by straying from any of the Lord’s 

commandments” (Lev 4:2). 
27Milgrom, “The Cultic ׁהגגש  and Its Influence in Psalms and Job,” 118. 
28Gorman, Leviticus, 34. 
29Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 373–78. Not all intentional or otherwise high-

handed sins were eligible for expiation. Certain grave sins such as murder (Ps 106:38; 
Deut 21:22–23), sexual abominations (Lev 19:29; Deut 24:1–4), and idolatry (Ezek 
36:18) were high-handed sins in any context, with no atoning ritual available (cf. 
Harrison, Leviticus, 68). These sins are said to pollute the people and the land, with 
the latter being the most catastrophic (Tikva Frymer-Kensky, “Pollution, Purification, 
and Purgation in Biblical Israel,” in The Word of the Lord Shall Go Forth: Essays in 
Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration of His Sixtieth Birthday [Winona Lake, 
IN: Eisenbrauns, 1983], 408). 

30Gane, Cult and Conscience, 117. Leon Morris similarly concludes that “the atti-
tude of the sinner is important. It is the defiant, unrepentant sinner for whom there is 
no atonement, and in view of the teaching of other parts of the Scriptures it would 
seem that if and when his attitude changes to one of repentance the whole situation is 
altered” (Morris, “’Asham,” Evangelical Quarterly 30 [Oct–Dec 1958]: 202). 



The Sin Offering and the Guilt Offering of the Levitical Cult 9 

genital discharge [Lev 12:6; 15:14–15, 29–30]), those contaminated by 
a corpse (Num 19), the leper at his purification (Lev 14:19–31), the 
Levites at their installation (Num 8:5–22), the priests at their consecra-
tion (Lev 8; Exod 29), the Nazarite upon vow completion (Num 6:1–
21), and the annual consecration of the altar (Exod 29:36–37).31 In 
addition to these, the sin offering served an important role in several of 
the festivals of the religious calendar, particularly in the events of Yom 
Kippur (Lev 16:3, 5; cf. Num 28:15, 22, 30; 29:5, 11, 16, 19, 22, 25, 
28, 31, 38). 

The Ritual of the Sin offering 
The ritual of the sin offering may be organized into three grades of 

offering: (1) the sin offering for the anointed priest32 or entire congre-
gation (Lev 4:3–21); (2) for a ruler or the ordinary people (4:22–35); 
or (3) for specific situations involving sins of omission or neglect. The 
latter was the graduated sin offering because of the sliding scale of of-
ferings (Lev 5:1–13).33 Of the above, the first two offerings are related, 
while the third constitutes a special occasion involving a specific type of 
sin. Gane terms the first two sin offerings as the “outer sanctum” and 
“outer altar” offerings respectively.34 The prominence of the sinner and 
commensurately of the sacrificial victim was tied directly to one’s theo-
cratic position in the land.35 The sacrifices move from the most promi-
nent and in this sense holiest, down a sliding scale to the less 
prominent and more common offerings.36 

The Offering for the Anointed Priest 
or Entire Congregation 

The sin offering for the anointed priest or the entire congregation 
may describe the same occasion: the priest has erred in judgment, caus-
ing him to lead the people astray so that the entire assembly errs 

31See Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 269–81. Nolland has argued recently that the 
wide range of these cases suggests that “purification” is too broad a concept to encom-
pass them. A better understanding is that the ַתאטָּח  addresses defects or deficiencies of 
one kind or another, whether moral or ritualistic (“Sin, Purity and the תאטּח  Offer-
ing,” 615–16). 

32The “anointed priest” is taken to mean the high priest insofar as Aaron had a 
special anointing (Exod 29:7; Lev 8:12) and that the phrase clearly refers to the high 
priest in Aaron’s line of succession in Lev 6:15 (Gane, Cult and Character, 45, n. 2). 

33Gorman, Leviticus, 33. 
34Gane, Cult and Character, 46. 
35J. H. Kurtz, Offerings, Sacrifices, and Worship in the Old Testament, trans. 

James Martin (reprint of 1853 ed., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1998), 214. 
36Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 121. Jenson notes this tendency relating to several 

aspects of the priestly conception of the sacred and profane, known as the “holiness 
spectrum” (Graded Holiness, 56–66). 
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inadvertently.37 For example, this scenario might unfold if the high 
priest declared the new moon to fall on the wrong day. This proposal is 
certainly possible, but not all interpreters agree.38 One difficulty is un-
derstanding the need to repeat the entire ritual for the people if the of-
ferings are identical in purpose and scope. 

The sin offering for the high priest or community is the only expia-
tory offering in which part of the sacrificial victim’s blood enters the 
holy place.39 In the ritual the animal, always a bull, is slaughtered by 
the priest in a prescribed sequence of events (Lev 4:4–12). The priest 
lays his hand on the head of the bull, signifying identification with the 
animal in a substitutionary sense.40 Milgrom denies that the imposition 
of the hand signifies identification or transference of guilt (an ex-
change, he argues, that always requires two hands). Rather, the rite 
simply communicates ownership of the animal.41 Gorman suggests in-
stead that the hand-laying signifies dedication.42 Yet the language im-
plies more than ownership or dedication in that for the sinner the 
victim is “accepted on his behalf to make atonement for him” (Lev 
1:4).43 This relationship points more decisively in the direction of sub-
stitution. In the case of a community sin offering, each of the elders 
places his hand upon the animal (4:15), in lieu of the community 
members themselves. 

The animal is then slaughtered by the high priest “before YHWH” 
on the north side of the outer altar of burnt offering (cf. Lev 1:11). The 
blood is carried inside the tabernacle, where two manipulations of the 
blood take place. First, the high priest sprinkles the blood seven times 
toward the paroket or veil that cordons off the Holy of Holies (4:6, 17). 
Much debate focuses on whether this sprinkling was simply splattered 
on the floor toward the veil on the east side of (i.e., in front of) the altar 

37Milgrom, Leviticus, Continental Commentary, 44. 
38Harrison believes that the congregation’s sin in this case is really the sin of one 

individual within the community who refuses to confess his sin or to present the nec-
essary purification offering. In time the sin comes to the notice of the assembly, who 
in turn presents the community purification offering (Leviticus, 64). 

39Vaux, Studies in Old Testament Sacrifice, 92. 
40E. R. Leach, Culture and Communication: The Logic by which Symbols Are 

Communicated (reprint of 1976 ed., Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1982), 89. Some interpreters see here transference of guilt: Erhard S. Gerstenberger, 
Leviticus, trans. Douglas W. Stott, Old Testament Library (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1996), 73; Zohar, “Repentance and Purification,” 613. This is likely best 
understood as signified by the laying on of both hands, as occurs in the scapegoat 
ritual where transference language is more explicit (Lev 16:21). 

41Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 150–53. 
42Gorman, The Ideology of Ritual, 121. 
43Although this text applies to the burnt offering, it provides the rationale for the 

hand-laying rite. The hand-laying rite is mandated also in the sin offering (Lev 4:4, 
24) with no rationale offered. 
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of incense or whether the blood was actually sprinkled upon the veil.44 
Most likely the former is in view. This act, similar to the sprinkling of 
the blood both in the inner and outer sanctum on the Day of Atone-
ment, purges the whole area of the inner sanctum.45 Second, the high 
priest rubs some of the blood with his finger upon the horns of the al-
tar of incense located inside the tabernacle, in the outer holy place 
(4:7a, 18a). The rest of the blood is disposed of outside the tabernacle 
at the base of the altar of burnt offering (4:7b). The disposal of the 
blood relates to its ritual contamination as a result of the sacrifice.46 
The remainder of the rite involves the removal of the suet and kidneys, 
which are burned upon the altar of burnt offering (4:8–10).47 The re-
maining carcass of the animal is burned outside the camp in a desig-
nated ceremonially clean place (4:11–12). 

The Offering for the Chieftain or Ordinary Individual 
The sin offering for the chieftain48 or ordinary individual differs in 

several respects from the previous sin offering. First, this sacrifice utiliz-
es flock animals rather than bulls. In the case of the chieftain, the vic-
tim is a male goat (Lev 4:23); for the individual, the victim is normally 
a female goat, although a female lamb is also permissible (Lev 4:28, 
32). Second, an ordinary priest can officiate this sacrifice, rather than 
only the high priest. Third, only one application of the blood takes 
place, on the horns of the altar of burnt offerings outside the tabernac-
le. No blood is carried inside the tabernacle as in the former offering. 
Fourth, the officiating priest may eat the meat of the victim following 
the sacrifice. In the previous offering the entire victim was burned out-
side the camp.49 

The Graduated Sin Offering 
The final category is commonly called the graduated sin offering 

(Lev 5:1–13).50 In this section the tone changes as the focus centers on 

44See Gorman, Ideology of Ritual, 72–80. 
45Ibid., 75. 
46Snaith, “The Sin-Offering and the Guilt-Offering,” Vetus Testamentum 15 

(1965): 75–76. 
47This act symbolizes the transference of the suet in the form of smoke to Yah-

weh as a “pleasing aroma” (Lev 4:31) in that all the suet belongs to him (3:16) (Gane, 
Cult and Character, 65) 

48On this translation of ישִָׂנ , see E. A. Speiser, “Background and Function of the 
Biblical Nasi,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 25 (1963): 111–17; cf. also Gane, Leviticus, 
Numbers, 10. 

49This follows the principle that the priest cannot benefit from his own sin 
(Gorman, Leviticus, 39). 

50Grabbe links 5:1–13 to the guilt offering rather than the purification offering 
(Leviticus, 35). 
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deeds committed rather than the status of the person. Economic con-
cerns play an important part. In addition, public confession of sin must 
accompany the sacrifice (Lev 5:5).51 Four situations in Leviticus 5:1–13 
give rise to the graduated sin offering: (1) A person hears the summons 
for public testimony and is aware of the situation but does not speak 
out. He must bear the guilt of this failure to act (5:1). (2) A person has 
contact with an unclean thing, especially the carcass of an animal (5:2). 
(3) A person contacts human uncleanness (5:3). (4) A person makes a 
rash oath (5:4). These situations potentially share in common that they 
are hidden from public view but known to the perpetrator. The basic 
difference between this offering and the previous offerings is that the 
graduated sin offerings of 5:1–13 cover sins of omission or neglect, 
while the earlier sacrifices atone for inadvertent sins.52 In this sacrifice 
the victim offered falls on a sliding scale based upon the economic sta-
tus of the offerer. Two birds or an ephah of flour was permitted for 
those with meager resources in contrast to the flock animals or bull.53 

Milgrom argues that the lesser costliness of the victims required for 
this sacrifice stems from the fact that the sin expiated is not the initial 
sin of violating a commandment but rather the procrastination of fail-
ing to remedy the sin forthwith through the proper sin offering.54 Some 
of these cases do include delay, as in the cases of the one who does not 
publicly testify on crucial legal matters or one who realizes he has un-
dertaken a rash vow (5:1, 4). The passage makes no specific mention of 
delay, however, when speaking of these infractions, so this cannot be 
determined with certainty. Moreover, this would invest delay with 
greater gravity than the sin itself. 

The Significance of the Sin Offering 
In speaking of the significance of the sin offering, we seek mainly 

to answer the question of what the sin offering intends to accomplish.55 
That is, what is the goal and result of the offering?56 Milgrom has again 
set the context for this debate. He adduces several arguments to 

51Harrison, Leviticus, 70. Gorman labels this penitence as “ritualized confession” 
(Leviticus, 44). 

52Levine, Leviticus, JPS Torah Commentary (New York: The Jewish Publication 
Society, 1989), 19–28; Wenham, Leviticus, 92. 

53This offering raises the question of how a non-blood sacrifice can atone for sins. 
Marchant King argues that the flour, being poured on the altar, mixes with the blood 
of other sacrifices so that even the most impoverished offenders might receive expia-
tion (King, “There’s Power in the Blood,” Moody Monthly 85 [September 1984]: 39–
45). 

54Leviticus, Continental Commentary, 48. 
55On a general theory of sacrifice, see H. H. Rowley, Worship in Ancient Israel 

(London: SPCK, 1967), 112ff. 
56Gane notes that this is the crucial question concerning the sin offering (Cult 

and Character, 106). 
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conclude that the sin offering purifies the tabernacle rather than the 
sinner. First, he argues that impurity is removed from the offender pri-
or to his presentation of the sin offering. Physical impurity is absolved 
through the ritual of ablution, while spiritual impurity is resolved 
through the cathartic process of remorse, confession, and repentance.57 
From this reality it must follow, he contends, that the rite of the offer-
ing purifies something besides the sinner, viz., the sanctuary/sancta. 
Second, the manipulation of the blood shows that the sanctuary rather 
than the person is purified. The blood is never applied to the person, 
only to the sanctuary.58 Third, the use of the kipper prepositions proves 
that the purgation is not aimed at the sinner but rather on behalf of the 
sinner for the tabernacle. He contends on a preliminary basis that the 
Hebrew verb רפכ  when used in the context of the sin offering always 
means “to purge.”59 When the object of the purification is non-human, 
the Piel of רפכ  can take a direct object (though at times the preposi-
tions ַלע  or ְּב); however, when a person is in view, רפכ  never takes an 
immediate direct object. Instead, the object always requires the inter-
vening prepositions ַלע  or ְּב, which signify “on behalf of.”60 So then, the 
purification rite is carried out not directly upon the offerer but only on 
his behalf for the polluted sanctuary. 

Fourth, he suggests that impurity/sin is miasmal, possessing an aer-
ial quality that defiles the sanctuary from afar on a graded scale based 
on the class of the sin or sinner.61 The pollution of the sanctuary occurs 
in three stages: (1) The individual’s inadvertent misdemeanor pollutes 
the courtyard altar of burnt offering (4:25, 30). (2) The inadvertent 
misdemeanor of the high priest or entire community pollutes the outer 
sanctum or shrine within the tabernacle (4:5–7, 16–18). (3) The wan-
ton, unrepented sin of the brazen offender pollutes the tabernacle to the 

57Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary: The Priestly ‘Picture of Dorian Gray,’” Revue 
Biblique 83 (1976): 390. A key component of his argument is that the verb םשׁא  in 
certain instances means “feel guilt” which includes “the self-punishment of conscience, 
the torment of guilt” (Cult and Conscience, 11). Kiuchi proposes similarly to “realize 
guilt” (The Purification Offering, 30). This psychological feeling of guilt/remorse pro-
duces catharsis of inner purification as the tormented soul seeks to rectify the wrong 
committed. Hartley contends on the other hand that “while Milgrom has made an 
excellent point, nevertheless, םשׁא  has an objective usage for a person’s ethical/legal 
culpability, rather than for a person’s existential feelings” (Leviticus, 76–77; cf. Levine, 
Leviticus, 22; NIDOTTE, s.v. “ םשׁא , by Eugene Carpenter and Michael Grisanti, 
1:554). 

58Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary,” 391; Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 255. 
59Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary,” 391; Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v. “Kipper,” by 

J. Milgrom, 10:1039. Again, this is a key point of his argument, for if רפכ  means 
“make atonement/expiation” in these contexts, the strength of his proposal is signifi-
cantly diminished. 

60Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary,” 391; Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 255–56. 
61Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary,” 393; Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 257. 
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core, defiling the courtyard altar, the shrine, and penetrating into the 
Holy of Holies itself to the very throne of God (cf. Lev 20:3; Isa 37:16; 
Num 15:27–31). Given the seriousness of this transgression, purgation 
for this third stage of sin awaits the purificatory rites of the Day of 
Atonement. So then, the rites of sin offering are a prerequisite to purge 
the tabernacle lest the inexorable consequence of accumulated sin lead 
to the untimely departure of the Shekinah glory. 

Milgrom’s arguments have convinced most scholars. Several diffi-
culties with his proposal, however, lead me to conclude that the solu-
tion lies elsewhere. These difficulties are two-fold. First, if only the 
tabernacle needs purgation, why does the Levitical code emphasize re-
peatedly that the sin offering brings the sinner forgiveness (Lev 4:20, 
26, 31, 35; 5:10, 13)?62 If inner purification takes place through the 
process of remorse and repentance, the need for sacrifice becomes su-
perfluous. Beyond this, the application of blood to the furniture as 
purgation carries certain inherent logical inconsistencies, such as, if the 
altar is unclean until sacrifice is made, this would prevent priests from 
consuming the meat of offered animals.63 In addition, if offerers are 
waiting in line to sacrifice, would the rites of the first offerer cleanse the 
altar and thus render the others’ offerings superfluous? The ritual of the 
sin offering appears to presuppose that the individual presenting the 
sacrifice stands in need of atonement and forgiveness. The forgiveness 
is tied for the sinner to the rite itself more than to the prerequisite ac-
tions of bringing the victim as well as the sinner’s remorse and repent-
ance.64 The outcome of the rite ties integrally then to the restitution of 
the sinner.65 

62A corollary to this question is the debate over whether or not the rites of the 
cult produced real forgiveness of sins. The principal objection against this notion 
comes from Hebrews 10:4 (“it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take 
away sins”). Terry Briley adduces a number of arguments, however, suggesting that 
OT sacrifices did provide real forgiveness. (1) In Lev 4:1–6:7 the phrase “he will be 
forgiven” is found nine times. (2) The penitential Psalms (32, 51) speak of sins being 
“forgiven,” “blotted out,” “covered,” and “washed away.” (3) Various passages affirm 
that sins are actually expiated: Ps 103:12 (“he has removed our transgressions from 
us”); Isa 1:18 (“your sins…shall be as white as snow”); and Mic 7:19 (“you will tread 
our sins underfoot and hurl our iniquities into the depths of the sea”) (“The Old Tes-
tament ‘Sin Offering’ and Christ’s Atonement,” Stone-Campbell Journal 3 [Spring 
2000]: 92). 

63On these inconsistencies, see James A. Greenberg, A New Look at Atonement in 
Leviticus: The Meaning and Purpose of Kipper Revisited, BBR Supplement 23 (Univer-
sity Park, PA: Eisenbrauns, 2019), 26–32. 

64Milgrom contends that the sinner stands in need of forgiveness not because of 
the act of sin per se but rather because of the consequences of his sin: the defilement of 
the sanctuary (Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary,” 392). Such an understanding diminishes 
the theological significance of sin by reducing sin to an act/consequence rather than 
disposition. The sinner needs forgiveness because his standing before God has been 
fundamentally altered, so the sacrifice must provide real forgiveness. 

65Patrick D. Miller, The Religion of Ancient Israel (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2000), 114. 
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Second, the syntax Milgrom uses to support his argument does not 
prove his point. Gane has provided an extensive examination of the 
syntax surrounding the use of רפכ .66 He argues that the question of 
what the sin offering purges comes down to the meaning of the prepo-
sition ִןמ  in the kipper formula of Leviticus 4:26: “In this way the priest 
will make atonement ( רפֶּכִ ) for the man’s sin ( וֹתאטָּחַמֵ ).” Milgrom has 
given scant attention to the force of ִןמ  in this context and others, either 
equating it to ַלע  (“upon”) or assigning it a causative sense (“be-
cause”).67 Gane argues instead that the preposition must take a priva-
tive sense (“from”), which would mean that the offerer receives 
purification from his sin rather than the sanctuary.68 

Gane is correct to foreground the significance of the preposition ִןמ  
in these contexts. In assessing the syntax of these formulas, however, 
one strains to conclude that the usage of ִןמ  is indeed privative. The 
privative sense usually “marks what is missing or unavailable.”69 Often 
this sense is rendered “without.”70 Such a rendering would not be suit-
able in Leviticus 4:26 (“make atonement for him without sin”). Rather, 
Milgrom is likely correct that the sense is causal, which expresses the 
reason or rationale behind the action.71 This would mean that the 
priest is making atonement for the individual because of his or her sin. 
The sin has required the atoning ritual. Yet, the causative meaning 
does not necessarily confirm that the sanctuary rather than the individ-
ual is purified. Rather, this simply provides the rationale for why the 
rite must be performed. 

So then, what is the solution as to the goal or aim of the sin offer-
ing? Milgrom argues that the combination of רפכ  with the preposition 
לעַ  means that the benefit of the offering is applied “on behalf” of the 

sinner instead of “to/upon” the sinner.72 Yet a survey of the usage of 
רפכ  in cultically related texts does not bear this out. The verb רפכ  takes 

an immediate direct object (marked with the accusative marker ֶ־תא ) 
(“make atonement to/for”) only a handful of times (Lev 16:20, 33; 
Ezek 43:20, 26; 45:20).73 Of these, Leviticus 16 is significant as a case 

66Gane, Cult and Character, 108–143. 
67Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 303, 307, 857–58, 926. 
68Gane, Cult and Character, 112–23. 
69Bruce Waltke and M. O’Connor, Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax 

(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 214. 
70Bill T. Arnold and John H. Choi, A Guide to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 188; Waltke and O’Connor, Biblical 
Hebrew Syntax, 214. 

71Arnold and Choi, Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 117. 
72Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary,” 391. 
73See HALOT, 494. 
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study. Here the altar is purified or atoned for, making the sancta the 
recipient of purification through the manipulated blood rite (Lev 
16:20, 33).74 Yet parallel texts in Leviticus 16:16, 18, express the same 
notion—the atoning purification of the altar—with the preposition ַלע  
governing the object. This suggests that [ רפכ ־תאֶ +   + object] functions 
equivalently to [ רפכ לעַ +   + object] in this passage. The difference in 
nuance may be overdrawn. The latter idiom more likely expresses the 
same sense as the former: purification is extended to/on the person or 
object, and this purification occurs because of sin. 

Conclusion 
The sin offering is the most pervasive sacrifice in the Levitical cult. 

The offering sought to forgive and restore the sinner because of inad-
vertent sin. The individual or community who brought the sacrifice 
and penitently performed the rite according to the specifications of the 
Mosaic law was assured forgiveness from YHWH (Lev 4:26). Having 
seen the nature and goal of the sin offering, I turn now to the guilt of-
fering. 

The Nature of the Guilt Offering 
The guilt offering is the other expiatory offering that the Levitical 

code prescribes, delineated in Leviticus 5:14–6:7.75 Although this sec-
tion is briefer, the nature of this unique offering has long been of even 
greater interest to scholars. At times the guilt offering, because of its 
affinities with the sin offering, has been viewed merely as a subset of 
the latter.76 A. F. Rainey, for example, asserts that the guilt offering 
simply functions as a sin offering with monetary compensation.77 
While the nature of the guilt offering has been notoriously difficult to 
discern, a careful evaluation of the regulations suggests an interpretive 
path.78 

The Nomenclature of the Guilt Offering 
Hebrew terms often encompass both the referent of the word as 

well as, by metonymy, the extended implications/consequences of the 

74Gane, Cult and Character, 133. 
75Hartley notes that the authoritative introduction of Lev 5:14 clearly marks this 

section apart from the previous (Leviticus, 75). 
76Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v. “Sacrifice,” by Joseph Dan, 14:600; J. H. Kurtz, Sac-

rifices and Worship in the Old Testament, 248; Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, Sacri-
fice: Its Nature and Function, trans. W. D. Halls (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1964), 16. 

77Rainey, “The Order of Sacrifices in Old Testament Ritual Texts,” Biblica 51 
(1970): 494. 

78Grabbe, Leviticus, 35. 
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referent.79 This is the case with the term for “guilt offering” ( םשָׁאָ ) 
(’āšām), together with the correlated verb ( םשׁא ) “incur guilt” or “expi-
ate guilt.”80 Vaux notes that the word means “an offense,” “the means 
of repairing this offense,” and “the sacrifice of reparation.”81 Within the 
cultic texts, the meaning of םשׁא  becomes more technical. Milgrom has 
argued that the nomenclature of “guilt offering” in such contexts is 
insufficient. Although the root has long been accepted as conveying the 
concept of guilt or culpability,82 in cultic texts such a rendering falls 
short of the precise nature of the offering. Here ָםשָׁא  describes, accord-
ing to Milgrom, “the restitution for desecration either by composition 
or sacrifice and should be rendered ‘reparation’ and ‘reparation offer-
ing.’”83 The offering is in essence a restitution of wrongs incurred, 
which is conveyed well by the nomenclature “reparation offering.”84 

The Occasion of the Guilt Offering 
The guilt offering was prescribed in instances in which quantifiable 

damage was incurred either against YHWH or against another human 
being.85 The ritual texts provide six conditions which called for the 
presentation of the guilt offering:86 (1) misappropriating or misusing 
sacred items (Lev 5:14–16); (2) sinning inadvertently and not realizing 
it (Lev 5:17–19); (3) quantifiable damages against another with a 
breach of trust through deception (Lev 6:1–7);87 (4) restitution of the 

79This is the case with OT sin vocabulary as Morris observes: “Deeply rooted in 
the Hebrew consciousness was the conviction that sin must be punished, and thus to 
say ‘sin’ was to say ‘punishment’” (“’Asham,” 197). 

80DCH, 1:414; HALOT, 95–96. 
81Vaux, Studies in OT Sacrifice, 98. Paul Johnson has observed likewise: “Hebrew 

does not conceive of the offense with its essential consequence, the sanction: punish-
ment, retribution, expiation of the offense” (“L’Hébreu ne conçoit pas le délit sans sa 
conséquence essentielle, la sanction: peine, châtiment, expiation du délit,” author’s 
translation) (“Notes de Lexicographie Hebraïque,” Biblica 19 [1938]: 454). 

82BDB, 79; HALOT, 95–96. 
83Cult and Conscience, 3. This nomenclature has not been as widely accepted but 

is still used by Sklar and others. 
84Eugene E. Carpenter argues that the restitution requirement is the principal 

component of the guilt offering (ISBE, s.v. “Sacrifices and Offerings in the OT,” 
4:269). Cf. Philip P. Jenson, “The Levitical Sacrificial System,” in Sacrifice in the 
Bible, ed. Roger T. Beckwith and Martin J. Selman (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995), 30. 

85Harrison, Leviticus, 71. 
86Other instances of the ָםשָׁא  offering occur in OT narrative portions, including 

when the Philistines present an ָםשָׁא  of five golden “tumors” and rats following their 
expulsion of the ark of the covenant (1 Sam 6:3, 4, 8, 17). Elsewhere the priests were 
given the money from ָםשָׁא  offerings during Joash’s temple reform (2 Kgs 12:16). 
These incidents shed little light on the nature of the offering, since they bear no men-
tion of blood sacrifices, but they may foreground the restitution nuance. 

87This category carried three additional sub-categories: (a) deception in matters of 
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unclean Nazirite (Num 6:10–12); (5) purification of the cleansed leper 
(Lev 14:12–18); and (6) sexual relations with a slave-woman who had 
been betrothed to another man (Lev 19:20–21). 

The incurred liability which precipitated the offering is expressed 
in cultic contexts by the word ַלעַמ  (ma‘al), meaning “a breach of faith,” 
“treachery,” or “sacrilege” (Lev 5:15, 21; Num 5:6; Ezra 10:10, 19).88 
Various proposals have been offered for the significance of this word in 
the cultic texts and concomitantly what illumination the term casts on 
the nature of the guilt offering.89 Milgrom has argued that the concept 
of ַלעַמ  always constitutes trespass upon the divine realm. Such an act 
may occur through trespass upon the sancta of the tabernacle or tres-
pass upon the name of God through covenant oath violation, both 
constituting transgressions with dire implications, potentially causing 
the destruction of the community as well as the individual offender.90 A 
key corollary to his understanding is his conclusion that all cases of the 
guilt offering fall into either this first or second category. For cases of 
theft and fraud, for example, the fundamental nature of the sin giving 
rise to the guilt offering is trespass upon the name of God through cov-
enant oath violation rather than the act of theft or fraud itself.91 These 
sins are always connected to oath violation. 

Despite his careful argumentation, there are inherent difficulties 
with Milgrom’s proposal. In particular, assigning all the offenses of the 
second table (Lev 6:1–7) to oath violation gives too much weight to 
one particular component of the infractions, while downplaying the 
larger issue driving the sins.92 In Leviticus 6:3 deception is the impetus 

a deposit, pledge, or robbery (6:2a), (b) defrauding someone in ways that were techni-
cally legal but immoral or unethical (6:2b), and (c) appropriating something someone 
else had lost and lying about it (6:3a) (see Samuel E. Ballentine, Leviticus, Interpreta-
tion: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching [Louisville: John Knox, 2002], 
49). 

88DCH, 5:400–1; HALOT, 613. 
89Some proposals include the following: “an act of infidelity towards God” (Har-

rison, Leviticus, 71), “an act of faithlessness within the Yahweh-Israel relationship” 
(Gorman, Leviticus, 42), “a breach of faith toward Yahweh,” (Hartley, Leviticus, 75, 
80), “sacrilege,” (Milgrom, Leviticus, 51; Leviticus 1–16, 320), “unfaithfulness 
through desecration of something sacred” (Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 132), “betrayal 
of trust” (Levine, Leviticus, 30), “treachery,” (Philip J. Budd, “ לעמ  in Leviticus 5:14–
19 and Other Sources: Response to William Johnstone,” in Reading Leviticus: A Con-
versation with Mary Douglas, ed. John F. A. Sawyer, JSOTSup [Sheffield: Sheffield, 
1996], 258–59), or “infidelity” (Alex Marx, “Sacrifice de Réparation et Rites de Leveé 
de Sanction,” Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 100 [1988]: 184). 

90Milgrom, Cult and Conscience, 35. Milgrom examines Hittite parallels and in-
terprets ַלעַמ  as “trespassing upon the divine realm either by poaching on his sancta or 
breaking his covenant oath” (21). 

91Milgrom, Cult and Conscience, 84–128. 
92George Gray notes that a crucial element in the meaning of ָםשָׁא  in its funda-

mental sense is that of “invasion of the rights of another” (Sacrifice in the Old Testa-
ment: Its Theory and Practice [New York: KTAV Publishing House, 1971], 57). 
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behind these sins, whether deception through the false oath or decep-
tion through lying. Equal weight is given in this verse to both offenses. 
Two key words in the text are the verb שׁחכ  (k-ḥ-š) and the noun ֶׁרקֶש  
(šeqer). The Piel of שׁחכ  means  “to deny,” “be deceitful toward.”93 The 
other term, ֶׁרקֶש , when used in conjunction with the verb ׂעבש  “to 
swear” denotes “to lie when making a false oath,” or “to swear accord-
ing to a lie.”94 The phrases “deny it” and “swear falsely concerning it” 
are parallel, with the former signifying deception toward other people 
and the latter signifying deception toward YHWH. The salient feature 
in both phrases then is that the guilt offering is prescribed because de-
ception has taken place in the sphere of divine/human or hu-
man/human relationships. Deception is thus the “breach of trust,” 
which requires the offender to present the guilt offering. 

In addition to his overemphasis on the oath violation as paradig-
matic in Leviticus 6:1–7, another difficulty with Milgrom’s approach is 
that not all cases which require the guilt offering can be made to fit his 
two stringent categories of trespass on sancta or violation of an oath. 
Other texts outside of Leviticus 5–6 stipulate the guilt offering, such as 
the defiled Nazirite (Num 6:12), the man who has intercourse with a 
betrothed slave-woman (Lev 19:20–22), and the cleansed leper (Lev 
14:12, 21). These cannot satisfactorily be forced to fit either trespass on 
sancta or oath violation.95 

What then is the occasion for the guilt offering, and how is it dif-
ferent from the sin offering? The issue at stake seems to be more clearly 
a violation of rights, either of the rights of YHWH through misappro-
priation of sacred items or the rights of other humans through confisca-
tion or misuse of property usually involving deception. Of the six cases 
above which call for the guilt offering, numbers 1, 2, 4, and 5 fall into 
the first category of violation of the rights of YHWH. These include 
direct trespass on sacred objects/entities, the ongoing breach of rela-
tionship from unresolved sin, the lost service of the defiled Nazirite, or 
the lost service of the leper who has been alienated from the holy nation 
due to uncleanness.96 The remaining infractions (numbers 3 and 6) 
deal with intentional violation of the property rights of a fellow human 
being coupled with deception, whether the confiscation/appropriation 
of another’s belongings or the sexual appropriation of a slave-woman 
betrothed to another man. Such infractions deny YHWH’s privileges 
and rightful place or cheapen the rights of other humans who equally 
possess dignity inherent in the imago dei.97 YHWH’s transcendence as 

93DCH, 4:382–83; HALOT, 469. 
94DCH, 8:557–58; HALOT, 1648. 
95ABD, s.v. “Sacrifice and Sacrificial Offerings (OT),” by Gary A. Anderson, 

5:881. 
96On the leper, see Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v. “Sacrifice,” by Joseph Dan, 14:601. 
97Rolf Knierim thus notes: “This relationship is directly visible where Yahweh’s 

privileges (e.g., in the cultic sphere) are violated. And it is implicitly the case where 
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Creator and the nature of the image of God have ethical implications 
crucial to the theology of the Levitical cult.98 Eugene Merrill has ob-
served this crucial link between God’s holiness and the image of God: 
“Holiness must also find expression in life by adhering to the ethical 
principles and practices that demonstrate godlikeness. This is the un-
derlying meaning of being in the ‘image of God.’”99 Acts that violate 
the holiness of God or transgress the significance of the imago dei re-
quire restitution. This is the function of the guilt offering. 

The Ritual of the Guilt Offering 
The details of the regulations for the reparations offering, passed 

over to an extent in Leviticus 5:14–6:7, are outlined more elaborately 
in Leviticus 7:1–6. Several features of the procedure merit mention. 
First, monetary compensation was required prior to the presentation of 
the guilt offering. If the wronged party was YHWH, the payment was 
given to the priests, consisting of the assessed damages plus a twenty 
percent fine. If the injured party was another person, that person was to 
be compensated along with the additional twenty percent fine. Second, 
the sacrificial victim could only be a male ram, without blemish and 
valued appropriately by the priests (6:6). The animal was to be slaugh-
tered in the same place as the burnt offering. Third, its blood was to be 
thrown against all sides of the altar of burnt offering in the tabernacle 
courtyard. No part of the animal entered the sanctuary as with the sin 
offering. Fourth, the suet and entrails were to be removed and burned 
on the altar. This procedure was identical with the sin offering. Fifth, 
the priests were permitted to take and eat the remainder of the animal 
as their priestly prebends, as with the lesser grade of sin offering. 

The Significance of the Guilt Offering 
The guilt offering served to satisfy breaches of trust which incurred 

quantifiable damages to property rights either against YHWH or an-
other person. The restitution requirement emphasizes the fact that sin 
has a communal element. Sin disrupts equilibrium with others not only 
on a vertical but also on a horizontal plane.100 Wenham brings out 
both implications: 

The reparation offering draws attention to the fact that sin has both a 
social and spiritual dimension. It not only affects our relationship with 

Yahweh’s jurisdiction is violated through the infringement of the civil rights/people” 
(TLOT, s.v. “ םשָׁאָ ,” 1:19).

98On the importance of creation ideology in the priestly ritual, see Gorman, The 
Ideology of Ritual, 39–45; John H. Walton, “Equilibrium and the Sacred Compass: 
The Structure of Leviticus,” Bulletin of Biblical Research 11 (2001): 296–97. 

99Merrill, “A Theology of the Pentateuch,” in A Biblical Theology of the Old Tes-
tament, ed. Roy B. Zuck (Chicago: Moody Press, 1991), 58. 

100See Walton, “Equilibrium,” 296–97. 
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our neighbor, it affects our creator. It influences our relationship ver-
tically with God as well as horizontally with our fellow man. Just as 
we must put ourselves right with men by paying them back for the 
wrongs we have done them, so we must compensate our heavenly Fa-
ther for the debts we run up against him.101 

The guilt offering served to answer the need of restitution by restoring 
the necessary equilibrium between God and humanity and consequent-
ly between one person and another, especially when a breach of trust 
occurred. The guilt offering atoned for the social stigma resulting from 
one’s sin. 

Conclusion 
The guilt offering was a distinct offering from the sin offering. Its 

function was to restore monetary and otherwise assessable damages and 
to clear up breaches of trust which, if left unmitigated, would lead to 
greater ruin and censure. With the nature of both offerings in view, 
their distinction becomes clearer, along with their significance with 
respect to Christ’s atoning sacrifice. 

The Distinction and Implications of the 
Sin Offering and Guilt Offering 

As noted above a certain level of confusion has long shrouded the 
essential difference between the sin offering and guilt offering. This 
confusion is evident in the work of scholars who argue for nearly oppo-
site meanings for the offerings.102 Yet a clearer picture emerges from 
careful analysis. There are similarities between the offerings. The sin 
offering and guilt offering were the two corresponding expiatory sacri-
fices of the Levitical cult.103 These were sacrifices mandated to remedy 
sin.104 Through the shedding of blood, both sacrifices seek to accom-
plish something for the sinner: to make atonement for his sin and to 
provide forgiveness while restoring right relation with God and the 
community. In this respect, both sacrifices had an organic connection 
and a defined scope and purpose within the Levitical cult. 

On the other hand, several notable disparities may be identified. 
First, sin offerings could be offered for the whole community, while 
guilt offerings were offered solely for individuals.105 Given the promi-
nence of the sin offerings on the Day of Atonement and at the major 
festivals, the sin offerings were presented often for the community as a 

101Wenham, Leviticus, 111. 
102See Hartley, Leviticus, 78. 
103Rooker, Leviticus, 122. 
104As compared to the “voluntary” offerings (see Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 228). 
105Bush, Leviticus, 48. 
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whole.106 With the guilt offering, the individual focus derives from 
practical concern—in cases of deceit, no one save the individual knew 
the wrongdoing, and he or she alone could clear up the breach of trust 
which had been committed. 

Second, in the sin offering, emphasis lies upon the act itself, while 
in the guilt offering emphasis lies upon the responsibility for the act.107 
This basic difference goes back to the nature of the sin each sacrifice 
expiates.108 The sin offering answered general sins, which amounted to 
deficiencies or shortfalls. The guilt offering, on the other hand, made 
atonement for quantifiable damages against another, i.e., incurred lia-
bility. This liability carried penal responsibility for the transgression. 

Third, the guilt offering gives prominence to economic value as 
compared with the lack of monetary compensation and corollary focus 
on expiation in the rites of the sin offering.109 This is to be expected in 
that the guilt offering stipulates restitution of wrongs done to another 
party, while the sin offering atones for general, inadvertent sins. 

Fourth, the sin offering requires closer identification with the sacri-
ficial animal than the guilt offering.110 The offerer of the sin offering 
identifies with the animal by placing his hand on the animal’s head 
before slaughtering it. There is an unbroken touchline from the hand 
of the offerer on the animal to the blood application on the altar as 
mediated by the priest. The sacrificial animal, by its life represented in 
the blood, took the sin of the offerer in a substitutionary sense. The 
necessity of identification is missing in the guilt offering. This may 
stem from the fact that instead of the ram’s being put to death as a sub-
stitution for the sinner, its death made reparation or restitution to God 
for the wrong done, and the animal is thus consecrated to God.111 

Fifth, the rituals differ with respect to the manipulation of the 
blood. In certain cases, the blood of the guilt offering is applied to the 
offerer, as with the cleansed leper (Lev 14:14, 25) and the priests in 
their installation (Exod 29:30; Lev 8:23). The blood of the sin offering, 
however, is never applied directly to the offerer. Gane concludes regard-
ing this distinction: “[The blood] is already carrying impurity from that 
person, who has an ownership connection with the animal from which 
the blood is taken, and who has already physically contacted the victim. 
Why give the evil back to the one who is trying to get rid of it?”112 The 

106Levine, In the Presence of the Lord, 91–101. 
107Yerkes, Sacrifice, 171. 
108R. Laird Harris, Leviticus, in vol. 2 of The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. 

Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 547. 
109Gray, Sacrifice in the Old Testament, 37. 
110See Snaith, “The Sin-Offering and the Guilt-Offering,” 74–77. 
111Wenham is non-committal as to whether the ram is substitutionary or com-

pensatory (Leviticus, 109). Morris argues, on the other hand, that the guilt offering 
can only be substitutionary (“Asham,” 207). 

112Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 149. 
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manipulation of the blood differed in the two sacrifices simply because 
the blood was viewed differently—in the case of the sin offering, it car-
ried the contamination of the offerer through his identification with 
the victim as substitute. In the application of blood to the altar, God 
absorbs the costliness of the sin and is reconciled to the sinner, after 
which the blood is disposed of at the base of the altar. In the case of the 
guilt offering, the blood was already set apart for God and could serve 
to consecrate the offerer. 

One final difference in offerings involved the victims used. For the 
sin offering a wider range of animals could be used, including a bull, 
male goat, female lamb, dove, or pigeon, or even portions of flour. For 
the guilt offering stringent guidelines governed which animals were 
permissible. This represents a standardization in the offering—only an 
unblemished ram of the apposite value. These differences in the respec-
tive rites shed light on what the sacrifices intended to accomplish and 
the nature of the sins giving rise to them. 

One final note regards the implications for these offerings with re-
spect to the sacrifice of Christ. While a full development lies beyond 
the scope of this paper, a few comments may clarify the lines of connec-
tion. For both OT and NT believers, Christ fulfills both the sin offer-
ing and the guilt offering. This is not to say that the OT believer’s 
offerings functioned in an identical way to Christ’s offering. Offerings 
for the OT believer were not simply symbolic or prophetic but provided 
temporally-limited, finite, and legal forgiveness within the theocracy as 
prescribed by the Mosaic covenant.113 Christ’s sacrifice, on the other 
hand, provides eternal, infinite, and soteriological forgiveness. The lat-
ter provides on a transcendent, salvific level what the Levitical offerings 
provided on a finite level. 

Yet the OT offerings foreshadowed the consummated offering of 
the Messiah to come. The apostle Paul affirms of Jesus that “God made 
him who had no sin to be sin for us” (2 Cor 5:21). The Greek word for 
“sin” (ἁµαρτία) is the same term used in the Septuagint of Leviticus 4–
5 for the sin offering, suggesting that one might render the verse “God 
made him who knew no sin to be a sin offering for us.”114 The apostle 
likewise uses the phrase “for sin” (περὶ ἁµαρτίας) to describe Christ’s 
atonement in Romans 8:3, which some versions, such as CSB, recog-
nize as “a sin offering” (cf. NIV, NASB). The writer of Hebrews also 
affirms that “the high priest carries the blood of animals into the Most 
Holy Place as a sin offering, but the bodies are burned outside the 
camp. And so Jesus also suffered outside the city gate to make the 

113See John C. Whitcomb, “Christ’s Atonement and Animal Sacrifices in Israel,” 
Grace Theological Journal 6 (Fall 1985): 208–10. 

114So Colin G. Kruse, 2 Corinthians, rev. ed., Tyndale New Testament Com-
mentaries (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2015), 173; Dan Lioy, “New Creation 
Theology in 2 Corinthians 5:11–6:2,” Conspectus 17 (March 2014): 53–87; Richard 
H. Bell, “Sacrifice and Christology in Paul,” Journal of Theological Studies 53 (April 
2002): 1–27. 
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people holy through his own blood” (Heb 13:11–12). As the believer’s 
sin offering, Jesus’s death is penal and substitutionary, absorbing the 
costliness of our sin and conferring infinite, eternal forgiveness and rec-
onciliation while providing access to the holy presence of God. 

Jesus also consummates the guilt offering. The Suffering Servant 
passage of Isaiah affirms that “his life is made a guilt offering ( םשָׁאָ )” 
(Isa 53:10), a prophecy pointing clearly to Christ.115 This chapter en-
capsulates the confessional prayer Israel will make in the eschaton rec-
ognizing Jesus Christ as the legitimate Messiah (Zech 12:10–14). For 
Israel, Jesus serves as the guilt offering in that he makes restitution for 
the nation that has been defiled by sin for millennia owing to their re-
jection of Christ and his offer and demands of the kingdom. For the 
NT believer, Christ as the guilt offering serves to restore believers in 
right standing before God so that not only is sin forgiven and its stigma 
removed but full restitution is granted. 

Conclusion 
The Levitical cult of ancient Israel provided a means of real for-

giveness and reconciliation to God for the penitent sinner within the 
covenant.116 This truth is clearly expressed in Leviticus 4:26: “In this 
way the priest will make atonement for the man’s sin, and he will be 
forgiven.” In spite of the costliness of sin and in spite of the direness of 
transgressing the holiness and transcendence of YHWH, God gracious-
ly permitted a means for expiating these sins. This merciful movement 
on the part of God, proleptically viewed the sacrificial expiation of his 
own Son. Christ becomes both the guilt offering (Isa 53:10) and sin 
offering (2 Cor 5:21) for believers, correlative to Christ’s active and 
passive obedience respectively—satisfying the legal debt the believer’s 
sin had accrued and bearing the penalty of his transgression.117 This 
complete and final expiation rightly privileges “the blood of Christ, 
who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, 
cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may 
serve the living God!” (Heb 9:14). 

115See David J. Macleod, The Suffering Servant of the Lord: A Prophecy of Jesus 
Christ, 2nd ed. (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2016). 

116Douglas M. L. Judisch, “Propitiation in the Language and Typology of the 
Old Testament,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 48 (1984): 221–43. Raymond Abba 
remarks: “[Sacrifice] was the divinely ordained means of approach to God; the ‘means 
of grace’ whereby the covenant relationship of Israel with Yahweh was maintained” 
(“The Origin and Significance of the Hebrew Sacrifice,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 7 
[1977]: 123). 

117See Gleason L. Archer, Jr., A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, rev. ed. 
(Chicago: Moody Press, 1994), 262. 
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“RECEIVED” LAWS OF LANGUAGE: 
THE EXISTENCE, GROUND, AND 
PRELIMINARY IDENTIFICATION 

OF A HERMENEUTICALLY 
DISPUTED NOTION 

by 
Mark A. Snoeberger and Rolland D. McCune1 

Introduction and Preliminary Thesis 
A few years ago, a colleague alerted me to the humorous rumor 

that I had formally denied the existence of natural revelation. I found 
the rumor bizarre—a notion akin to denying the existence of air or wa-
ter. Reflecting further, I suspect that the anonymous perpetrator of this 
rumor misunderstood my concerns about the more objectionable no-
tion of natural theology. Natural theology, in its most aggressive expres-
sion, supposes that mankind may derive and construct a whole system 
of warranted belief apart from the seminal embrace of the Christian 
God and the Christian Scriptures. Obstacles to accepting this idea are 
manifold, but reduce principally to two: (1) the insufficiency of natural 
revelation and (2) the fallenness of humanity. These two hurdles give 
substance to the biblical claim that apart from the fear of the Lord 
there is no true knowledge to be had (Prov 1:7). 

Despite these hurdles, however, it has been rightly observed that 
fallen man is capable not only of obtaining, but also of comprehending, 
processing, and correlating data in the natural realm, leading to a great 
many correct conclusions greater than the sum of his observations. 
Apart from the Christian Scriptures, surely, fallen man knows much of 
God, his world, and his ways. What fallen man lacks, however, is a 
comprehensive truth system or truth standard by which his knowledge 
may be regarded as coherent, warranted, and thus as true.2 He ever 

1Dr. Snoeberger, who writes the extended introduction of this article, is Professor 
of Systematic Theology and Apologetics at Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary. Dr. 
McCune (1934–2019), whose contribution is set off in italics below, was Professor of 
Systematic Theology at Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary from 1981–2004. 

2To cite Cornelius Van Til, “They of whom Scripture says that their minds are 
darkened can yet discover much truth” (Christian Theory of Knowledge [Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R, 1969], 44). What they lack, he observes, is warrant.  As such, the elusive 
notion of certainty (truth qua truth) is unavailable to unbelievers “by their own crite-
ria.” Only by a regenerate fear of the Living God as revealed in the special revelation 
of the Christian Scriptures may a man assign certainty to what is known by natural 
revelation (Van Til, “Nature and Scripture,” in The Infallible Word, a Symposium by 
Members of the Faculty of Westminster Theological Seminary, 3rd rev. ed. 
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“exchanges the truth of God for a lie” for “hollow and deceptive phi-
losophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of 
this world” (Rom 1:24; Col 2:8).3 As such, to turn a biblical phrase, 
the unbeliever may “have a form of truth, but deny the power thereof” 
(2 Tim 3:5; cf. Rom 2:20). As such, he can never construct a credible 
and coherent, much less a comprehensive natural theology. 

But what of the notion—sandwiched vulnerably between the two 
ideas of natural revelation and natural theology—of natural law? By nat-
ural law is meant that, imbedded in the natural order, are principles 
generally available to mankind, whereby the whole universe necessarily 
operates. Unlike natural revelation (which is ours by sensory percep-
tion) and natural theology (which, to the degree that we have it, is ours 
through logical deduction), these foundational laws of ontology, epis-
temology/logic, axiology, and so forth, are non-inferential: they precede 
human observation and deduction in such a way as to render these ex-
ercises both coherent and utile. 

The anti-theist insists that these “laws” are nothing more than so-
ciological conventions upon which users have agreed, but the likeli-
hood of this is very low. Scripture assumes the transcendence of such 
laws by its unqualified use of them;4 further, (1) universal acceptance, 
(2) the relative absence of competing conventions, and (3) the eventual 
failure of all competing conventions all point to transcendence. These 
natural laws are “received,” not inferred/deduced. 

The manner by which these laws are received is disputed. The Car-
tesian affirms that we submit to them rationally with neutral/objective 
minds little different from God’s. Others (including philosophers as 
diverse as Thomas Reid and Immanuel Kant) suggest that the 
knowledge of these laws or “categories” is empirical/existential—we 
become experimentally, even mystically aware of our noumenal pre-
programming as our minds mature. Both approaches, however, find 
the human subject natively adequate to comprehending God and God’s 
world apart from God’s words. VanTilian presuppositionalism offers a 
third alternative, viz., that these principles are recognized by virtue of 
our status as image-bearers and analogs of God: we instantly 
acknowledge what we already know to be true by prior acquaintance 
with our Father.5 God as Creator has plainly revealed himself, and his 

(Philadelphia: P&R, 1946), 263–301, esp. 281–83; cf. also Greg Bahnsen, Van Til’s 
Apologetic: Readings and Analysis [Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1998], 195–98). 

3Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references in this article are drawn from 
the NIV, 1984 ed. 

4God began speaking to Adam and Adam understood God’s words—there was no 
“learning curve” with respect to Adam’s mature use of language. 

5Greg Bahnsen illustrates three ways of knowing with the everyday practice of re-
trieving an arriving passenger at the airport. A chauffeur may identify his object in 
one of three ways: (1) inductively (e.g., by physical description, clothes, nametags, 
etc.), (2) mystically (i.e., by incising his object’s identity by ineffable means), or, most 
commonly and to the point being made, (3) recognitively (i.e., by remembering a 
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creatures recognize him immediately—all intellectually mature persons 
know that the universe is the handiwork of the Christian God and, 
furthermore, that the laws of logic, language, ethics, and so forth could 
not be other than what he has established. God has revealed himself to 
his image-bearers, and even the very most depraved of them cannot 
deny it. And while depraved humanity will never embrace God as God, 
neither can mankind wholly set aside the instrumental means God has 
used to transmit his revelation. God is necessarily there and cannot be 
shrugged off.6 

Much of the current conversation on natural law clusters around 
the question of moral first principles, or, to cite the Apostle Paul, that 
ethical code possessed by those who “do not have the [written] law,” 
yet manifest a “law of themselves,” the requirements of which are 
“written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and 
their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them” (Rom 2:14–
15). We deduce from this passage that there is stamped on the souls of 
all divine image-bearers an ethical capacity, and more, a sense of ethical 
suasion concerning God’s moral expectations (1:32). This ethical sua-
sion is not independently inferred but universally shared by all image-
bearers. But humans do more than simply share common ethical im-
pulses. In the same context we discover that mankind’s ethical impulses 
subdivide into sub-categorical impulses: certain ethical aberrations are 
“natural” and others are “unnatural” (1:26). This implies that natural 
law expands beyond a basic capacity for morality to include shared ca-
pacities for rationality and even teleology.7 And so grows the corpus of 
natural law far beyond our most primitive ethical impulses. 

The present article argues that image-bearers not only have shared 
notions of being (ontics), knowledge (epistemics), oughtness (ethics), 

person with whom he has prior acquaintance). It is by the last of these methods, 
Bahnsen opines, that unbelievers “know” God and his ways in the Pauline sense in-
tended in Romans 1:19, 21, 32; 2:2, 14, 15 (see his lecture 21, “Natural Theology 
and Theistic Proofs,” in “A Seminary Level Course in Apologetics,” DVD series of 
course delivered in Brooklyn, NY [Nacogdoches, TX: Covenant Media Foundation, 
n.d.]). 

6“The prodigal son can never forget the father’s voice. It is an albatross forever 
around his neck” (Van Til, “Nature and Scripture,” 275). Bahnsen, likewise: “God 
does not mumble. Men have been made to recognize His voice…. God has so created 
men that, as it were, they are ‘conditioned’ to see and understand his signature 
throughout the created world. The evidence is directly apprehended, and is persua-
sive—leaving men without any excuse” (Van Til’s Apologetic: Readings & Analysis, 200, 
emphasis added, but see his whole discussion on 192–219). 

7Whether we determine homosexuality to be “unnatural” by (1) biological deduc-
tion (i.e., observing that the physical instruments of the homosexual union are incom-
patible) or (2) as a matter of civic purpose (i.e., observing that the principal goal of 
sexuality—producing children and perpetuating the whole human race—is not served 
by homosexual union) is much debated. At a minimum, Paul assumes naturally shared 
capacities/principles of basic deduction; more than this, I would hazard he is suggest-
ing basic teleological assumptions as well: a recognition of the end for which God has 
made mankind. 
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deduction (reason), and intention (purpose), but also the capacities to 
choose (volition) and worship (spirituality).8 Specific to this article is 
the proposal that all persons in God’s image necessarily also share 
common notions of linguistics that allow them successfully to receive 
divine revelation, codify their thoughts, and communicate proposition-
ally with God and other image-bearers. The “laws” basic to linguistic 
function, as with all of the functions above, subsist “naturally” in all 
persons, according to the Christian system, by virtue of their status as 
analogs of God. And since the source of these received laws is divine, 
they are necessarily both shared and fixed: we cannot emend them. 

Qualifications to the Thesis 
The ideas of shared laws of language and especially of received laws 

of language are not novel ideas and certainly are not unique to dispen-
sationalism. Modern philology has, however, rejected the notions—so 
thoroughly, in fact, that even dispensational embrace of the ideas is 
rare.9 Some of this reticence is principled, but some rests on misunder-
standing of “laws of language.” Clarification is in order. 

The Limitations of Natural Law 
Arguing that the source of all natural law is God himself and thus 

impervious to emendation flows inevitably from the immutability of 
God. This idea must not, however, be overstated. By it I do not mean, 

8How many such “spheres” exist may be debated endlessly. Rolland McCune, 
whose contribution to this article will soon be divulged, identified eight such spheres: 
spirituality, life, intelligence, purpose, action, freedom, self-consciousness, and emo-
tion (Systematic Theology, 3 vols. [Allen Park, MI: Detroit Baptist Theological Semi-
nary, 2008–2010], 1:190–201). Dr. McCune personally informed me that he did not 
intend these categories to constitute a comprehensive list, and commended my addi-
tion of morality and linguistics to this list when I first taught systematic theology at 
Detroit Baptist Seminary under his mentorship. 

9Ken Gentry observes that, “subsequent to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s studies in lin-
guistic analysis, there is no general agreement among philosophers regarding the ‘laws’ 
of language or the proper philosophy of language” (“The Ninety-Five Theses Against 
Dispensationalism,” no. 35, available at http://againstdispensationalism.com/95-
theses-2/). Curtis Crenshaw and Grover Gunn, III go further, suggesting that “today’s 
contemporary philosophers would smile—if not split their sides over such an assumed 
agreement” (Dispensationalism Today, Yesterday, and Tomorrow [Memphis: Footstool, 
1985], 11). They are not wrong. 

A Google search of the phrase “received laws of language” yields only 48 unique 
results, most of which are citations of nineteenth-century writers, notably J. P. Lange 
and George N. H. Peters. Of the remaining fifteen, seven reference McCune. Lange’s 
lines on the topic are especially notable: 

The literalist (so called) is not one who denies that figurative language, that sym-
bols, are used in prophecy, nor does he deny that great spiritual truths are set 
forth therein; his position is, simply, that the prophecies are to be normally in-
terpreted (i.e., according to the received laws of language) as any other utterances 
are interpreted—that which is manifestly figurative being so regarded (Commen-
tary on the Holy Scripture: Revelation [New York: Charles Scribners, 1872], 98). 
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firstly, that all of the rules that govern the functional “spheres” iterated 
above are immediately revealed in all of their specificity. Christ himself 
learned obedience by exposure to the written Word (Luke 2:52; Heb 
5:8), and his capacity to discern good and evil was incubated in the 
crucible of experience (Heb 5:14). Nor do I mean, secondly, that hu-
mans, in their depravity, cannot suppress what is incontrovertibly theirs 
by nature (Rom 1:18): they sear their consciences (1 Tim 4:2), repro-
gramming them (Rom 1:25 and 14:14–23, in principle) so severely 
that they begin to believe good to be evil and evil to be good (Isa 5:20, 
etc.). Nor do I mean, thirdly, that specific applications of God’s trans-
cendent laws may not change in specific historical contexts. As is God’s 
regular theocratic pattern, there are elements and circumstances of the 
divine rule, the former which are fixed, the latter which are unique to 
the peculiar administrations of God’s whole government.10 Fourthly, I 
do not deny that God has granted to collective humanity the extraordi-
nary privilege of supplementing God’s laws with additional ones—laws 
that, amazingly, are equally as binding on humanity as are God’s own 
laws (Gen 9:6, etc.). What I mean instead by the “impossibility of 
emendation” is that the primitive noumenal programming with which 
all persons are born is necessarily shared and that no person or culture 
can wholly erase what God has imprinted on their very souls. Were this 
restraint to disappear, the results would be swift and catastrophic. The 
divine laws by which God reveals himself to us and acts among us are 
as necessary as God himself. 

Specific to the matter of received laws of language, then, I clarify 
that, by presupposing fixed principles of language by which all image-
bearers necessarily communicate, I am not suggesting (1) that every 
grammatical/syntactical rule of each language is instinctively known in 
all its specificity, (2) that languages are impervious to evolution, or 
(3) that humans may not invent new syntactical forms, new genres 
with specialized rules of interpretation, or even entirely new languages. 
I am suggesting, instead, that human language is a resolutely founda-
tional phenomenon. Foundationalism, by definition, is the “view that 
knowledge and epistemic (knowledge-relevant) justification have a two-
tier structure: some instances of knowledge and justification are non-
inferential, or foundational; and all other instances thereof are inferen-
tial, or non-foundational, in that they derive ultimately from founda-
tional knowledge or justification.”11 Language in its most embryonic 
form is a science that operates on a set of laws that are from without: 
rules that simply are and must be. This does not mean that the specific 

10The distinction between elements and circumstances is most frequently made 
with respect to divinely ordered worship, wherein God establishes immutable features 
of ecclesiastical worship, but allows a measure of flexibility in their specific expression. 
I would extend this model, in principle, to every theocratic sphere. 

11The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, ed. Robert Audi (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1995), s.v. “Foundationalism,” by Paul K. Moser, 276. Van-
Tilian Presuppositionalism is a subset of this approach. 
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structures, words, genres, etc., of a given language may not evolve—
they do so constantly and rapidly—but in their evolution there are 
boundaries that cannot be passed without forfeiting the intelligibility of 
language entirely. God sets a boundary on linguistic development and 
says, as it were, “This far you may come and no farther; here is where 
your proud waves halt” (Job 38:11). 

The Testimony of Secular Philology 
Acceptance of inalienable linguistic laws is an ancient one. Plato 

was fascinated by the idea of philology and dedicated one of his works 
(Cratylus) to the topic. Plato is representative of the distinction estab-
lished above in our definition of foundationalism. For Plato, the as-
signment of words, spellings, pronunciations, syntax, and the like, are 
the legacy of dialectic “legislators,” who by force of their literary or ora-
tory eminence gather a following for their linguistic conventions. 
Words do not obtain their meaning by divine assignment, but by arbi-
trary human convention, principally (though variously informed by 
onomatopoeia).12 The result is almost infinite variety and development 
in language. This variety does not mean, however, that there are no 
governing laws of language. Like much of nature, language operates 
according to the principle of the one and the many, and Plato brings 
Cratylus to a close with this necessary verity. Whether or not words and 
syntactical forms are assigned according to onomatopoeia or conven-
tion, by the gods or by human legislators, Plato was certain of one 
thing: the meaning of words in any given context is not in a state of 
“flux”—words, once used, never mean “first this and then that,” be-
cause words, in order to be a thing must also stay that thing. If, “when 
an observer approaches, [words/meaning] become other and of another 
nature,” then they “have no state”13 and knowledge and communica-
tion cease to be possible: 

When the change occurs there will be no knowledge, and if the transi-
tion is always going on, there will always be no knowledge, and, ac-
cording to that view, there will be no one to know and nothing to be 
known. But if that which knows and that which is known exist ever, 
and the beautiful and the good and every other thing also exist, then I 
do not think that they can resemble a process or flux, as we were just 
now supposing.14 

Plato declined to identify the source of this linguistic stability; it simply 

12Unlike the present article, Plato rejected the proposal of Deus ex machina as the 
primitive basis of language. There is no first language of “correct” words assigned by 
God/the gods. God is not the reason for words, but an excuse for not having a reason 
for words (which he goes on to supply). 

13Plato Cratylus 439.d–440.a. Translation from Plato: The Collected Dialogues, ed. 
Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns, Bollingen Series 71 (Princeton, NJ: Prince-
ton University Press, 1961). 

14Ibid., 440.b. 
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must be true in order for knowledge and communication to occur: the 
laws of language are transcendental. 

Plato’s approach to language effectively held sway in secular philol-
ogy for two millennia, and was not deposed until the waning years of 
the Modern Period.15 Max Müller’s account of changes in the science 
of philology is a fascinating one. Müller, a classical philologist, argued 
that “the science of language is one of the physical sciences, and there-
fore its method ought to be the same as that which has been followed 
by so much success in botany, geology, anatomy, and other branches of 
the study of nature.”16 However, as the nineteenth century progressed 
(with its growing appropriation of human evolution), philology was 
reclassified not as a physical science (one that “deals with the works of 
God”) but as a historical science (one that deals “with the works of 
man”), as reflected in its new label, comparative philology.17 The new 
discipline did not immediately stop proposing laws of language (in-
deed, the 1880s may be the high water mark for the proliferation of 
linguistic “laws”), but by cutting off all external factors (whether God 
or, at the very minimum, Platonic “ideas”), it was only a matter of time 
before the science of philology slipped into the maw of non-
foundationalist post-modernism. Wittgenstein, cited above, drove the 
last nails into the coffin of the “laws of language” in modern philology. 
Müller, an acknowledger of God and a devotee of Kant, offered a way 
back to Plato’s transcendental and foundational approach. It was a way 
taken by very few in his train. 

The Demonstration of Linguistic Laws 
The notion that received laws are assumed prior to human utility 

does not deny the possibility of their demonstration. Such demonstra-
tions do not make the laws true, per se, but they do offer a kind of a 
posteriori support for a priori assumptions.18 But what should we do 

15The exception to this pattern was not in the secular but the religious realm—
Jewish Kabbalah, with its literal, allusive, allegorical, and mystical senses and early 
Christianity with its literal, allegorical/typological, tropological/moral, and anagogi-
cal/eschatological senses of sacred Scripture. Reasons for the development of these 
senses of Scripture is sharply debated. Most often the approach seems to be an at-
tempt, rooted in mysticism, to establish harmony between competing religious tradi-
tions (Jew/Greek, disparate schools of Jewish thought, Judaism/Christianity, etc.) or 
to harmonize Scripture with established theological traditions too entrenched to alter. 
It is beyond the purview of this essay to further explore this matter. 

16Lectures on the Science of Language (New York: Charles Scribner, 1862), 20. 
17Ibid., 21. I have long maintained that the greatest casualty of the theory of 

human evolution—and there are many (inerrancy, representative headship, human 
solidarity, the origin of sin/death, to name a few)—is the loss of the idea of language 
as received from God, and its replacement with the idea of language as invented by 
man. If the latter is true, then there is nothing that prevents languages from evolving 
to the point of total incoherence or utter incomprehensibility. 

18In J. Gresham Machen’s homey words, demonstrations of presuppositional 
truth can “help God’s little ones.” 
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when those assumptions do not square neatly with the evidence? Some 
foundationalists (Moser calls them “modest” foundationalists) suggest 
that natural laws received transcendentally are defeasible, that is, they 
“can be defeated, undermined, or overridden by a certain sort of expan-
sion of one’s evidence or justified beliefs.”19 In biblical hermeneutics, 
this approach grants to exegetes the authority to establish the laws of 
language discursively: one learns how to read the Bible by observing 
how later Scripture writers and the earliest Church Fathers read the 
Bible. The methods they ostensibly used, irrespective of the failure of 
these methods to sustain linguistic intelligibility generally or to survive 
the rigors of ordinary communication, are the methods we must use to 
read the Bible. 

The “radical” foundationalist (among whom this author finds him-
self numbered) demurs, insisting that when one’s linguistic presupposi-
tions are threatened by “evidence,” he should not immediately forsake 
his presuppositions, but rather reexamine the strength of the “evidence” 
and explore alternate interpretations that harmonize interpretive anom-
alies within the boundaries of his transcendentals. The stance of the 
“radical” foundationalist seems shocking, but in reality, we do this all 
the time: 

• Were an engineer to attend a magic show, for instance, and watch 
a clever showman suspend (apparently) the laws of physics, we 
would not be shocked by or critical of the engineer were he to 
double down on the laws of physics and explore other interpreta-
tions of the “evidence.” We would not be bothered, even, were he 
to say, “I cannot explain how the magician performed his trick, 
but I remain confident that the laws of physics remain secure.” 
We would rather agree with his “radically foundationalist” stance. 

• The “radically foundationalist” systematic theologian argues simi-
larly. He may be forced to admit that he cannot harmonize, say, 
the problem of evil with the goodness of God or the anomalies of 
the fossil record with God as a recent Creator. But admitting un-
certainty with respect to the problems of fossils and evil does not 
topple his settled belief in God’s character or in the historical reli-
ability of the Christian Scriptures: these are presuppositional to his 
worldview. He will instead busy himself seeking additional evi-
dence and constructing theological models to explain the appar-
ent contradictions.20 But his success in these efforts is irrelevant, 
because warrant for believing in the Christian God who has re-
vealed himself inerrantly in the Christian Scriptures does not 
spring from external evidence. Our theologian is to be commend-
ed, not condemned for his confidence in God and his Word. 

• The same approach holds for intertextual antinomies. When a 

19Moser, “Foundationalism,” 277. 
20This impulse, I would suggest, offers nearly the whole rationale for the scores of 

“multiple views” books that crowd the evangelical publishing market. 
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“radical foundationalist” commentator, say, encounters the ap-
parent contradiction of Paul and James regarding works and justi-
fication, he does not abandon inerrancy, forsake sola fide, pit Paul 
against James, or glibly appeal to “mystery.” Rather, he considers 
alternate interpretations that reconcile the exegetical “evidence” 
with what he knows absolutely to be true of the Christian system. 

• It is my suggestion that apparent violations of the received laws of 
language, say, in the NT interpretation of the OT (or, even more 
unconvincingly, various “premodern” interpretations of the Bible 
by the early Church) should likewise not lead us to the hasty 
abandonment of the received laws of language—even though we 
have no chapter and verse to commend them. Instead, we should 
inquire first whether the supposed “violations” of the received 
laws are as credible as they seem at first blush. This may seem a 
shocking approach, but it is one in which we all engage at some 
level—and rightly so. 

The reader is correct in observing, however, that these four examples 
are unequal. All four assumptions in view are sturdy ones, but not all 
are unassailable. My confidence in the laws of Newtonian physics is not 
so strong as my confidence in the existence of God and the inerrancy of 
the Bible. So what makes one a priori stronger than another? Are there 
any proposed a priori that can boast unassailability? And if so, what is 
that ingredient that renders it so? 

The Only Valid Proof of Linguistic Laws 
It is the final argument of this introduction that the only unassail-

able argument for immaterial laws (e.g., laws of language and logic) is a 
transcendental one. A transcendental argument, explains Greg Bahnsen, 
is one that “begins with any item of experience or belief whatsoever and 
proceeds, by critical analysis, to ask what conditions (or what other 
beliefs) would need to be true in order for that original experience or 
belief to make sense, be meaningful, or be intelligible to us.”21 The 
most common use of transcendental argumentation historically has 
been in demonstration of the existence of the Christian God.22 Simply 
put, apart from the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who has 
revealed himself inerrantly in the Christian Scriptures, nothing else can 
be known intelligibly (Prov 1:7); in fact, nothing else can even exist. 

But imbedded in this statement are other subsidiary and equally 
necessary implications, viz., that God has revealed himself according to 
laws of language and logic, sourced in his nature and character and 
shared with his image-bearers, whereby we may know the God who is. 
We do this by reading his inerrant revelation and observing its internal 

21Van Til’s Apologetic, 502. 
22Immanuel Kant’s The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of 

the Existence of God (1763) is one of the earliest formal introductions to transcendental 
argument, though the approach, in truth, is as old as humanity. 
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coherence and its correspondence to all that God is and does.23 The 
“rules” by which we read and ruminate are nowhere stated in Scripture, 
but the Scriptures assume them. God began speaking to Adam and Eve 
without detailing the linguistic laws by which they might understand 
his words; likewise, God’s appointed scribes began writing without ex-
planation. Yet somehow, just as Adam found God’s words intelligible, 
so too have God’s image-bearers ever since. Further, we instinctively 
converse with these selfsame rules in interpersonal conversation; indeed, 
you and I, the writer and reader of this article, are using these ancient 
laws even now.24 They are preconditions of intelligible discourse, and 
thus appropriately labeled transcendental. 

But what specifically are those linguistic principles that prevent lan-
guages from de-evolving to the point of absurdity? This is, I would ar-
gue, the great unanswered question of natural law generally. How can 
people know with certainty that they have successfully identified laws 
written on their very hearts? The answer is not easy, because any pro-
posed mechanism for knowing our own hearts is immediately injured 
by the relentless problem, wrought by depravity, that our hearts are 
deceitful above all (Jer 17:9). We are inevitably self-deceived about 
what we have received. As a result, the most conservative theologians 
tend to conclude that while “natural laws” may exist and may even of-
fer some general stability to the world order, the practical value of natu-
ral laws for Christian theology is limited strictly to what may be 
corroborated explicitly in the Christian Scriptures. In short, specific 
special revelation is the only valid warrant for natural law. 

This position is a safe one that protects mightily against the en-
croachment of communitarian consensus and individual autonomy as 
the default arbiters of natural law. And so it is with great trembling 
that I hazard any doubt. Still, it seems that the Scriptures may also 
supply implicit corroboration of natural laws for which no proof text 
may be supplied. The Bible does not, for instance, explicitly state the 
law of gravity, but the Mosaic stipulation of “parapets” on rooftops 
(Deut 22:8) implies its verity; the Bible does not explicitly define the 
law of non-contradiction, but implies that all can recognize instinctive-
ly that Christ cannot be both God and not-God (Matt 12:25ff). In 
short, warrant for these laws is not divine expression of these laws, but 
divine employment of these laws as utilities necessary to a coherent and 
holistic Christian worldview.25 

23With Van Til, I see the validity of any proposed truth system as resting princi-
pally on the grounds of correspondence and coherence: (1) Does it correspond at every 
point with what God is/says/does, and (2) does each of its parts agree internally with 
the whole (A Survey of Christian Epistemology [Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, n.d.], 2–3). 

24This is what McCune means below by his use of the term axiomatic: the laws of 
language that he proposes must be assumed true in order to be disproven. No alterna-
tive can be proposed coherently and meaningfully without using words that follow 
these rules. 

25Presuppositional apologetics is often criticized for offering strictly circular 
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My conclusion with respect to this article is that we may identify 
the basic-most laws of language not so much by explicit biblical state-
ment, but by identifying the transcendental assumptions that necessari-
ly attend God’s own use of language. As such, the following is not an 
attempt to examine how the Scripture writers interpreted other Scrip-
tures (though we would expect them to do so faithfully), much less 
how the earliest Christians interpreted Scripture (which may or may 
not have been carried out with faithfulness). Rather, it seeks to estab-
lish rudimentary principles of language that sustain the very fabric of 
linguistic enterprise, and which, when ignored, render communication 
impossible. 

It is with this introduction that I offer to our readers a project 
completed years ago, but only obscurely published, by my mentor, Dr. 
Rolland McCune. In it he identified four crucial “received laws of lan-
guage” that establish, define, and commend biblical literalism as the 
most defensible approach to reading the Bible.26 In the past 20 years I 
have received more requests (by far) for this article than for any other 
of Dr. McCune’s unpublished materials. It is my pleasure to offer to 
our readers his proposal of four “received” laws of language, without 
commentary or updating: 

The Univocal Nature of Language 
The univocal nature of language means that language speaks with 

“one voice.” Words can only mean one thing or have one signification in 
one and the same connection. Words can have but one meaning, or one 
set of propositional, cognitive values, in any given place; they cannot 
have two or more meanings in the same usage. A word may have a wide 
semantic range (different meanings at the time of writing), but it can 
only signify one thing in any one instance. Without this, language is in-
capable of communicating anything and simply becomes gibberish and 
gobbledygook. That language is univocal is axiomatic; it must be as-
sumed to be true in order to disprove it as being true. To deny it is self-
defeating, illogical, and irrational. The only exception is the unique and 

arguments that operate on the basis of bare assertion (i.e., “The Bible is true because it 
says so”). As such, it is reasoned, its argument is no better than a Muslim arguing that 
“The Qur’an is true because the Qur’an says so.” Similarly, critics often argue that the 
Transcendental Argument for God (TAG) is no stronger than the Transcendental 
Argument for Not-God (TANG). I concede that presuppositionalism offers circular 
arguments (all ultimate arguments are circular and cannot be otherwise); however, I 
do not concede that all circular arguments are of a sort. The totality of the Bible’s 
networked assertions, assumptions, and implications are such that Christianity alone 
can account holistically for all that is in a way that no other proposed philosophical 
system can. It is impossible that the world could be other than what God made it to 
be and says that it is. 

26“What Is Literal Interpretation?” presented at the Mid-America Conference on 
Preaching at Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary (October 19–20, 2000), 157–162; 
subsequently published in a short-run journal in India edited by one of McCune’s 
former students (Sola Scriptura, no. 3 [January 2002]: 3–12). 
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deliberate use of ambiguities such as puns and double entendres. But 
even they prove the rule because they are effective precisely because lan-
guage is univocal. However, no language system can be built totally on 
ambiguity and equivocation. 

The Bible was written in purely human languages with their fully 
human grammar, syntax and literary genres, by genuinely human beings 
out of their authentically human personalities, cultures, and linguistic 
backgrounds. The Bible was not written in Heavenly Hebrew, Holy 
Ghost Greek, or Atmospheric Aramaic. The message of the Bible (its 
truth-statements and truth-claims), however, is genuinely and exclusively 
divine. If the biblical languages are not genuine human languages, it 
would seem that they would ultimately be incapable of communicating 
divine information to human beings who must use human language. 

For hermeneutics, this principle of the univocal nature of language 
asserts that a passage of Scripture cannot have “deeper” meaning, multi-
ple meanings, or any other forms of interpretation that are essential-
ly sensus plenior (having a “fuller sense”). The divine message of the 
Bible does not come in equivocating word meanings but in univocal, 
propositional truth content. 

The Jurisdiction of Authorial Intent 
This principle has been more widely addressed in evangelical circles 

in recent years. The governance of authorial intent as an interpretive 
principle is actually as old as mankind, being an aspect of the image of 
God which makes man a linguistic being. As with the univocal nature of 
language, this factor is indigenous to rational beings who alone intuitive-
ly possess and use the “rights of language” or the “received laws of lan-
guage” as they were endowed by the Creator. 

Correct biblical interpretation conveys the same meaning today that 
the Bible writers intended when they wrote. The hermeneutical task is to 
“find out the meaning of a statement (command, question) for the au-
thor and for the first hearers or readers, and thereupon to transmit that 
meaning to modern readers.”27 An axiom in this regard is, “A text can-
not mean what it never meant.”28 “A believing scholar insists that the 
biblical texts first of all mean what they meant.”29 This meaning is based 
ultimately on authorial intent. It answers the question as to what the au-
thor intended to communicate by his particular use of a human sign sys-
tem (language). 

Words convey meaning in association with other words; they do not 
carry meaning autonomously: “A word does not have meaning; it is 

27A. Berkeley Mickelsen, Interpreting the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1963), 5. 

28Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982), 27. 

29Ibid., 13. 
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assigned meaning through cultural convention and use.”30 The basic unit 
of language is not the word but the sentence, which then extends to the 
paragraph, section, and book, and in this case the Bible. “The meaning 
of a word depends not on what it is in itself but on its relation to other 
words and to other sentences which form its context.”31 This word associ-
ation and its text-intention are produced by the authorship of a docu-
ment: “In speaking of authorial intention, one does not try to reproduce 
what the author must have been thinking at a given point or why he 
wrote. Rather, the interpreter’s goal is to ascertain what the writer want-
ed to communicate through the terms he chose for his message.”32 

For purposes of answering the question as to what literal interpreta-
tion is, this principle of the jurisdiction of authorial intent not only gives 
meaning and validity to the interpretation itself, it also serves as a limit-
ing notion as to what a biblical passage may mean and what 
it cannot mean. A good query to use in evaluating an interpretation of a 
given passage is, “Is this what the biblical authorship intended to con-
vey?” Such a principle would seem definitely to preclude finding the 
Church in the Old Testament since it is not mentioned there or, more 
particularly, finding the Church fulfilling prophecies given to the nation 
Israel, even in a “partial” sense. Fulfillment by the church would appear 
to be impossible to harmonize with authorial intent and would banish 
the Old Testament author from his own words. 

The Unitary Authorship of Scripture 
It is commonly asserted that the Bible has a “dual authorship” and 

from a certain perspective this may have some truth. The Bible does have 
human authors and a Divine Author. But the dichotomy of the usual 
understanding of “dual authorship” must be challenged. It is better to 
understand Scripture as having a unitary (rather than a binary, divine-
human) authorship, which resulted in a unitary Bible with a divine and 
a human aspect. This is comparable to the divine and human natures in 
the single person of the God-man, Jesus of Nazareth. The difference be-
tween the biblical word and the Word made flesh is that the Bible is not 
an extension of the divine essence. Even as we must not divide the person 
of the God-man, we must not dichotomize the biblical authorship. Zuck 
appears to do exactly this by saying, “In interpreting the Bible we seek to 
understand what the Bible says, not the human author’s intended mean-
ing.”33 

30Darrell Bock, “New Testament Word Analysis,” in Introducing New Testa-
ment Interpretation, ed. Scott McKnight (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989), 102. 

31Grant Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1991), 76. 

32Bock, “New Testament Word Analysis,” 98. 
33Roy Zuck, Basic Bible Interpretation (Wheaton, IL: Victor, 1991), 64. 
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The confluence of the divine and human participants in the author-
ship of Scripture is the essence of the doctrine of biblical inspiration. In-
spiration is the “supernatural influence exerted on the sacred writers by 
the Spirit of God, by virtue of which their writings are given Divine 
trustworthiness.”34 The human authors and the Divine Author were in 
an organic relationship in the production of an inerrant Bible. In a 
sense, inspiration is an act that encompasses a process and a result. Inspi-
ration proper, however, belongs to the writings and not the writers (2 
Tim 3:16, “All graphe [Scripture, script, writing] is theopneustos”), alt-
hough the writers are obviously involved and cannot be excluded from 
the picture. 

The interpretive value of the unitary divine-human authorship of 
Scripture via inspiration is that it guarantees an identity between God 
and the human author. What God said, the human author said; what 
the human author wrote, God wrote. More particularly for hermeneutics 
or literal interpretation, there is an identity of meaning because of the 
miracle of inspiration. What the human author meant is what God 
meant. It can be argued that this is a one-for-one identity of meaning. 
See 1 Corinthians 2:13 (NASB): “Which [revelatory] things we speak, 
not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spir-
it, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words.” This would ap-
pear to establish a most important point in literal interpretation. This 
identity of meaning prevents one from saying that the human author 
meant one thing but God meant another, or that God may have meant 
“more but never less” than the human author. The unitary authorship 
produced a single truth-intention in every passage of Scripture, with 
meaning coextensive to the divine and human participants in author-
ship. 

The Textually Based Locus of Meaning 
Thus far we have seen that the biblical languages (and all human 

language) convey univocal meaning, that this meaning is based on au-
thorial intent, and that the unitary authorship of Scripture by means of 
inspiration guarantees an identity of meaning between the human au-
thors and God. This all leads to a fourth ingredient of literal interpreta-
tion: meaning must be textually based. 

The authorial divine-human truth intention of Scripture must be in 
the words of the passage. There is only one correct interpretation or 
meaning of a passage and that is the one that biblical authorship intend-
ed. And the only building blocks of that intent are the words left to us. 
(And the best resource for understanding that meaning is a lexicon.) 
Words cannot be made to carry some hidden freight of meaning that is 
not in the actual text of a passage as defined by the previous points. 

34B. B. Warfield, The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible (Philadelphia: 
P&R, 1948), 131. 
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There cannot be two or more different meanings to the same words in a 
text. 

It must be recognized of course that the words of a passage may carry 
implications beyond what are discernible in the text itself. Implications, 
however, are actually supplemental and are not to be construed as differ-
ent meanings to the same words. Thus it is true that the Divine Author 
knows more implications of the Word of God than the human authors. 
Indeed, he knows all such implications. Human beings are not even 
aware of all the implications of their own speech much less those of the 
Word of God. However, all implications must be consistent with the tex-
tually-based truth-intention of an author. They must reproduce in some 
verbally/grammatically identifiable way the author’s original text-
intention or idea. 

For example, statements of Christ’s eternity legitimately imply his 
preexistence. But the church of the present age, it would seem, cannot 
even be an implied fulfillment of an Old Testament prophecy given to 
the nation Israel because it would not be textually based. Such a mean-
ing/fulfillment could hardly be located in the Old Testament text. Nor 
would it really qualify as a legitimate implication of the Old Testament 
since its verbal/grammatical identification with the Old Testament text-
intention is both tenuous and unclear. 

The only legitimate tool for extracting the univocal, authorially-
intended and textually-based meaning of any given Scripture is gram-
matical-historical exegesis. Whatever meaning that cannot be gained by 
an exegesis of the text (the words) simply isn’t there. All other such 
“meaning” must be imported into the text or read into the text from 
elsewhere, and partakes of sensus plenior in some form or to some de-
gree. Sensus plenior includes all alleged meaning that is not textually 
based (i.e., not in the words of the passage). This encompasses all multi-
ple meanings, senses, fulfillments, and the like. Sensus plenior in whatev-
er shape or form assumes that words can take on some kind of an 
autonomous and expanding afterlife once they have left the author. But 
this post-authorial afterlife is inherently unstable and self-defeating be-
cause the expanded meaning must be gleaned by someone, and his own 
interpretations therefore are also subject to expansion and resignification. 
Communication is thus impossible and meaning is lost in a labyrinth of 
ever-increasing relativism and ambiguity. 

How does one arrive at the “fuller sense” of a passage if the meaning 
is not textually based and grounded in authorial intent as discussed be-
fore? Part of the baggage of a fuller sense is that it introduces the need for 
a method or an instrument of interpretation that can extract the essen-
tially different meaning from somewhere external to the text in question. 
Since in this scheme meaning is not ultimately textually based and is not 
finally what the human author intended and wrote, one cannot use 
normal grammatical-historical hermeneutics on the text at hand. 

One can resort to the Holy Spirit’s “leading” in finding the fuller 
sense or deeper meaning of a text. That is, the Spirit more or less “re-
veals” what God intended and knew but which the human author 



40 Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 

neither intended nor knew. But this seems tantamount to some kind of 
continuing revelation and denies the concept of a closed canon for this 
age. 

A more conservative and popular method of finding the deeper 
meaning is Waltke’s “Canonical Process Approach.”35 This says that later 
revelation in the biblical canon will give the meaning that the Divine 
Author knew and intended but of which the human author was oblivi-
ous. Generally speaking, this means that the New Testament will round 
out the meanings and senses of an Old Testament passage. Elliot John-
son’s concept of “references plenior” appears to be but a variation of 
Waltke’s approach.36 Johnson seems to say that the truth intention of a 
biblical author may end up having more than one referent in the same 
words. If so, it would require that the locus of these multiple referents be 
elsewhere than in the immediate text. 

In reality, this type of approach only shifts the problem to a later 
part of the biblical canon. Presumably the fuller, deeper, or extra mean-
ing in the later part of the canon is textually based, univocal and exactly 
what the human author and Divine Author intended and wrote, even if 
the meaning of the text in the earlier part of the canon is not. Also, nor-
mal grammatical-historical interpretation is apparently quite adequate 
for the later part of the canon even if for the earlier part it is not. This 
all seems highly inconsistent and full of special pleading. One could just 
as well argue for fuller, deeper, or extra senses and multiple meanings for 
the later part of the canon, which is what Origen and many others have 
argued through the centuries! Sensus plenior in any form or by any other 
name is bereft of any objective limiting concept. 

Conclusion 
What do these factors of literal interpretation mean for certain as-

pects of current dispensational interpretation? They would appear to rule 
out double fulfillment, near and far fulfillment, some prophecies that are 
considered “generic,”37 “typological-prophetical” interpretation, “pat-
terns” of fulfillment and certain forms of indirect “linkage” (including 
“complementary fulfillment”) between Old Testament prophecies and the 
present age. Despite the denials and nuances to the contrary, this all 
comes perilously near to simple resignification of a text. These all violate 

35Bruce K. Waltke, “A Canonical Process Approach to the Psalms,” in Tradi-
tion and Testament, ed. John D. and Paul S. Feinberg (Chicago: Moody Press, 
1981), 3–18. 

36Elliot Johnson, Expository Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991), 
185. See also his essay, “Author’s Intent and Biblical Interpretation,” in Hermeneu-
tics, Inerrancy, and the Bible, ed. E. Radmacher and R. Preus (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1984), 16–17, and Walter Kaiser’s response, 441–46. 

37There are some prophecies that are generic, e.g., the seed of the woman in 
Gen 3:15, or the prophet like Moses in Deut 18:18. 
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one or more of the above principles of literal interpretation, and result in 
the confusion of Israel and the Church and other distinctions to one de-
gree or another. Without elaboration, some implications of the above 
four factors of literal interpretation are that, among others— 

(1) Jesus at the Father’s right hand is not now sitting on David’s 
throne. 

(2) The Messianic Kingdom is not inaugurated in the whole or in 
some phase. 

(3) The New Covenant was not intended by Jeremiah 31, et al., 
to find a literal, grammatical-historical fulfillment in the 
Church. 

(4) Joel 2:28ff did not have an authorially intended fulfillment on 
the Day of Pentecost. 

The New Testament use of the Old Testament is a complicated field of 
study, but it would be better hermeneutics to say that the self-contained, 
textually-based meaning of the Old Testament is never violated or given 
resignification in the New Testament. It would appear to be more pru-
dent to look for an application or an adaptation by the New Testament 
of the textually-based Old Testament meaning, perhaps in an analogical 
or a principial fashion, such as that in Acts 13:46–47 (cf. Isa. 49:6), or 
in 1 Corinthians 14:21–22 (cf. Isa. 28:11), or in Matthew 2:15 (cf. 
Hos. 11:1), to name a few. In this way, the integrity of the text of both 
testaments is upheld and the integrity of human language and the truth 
intentions of the biblical authorship is maintained. 
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THE NATURE OF SAVING 
FAITH IN JAMES 

by 
Kevin W. McFadden1 

The goal of this brief article is to articulate the nature of saving 
faith in the theology of James. Andrew Chester argues that “James does 
not independently choose to introduce faith, and he does not set out 
any real theology of it either. He has to take it up [because of his po-
lemical context], and he deliberately devalues it…. Faith, even in its 
positive sense of absolute trust, remains inferior to works for James.”2 I 
disagree. The letter of James both opens and closes with a non-
polemical discussion of faith. And the words πίστις (16x) and πιστεύω 
(3x) play an important role in 1:2–8; 2:1–7; 2:14–26; and 5:13–20. 
Even the polemical statement “You see that a person is justified by 
works and not by faith alone” (2:24)3 does not reject justification by 
faith but rather qualifies it.4 James does set out a theology of faith, alt-
hough it must be granted that his most important contribution to the 
nature of saving faith in New Testament theology is the argument of 
his polemical section (2:14–26): Genuine saving faith is accompanied by 
works. 

God and Saving Faith 
Saving faith in God and in Christ is a foundational assumption in 

the theology of James. James assumes that his readers possess faith in 
God (“your faith,” 1:3) and specifically faith in the Lord Jesus Christ 

1Dr. McFadden is Professor of New Testament at Cairn University in Lang-
horne, PA. This article is a significantly revised version of a paper given at the 2022 
annual meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society in Denver, CO. He is grateful 
to Dr. R. Bruce Compton for inviting him to give this paper, and also for Dr. Comp-
ton’s influence on this article through his class Greek Exegesis of James, which Dr. 
McFadden took during his MDiv studies at Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary. 

2Andrew Chester and Ralph P. Martin, The Theology of the Letters of James, Peter, 
and Jude, New Testament Theology (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 
27. 

3All Scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version unless otherwise 
noted. 

4Rightly, Compton: “It must be noted here that James does not categorically re-
ject the efficacy of faith with this statement. James is not ruling out justification by 
faith per se in this verse. Rather, he is ruling out justification by faith alone” (R. Bruce 
Compton, “James 2:21–24 and the Justification of Abraham,” Detroit Baptist Semi-
nary Journal 2 [1997]: 42). 
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(2:1). He also assumes that they have been born anew by the gospel: 
“Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we 
should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures” (1:18).5 This assumption 
of regeneration by the word implicitly assumes faith in that word and 
thus salvation by faith in the gospel of God and Christ. 

For James, the immutable, gift-giving God is the origin of all sav-
ing faith. God is the one who “gives generously to all without re-
proach” (1:5).6 “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, 
coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no varia-
tion or shadow due to change” (1:17, emphasis added). If every good 
gift is from above, then regeneration and faith are from above.7 Regen-
eration originates in God’s will: “Of his own will he brought us forth 
by the word of truth” (1:18). And faith originates in God’s choice: 
“Listen, my beloved brothers, has not God chosen those who are poor 
in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom, which he has 
promised to those who love him?” (2:5). Ironically, God often chooses 
those who have few material riches to have more abundant spiritual 
riches of faith.8 The rich faith that will bring poor believers into God’s 
kingdom, and by extension the faith that will save any person, origi-
nates in the choice of God. 

James also speaks of God as the object of saving faith. First, in 2:1 
he assumes that Christ is the object of the faith of his readers: “My 
brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith [τὴν πίστιν] in our 
Lord Jesus Christ [τοῦ κυρίου ἡµῶν Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ], the Lord of glo-
ry.” The word πίστιν in this verse may refer to the act of faith or to the 
faith itself, but in either case James uses the genitive to speak of “our 
Lord Jesus Christ” as the object or content of that faith.9 Here James 

5Most commentators see 1:18 referring to the new-creation birth of the new cov-
enant (Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James, 2nd ed., Pillar New Testament Commen-
tary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2021], 105, n. 88). 

6As Johnson observes, “Most distinctive in James’s understanding of God (as pa-
tristic interpreters and Kierkegaard perceived) is that God is the giver of gifts” (Luke 
Timothy Johnson, Brother of Jesus, Friend of God: Studies in the Letter of James [Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004], 246). 

7So Laato: “Nothing less than ‘every good gift (δόσις) and every perfect gift 
(δώρηµα) comes from above…therefore the believing acceptance of the gospel is 
thereby included” (Timo Laato, “Justification according to James: A Comparison with 
Paul,” Trinity Journal 18ns [1997]: 48–49). 

8“Rich in faith” in 2:5 could refer to the future inheritance of the poor that 
comes by faith, but it seems more likely that James is speaking about the riches of 
faith that poor believers have now. So Dale C. Allison, Jr., A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on the Epistle of James, International Critical Commentary (New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2013), 396. 

9A few interpreters have argued that in 2:1 Jesus Christ should be taken as sub-
ject of faith or faithfulness—e.g., Bruce A. Lowe, “James 2:1 in the Πίστις Χριστοῦ 
Debate: Irrelevant or Indispensable?” in The Faith of Jesus Christ: Exegetical, Biblical, 
and Theological Studies, ed. Michael F. Bird and Preston M. Sprinkle (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 2009), 239–57. But it is difficult to see how James’s readers could 
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alludes to the foundational Christian confession of faith that “Jesus is 
Lord” (cf. Rom 10:9). The title “Lord” in this confession affirms the 
divinity of Christ.10 And James reinforces his divine identity by ascrib-
ing divine “glory” to Christ.11 Thus, according to James, saving faith 
believes and confesses that Jesus Christ is the divine Lord of glory. 

Second, in 2:19 James alludes to the Shema (Deut 6:4), the foun-
dational Jewish prayer and Christian confession that God is one: “You 
believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and 
shudder!” James says this to criticize his interlocutor’s professed “faith.” 
Even the demons assent to the truth that God is one. At the same time, 
James commends the belief that “God is one” by saying, “You do well.” 
Surely there is some level of sarcasm in his commendation, but as Alli-
son comments, it is only “half-ironical” since this fundamental belief is 
true.12 

Thus, the one God of Israel is the object of saving faith for James. 
He is the one true God who saves (cf. Deut 4:32–35; Isa 43:1–13). 
And since James affirms the divine glory of Christ, he likely means to 
include the Lord Jesus within the belief that God is one.13 Indeed, it is 
difficult to know the referent of “Lord” throughout the letter of James. 
Sometimes it clearly refers to the Father: “our Lord and Father” (3:9). 
Other times it clearly refers to Christ: “the coming [τῆς παρουσίας] of 
the Lord” (5:7; cf. 5:8). In conclusion, part of the foundational as-
sumption in the theology of James is that salvation comes only through 
the one true God and the Lord Jesus Christ (cf. Isa 45:20–25). This 
God is the object of saving faith, and he is the origin of regeneration 
and faith. 

Prayer and Saving Faith 
While James clearly assumes that his readers have experienced 

regeneration or salvation in the past (1:18), his focus throughout the 

“hold” (ἔχω) Jesus’s faith or faithfulness, whereas faith is clearly something is some-
thing people can “have” (ἔχω) according to 2:14 and 18 (so Moo, James, 131). 

10Hurtado observes that “in Jewish circles of the first century kyrios and its Semit-
ic-language equivalents for ‘lord’ were used to refer to the God of the Bible; and in 
their determinative/emphatic forms (‘the Lord’) these terms functioned as substitutes 
for the divine name” (Larry W. Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest 
Christianity [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003], 109). 

11Bauckham persuasively suggests that the “admittedly difficult phrase ‘our Lord 
Jesus Christ of glory’…is best understood as a combination of ‘Jesus Christ’ and ‘the 
Lord of glory,’ a Christological title found elsewhere only in 1 Corinthians 2:8 and 
most probably derived from Christological exegesis of Psalm 24,” observing that Jas 
4:8 alludes to Ps 24:3–4 (Richard Bauckham, James: Wisdom of James, Disciple of Jesus 
the Sage [New York: Routledge, 1999], 139). 

12Allison, James, 475. 
13Pace interpreters who would see James avoiding a Christian confession in 2:19 

because he is writing to a Jewish audience (e.g., Allison, James, 456–57, who sees 
James writing to both Christian Jews and non-Christian Jews). 
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letter is on their final salvation at the coming of the Lord. In 1:21, he 
calls regenerate readers to “put away all filthiness and rampant wicked-
ness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to 
save your souls.” In 4:12, he warns readers that “there is only one law-
giver and judge, he who is able to save and to destroy” at the final 
judgment. In 5:15, he says that “the prayer of faith will save the one 
who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up.” And in 5:20, he says that 
“whoever brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul 
from death and will cover a multitude of sins.”14 Each of these state-
ments directs readers to their final salvation at the coming of the Lord, 
with the exception of 5:15, which perhaps refers to the Lord both heal-
ing from sickness and bringing final salvation.15 

Corresponding to James’s focus on final salvation is his call to 
whole-hearted prayer to God now. In the present time we (like Abra-
ham) encounter various trials that test our faith; these trials produce 
steadfastness and bring us to the perfection of final salvation (1:2–4; cf. 
Rom 5:3–5). Further, the trials of suffering and sickness should also 
lead us to prayer (5:13–14). James bookends his letter with a discussion 
of prayer and faith (1:2–8; 5:13–18). Outside of the polemical discus-
sion of faith and works, this theme is perhaps his most distinctive con-
tribution to the nature of saving faith, and it is encapsulated by his 
phrase “prayer of faith” (5:15).16 

Faith is expressed in prayer to God and the Lord Jesus Christ. In 
1:5–6 it is expressed in prayer to God for wisdom in the midst of vari-
ous trials: “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives 
generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him. But let 
him ask in faith.” And in 5:14–16 it is expressed in prayer to the Lord 
for healing, forgiveness, and salvation: “Is anyone among you sick? Let 
him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, 
anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith 
will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he 
has committed sins, he will be forgiven. Therefore, confess your sins to 
one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed.”17 

14Davids intriguingly suggests that 5:19–20 refers to the purpose of the whole 
letter—to save our souls from death (Peter H. Davids, Living in Light of the Coming 
King: A Theology of James, Peter, and Jude, Biblical Theology of the New Testament 
[Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014], 49). 

15Allison, James, 765–66. 
16Allison comments that the phrase “prayer of faith” in 5:15 “seems to be unpar-

alleled” in ancient literature (James, 764). Some interpret the “prayer of faith” as a 
reference to the special gift of faith or confidence that God will heal even when it has 
not been revealed in his word (see Allison, James, 764–65, n. 144; Moo’s interpreta-
tion seems to fit here, James, 311–12). But it is much more likely that James means us 
to interpret this phrase in light his earlier teaching about asking “in faith” in 1:6 (so 
Allison, James, 764). 

17Bauckham argues that the name of the Lord in 5:14–15 is clearly the exalted 
Lord Jesus and that this passage “surely reflects the same kind of Christology as Acts 
3–4, where Peter heals the lame man in the name of Jesus, and treats this as evidence 
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The opposite of asking in faith for James is “doubting” (1:6) or be-
ing “double-minded” (1:8; 4:8). Perhaps the background of James’s 
theology of prayer and faith is the teaching of Jesus.18 Like James, Jesus 
taught his disciples to ask in faith: “Have faith in God…. Whatever 
you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be 
yours” (Mark 11:22–24). And like James, both Jesus and Paul contrast 
faith (πίστις) with doubting (διαρίνω) (e.g., Matt 21:21; Rom 4:20).19 
James’s distinct contribution is his vivid imagery and terminology. He 
describes the one who doubts when he prays as “like a wave of the sea 
that is driven and tossed by the wind” (Jas 1:6). And he coins the term 
“double-minded” (δίψυχος) for this person.20 The doubter is unstable 
and divided in prayer. In contrast, the believer is stable and whole-
hearted in prayer. He or she is like Elijah, who “prayed fervently that it 
might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on 
the earth” (5:17, emphasis added).21 Saving faith in James, then, is ex-
pressed in whole-hearted prayer to the God of our salvation in the 
midst of various trials. 

Works and Saving Faith 
James’s most important contribution to the nature of saving faith 

in New Testament theology is his discussion of works and saving faith. 
Throughout the letter James calls his believing readers to action and 
insists that works of love are necessary for their final salvation.22 But his 
clearest articulation of the relationship of faith and works is found in 
the polemical section of 2:14–26, where he argues that genuine saving 
faith is accompanied by works. 

The polemic section of James is attacking an antinomian view of 
faith that says one can have saving faith without works. Some today 
view the apostle Paul and his teaching about justification by faith 

that Jesus, risen from the dead, is living and powerful…. In the phrase ‘the Lord will 
raise him up’ (5:15) there may even be implicit reference to the healing activity of the 
earthly Jesus (cf. Mark 1:31; 5:41)” (James, 139). 

18Matthew 7:7–8 contains three of the same verbs found in James 1:5–8 (αἰτέω, 
δίδωµι, and λαµβάνω): “Ask, and it will be given to you…. For everyone who asks 
receives” (Matt 7:7–8). Similar is James 4:2–3: “You do not have, because you do not 
ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly.” 

19Some have questioned whether διαρίνω means “doubt” in 1:6 since this mean-
ing is unattested before the NT, but Allison compellingly shows that the meaning 
“doubt” fits the context of James and the later interpretive tradition (James, 179–81). 

20For an argument that James coined the term δίψυχος, see Stanley E. Porter, “Is 
dipsuchos (James 1,8; 4,8) a ‘Christian’ Word?” Biblica 71 (1990): 469–98. 

21Note that the ESV’s “prayed fervently” in 5:17 represents the emphatic semiti-
cism προσευχῇ προσηύξατο. 

22E.g., It is those who love God who receive the crown of life and the kingdom of 
God (1:12; 2:5); and it is those who love their neighbor as themselves who will pass 
muster at God’s judgment (2:8–13). 
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(alone) as the target.23 Others argue that James’s polemic against anti-
nomianism can be understood against a Jewish background without 
any reference to Paul.24 What makes this position unlikely are the 
many words and phrases that James uses in his polemical section that 
are otherwise unique to Paul—e.g., “by works” (ἐξ ἔργων; Jas 2:21, 24, 
25; Rom 3:20; 4:2; 9:11, 32; 11:6; etc.) and “without/apart from 
works” (χωρὶς ἔργων; Jas 2:18, 20, 26; Rom 3:28; 4:6).25 Is James, 
then, writing against Paul’s view of saving faith? Perhaps he has simply 
misunderstood Paul, as some suggest.26 In my view, James himself has 
not misunderstood Paul, but rather is writing against a common mis-
understanding of Paul’s preaching. The account of the Jerusalem 
Council in Acts 15 and Paul’s own witness in 1 Corinthians 15:1–11 
testify that Paul and James agreed about saving faith. And Paul himself 
had to address antinomian misunderstandings of his preaching 
throughout his letters.27 So it seems most likely that James is attacking 
an antinomian misunderstanding of Paul’s preaching. Similar misun-
derstandings of the doctrine of justification are common in the history 
of Protestant theology and practice, which is so dependent on Paul.28 
That is to say, James’s argument here has a direct word to speak to 
Protestantism. 

The first thing to notice about James’s argument is that he distin-
guishes a genuinely saving faith from a professed but spurious faith. 
James does not argue that there actually are two kinds of faith. It is not 
an absolute distinction in his theology. Rather, he makes the distinc-
tion rhetorically to challenge whether the faith of his interlocutor is 
genuine. This person says he has faith” (2:14), but does he really?29 He 

23E.g., Stuhlmacher argues that the “foolish person” addressed in 2:20 “can only 
be a representative of Paul’s doctrinal position or Paul himself” (Peter Stuhlmacher, 
Biblical Theology of the New Testament, trans. Daniel P. Bailey [Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 2018], 496). 

24E.g., Bauckham, James, 127–31. 
25See further evidence in Allison, James, 445–46, where he concludes, “One 

would be hard pressed to find a similar concatenation of rare expressions in two texts 
that are not directly related” (James, 446). Bauckham’s explanation of the similarities 
between James and Paul is that both are dependent on the same traditional Jewish 
discussion of Abraham (James, 130). 

26Stuhlmacher, Biblical Theology, 500; Allison, James, 452–55. 
27Rom 3:8; 6:1–2; 6:15; 1 Cor 6:12; 10:23; Gal 5:13. For some of these refer-

ences I am indebted to Allison, James, 452, n. 118. 
28The term “antinomian” (one who opposes the law of God) was coined by Lu-

ther in response to his colleague Johann Agricola, who argued that the Decalogue has 
no place in Christianity. See Paul A. Rainbow, The Way of Salvation: The Role of 
Christian Obedience in Justification (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2005), 36–38. 

29Note Cranfield’s observation: “The clue to the understanding of the section is 
the fact (very often ignored) that in v. 14…the author has not said, ‘if a man have 
faith,’ but ‘if a man say he hath faith.’ This fact should be allowed to control our 
interpretation of the whole paragraph. The second ‘faith’ in the verse is to be taken as 
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is a like a person who “says” to the poor brother or sister “‘Go in peace, 
be warmed and filled,’ without giving them the things needed for the 
body” (2:16). Are these words genuine? Another way to ask this is, are 
these words of any benefit or good (τὸ ὄφελος, 2:14, 26)? Or, “Can 
that faith save him?” (2:14). Clearly, James does not think that his in-
terlocutor has a saving faith. In this sense, his faith is not genuine. 

This is why James speaks of a faith without works as “dead” (2:17, 
26). No one would say that a corpse is a viable human being! There-
fore, James’s distinction between two kinds of faith is not an absolute 
distinction but rather a rhetorical distinction made to separate between 
what is false and what is true, what is “useless” (2:17) and what is effec-
tive, what is dead and what is living. He does not distinguish between 
two genuine kinds of faith as Roman Catholic theology does when it 
says one can have genuine, Christian faith (an unformed faith) but that 
it only saves when it is formed and animated by love (a formed faith).30 
Rather, he distinguishes between a “faith” that is spurious and a genu-
inely saving faith.31 

What makes faith genuinely saving? James highlights one thing: It 
is accompanied by works. This argument is driven by his polemics, for 
in 2:14 he confronts someone who says he has faith but does not have 
works, and in 2:18a, his interlocutor seems to posit that one person 
could have faith and another could have works, much as Christians 
have different spiritual gifts.32 In response, James challenges the inter-
locutor to prove the genuineness of his faith: “Show me your faith 
apart from your work, and I will show you my faith by my works” 
(2:18b). The challenge seems to imply that such a demonstration can-
not be done because faith is an internal reality. One can only demon-
strate the internal reality of faith with works, which are external.33 

in inverted commas. By ‘that faith’ (ἡ πίστις) the writer means that thing which the 
man in question wrongly calls ‘faith’; he does not imply that he himself regards it as 
faith” (C. E. B. Cranfield, “The Message of James,” in The Bible and Christian Life. A 
Collection of Essays [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1985], 165; quotation taken from Laato, 
“Justification according to James,” 71–72, n. 140). 

30For a summary of the Roman Catholic view, see Herman Bavinck, Reformed 
Dogmatics, Vol. 4: Holy Spirit, Church, and New Creation, ed. John Bolt, trans. John 
Vriend (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008): 109–10. 

31Calvin, in his refutation of the scholastic distinction between an unformed faith 
and a formed faith, uses Simon Magus (Acts 8:9–24) to show that so-called “un-
formed faith” is actually not faith at all (John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Reli-
gion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles [Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 1960], 1:554). 

32Following McKnight, who observes that the interlocutor’s view is that “faith 
and works are two different things” and that James responds by showing the “inter-
connection between faith and works” (Scot McKnight, “James 2:18a: The Unidentifia-
ble Interlocutor,” Westminster Theological Journal 52 [1990]: 362–63). 

33“Whether or not someone who claims to have faith really believes can be seen 
in only one thing: works (2:18)” (Adolf Schlatter, The Theology of the Apostles: The 
Development of New Testament Theology, trans. Andreas J. Köstenberger [Grand 
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More importantly, James’s challenge questions the genuineness of a 
faith without works, a point reinforced in 2:19. Would someone say 
the demons have genuine saving faith? Of course not. The demons be-
lieve that God is one, but they also shudder at his coming judgment 
because they know they do not obey this God. Their “faith” is not sav-
ing faith because it is not accompanied by works. 

In 2:20–26, James proves to his interlocutor that a genuinely sav-
ing faith is accompanied by works with the examples of Abraham and 
Rahab. His focus is on Abraham’s offering of Isaac in Genesis 22, 
which is not surprising, since this great test of Abraham’s faith stood 
out to many Jewish interpreters. We can, however, notice a difference 
between James and some Jewish interpreters. It was common to inter-
pret Abraham’s faith (Gen 15:6) as his faithfulness in testing. For ex-
ample, the book of Jubilees recounts Abraham’s six trials leading up to 
the seventh and final test of the sacrifice of Isaac, concluding that “in 
everything in which he [the LORD] tested him, he [Abraham] was 
found faithful” (Jubilees 17:18).34 Some have argued that James simply 
follows this interpretive tradition and interprets Abraham’s faith in 
Genesis 15:6 in terms of his faithfulness in testing in Genesis 22.35 
While James does clearly draw the traditional connection between these 
two passages, it is important to observe that he also consistently distin-
guishes between Abraham’s faith and his works rather than interpreting 
Abraham’s faith as his faithfulness in testing.36 In James’s interpreta-
tion, Abraham’s “faith was active along with his works, and faith was 
completed by his works” (2:22). His faith worked together with his 
works in collaboration, and his works brought his faith to completion 
or perfection (τελειόω). For James, then, faith and works are both dis-
tinguishable and inseparable in salvation. He does not define saving 
faith as works, but neither does he allow for saving faith to exist with-
out works.37 

Rapids: Baker, 1998], 89). James’s view calls into question the recent tendency among 
New Testament scholars to argue that faith (pistis) should be considered something 
external (see Matthew W. Bates, “The External-Relational Shift in Faith (Pistis) in 
New Testament Research: Romans 1 as Gospel-Allegiance Test Case,” Currents in 
Biblical Research 18 [2020]: 176–202). 

34Cf. Sir 44:19–20 and especially 1 Macc 2:52, which explicitly merges the word-
ing of Gen 15:6 with Abraham’s faithfulness in testing: “Was not Abraham found 
faithful when tested, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness?” (NRSV). 

35E.g., Bauckham says that James “simply continues the Jewish tradition of inter-
pretation of Abraham’s faith, which resolved the exegetical issue of Abraham’s faith 
and works by understanding Abraham’s faith as his continuing faithfulness to God 
taking effect in works of obedience” (James, 134). 

36In this, his interpretation of Abraham is closer to the Jewish philosopher Philo 
and to the apostle Paul. See Kevin W. McFadden, Faith in the Son of God: The Place of 
Christ-Oriented Faith within Pauline Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2021), 61–64. 

37So Schlatter: “When James says that only works lift faith out of death, it is clear 
that he does not identify works with faith; rather, works are joined to faith as 
something different and new…. Works are therefore not directly included already in 
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James’s argument, I believe, offers Protestant theologians and pas-
tors a better way to respond to antinomianism than current responses 
that tend to overreact and blur the line between faith and works. John 
MacArthur, for example, in his classic argument against the antinomi-
anism of Free Grace theology, sometimes writes as if obedience is in-
cluded within the nature of saving faith. To his credit, in the revised 
edition of his book he changes some of these statements in response to 
criticism.38 Still, in the revised edition he says, “Faith and faithfulness 
were not substantially different concepts to the first-century Chris-
tian.”39 Similarly, Matthew Bates, who in many ways is also responding 
to Free Grace theology, argues that πίστις should be understood as 
faithfulness or allegiance in the New Testament.40 John Piper, engaging 
in the same debate, argues that saving faith includes love for God, 
which is the key reason why it severs the root of sin in our lives.41 And 
Klyne Snodgrass says that the root of our problem in American Christi-
anity is “the erroneous, anemic, and weak-kneed understandings people 
have of the word ‘faith.’”42 Faith to him should be understood as in-
cluding the idea of “loyalty” or “faithfulness.”43 And he pointedly 
claims that “the faith-works dichotomy is one of the biggest distortions 
in Christian history.”44 Is this not claiming that the evangelical teach-
ing of the Reformation (not to mention Paul) is a distortion? I suggest 
that James offers us a better way to respond to antinomian misunder-
standings of the gospel: Faith and works are distinguishable but insepa-
rable, and genuine saving faith is accompanied by works. 

Conclusion 
The goal of this article has been to articulate the nature of saving 

faith in the theology of James. Saving faith in God and Christ is a 

faith but rather are joined to it as a second thing” (Adolf Schlatter, Faith in the New 
Testament: A Study in Biblical Theology, trans. Joseph Longarino [Bellingham, WA: 
Lexham Academic, 2022], 314). 

38For example, he has changed “faith encompasses obedience” to “faith is insepa-
rable from obedience.” The first quotation is from John F. MacArthur, The Gospel 
according to Jesus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 173; the second quotation is 
from John MacArthur, The Gospel according to Jesus, rev. and exp. anniversary ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 189. 

39MacArthur, Gospel, rev. ed., 191. 
40Matthew W. Bates, Salvation by Allegiance Alone: Rethinking Faith, Works, and 

the Gospel of Jesus the King (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2017). 
41John Piper, What Is Saving Faith? Reflections on Receiving Christ as a Treasure 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022), 32, 278. 
42Klyne R. Snodgrass, You Need a Better Gospel: Reclaiming the Good News of Par-

ticipation with Christ (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2022), 11. One thing you can appreciate 
about Snodgrass is that he does not mince words. 

43Ibid., 13, 68–70. 
44Ibid., 170. 
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foundational assumption in James, and God is central as both the 
origin and object of the faith of his readers. Distinctive to James is his 
emphasis on the whole-hearted prayer of faith, a theme that bookends 
the letter. And James’s most important contribution to the nature of 
saving faith in New Testament theology is the argument that genuine 
saving faith is accompanied by works. I suggested that James’s argument 
is a better way for Protestants to respond to antinomian misunder-
standings of the gospel. Rather than arguing that faith includes works 
and compromising the Pauline and Reformation doctrine of sola fide, 
we should simply insist that all true believers must also have works. 
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SOLOMON’S CORONATION 
AND COREGENCY: 

IDENTIFYING THREE STAGES 
IN THE SUCCESSION 

by 
Todd Bolen1 

Introduction 
A reconstruction of Solomon’s accession to the throne is complicat-

ed by the two distinct accounts in Kings and Chronicles. In recent dec-
ades, evangelical scholars have proposed reconstructions that entail four 
or more distinct coronation events and assume a two-year coregency 
between David and Solomon. A reevaluation of the relevant biblical texts 
demonstrates that there is no basis for a two-year coregency, and fur-
ther study identifies three stages in Solomon’s accession to the throne, 
corresponding to the three stages in Saul’s and David’s accessions. 

Four texts in Chronicles and one text in Kings relate to Solomon’s 
accession: 

1. When Adonijah attempts to make himself king, David sends Sol-
omon to the Gihon Spring to be anointed king (1 Kgs 1:32–40). 

2. David tells Solomon that the Lord revealed to him that he would 
have a son named Solomon who would build the temple during 
his reign (1 Chr 22:6–10). 

3. When David is old, he makes his son Solomon king over Israel 
(1 Chr 23:1). 

4. David gathers the tribes together and tells them that the Lord 
chose Solomon as king. David charges Solomon to be obedient 
and build the temple (1 Chr 28:1–29:22a). 

5. The people acknowledge Solomon as king a second time, anoint-
ing him as king (1 Chr 29:22b–25). 

Recent Proposals 
This subject has received little attention in scholarly literature. 

Those who do not consider Chronicles to be historically trustworthy do 
not attempt to harmonize its account with that of Kings. Conservative 
scholars often do not engage with the issue. In more recent years, the 

1Dr. Bolen is Professor of Biblical Studies at The Master’s University in Santa 
Clarita, California. 
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proposal of Eugene Merrill seems to have been adopted without the 
careful analysis it deserves. 

Merrill’s History 
Eugene Merrill’s excellent Kingdom of Priests has had a dominating 

influence among evangelicals in the field of ancient Israel studies for 
more than thirty years now.2 He begins his reconstruction of Solomon’s 
accession by identifying the statement in 1 Chronicles 23:1 as a distinct 
event that established Solomon as coregent. Then “about two years 
later,” as Merrill dates it, the events of 1 Kings 1:32–40 and 1 Chroni-
cles 29:22b occurred in quick succession, at which time Solomon was 
again acknowledged as king. He claims that these two accounts exhibit 
a “clear linkage” with respect to 1 Chronicles 29:22b’s mention of “a 
second time,” the unique reference to Solomon’s anointing in both 
accounts, and the presence of Zadok.3 

It is not clear where Merrill puts his proposed two-year coregency 
for Solomon in the narrative of 1 Chronicles. On the one hand, he 
states that Adonijah’s plot and Solomon’s coronation occurred about 
two years after Solomon’s appointment as coregent. But he also puts a 
two-year interval between 1 Chronicles 28:1–29:22a and 29:22b.4 

Merrill also does not distinguish between the events of 1 Kings 
1:32–40 and those of 1 Chronicles 29:22b, effectively blurring the two 
together.5 This allows him to maintain 1 Chronicles 29:22b as the 
“second time” in relation to 1 Chronicles 23:1, without regard for the 
anointing at the Gihon Spring in 1 Kings 1:32–40. 

Merrill’s Commentary 
In A Commentary on 1 & 2 Chronicles, published in 2015, Merrill 

maintains the two-year coregency, but he places it between 1 Kings 
1:32–40 and 1 Chronicles 23:1, apparently equating the latter with the 
national assembly in 1 Chronicles 29.6 He acknowledges but does not 
accept the objection that David seems to be on his deathbed in 1 Kings 1. 

2Eugene H. Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 2nd ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008). The first edition was published in 1987. The second 
edition is cited here for convenience, but the relevant passages are unchanged from the 
first edition. 

3Ibid., 265, n. 41. 
4Ibid., 265. Merrill cites Williamson in defense of this time interval in this verse, 

but I cannot find anything in Williamson about a time interval or a need for it. Wil-
liamson’s conclusions are largely compatible with those presented in this paper, in-
cluding reading 1 Chr 23:1 as a heading and relating the reference of “a second time” 
to the 1 Kgs 1 event. Cf. H. G. M. Williamson, 1 and 2 Chronicles, New Century 
Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 186–87. 

5Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, 298. 
6Eugene H. Merrill, A Commentary on 1 & 2 Chronicles, Kregel Exegetical 

Library (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2015), 273. 
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He does not seem to recognize the improbable scenario of Joab and 
Abiathar, both supporters of Adonijah, retaining their positions for two 
years while Solomon was coregent. 

Kaiser’s History 
In A History of Israel, Walter Kaiser repeats Merrill’s assertion of a 

two-year coregency, citing 1 Kings 1:38–40 as the occasion for Solo-
mon’s installation as coregent.7 Kaiser does not cite Merrill in this re-
gard, nor does he attempt to explain the sequence of succession events 
or to defend a duration of two years. 

Young’s Chronology 
In order to allow sufficient time for David to prepare temple build-

ing materials after Solomon’s anointing, Rodger Young writes that “we 
might guess a two-year overlap of the reigns of David and Solomon.”8 
He notes that Solomon was anointed twice as coregent, but he cites 
three texts (1 Kgs 1:39; 1 Chr 23:1; 29:22) without clarifying how they 
are related to each other. He acknowledges that the length of the core-
gency is nowhere stated. 

Steinmann’s Chronology 
In From Abraham to Paul: A Biblical Chronology, Andrew Stein-

mann writes that Solomon was made coregent in 1 Chronicles 23:1 
and that the temple preparations described in 1 Chronicles 23–29 re-
quired approximately two years, giving Solomon a two-year coregency.9 
Following Young, he adjusts his chronology to account for the core-
gency, dating Solomon’s accession to 971 and David’s death to approx-
imately 969, thus bringing down the dates of Saul’s and David’s reigns 
by two years each (1049–1009 and 1009–969, respectively). 

Kalimi’s Interpretation 
Though not an evangelical scholar, Isaac Kalimi’s recent interpreta-

tion bears consideration, especially given the lack of discussion of this 
subject more broadly. Kalimi rejects the idea of two coronations of Sol-
omon, taking the Kings and Chronicles accounts as independent de-
scriptions of a single event, for he cannot explain why, if there were two 
anointings, either Kings or Chronicles would leave the second one 

7Walter C. Kaiser Jr. and Paul D. Wegner, A History of Israel: From the Bronze 
Age through the Jewish Wars, rev. ed. (Nashville: B & H Academic, 2017), 385. This 
reference to 1 Kings was added in the second edition. 

8Rodger C. Young, “Tables of Reign Lengths from the Hebrew Court 
Recorders,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 48 (2005): 227. Young ar-
rived at his figure independently of Merrill and Kaiser (personal communication). 

9Andrew E. Steinmann, From Abraham to Paul: A Biblical Chronology (St. Louis, 
MO: Concordia, 2011), 112–13, 121–22. 
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out.10 He rejects the idea that 1 Chronicles 23:1 was a separate corona-
tion and regards “a second time” in 1 Chronicles 29:22 to be a later 
gloss intended to harmonize the anointing with 1 Chronicles 23:1. He 
does not comment on the length of the coregency. 

Others 
Leon Wood and David O’Brien speak of a “brief” coregency, but 

they do not attempt to reconstruct the events or harmonize the ac-
counts.11 The issue is not discussed in the histories of John Bright; 
J. Maxwell Miller and John H. Hayes; Bill T. Arnold and Richard S. 
Hess; Iain Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper Longman; or John 
Merrill and Hershel Shanks.12 

Problems with Recent Proposals 
My first concern is that the question of Solomon’s coregency has 

not been dealt with carefully. Much of Israel’s ancient history has been 
lost to time, but the details in Kings and Chronicles are significant 
enough to warrant an attempt at reconstructing the historical sequence. 

Second, Merrill’s view has served as the basis for the histories of 
others, but it is at places unclear or inconsistent. The most consistent 
feature is the assertion that the coregency lasted for two years, but it is 
not clear where these two years belong in the sequence. The duration of 
two years is never explained or defended, and it seems that different 
explanations would be required if the coregency was before the 1 Kings 
1 event or after. 

Third, the lack of clarity results in up to five different coronation 
events prior to David’s death. The suggestion that there were so many 
would strike some observers as far-fetched. It also makes it difficult to 
account for certain features of the narrative, such as Adonijah’s attempt 
to make himself king, if Solomon had already been publicly recognized 
as coregent. 

10Isaac Kalimi, “The Rise of Solomon in the Ancient Israelite Historiography,” in 
The Figure of Solomon in Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Tradition: King, Sage, and 
Architect, ed. Jozef Verheyden (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 27–28. 

11Leon J. Wood and David O’Brien, A Survey of Israel’s History (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1986), 237–38. 

12John Bright, A History of Israel, 4th ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox, 2000); J. Maxwell Miller and John H. Hayes, A History of Ancient Israel and 
Judah, 2nd ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2006); Bill T. Arnold and 
Richard S. Hess, Ancient Israel’s History: An Introduction to Issues and Sources (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2014); Iain Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper Longman III, A 
Biblical History of Israel, 2nd ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2015); 
John Merrill and Hershel Shanks, eds., Ancient Israel: From Abraham to the Roman 
Destruction of the Temple, 4th ed. (Washington, DC: Biblical Archaeology Society, 
2021). There is no discussion in Dictionary of the Old Testament: Historical Books, ed. 
Bill T. Arnold and H. G. M. Williamson (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2005). 
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Agreement with Recent Proposals 
It is worth stating explicitly that I believe a coregency existed be-

tween the time that Solomon was anointed at the Gihon Spring and 
David’s death. My rejection of a two-year time frame should not be 
construed as denying that Solomon served as coregent. I do not believe 
that the biblical text provides enough information to determine the 
length of that period, though it seems to have been quite short, possi-
bly as little as a month. But it is important to distinguish between 
speculation and fact, and the two-year figure has been repeated enough 
now that readers may not realize that it lacks any basis in the text. 

I also agree that there was a series of stages in Solomon’s corona-
tion. The questions here are how to harmonize Kings and Chronicles 
and what constitutes distinct events in the succession. 

Finally, there can be no question that temple preparations took a 
significant amount of time. I believe it started early in David’s reign 
when the Lord told David that he would raise up his son to build the 
temple (2 Sam 7:12–13). It was underway when David was dedicating 
plunder from his military operations to the Lord (2 Sam 8:11–12). And 
it continued as David cut timber, quarried stone, wrote psalms, and 
appointed musicians, gatekeepers, and treasury officers (1 Chr 22:2–4, 
14–16; 23:2–5; 25:1; 28:11–19). The process probably was underway 
for a couple of decades, though activity may have been most intense in 
the final decade. If one insists that temple preparation began only after 
Solomon’s coronation, it seems that a two-year coregency is much too 
short for all that was involved.13 

Three Important Questions of Interpretation 

1. Does 1 Chronicles 23:1–2 Describe a Distinct Coronation Event? 
Now David became old and full of days, and he made 
his son Solomon king over Israel. And he gathered togeth-
er all the leaders of Israel with the priests and the Levites 
(1 Chr 23:1–2).14 

These verses have been understood to refer to the initial installation 
of Solomon as coregent, in contrast with the later mention in 1 Chron-
icles 29:22 that “they made Solomon the son of David king a second 
time.” This could be the basis for a two-year coregency, if the temple 
preparations described between these two references are deemed to have 

13Those who follow Merrill’s chronology in placing the Davidic covenant, with 
its promise of a temple-building son, in the last five years of David’s life would not be 
able to extend David’s preparations beyond these five years. For arguments against 
that chronological proposal, see Todd Bolen, “The Date of the Davidic Covenant,” 
Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 65 (2022): 61–78. 

14Unless otherwise noted, all English Scripture citations are drawn from the Leg-
acy Standard Bible (LSB), 2021. 
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taken approximately two years.15 
A significant problem with this view is that it does not account for 

Solomon’s anointing in 1 Kings 1, where Nathan and Bathsheba panic 
because the succession had not yet been made public. Solomon had not 
been publicly installed as coregent, and so the solution was to anoint 
him king at the spring for all to see. Adonijah sought to capitalize on 
the nation’s ignorance of David’s chosen heir and on his father’s pas-
siveness in order to make his coregency a fait accompli (1 Kgs 1:20). 

First Chronicles 23:1, however, does not describe a distinct event 
prior to the hasty coronation of Solomon in 1 Kings 1. Instead, it func-
tions as a literary heading to introduce a new section that describes the 
process by which David installed Solomon on the throne. In order to 
make his son Solomon officially his successor, David needed to gather 
the nation together, including its leaders, priests, and Levites. But these 
individuals need first to be defined, and so 1 Chronicles 23–27 does 
just that, with 1 Chronicles 28:1 continuing to recount how David 
gathered together all of these officials in a national ceremony in which 
he gave his final words and commissioned his son as king.16 In other 
words, 1 Chronicles 23:1 begins a unit that culminates in Solomon’s 
coronation in chapter 29, giving at length the names of many who as-
sembled to witness the event.17 The coronation mentioned in 1 Chron-
icles 23:1 is only accomplished in 1 Chronicles 29:22.18 This 
understanding of 1 Chronicles 23:1 is the standard interpretation, rec-
ognized as such by Merrill, who writes that “virtually all scholars agree 
that chapters 23–26 form a unified block of material designed to pro-
vide a smooth transition from David to his heir-apparent Solomon.”19 

15As noted above, this is the reasoning given by Young and Steinmann. 
16The wayyiqtōl in 1 Chr 23:2 expresses logical succession, signifying that David 

made his son Solomon the king by gathering the leaders, priests, and Levites together 
for a national coronation ceremony. This ceremony is only described in 1 Chr 28:1, 
after the personnel are identified in the intervening chapters. 

17First Chronicles 23:2 refers to the gathering of all the leaders of Israel ( לאֵרָשְִׂי ירֵשָׂ ), 
priests, and Levites. The priests and Levites are identified in great detail in chs. 23–26 
and the leaders in ch. 27. First Chronicles 28:1 initiates the narrative of the national 
gathering by David’s summons to all the leaders of Israel ( לאֵרָשְִׂי ירֵשָׂ ) without specifi-
cally mentioning the presence of priests and Levites. Their presence, however, is indi-
cated by the content of David’s speech with its focus on temple instructions (28:11–
19; 29:1–8), the massive sacrificial service which would have necessitated their in-
volvement (29:21), and the anointing of Zadok as priest (29:22). 

18As Williamson writes, “23:1 is intended as a general heading to the rest of the 
Chronicler’s account of David’s reign (cf. 29:22ff.); there is no suggestion that Solo-
mon was made king at precisely this point, before the ordering of the Levites, etc.” 
(1 and 2 Chronicles, 159). 

19Merrill, A Commentary on 1 & 2 Chronicles, 272. In a footnote, Merrill quotes 
Simon J. De Vries who points out that 23:1 “serves as ‘the title to the whole section,’ 
that is to chs. 23–29” (1 and 2 Chronicles, Forms of the Old Testament Literature 
[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989], 187). John W. Wright shows the coherence of 
1 Chronicles 23–29, specifically with how officials chosen in chapters 23–27 are in 
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2. What is the Previous Reference to the Chronicler’s “a Second Time”? 
“So they ate and drank that day before Yahweh with 
great gladness. And they made Solomon the son of Da-
vid king a second time, and they anointed him as ruler 
for Yahweh and Zadok as priest” (1 Chr 29:22). 

Eliminating 1 Chronicles 23:1 as a distinct event resolves the diffi-
culty with identifying the reference to “a second time” in 1 Chronicles 
29:22. Since the 1 Kings 1 coronation must have occurred prior to the 
national assembly in 1 Chronicles 29:22, it makes a ready candidate for 
the first anointing of Solomon. Indeed, it was not ideal for a king to be 
anointed twice, but the hasty trip to the Gihon Spring was necessary in 
order to preempt Adonijah’s attempt to make himself king.20 Thus the 
author of Chronicles observes the reality that this was in fact the second 
occasion when Solomon was anointed. 

Taking “a second time” as referring to the 1 Kings 1 anointing as-
sumes that the writer of Chronicles was familiar with the account of 
Kings and could write as if his readers were also familiar with it. But 
this is not disputed, as all scholars date the writing of Chronicles later 
than the writing of Kings. There are also many instances where Chron-
icles assumes the reader is aware of the storyline from Kings.21 In this 
particular context, the following may be observed: (1) only Zadok is 
anointed priest in 1 Chronicles 29:22, which makes sense given Abi-
athar’s allegiance to Adonijah in 1 Kings 1:7 and which anticipates 
1 Kings 2:35; (2) the explicit mention of David’s sons pledging their 
submission to Solomon (1 Chr 29:24) also assumes that the reader was 
familiar with their previous support of Adonijah in 1 Kings 1:9.22 

3. Is There a Time Interval in 1 Chronicles 29:22? 

 וּכילִ֤מְַיּוַ הלָ֑וֹדְג החָ֣מְשִׂבְּ אוּה֖הַ םוֹיּ֥בַּ הוָ֛הְי ינֵ֧פְלִ וּתּ֜שְִׁיּוַ וּל֨כְאֹיּוַ
ֹמלֹשְׁלִ ת֙ינִשֵׁ  ׃ןֽהֵֹכלְ קוֹד֖צָלְוּ די֥גִנָלְ הוָ֛הילַ וּח֧שְׁמְִיּוַ דיוִ֔דָּ־ןבֶ ה֣

There is no reason to posit an interval of two years, or any amount 
of time, in the middle of 1 Chronicles 29:22. The narrative flows quite 
well from celebration to anointing, and the wayyiqtōl sequence gives no 
indication of a break or an interval. There is a clear time marker in the 

place for the ceremony in 28–29 (“The Legacy of David in Chronicles: The Narrative 
Function of 1 Chronicles 23–27,” Journal of Biblical Literature 110 [1991]: 229–42). 
As Kalimi observes, the literary approach of general to particular is common in 
Chronicles (“Rise of Solomon,” 28). 

20The fact that Saul, David, and Solomon were each confirmed or anointed twice 
reflects not the ideal but the challenges to their legitimacy as king. 

21Sara Japhet, I and II Chronicles: A Commentary, Old Testament Library 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 1993), 16–18. 

22Cf. Martin J. Selman, 1 Chronicles: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale 
Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 272–
73. 
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previous verse (“the next day”), and it would be strange for the author 
to note that but not indicate a much more extended passing of time in 
the following verse. But more than that, the whole unit of 1 Chronicles 
23–29 is intended to build up to the climax of Solomon’s anointing 
and being placed on the throne. After declaring the anointing of Solo-
mon, the Chronicler writes that “Solomon sat on the throne of Yahweh 
as king…. And Yahweh highly exalted Solomon in the sight of all Isra-
el” (1 Chr 29:23–25). Verse 22b reads better as the conclusion of this 
extended sequence than it does as a distinct event removed in time 
from the celebration and sacrifices. 

A Reconstruction of Solomon’s Succession 
I believe that an accurate harmonization of the events of 1 Kings 1 

and 1 Chronicles 22–29 results in identifying three stages in Solomon’s 
succession. Curiously enough, these three stages correspond to the 
three stages in Saul’s and David’s accessions. 

Stage #1: Private Selection 
In the first stage, Solomon was privately identified as the next king 

by the Lord and by David. This occurred when the Lord spoke to Da-
vid through Nathan in giving him the Davidic Covenant (1 Chr 22:6–
10; cf. 2 Sam 7:5–16; 1 Chr 17:4–14). David revealed this declaration 
to Bathsheba, and presumably to other officials in his administration, 
but no public announcement was made (1 Kgs 1:17; 1 Chr 22:17–
19).23 This initial stage corresponds with Samuel’s private anointings of 
Saul and David (1 Sam 9:25–10:9; 16:6–13). 

Stage #2: Hasty Ceremony 
As David’s oldest surviving son, Adonijah believed that he had the 

right to be the next king. Since David had not publicly announced Sol-
omon’s succession, Adonijah saw an opening he could exploit. He as-
sumed that if he made himself king, his aging father would not 
interfere. David had overlooked the grievous sins of his sons Amnon 
and Absalom, and he had not challenged Adonijah with some of his 
questionable activities. Now unable even to keep himself warm in bed, 
David seemed unlikely to act (1 Kgs 1:1–6). 

Adonijah’s plot was supported by key leaders in David’s admin-
istration, including the general Joab, the priest Abiathar, army com-
manders, other officials of Judah, along with Adonijah’s own brothers 
(1 Kgs 1:7–9, 25). Since David had not held a public coronation cere-
mony for Solomon and had not made him coregent, these leaders could 

23This knowledge is reflected in a number of comments made in connection with 
Adonijah’s attempt to make himself king, including his exclusion of Solomon—alone 
among David’s sons—from the ceremony, the threat to the lives of Solomon and 
Bathsheba, and Adonijah’s statement that the Lord had made Solomon king (1 Kgs 
1:10, 21; 2:15). 
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support Adonijah without directly opposing David. But Adonijah had 
to act before David held a national assembly to install Solomon as his 
successor. 

Nathan responded quickly to the news of Adonijah’s coronation 
ceremony, persuading Bathsheba to alert David. Bathsheba presented 
the situation quite directly: “As for you now, my lord the king, the eyes 
of all Israel are on you, to tell them who shall sit on the throne of my 
lord the king after him” (1 Kgs 1:20). This confirms the point made 
above that David had not already made Solomon coregent, for if he 
had, the nation would not have been uncertain about David’s chosen 
heir. Adonijah was attempting to make himself David’s coregent, a 
position that would not have been open had Solomon been installed. 

David responded by directing the prophet Nathan, the priest Za-
dok, and the military leader Benaiah to take Solomon on the king’s 
mule to the Gihon Spring. There the prophet and priest anointed Sol-
omon, declared him to be king, and brought him to sit on David’s 
throne. David’s declaration about Solomon was unambiguous: “I have 
commanded him to be ruler over Israel and Judah” (1 Kgs 1:35). Sol-
omon, now a coregent, had full authority to rule over the nation. As 
was the custom in the ancient world, David remained king alongside 
his son until his death.24 

Adonijah’s celebration was cut short when the conspirators realized 
their effort had failed with David’s public installation of Solomon on 
the throne. Adonijah fled to the horns of the altar, but Solomon for-
gave him and gave him the opportunity to demonstrate his loyalty 
(1 Kgs 1:43–53). 

But this coronation, effective though it was in establishing Solo-
mon as coregent, did not satisfy the needs of the royal office, for the 
ceremony was hasty and only a small portion of the nation was present. 
This ceremony, legitimate but lacking national participation, is similar 
in ways to Saul’s coronation where some spoke against him and to Da-
vid’s coronation by the tribe of Judah (1 Sam 10:17–27; 2 Sam 2:4).25 

24Edward Ball, “Co-regency of David and Solomon,” Vetus Testamentum 27 
(1977): 268–79. 

25For a somewhat different reading of Saul’s succession, see V. Philips Long, 
“How Did Saul Become King? Literary Reading and Historical Reconstruction,” in 
Faith, Tradition, and History: Old Testament Historiography in Its Near Eastern Con-
text, ed. A. R. Millard, James K. Hoffmeier, and David W. Baker (Winona Lake, IN: 
Eisenbrauns, 1994), 271–84; Provan, Long, and Longman, Biblical History, 276–85. 
Long recognizes the three stages given here but sees the public coronation in 1 Sam 
10:17–27 as an unplanned result of Saul’s failure to obey Samuel’s command in 1 Sam 
10:7 to attack the Philistines. Samuel’s intention, according to Long, was that Saul 
would proceed directly from victory over the Philistines to national confirmation at 
Gilgal, but Saul derailed that plan with his immediate disobedience. Whether that is 
the case or not, the point here is that the pattern of designation, initial public ac-
ceptance, and national confirmation is evident in Saul’s accession as well, even if it did 
not follow Samuel’s original design. Furthermore, the argument here is not that this 
three-stage succession was a desirable paradigm to be followed but simply that the 
same pattern can be observed in each case. The second stage is somewhat negative in 
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Stage #3: Public Celebration 
While the hasty anointing at the Gihon Spring was sufficient to 

make Solomon Israel’s legitimate king, David rightly desired a more 
formal assembly where the entire nation could gather and properly cel-
ebrate his designated successor. This was the “second time” when Sol-
omon was anointed (1 Chr 29:22). This national acclamation can be 
compared with those of Saul and David (1 Sam 11:14–15; 2 Sam 5:1–3). 

How much time transpired between the two coronations of Solo-
mon cannot be known, but it likely was a short time, given David’s 
desire to honor the new king before all the people. It may have taken a 
month to send messengers out throughout the land to call all twelve 
tribes to Jerusalem, but not necessarily much more (cf. 2 Chr 30:1–2). 
A short timeframe makes good sense given the possibility that the fee-
ble David could die at any time as well as the punishment given to Jo-
ab and Abiathar after David’s death. 

This public ceremony resulted in the acclamation of Solomon as 
king by the entire nation. A second event was appropriate because the 
first did not include much of the nation, and it also allowed Solomon’s 
brothers and other officials who had sided with Adonijah to repent and 
demonstrate their loyalty to David’s chosen son. David may well have 
viewed this celebration as parallel to his coronation by all twelve tribes 
of Israel (2 Sam 5:1–3; cf. 1 Sam 11:12–15). The event was appropri-
ately glorious, with thousands of sacrifices offered to the Lord, great 
feasting in the Lord’s presence, and a magnificent prayer by David in 
which he acknowledged that the kingdom was never really his or Solo-
mon’s, but the Lord’s (1 Chr 29:10–22). 

Stages in the Accession of Saul, David, and Solomon 

Saul David Solomon 

Private 
Designation 

Samuel anointed 
Saul in private 
(1 Sam 9:25–10:8) 

Samuel anoint-
ed David in 
private (1 Sam 
16:1–13) 

The Lord told Da-
vid in private that 
he had chosen Sol-
omon (1 Chr 22:6–
10; cf. 1 Kgs 1:13) 

Initial Public	
Acceptance 

Saul acclaimed by 
the people, though 
not all supported 
him (1 Sam 
10:17–27) 

David anointed 
king by the 
tribe of Judah 
(2 Sam 2:4) 

Solomon hastily 
anointed at Gihon 
Spring (1 Kgs 
1:32–40) 

National 
Confirmation 

All the people 
confirmed Saul as 
king and celebrat-
ed (1 Sam 11:14–
15) 

All twelve 
tribes anointed 
David king 
over Israel 
(2 Sam 5:1–3) 

The nation 
acknowledged Sol-
omon as king and 
celebrated (1 Chr 
29:1–25) 

each instance, reflecting either opposition to the Lord’s anointed or failure by the 
Lord’s anointed or both. 
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Conclusion 
This reconstruction harmonizes the narratives of Kings and Chron-

icles, with each narrative account detailing the private selection of Sol-
omon and a public anointing. Put together, the sequence of three 
designations of Solomon follows the pattern already established with 
David and Solomon. The harmonization of the hasty coronation in 1 
Kings 1 with the later public ceremony in 1 Chronicles 29 is supported 
by the Chronicler’s reference to “a second time.” This reconstruction 
dispenses with the unsupported theory that Solomon was coregent for 
two years, suggesting that David’s son ruled alongside him for a short-
er, but indeterminate, amount of time. After I developed this proposed 
harmony, I discovered that this same approach was already articulated 
by the first-century historian Josephus (Ant. 7.345–82), as well as the 
medieval Jewish commentators David Kimchi and Pseudo-Rashi.26 
This is a better solution than those proposed in recent years. 

26Kalimi, “Rise of Solomon,” 27. 
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HYPER-GRACE AND PERSEVERANCE 

by 
Jon Pratt1 

Introduction 
Christians’ interest in theological subjects ebbs and flows, often 

depending upon the cultural and political issues of the day, provocative 
books or articles on debated subjects, or whatever a favorite pastor or 
scholar decides to spotlight. Yet one area of theological inquiry that 
consistently garners attention is sanctification, and in particular people 
wonder, “How do I grow in my walk of faith?” The answer to this 
question lies in maintaining a proper balance between the indicatives 
and imperatives in Scripture related to progressive sanctification. 

On the one hand, the indicative statements of the Bible declare 
what is true and present in the life of the believer. For example, all be-
lievers walk in newness of life (Rom 6:4), produce fruit leading to sanc-
tification (Rom 6:22), serve in the newness of the Spirit (Rom 7:4), 
and do good works pleasing to God (Phil 2:13). In light of these kinds 
of declarations some have placed too great an emphasis upon them, 
resulting in quietism (e.g., “I can just sit back and let God do His work 
in me”) or antinomianism (e.g., modifying the first line of P. P. Bliss’s 
“Once for All”: “Free from the law, O happy condition, now I can sin 
and still have remission”). On the other hand, the commands of God’s 
Word call believers to “strive for the holiness without which no one will 
see the Lord” (Heb 12:14). Christians must “work out [their] own sal-
vation with fear and trembling” (Phil 2:12), love their fellow Christians 
(1 John 4:21), “be all the more diligent to confirm [their] calling and 
election” (2 Pet 1:10), and “make no provision for the flesh to gratify 
its desires” (Rom 13:14). Indeed, the New Testament writers call the 
Christian to “Spirit-powered, gospel-driven, faith-fueled effort.”2 An 
imbalance on this emphasis, however, results in legalism (e.g., “Follow 
these rules in order to be spiritual”) or moralism (e.g., “You need to 
good things in order to enjoy God’s favor”). 

While attention to any of these errors regarding the misuse of the 
indicatives or imperatives of Scripture could be helpful, I would like to 
consider the rising river of antinomian thought that is fed by three 
streams. Each of these streams has its headwaters in a different model 

1Dr. Pratt is Professor of New Testament at Central Baptist Theological Semi-
nary in Plymouth, MN. 

2Kevin DeYoung, The Hole in Our Holiness (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 79. 
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of sanctification teaching.3 First, the Free Grace movement flows out of 
the Chaferian model.4 Second, Radical Grace teaching flows out of the 
Reformed model.5 And finally, Hyper-Grace theology flows out of the 
Pentecostal model. 

My focus in this essay is to give an overview of the last, above-
mentioned stream, the Hyper-Grace movement. I will do this by com-
paring it to its counterparts rising out of the Chaferian and Reformed 
models of sanctification, by providing a history of the group, by deline-
ating its teachings, and by offering a critique of its flavor of antinomi-
anism as compared to the Bible’s doctrine of perseverance. 

I suggested that antinomianism is one of the errors made by those 
who place too great an emphasis on the indicatives of the Christian life 
while neglecting the imperatives. But if I am going to discuss this anti-
nomian river into which the three streams of Free Grace, Radical 
Grace, and Hyper-Grace teaching flow, a short history of antinomian-
ism is necessary. Following this I will compare these three streams as a 
way of introducing Hyper-Grace theology to the reader. 

The One River: Antinomianism 
Simply speaking, antinomianism is “endorsing lawless behavior”6 

by denying any role of the law in the life of the Christian. It has its 
roots in German Lutheranism as Luther’s stark distinction between law 
and gospel prompted one of his friends, Johannes Agricola (1492–
1566), to draw anti-law conclusions. He expounded these ideas in de-
bates with Philip Melanchthon and Luther, and Luther responded with 
a treatise, Against the Antinomians.7 

3There are generally five schools of sanctification teaching: Wesleyan, Keswick, 
Pentecostal, Chaferian, and Reformed. These were first laid out in Five Views on Sanc-
tification, ed. Melvin Dieter (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987). This book uses these 
five categories but labels one the “Augustinian-Dispensational View.” This unhelpful 
appellation used by John F. Walvoord, who wrote that chapter, was called the “Chafe-
rian” view by Charles Ryrie, “Contrasting Views on Sanctification,” in Walvoord: A 
Tribute, ed. Donald K. Campbell (Chicago: Moody Press, 1982), 189–200, and this 
is the better term. For helpful diagrams of these models see Andrew D. Naselli, No 
Quick Fix: Where Higher Life Theology Came From, What It Is, and Why It’s Harmful 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2017), 7–27. Another excellent survey is William 
W. Combs, “The Disjunction Between Justification and Sanctification in Contempo-
rary Evangelical Theology,” Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 6 (2001): 17–33. 

4For a defense of this connection and a description of the Free Grace stream, see 
Jon Pratt, “The Free Grace Movement and Perseverance,” in To Seek, To Do, and To 
Teach: Essays in Honor of Larry D. Pettegrew, ed. Doug Bookman, Tim Sigler, and 
Michael Vlach (Cary, NC: Shepherds Press, 2022), 155–75. 

5Jon Pratt, “Radical Grace,” Gloria Deo Journal of Theology 1 (2022): 85–109. 
6Robert A. Pyne, “Antinomianism and Dispensationalism,” Bibliotheca Sacra 153 

(April–June 1996): 141. 
7Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann; 

trans Martin H. Bertram, American Edition (St. Louis: Concordia, 1955–86), 
47:107–19. Two helpful summaries of the Lutheran debate and of antinomianism 
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Puritan England became the next hotspot for antinomian teaching 
in the seventeenth century, promoted by writers like John Eaton 
(1574/75–1630/31), Tobias Crisp (1600–1643), and John Saltmarsh 
(d. 1647).8 Such stalwarts as Thomas Goodwin (1600–1680), Samuel 
Rutherford (1600–1661), Thomas Shepard (1605–49), and John Fla-
vel (d. 1691) responded with polemical works detailing the errors of the 
antinomians.9 Mark Jones helpfully summarizes the questions debated 
during these antinomian debates: 

1. Are there any conditions for salvation? 
2. Is the moral law still binding for Christians? 
3. What is the precise nature of, and relationship between, the law 

and the gospel? 
4. Are good works necessary for salvation? 
5. Does God love all Christians the same, irrespective of their obedi-

ence or lack thereof? 
6. Who is the subject of spiritual activity, the believer or Christ? 
7. May our assurance of justification be discerned by our sanctifica-

tion? 
8. Does God see sin in believers? 
9. Is a person justified at birth or upon believing?10 

At the same time as these debates were raging in England, a similar 
antinomian controversy was taking place in the New England colonies. 
Notable adherents to antinomian ideas included a theologian, John 
Cotton (1585–1652), a politician, Henry Vane (1613–1662), and a 
laywoman, Anne Hutchinson (d. 1643).11 In a 1637 meeting of elders 
to discuss this controversy, the following antinomian statements were 
deemed “unsafe”: 

1. To say we are justified by faith is an unsafe speech; we must say 
we are justified by Christ. 

2. To evidence justification by sanctification or grace savours Rome. 
3. If I be holy, I am never the better accepted by God; if I be unho-

ly, I am never the worse. 
4. If Christ will let me sin, let him look to it; upon his honour be it. 

generally are Mark Jones, Antinomianism: Reformed Theology’s Unwelcome Guest? (Phil-
lipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing, 2013), 1–18; and Sinclair Ferguson, The Whole 
Christ: Legalism, Antinomianism, and Gospel Assurance—Why the Marrow Controversy 
Still Matters (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016), 137–54. 

8Ferguson, Whole Christ, 141. 
9For example, John Flavel, “The Second Appendix: Giving a Brief Account of the 

Rise and Growth of Antinomianism; the Deduction of the Principal Errors of that 
Sect, With Modest and Seasonable Reflections upon Them,” in The Works of John 
Flavel, 6 vols (1820; repr., London: Banner of Truth, 1968), 3:551–91. 

10Jones, Antinomianism, 8–9. Please notice that many of these same issues are at 
the forefront of today’s antinomian writings. See the section below on the teachings of 
the Hyper-Grace movement. 

11Ibid., 9. 
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5. Here is a great stir about graces and looking to hearts; but give me 
Christ; I seek not for graces, but for Christ…. I seek not for sanc-
tification, but for Christ; tell me not of meditation and duties, 
but tell me of Christ. 

6. I may know I am Christ’s, not because I do crucify the lusts of 
the flesh, but because I do not crucify them, but believe in Christ 
that crucified my lusts for me. 

7. If Christ be my sanctification, what need I look to anything in 
myself, to evidence my justification?12 

These antinomian debates of the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries serve as the foundation for an accurate historical understanding of 
the concept. However, in the centuries since, antinomian controversies 
have continued to raise concerns in the evangelical church. Perhaps the 
most famous of these (the present focus of this paper notwithstanding) 
is the Marrow Controversy in the Church of Scotland from 1718 to 
1726.13 In the end the claim of antinomianism leveled against the 
“marrow men” was probably not as accurate as its opponents claimed,14 
but there were certainly those “on the margins of nonconformity” who 
took their writings to an antinomian extreme.15 

Moving into the present day, we can agree with Mark Jones that 
“the term ‘antinomianism’ is a lot more complex than its etymology 
might suggest.”16 Yet, there are too many antinomian ideas and state-
ments made by current scholars and pastors in several different contexts 
that we must not overlook. The teachings of these scholars and pastors 
make up the current antinomian river, and this river is fed by three 
streams in particular. 

The Three Streams 
As mentioned above, three streams of grace teaching flow into the 

river of antinomianism. They are all remarkably similar in the main 
points they emphasize in their writings. But the fascinating reality is 
that they arrive at their antinomian destination through very different 
routes. 

First, Free Grace teachers espouse the Chaferian model of sanctifi-
cation, and they all hold to a dispensational framework of understand-
ing Scripture.17 So what motivates them to deny perseverance? Free 

12Ibid., 10–11. 
13Ferguson’s Whole Christ provides a very helpful and pastorally nuanced perspec-

tive of the Marrow Controversy. 
14Jones comments: “Hostile appellations in the context of theological debate are 

sometimes misplaced” (Antinomianism, 16). 
15Ferguson, Whole Christ, 153. 
16Jones, Antinomianism, 18. 
17Incidentally, not all dispensationalists hold to the Chaferian model of sanctifica-

tion. See Jonathan R. Pratt, “Dispensational Sanctification: A Misnomer,” Detroit 
Baptist Seminary Journal 7 (2002): 95–108, and Mark Snoeberger, “Second-Blessing 
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Grace teachers desire to give believers absolute assurance of their salva-
tion, for if believers’ assurance is threatened by their disobedience, they 
become ineffective in their Christian witness and testimony.18 

Second, Radical Grace proponents espouse the Reformed model of 
sanctification, and they hail from a variety of denominational back-
grounds including Lutheran, Anglican, Baptist, and Presbyterian tradi-
tions. So what motivates Radical Grace advocates to minimize or even 
deny perseverance? While a specific foundation is not so readily appar-
ent as it is for Free Grace defenders, the Lutheran distinction between 
Law and Gospel with its accompanying emphasis on Gospel (and de-
emphasis on Law) for both justification and sanctification stands as the 
best explanation for Radical Grace antinomianism.19 

Third, Hyper-Grace teaching arises out of the Pentecostal model of 
sanctification,20 and as the reader might suspect, all of its supporters fall 
under the theological umbrella of Pentecostalism. But how should we 

Models of Sanctification and Early Dallas Dispensationalism,” The Master’s Seminary 
Journal 15 (Spring 2004): 93–105. Furthermore, not all Chaferians are Free Grace. 
For example, Charles Ryrie, a staunch advocate of Chaferian sanctification, affirms 
perseverance: “The new life will bear new fruit. In 1 John 2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, and 
18, some of the results of the new life include righteousness, not committing sin, lov-
ing one another, and overcoming the world” (Charles C. Ryrie, Basic Theology 
[Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1982], 326). 

18D. A. Carson, “Reflections on Christian Assurance,” Westminster Theological 
Journal 54 (Spring 1992): 6. In order to avoid drowning in the details of Free Grace 
thinking with regard to assurance I suggest four resources for further study: Zane C. 
Hodges, The Gospel Under Siege (Dallas: Redención Viva, 1981), 9−18; David R. 
Anderson, Free Grace Soteriology (The Woodlands, TX: Grace Theology Press, 2018), 
191−228; Joseph Dillow, “Finding Assurance,” in A Defense of Free Grace Theology 
with Respect to Saving Faith, Perseverance, and Assurance, ed. Fred Chay (The Wood-
lands, TX: Grace Theology Press, 2017), 193−238; and Dennis Rokser, How NOT to 
Live the Christian Life by Grace: The Free Grace Faux Pas of Justification by Grace but 
Sanctification by Faith Plus Works (Duluth, MN: Grace Gospel Press, 2021), 15. 

I should add that another motivating factor for denying perseverance in Free 
Grace teaching is the desire to protect justification by faith alone because perseverance 
is perceived as adding works to faith and thereby making works a condition of salva-
tion (Wayne Grudem, “Free Grace” Theology: 5 Ways it Diminishes the Gospel 
[Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016], 82). 

19Pratt, “Radical Grace,” 90–93. See these Radical Grace proponents who sup-
port this point of distinction between Law and Gospel: Gerhard O. Forde, “Radical 
Lutheranism: Lutheran Identity in America,” Lutheran Quarterly 1 (1987): 5–18; 
Tullian Tchividjian, Jesus + Nothing = Everything (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 
46–49; Paul F. M. Zahl, Grace in Practice: A Theology of Everyday Life (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2007), 26–41; Jon Moffitt, Justin Perdue, and Jimmy Buehler, Rest: A 
Consideration of Faith vs. Faithfulness (Spring Hill, TN: Theocast Inc., 2021), 17–18. 

20Two articles provide explanation of the Pentecostal model of sanctification: 
Stanley M. Horton, “The Pentecostal Perspective,” in Five Views on Sanctification, ed. 
Melvin Dieter (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 103–35; and Russel P. Spittler, 
“The Pentecostal View,” in Christian Spirituality: Five Views of Sanctification, ed. 
Donald L. Alexander (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1988), 133–54. 
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define the Pentecostal movement? Allan Anderson helpfully narrows 
down Pentecostal identity into two characteristics: 1) they believe in 
the experience of receiving the baptism of the Holy Spirit subsequent to 
salvation; and 2) they believe that Christians should practice all the 
spiritual gifts.21 

Finding a motivation behind grace teaching in the Hyper-Grace 
camp is quite difficult. One of the most critical voices of the Hyper-
Grace message is Michael Brown, and he suggests that the legalistic 
tendencies of the holiness-sanctification teachers who birthed Pentecos-
talism might have created the legalistic environment out of which anti-
nomianism was destined to rise.22 With few alternative explanations at 
hand, the idea of a reaction against legalistic holiness emphases makes 
good sense. 

This section of the paper seeks to situate where the Hype-Grace 
stream fits in the antinomian river. Though the three streams of grace 
teaching have their headwaters in different sanctification models (Free 
Grace from Chaferian; Radical Grace from Reformed; and Hyper-
Grace from Pentecostal) and have different motivations behind their 
dogma (Free Grace—assurance; Radical Grace—Law-Gospel distinc-
tion; and Hyper-Grace—legalistic holiness), they all trumpet the same 
basic grace message. So what are the particularities of that message for 
Hyper-Grace proponents? Our next two sections will seek to answer 
this question. 

21Allan Anderson, An Introduction to Pentecostalism, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2014), 6; idem, “Varieties, Taxonomies, and Definitions,” in 
Studying Global Pentecostalism: Theories and Methods, ed. Allan Anderson et al. (Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 2010), 25; Robert Mapes Anderson, Vision of 
the Disinherited: The Making of American Pentecostalism (New York: Oxford Universi-
ty Press, 1979), 4. Walter J. Hollenweger, clarifies the second point by suggesting that 
Pentecostals do not merely believe in the experience or continuation of the charismata 
but also agree that they should be demonstrated in the church (Pentecostalism: Origins 
and Developments Worldwide [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1997], 327). Donald W. 
Dayton argues for a fourfold definition that includes salvation, subsequent Spirit bap-
tism, practice of physical healing, and anticipation of the second coming of Jesus 
(Theological Roots of Pentecostalism [Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1987], 20–21). 

Entire books have been written on the history and definition of Pentecostalism as 
a movement, but here are three places one could begin such a study: (1) Vinson 
Synan, The Holiness-Pentecostal Tradition: Charismatic Movements in the Twentieth 
Century, 2nd ed (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 279–98; (2) Allan Anderson, “Va-
rieties, Taxonomies, and Definitions,” 17–20; and (3) Jeff Straub, “The Pentecostaliza-
tion of Global Christianity; Lecture One: 19th Century Antecedents to 20th Century 
Pentecostalism,” MacDonald Lecture Series, Central Baptist Theological Seminary 
(February 10, 2015). Available at https://vimeo.com/channels/macdonaldlectures2015. 

22Michael L. Brown, personal email to the author (7/11/2022). Also see Trevor 
Grizzle, who writes, “Hyper-grace Christianity emerged largely in reaction to a legalis-
tic religion that eviscerated the life-giving gospel, corroded and toxified Christianity, 
and brought people under the thralldom of rules and regulations that were impossible 
to keep and resulted only in spiritual death” (“The Hyper-Grace Gospel,” in The 
Truth about Grace, ed. Vinson Synan [Lake Mary, FL: Charisma House, 2018], 32). 
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The History of Hyper-Grace 
This historical survey will delineate the main teachers and writings 

of Hyper-Grace. The “movement’s most prominent voice” is Singapore 
pastor Joseph Prince.23 He has 28 published books to his name; those 
which proclaim the Hyper-Grace message most specifically are Destined 
to Reign, Unmerited Favor, The Power of Right Believing, and Grace 
Revolution.24 

The next two authors have been writing about grace since the 
1990s. Steve McVey, originally a pastor and now leader of Grace Walk 
ministries has written Grace Walk and The Secret of Grace.25 Rob 
Rufus, who has recently retired from a 17 year ministry as pastor of 
City Church International in Hong Kong, has written Living in the 
Grace of God.26 

Clark Whitten has pastored for 45 years; he has led three mega 
churches and started his current church, Grace Church, in Longwood, 
Florida in 2005. His book, Pure Grace: The Life Changing Power of 
Uncontaminated Grace, is one of the clearest explanations of Hyper-
Grace teaching available.27 Paul Ellis maintains the most up-to-date 
website on the Hyper-Grace movement (www.escapetoreality.org), and 
he has also written two books well-known in Hyper-Grace circles.28 

Next, Andrew Wommack’s two contributions to Hyper-Grace 
teaching (Living in the Balance of Grace & Faith and Grace, the Power 
of the Gospel) are only a small part of his larger ministry 
(www.awmi.net).29 He founded Charis Bible College in 1994, hosts a 

23This is the opinion of Trevor Grizzle, “Hyper-Grace Gospel,” 34, but based on 
the popularity of Prince’s many published books (most Hyper-Grace authors are self-
published while most of Prince’s are not), the church he pastors (New Creation 
Church has 31,000 attendees), and his daily TV broadcast, Destined to Reign, it is an 
accurate assessment. 

24Destined to Reign (Tulsa, OK: Harrison House, 2007); Unmerited Favor (Lake 
Mary, FL: Charisma House, 2011); The Power of Right Believing (New York: Faith 
Words, 2013); Grace Revolution (New York: Faith Words, 2015). 

25Steve McVey, Grace Walk (Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 1995) and The Secret 
of Grace (Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 2014). This second book is a revised and up-
dated version of Grace Rules (Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 1998). McVey’s website 
(gracewalk.org) does not appear to have been updated since 2017. See 
www.stevemcvey.com. 

26Rob Rufus, Living in the Grace of God (London: Authentic Books, 1997). See 
his website www.robrufusministries.com. 

27Clark Whitten, Pure Grace: The Life Changing Power of Uncontaminated Grace 
(Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image Publishers, 2012). 

28Paul Ellis, The Gospel in Ten Words (Birkenhead, New Zealand: KingsPress, 
2012); idem, The Hyper-Grace Gospel: A Response to Michael Brown and Those Opposed 
to the Modern Grace Message (Birkenhead, New Zealand: KingsPress, 2014). 

29Andrew Wommack, Living in the Balance of Grace & Faith: Combining Two 
Powerful Forces to Receive from God (Tulsa, OK: Harrison House, 2009) and idem, 
Grace, the Power of the Gospel: It’s Not What You Do but What Jesus Did (Tulsa, OK: 
Harrison House, 2007). 
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daily TV show called Gospel Truth TV, and directs the Truth and Lib-
erty Coalition, a politically conservative think-tank. Andrew Farley pas-
tors The Grace Church in Lubbock, Texas and has published 9 books 
in support of the Hyper-Grace message. His most significant include 
The Naked Gospel (2009) and The Grace Message (2022).30 

A number of other authors have contributed to the huge body of 
Hyper-Grace literature in the past fifteen years. The ability to self-
publish has likely been a major reason for the plethora of these books. I 
list them here without further comment: Kevin Ashwe,31 Chuck 
Crisco,32 Ryan Haley,33 Ralph Harris,34 Zach Maldonado,35 Matt 
McMillen,36 D. R. Silva,37 Eddie Snipes,38 and André van der Merwe.39 

These writings have several characteristics in common. First, they 
are in solid agreement on Hyper-Grace teaching, sounding the same 
themes again and again. Second, many of the authors endorse each 
other’s books. Third, of the 28 books cited here, 16 are self-published; 
7 are (understandably) published by Pentecostal printers; and the re-
maining 5 are mainstream Evangelical publishers like Zondervan, Sa-
lem Books (an imprint of Regnery), and Harvest House. Fourth, all of 
these authors are either pastors, former pastors, overseers of Christian 
organizations, or lay people; none have earned doctorates in biblical or 
theological studies.40 Fifth, none of these books have a Scripture index, 

30Andrew Farley, The Naked Gospel: The Truth You May Never Hear in Church 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009) and idem, The Grace Message (Washington, D.C.: 
Salem Books, 2022). See his website, www.andrewfarley.org. 

31Kevin Ashwe, Should Christians Confess Sins? Effortless Deliverance from the 
Bondage of Sin Consciousness (Kindle edition, 2021); idem, Why I Don’t Preach Sin: 
What Was Jesus Preaching that Attracted Sinners to Him? What Are We Preaching Today 
that Keeps Sinners Away from Church? (Kindle edition, 2020). 

32Chuck Crisco, Extraordinary Gospel: Experiencing the Goodness of God (Travelers 
Rest, SC: True Potential, 2013). 

33Ryan Haley, A Better Way: God’s Design for Less Stress, More Rest, and Greater 
Success (Fresno, CA: Ignite Press, 2020). 

34Ralph Harris, God’s Astounding Opinion of You: Understanding your Identity 
Will Change Your Life (Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 2007); idem, Life According to 
Perfect: The Greatest Story Never Imagined (N.p., 2018). 

35Zach Maldonado, Perfect and Forgiven: Discovering Your Freedom from Shame, 
Guilt, and Sin (N.p., 2019); idem, The Cross Worked: Why You Can Have Confidence 
on the Day of Judgment (N.p., 2018). 

36Matt McMillen, The Christian Identity: Discovering What Jesus Has Truly Done 
to Us, 3 vols (Farmington, MO: Matt McMillen Ministries, 2018–2020). 

37D. R. Silva, Hyper-Grace: The Dangerous Doctrine of a Happy God (Havre, MT: 
Up-Arrow Publishing, 2014). 

38Eddie Snipes, Abounding Grace: Dispelling Myths and Clarifying the Biblical 
Message of God’s Overflowing Grace (Carrollton, GA: GES Book Publishing, 2013). 

39Andre van der Merwe, Grace, The Forbidden Gospel (Bloomington, IN: 
WestBow Press, 2011). 

40Lest readers think that Pentecostalism has no one trained in biblical and 
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and if they have citations (half do not), these are always in the form of 
end notes.41 

Up to this point I have referred at least twice to Hyper-Grace 
teaching without giving any description of its content. It is time to 
remedy this lacuna in the next section. 

The Content of Hyper-Grace Teaching 
Continuing our study, I will survey six major themes found in Hy-

per-Grace literature. Because of space restrictions, I will need to limit 
the number of supporting citations, but the reader can be assured that 
there are many more authors who could be referenced as we proceed 
through each theme. I will offer no scriptural critique of these themes 
at this stage; however, our next section will provide biblical responses to 
these Hyper-Grace concepts. 

(1) God has already forgiven all our sins. 
Joseph Prince writes, “You will only love Jesus much when you ex-

perience His lavish grace and unmerited favor in forgiving you of all 
your sins—past, present and future…. Beloved, with one sacrifice on 
the cross, Jesus blotted out all the sins of your entire life!”42 Andrew 
Farley concurs: “Our past, present, and future sins were dealt with 
simultaneously through the cross.”43 While these statements sound or-
thodox, Hyper-Grace teachers go beyond (the connection to 2 John 9 
intended) this truth and purport that there are several amazing effects 
in the life of the believer. 

First, there is no need to confess our sins to God because they have 
already been forgiven.44 Hyper-Grace teachers respond to the two texts 

theological studies, they should know that Hyper-Grace teaching has been addressed 
extensively by several well-trained Pentecostal theologians. For example, Michael L. 
Brown, Hyper-Grace (Lake Mary, FL: Charisma House, 2014) has a PhD in Near 
Eastern Languages and Literature; this book is the best book-length critique of Hyper-
Grace to date. Vinson Synan, ed., The Truth About Grace (Lake Mary, FL: Charisma 
House, 2018) was the premier Pentecostal historian with a PhD in American Social & 
Intellectual History before he died in 2020; he gathered 17 contributors for this book, 
all but 3 of whom have earned doctorates. Joseph Mattera has a DMin and writes 
about many topics including Hyper-Grace (www.josephmattera.org). Finally, David 
Kowalski (M.A.), whose articles appear on www.apologeticsindex.org, has written 
extensively on the Hyper-Grace movement; see “The Modern ‘Grace Message’—
Revolution or Rebellion?” (December 3, 2014) https://www.apologeticsindex.org/ 
4981-antinomianism for an excellent critique of Hyper-Grace. 

41Snipes, Abounding Grace, is the one exception, although his footnotes are for 
Scripture references only. 

42Prince, Unmerited Favor, 194–95. 
43Farley, Naked Gospel, 145. 
44Whitten writes, “You are not required to confess your sin to God in order to be 

forgiven ever again. You already are forgiven” (Pure Grace, 94). Ellis understands the 
word, “confess” to mean “receiving grace,” and he states: “Receiving grace is simply a 
matter of agreeing with God. It’s thanking Him that through Jesus ‘I have been 
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most commonly put forward by objectors in this manner: (1) Matthew 
6:12 states that we should seek forgiveness for our sins but this verse 
was given under the Old Covenant and now that believers are under 
the New Covenant and its promise of forgiveness believers need not 
seek forgiveness;45 (2) 1 John 1:9 talks about confession but this is ac-
tually talking about the need for unbelievers to confess their sins so that 
they can be saved.46 

A second effect of being forgiven is that the Holy Spirit does not 
convict believers of sin because God has forgiven and “still sees [the 
Christian] as righteous.”47 

Third, a change of behavior as a fruit of repentance is not expected 
since repentance is viewed only as a change of mind; it does not refer to 
sorrow for sin nor to a change of behavior.48 

(2) There is an imbalance of teaching between position 
and practice in sanctification. 

Throughout the Hyper-Grace literature one finds a strong empha-
sis on position accompanied by an equally strong de-emphasis on prac-
tice. Steve McVey’s comments are typical: “The core of the Christian 
life doesn’t revolve around doing, but is grounded in being…. As we 
experience the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus, godly action is 
the consequence of His life flowing from us. It is not the result of 

cleansed from all unrighteousness, and all my sins have been taken away’” (Hyper-
Grace Gospel, 33). 

45McVey, explains, “Under the Covenant of Law, a person was not totally forgiv-
en. He or she had to receive ongoing forgiveness in order to remain in a guilt-free 
state. But at the cross, God poured out all His forgiveness on us. We don’t need to ask 
for more!” (Secret of Grace, 135–38). 

46Whitten writes, “First John 1:9 does not say that a Christian must confess sins 
to God in order to be forgiven…. This verse is not directed toward believers, but to-
ward those who need salvation” (Pure Grace, 94). Also see Farley: “Verse 9 is a remedy 
for unbelievers who have been influenced by Gnostic peer pressure and are now claim-
ing sinless perfection” (Naked Gospel, 152). 

47Prince, Destined to Reign, 134–35. He also states, “The bottom line is that the 
Holy Spirit never convicts you of your sins. He NEVER comes to point out your 
faults. I challenge you to find a scripture in the Bible that tells you that the Holy Spir-
it has come to convict you of your sins.” Also Whitten: “In reality, there are not many 
biblical references to support the concept that the Holy Spirit’s primary ministry is to 
convict believers of sin. As a matter of fact, there are no New Testament verses that 
refer to the concept!” (Pure Grace, 106). 

48Prince notes, “Because we have been influenced by our denominational back-
ground as well as our own religious upbringing, many of us have the impression that 
repentance is something that involves mourning and sorrow. However, that is not 
what the Word of God says. Repentance just means changing your mind” (Destined to 
Reign, 233). Whitten, adds, “[Repentance] essentially means to rethink your position 
in light of truth, or change your mind based on the fact that you thought wrongly 
before and need to embrace the truth of a matter” (Pure Grace, 98). 
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dedicated effort on our part.”49 “You are like Him, my friend, and are 
in a permanent and unchangeable state of being of holiness.”50 

(3) God sees Christians as perfect. 
Since Hyper-Grace teachers emphasize the position of the believer, 

they draw attention to God’s perception of the Christian. And how 
does God view His children? “When God looks at me, He doesn’t see 
me through the blood of Christ, He sees me—cleansed! Likewise, He 
sees us as holy and righteous.”51 And because God views His children 
as completely righteous and perfect, believers should not try to please 
God. As Clark Whitten reminds us, “If you are ‘working’ to please 
Him, you are in for a lifetime of unfinished business, and it will leave 
you perpetually exhausted!”52 

(4) Spirituality is an effortless experience 
in the life of the believer. 

Since legalism is Hyper-Grace’s greatest perceived enemy,53 Hyper-
Grace teachers avoid any exhortations to fight sin, seeing them as tools 
that place rules above relationship.54 The solution in the battle against 
legalism is not diligent, Spirit-fueled effort,55 but it is rather a type of 
quietism. Christians are called to “focus on our newness and Christ’s 
presence within us” in order to see behavior changed.56 “There is 

49McVey, Grace Walk, 88. 
50Whitten, Pure Grace, 166. Furthermore, “I am already justified, and get this—I 

am already sanctified! Sanctification—having been made perfect—is a state of being, 
not a goal to be achieved or grow into…. The old religious approach of ‘I am justified, 
I am being sanctified, and I will be glorified’ is a lie. It is religious nonsense. Progres-
sive sanctification is based on the theory that we can act better and better until we get 
to be almost like Jesus on earth, then be fully made perfect in Heaven…. God will not 
do anything to me in Heaven that He hasn’t already done here! (29–30). See also 
Prince: “You are either righteous or you are not. There is no such thing as first having 
‘positional righteousness’ and then having to maintain that through ‘practical right-
eousness.’ You are the righteousness of God in Christ, period!” (Destined to Reign, 27). 

51Whitten, Pure Grace, 53. Furthermore, “If you are a true Christian, a believer 
in Christ, one who has been born again, you are righteous, you are in right standing 
with God, and absolutely nothing can change that. You are as righteous as Christ is 
righteous” (50). Also see Paul Ellis, Hyper-Grace Gospel, 83, “Your Father loves you 
100 percent and is thoroughly pleased with you. He never changes His mind. Just as 
your behavior does not alter the sunlight falling on the earth, your behavior cannot 
alter the white-hot love of your Father for you.” 

52Whitten, Pure Grace, 40. 
53McVey, Grace Walk, 80. Whitten writes, “Legalistic Christianity is in the sin 

management business full-time and failing miserably at the job…. ‘Do good, God is 
glad; do bad, God is mad’ is the M.O. of legalistic Christianity” (Pure Grace, 20). 

54Prince, Unmerited Favor, 41. 
55DeYoung, The Hole in Our Holiness, 79–91. 
56Farley, Naked Gospel, 208. Also, Andrew Farley, Relaxing with God: The 
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nothing for you to do, nothing for you to perform, nothing for you to 
accomplish…. Your part in the new covenant is just to have faith in 
Jesus and to believe that you are totally forgiven and free to enjoy the 
new covenant blessings through His finished work!”57 “When you are 
planted in the fertile soil of God’s Word and His grace, fruits of right-
eousness will manifest effortlessly out of your relationship with Him.”58 
Ultimately, these ideas fall under the umbrella of “rest,” an idea that 
virtually all Hyper-Grace teachers emphasize as they appeal to Jesus’s 
words in Matthew 11:28—Come to me, all who labor and are heavy 
laden, and I will give you rest.59 

(5) Sin is minimized. 
While there is a woeful lack of discussion about sin in Hyper-Grace 

literature, it is helpful to gain a glimpse into the perspective that many 
Hyper-Grace teachers possess with regard to sin by noting some of their 
comments about it. For example, Clark Whitten states, “Christians are 
truly free. We are free to laugh or cry, read a novel or the Bible, eat 
meat offered to idols or avoid it, drink wine or water, smoke or chew, 
get fat or fit, attend church or stay at home, tithe or give nothing—all 
without condemnation from God.”60 D. R. Silva shares this perspec-
tive: “Jesus didn’t go around picking on sinners and telling them to 
quit sinning ‘because the Ten Commandments say so!’”61 And since 
Jesus destroyed sin on the cross, “sin isn’t the issue anymore. More of-
ten the issue is the believer’s [sic] perspective whenever they live as if 
He didn’t deal with sin, thinking they are still ‘prone’ to it when Paul 
said to ‘consider yourselves dead to it.’”62 

(6) There is Marcionite tendency to devalue the Old Testament 
and the moral value of the law for believers today. 

Many Hyper-Grace instructors emphasize the significance of the 
institution of the New Covenant by Christ in His death, claiming that 

Neglected Spiritual Discipline (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2014), wrote an entire book 
based on this concept. 

57Prince, Unmerited Favor, 177. 
58Joseph Prince, The Power of Right Believing, 204. 
59Wommack writes, “God, by grace, has provided everything that is necessary for 

you to accomplish what He wants you to do. It’s already been done. Now you must 
simply rest and trust that God has already provided everything you need. That sounds 
easy, but the hardest thing you’ll ever do is rest” (Living in the Balance of Grace and 
Faith, 76). Also, McVey, Grace Walk, 73–74. 

60Whitten, Pure Grace, 22. He also writes, “My bad works don’t move God any 
more than my good works move Him. He simply isn’t moved by ‘works’ of any kind. 
If you are motivated to do a great work for God, good luck!” (20). 

61Silva, Hyper-Grace, 29. 
62Ibid. 



Hyper-Grace and Perseverance 77 

it has totally replaced the Old Testament law. Consequently, even the 
teaching of Christ is seen as belonging to the Old Covenant and apply-
ing only to Jewish people, especially when He speaks favorably about 
the Law.63 In regard to the moral value of the Law, Hyper-Grace teach-
ers are adamantly opposed to any application of the Law to the church 
because law takes away from grace.64 Clark Whitten exclaims, “The 
greatest constraining power against sin is love, not law! We were de-
signed to abide in Him and bear much fruit. I am not under the law 
and never will be again.”65 

While all six of these themes are replete throughout Hyper-Grace 
literature, the emphasis on identity as completely forgiven (#1), on ac-
tivity as totally resting (#4), and on relationship as entirely under the 
grace of the New Covenant (#6) are clearly the most important. Now 
that I have provided the reader with information about Hyper-Grace, I 
will offer a critique of the movement. 

Evaluations and Observations Concerning 
Hyper-Grace Teaching 

In this final section of the paper I will first offer a scriptural cri-
tique of each of the six Hyper-Grace themes treated above. Second, I 
will offer some observations of the Hyper-Grace movement, especially 
as its teaching relates to perseverance. 

Scriptural Critique 
In a shotgun manner, I will provide succinct critiques to each of 

the major themes of the Hyper-Grace message.66 

63Farley, Naked Gospel, 84–86. Two statements from these pages strain credulity: 
“We often attempt to apply directly to our lives every word Jesus said, without consid-
ering his audience and purpose. But the context of Jesus’ harsh teachings must be seen 
in the light of the dividing line between the Old and the New. Remember that Christ 
was born and lived during the Old Covenant (law) era.” “Jesus’ impossible teachings of 
‘sell everything, sever body parts if necessary, be perfect like God and surpass the Phar-
isees with your righteousness’ are not honestly compatible with salvation as a gift from 
God. Couldn’t we resolve all of this by realizing the dividing line in human history? 
Peter, James, John, and Paul wrote epistles about life under the New Covenant. Years 
earlier, Jesus was teaching hopelessness under the Old. The audience wasn’t the same. 
The covenant wasn’t the same. And the teachings aren’t the same.” 

64Prince argues that God had originally sought a grace relationship with Israel, 
but at Sinai Israel chose a different route: “The tragedy of all tragedies occurred for the 
children of Israel when they responded to God after hearing [His words] at the foot of 
Mount Sinai. They were proud and did not want the relationship God had envi-
sioned. They wanted to deal with God at arm’s length, through impersonal com-
mandments” (Unmerited Favor, 111–12). In Destined to Reign, Prince makes a similar 
argument (224–25). Since part of Prince’s argument here is based on how he reads 
Hebrew syntax, Michael Brown shows how wrongly Prince has interpreted Exodus 
19:4–6, especially in light of his reference to Hebrew syntax (Hyper-Grace, 195–96). 

65Whitten, Pure Grace, 61. 
66Several critiques of Hyper-Grace have been published by Pentecostal authors. I 
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First, 1 John 1:9 clearly shows that Christians should confess their 
sins in order to receive forgiveness not for salvation but for harmony-
in-relationship. From 1 John 1:5–2:2 John is providing a series of 3 
contrasts between orthodox believers and false teachers who have been 
leaving (1 John 2:19), and 1:9 describes the kind of behavior true 
Christians demonstrate: a willingness to confess their sins.67 Further-
more, believers are convicted of sin (Matt 18:15; 1 Cor 14:24) and 
should repent, not just in their minds but in their actions (2 Cor 7:8–
10; James 4:1–6).68 

Second, the indicatives of salvation which declare the believers’ 
identity and position before God are significant, and just as important 
are the imperatives which call on believers to bear fruit in persevering 
faith.69 Both elements are so frequent in Scripture that they cannot all 
be listed, but here are four passages where the indicative and imperative 
are found in close proximity to each other: 1) Romans 6:11–12 (“con-
sider yourselves dead to sin” and “let not sin reign in your mortal bod-
ies”); 2) Philippians 2:12–13 (“work out your own salvation” and 
“God…works in you both to will and to work for his good pleasure”); 
3) Colossians 3:3–5 (“you have died [to sin]” and “put to death there-
fore what is earthly in you”); 4) Jude 21–24 (“keep yourselves in the 
love of God” and God “is able to keep you from stumbling”).70 Failing 
to recognize this balance between the indicatives and imperatives will 
result in legalism or, as in the case of hyper-grace advocates, passivity. 

Third, while Christians are clothed in the righteousness of Christ 
when they are justified, they still sin and are called to please God mul-
tiple times (2 Cor 5:9—“So whether we are at home or away, we make 
it our aim to please him”; Eph 5:10—“Try to discern what is pleasing to 
the Lord”; 1 Thess 2:4b—“we speak, not to please man, but to please 
God who tests our hearts”; 1 Thess 4:1—“as you received from us how 
you ought to live and to please God, just as you are doing, that you do 

offer them in order of their value for further study. (1) Brown, Hyper-Grace; 
(2) Synan, ed., Truth about Grace; (3) David Kowalski, “The Modern ‘Grace Mes-
sage’,” https://www.apologeticsindex.org/4981-antinomianism; (4) Joseph Mattera, “8 
Signs of ‘Hypergrace’ Churches,” (June 28, 2013), https://josephmattera.org/eight-
signs-of-hyper-grace-churches-2/; and (5) Andrew Wilson, “The ‘Grace Revolution,’ 
Hyper-Grace, and the Humility of Orthodoxy,” (January 2, 2013), 
https://thinktheology.co.uk/blog/article/the_grace_revolution. 

67Colin G. Kruse, The Letters of John, Pillar New Testament Commentary 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 61–75; Stephen S. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, Word 
Biblical Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1984), 27–41. 

68Brown, Hyper-Grace, 74–80. 
69Rolland McCune states, “If it is true that a believer will persevere, then it is 

equally true that he must persevere” (A Systematic Theology of Biblical Christianity, 3 
vols. [Allen Park, MI: Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary, 2008–2010], 3:181). 

70DeYoung, Hole in Our Holiness, 79–91. Defending and explaining this truth is 
actually the main thesis of this book. 
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so more and more”).71 Indeed, Christians can and should strive to 
bring pleasure to God by obeying His commands. 

Fourth, while there is mystery when it comes to the synergistic 
work of the Spirit and the Christian in progressive sanctification (1 Cor 
15:10), the New Testament clearly calls believers to labor in coopera-
tion with the Spirit in their growth (Rom 12:9–21; Phil 2:12; 1 Thess 
4:3–12). Such effort is not deemed as a means of attaining salvation, 
but it is seen as an expected response of believing Christians (2 Pet 
1:5—“make every effort”; Col 1:29—“I toil, struggling with all his 
energy that he powerfully works within me”). 

Fifth, believers continue to be tempted to sin by the world (Jas 
1:27; 4:4), the flesh (Rom 13:14), and the devil (1 Pet 5:8–9). Chris-
tians must fight to defeat sin in their striving for holiness (Heb 12:14) 
because it is an enemy to be defeated (Rom 6:12) and an impediment, 
hindering believers from running their race well (Heb 12:1). 

Sixth, even those Christians who do not hold to Calvin’s third use 
of the law, still believe that the Old Testament law is “holy, righteous, 
and good” (Rom 7:12). Christ and the apostles gave commands for 
believers to obey, based upon the character of God as revealed in the 
Law, and they expected Christians to obey the law of Christ (1 Cor 
9:21; Gal 6:2).72 In addition, Jesus’s Great Commission includes the 
demand for Christians “to observe all that I have commanded you” 
(Matt 28:20). 

Concluding Observations 
While many comments could be offered after a study like this one, 

I offer the following with hope that this paper will help the reader not 
only to be better informed about Hyper-Grace but also to be reminded 
of the gracious working of God in the believer’s perseverance. 

First, whether they deny it or not, Hyper-Grace teachers are cer-
tainly antinomian and belong in any discussion about present-day de-
niers of perseverance. They share many similarities with grace 
instructors from the other two streams mentioned earlier. Like Free 
Grace, Hyper-Grace advocates limit the meaning of repentance to a 
mere change of mind and also de-emphasize or deny perseverance.73 
Like Radical Grace, Hyper-Grace despises any connection to Law, and 

71Jones, Antinomianism, 92–5; Brown, Hyper-Grace, 120–27. 
72Douglas J. Moo, “The Law of Christ as the Fulfillment of the Law of Moses: A 

Modified Lutheran View,” in Five Views on Law and Gospel (ed. Wayne Strickland; 
Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 319–76; idem, “The Law of Moses or the Law of 
Christ,” in Continuity and Discontinuity: Perspectives on the Relationship between the 
Old and New Testament. Essays in Honor of S. Lewis Johnson Jr. (ed. John S. Feinberg; 
Westchester, IL: Crossway, 1988), 203–18, 373–76; and Grizzle, “Hyper-Grace Gos-
pel,” 35–47. 

73While the two groups agree on de-emphasizing perseverance, they do so for dif-
ferent reasons. Free Grace denies perseverance in order to preserve assurance while 
Hyper-Grace denies perseverance in order to preserve identity and position. 
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both groups make strong appeals to a quietistic approach to the Chris-
tian life (e.g., trust, believe, relax, and rest). 

Second, the Hyper-Grace message, due to its connection to Pente-
costalism, is likely affecting far more Christians than Free Grace and 
Radical Grace combined. 

Third, contrary to the claims of some Evangelicals,74 Pentecostals 
do critique their own. While they certainly do not criticize themselves 
regarding continuationism and their doctrine of baptism with the Spir-
it, they have raised red flags against Hyper-Grace and have usually 
done so from a much stronger position of exegetical acumen and intel-
lectual rigor than their Hyper-Grace proponents.75 

Fourth, it appears that Pentecostalism has at least four significant 
areas of doctrinal deviation in its ranks, all requiring attention from the 
more orthodox scholars of the movement: oneness Pentecostalism, 
Word-Faith/prosperity teaching, the New Apostolic Reformation, and 
Hyper-Grace.76 While there is likely overlap between some of these 
groups, it is virtually impossible to know what percentage of Pentecos-
tals are connected with each of these heretical elements so vigilant pur-
suit of the truth must continue. 

In this study of Hyper-Grace, I have sought to compare it to two 
other antinomian streams, Free Grace and Radical Grace, in order to 
show their distinctive origins. I have also provided an overview of Hy-
per-Grace’s history as well as a delineation of its teachings. Finally, I 
have offered several observations, showing how Hyper-Grace dogma 
interfaces with the Scripture’s doctrine of perseverance. My hope is that 
this effort has encouraged an interest in perseverance so that all true 
Christians can be challenged to do the good works which God has pre-
pared beforehand for them to do (Eph 2:10). 

74John MacArthur writes, “When notable continuationist scholars give credence 
to charismatic interpretations or fail to directly condemn charismatic practices, they 
provide theological cover for a movement that ought to be exposed for its dangers 
rather than defended” (Strange Fire: The Danger of Offending the Holy Spirit with 
Counterfeit Worship [Nashville: Nelson Books, 2013], 235). 

75See note 66 above. 
76This is not to deny that various Pentecostal writers have addressed some of 

these heresies (as we have already seen with regard to the Hyper-Grace movement), 
but it is to call Pentecostals to keep on correcting their opponents with gentleness so 
that God would grant them repentance leading to a knowledge of the truth (2 Tim 
2:25). 
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THE REFORMATION AS REVIVAL: 
THE HISTORICAL VISION OF 

JEAN HENRI MERLE 
D’AUBIGNÉ 

by 
Mark Sidwell1 

In the 1850s, Swiss historian Jean Henri Merle d’Aubigné was 
showing a French pastor the sights of Geneva. Coming to the building 
where he and other divinity students had met with Scottish preacher 
Robert Haldane in a series of Bible studies, Merle pointed to the 
apartments and said, “There is the cradle of the second Reformation of 
Geneva.”2 That Merle should commemorate the location where he 
commenced his evangelical Christian experience is not surprising, but 
why did he refer to the revival of his youth as “the second Reformation 
of Geneva”? An examination of Merle’s writing shows that this descrip-
tion was not simply a literary flourish but is in fact bound up in his 
view of the Reformation and of history in general. 

Merle’s Background 
Merle was born in 1794 in Geneva to a leading commercial family 

of Huguenot descent.3 Encouraged by his widowed mother, he entered 

1Dr. Sidwell serves as Professor, Division of History, Government, and Social 
Science, Bob Jones University. An earlier version of this article was presented at the 
Bob Jones University Theological Research Symposium, October 20, 2020. The au-
thor would like to thank Dr. John Matzko for reading this work and offering numer-
ous helpful comments. 

2“Voilà le berceau de la seconde reformation de Gèneve,” Alexander Haldane, The 
Lives of Robert and James Haldane (repr. of 1853 ed.; Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1990), 429. The biography identifies this occasion only as occurring “not many weeks 
ago.” 

3On Merle, the best source, both as biography and analysis of his career, is John 
B. Roney, The Inside of History: Jean Henri Merle d’Aubigné and Romantic Historiog-
raphy (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996). See also his essay “Jean Henri Merle 
d’Aubigné” in Historians of the Christian Tradition, ed. Michael Bauman and Martin 
I. Klauber (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1995), 167–89. Also helpful are a 
memoir by Merle’s daughter, Blanche Biéler, Un Fils du refuge: Jean-Henri Merle 
d’Aubigné, ses origins, sa vie, son oeuvre (Geneva: Editions Labor, 1934), and Jules 
Bonnet, Notice sur la vie et les écrits de M. Merle d’Aubigné (Paris: Grassart, 1874). As 
Merle himself explained, his name was properly “Merle” or “Merle d’Aubigné,” not 
just “d’Aubigné.” His grandfather added “d’Aubigné,” the name of a leading Hugue-
not family, to keep it from dying out (J. H. Merle d’Aubigné, The Protector: A Vindi-
cation [repr. of 1847 ed.; Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle, 1983], vi). 
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the theological school in Geneva less because of religious interest than 
in hopes of avoiding military service in the Napoleonic era. During his 
studies, Merle was one of several divinity students who met in Bible 
studies with visiting Scottish evangelical Robert Haldane in 1816–17, a 
formative event in the Réveil (awakening) that affected Europe in the 
early nineteenth century. The Scottish minister impressed the students 
by his ready grasp of Scripture, particularly when he would point out 
answers to their questions directly from the Bible, saying, “Look here—
how readest thou? There it stands written with the finger of God.”4 
Merle recalled how he heard Haldane reading from Romans “about the 
natural corruption of man,—a doctrine of which I had never before 
heard.” He said to Haldane, “Now I see that doctrine in the Bible.” 
Haldane replied, “Yes, but do you see it in your heart?” Merle said that 
the question “came home to my conscience” and “was the sword of the 
Spirit” that showed him “that I can be saved by grace alone.”5 

One should note that a key element in Merle’s conversion was his 
reliance on Scripture, because his Bible-centered viewpoint and appeal 
to doctrinal truths influenced not only his Christian life but also his 
writing of history. “I had been seized by the Word of God,” Merle re-
called. “I had believed in the divinity of the Saviour, in original sin, the 
power of which I had experienced in my own heart, and in justification 
by faith. I had experienced the joys of the new birth.”6 He compared 
his situation with that of Edward Pusey, later one of the founders of 
the Oxford movement, who studied in Germany at roughly the same 
time that Merle did. Merle contrasted his own deliverance from ration-
alism with the path of Pusey. “Dr. Pusey, I presume, made his escape 
through tradition; while I, as has been seen, was saved by the Word of 
God. The weaker of the two found the stronger support.”7 

Development of Merle’s Approach to History 
After his conversion and completing his studies at Geneva, Merle 

was ordained. He then went to Germany, where he did further study 
and later served as minister to a French-speaking congregation. He ar-
rived in Germany in 1817, the tricentenary of the Reformation, and 

4These events are reported in an account by Frederic Monod, one of the partici-
pants, reproduced in Haldane, Lives of Robert and James Haldane, 430. 

5Haldane, Lives of Robert and James Haldane, 431. 
6Jean Henri Merle d’Aubigné, Germany, England, and Scotland Or, Recollections 

of a Swiss Minister (London: Simpkin, Marshall, and Co., 1848), 11; hereafter cited as 
Recollections. 

7Recollections, 17. Despite his appeal to objective truth in Scripture, Merle did 
encounter subjective doubts about his faith early in his Christian life. He reported that 
such doubts were settled shortly after he finished his studies when he met with former 
classmates Frederic Monod and Charles Rieu for a trip to Copenhagen. With them he 
studied Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians and found assurance through Ephesians 3:20–
21, especially the words that God works “exceeding abundantly” above what Chris-
tians ask or think (Merle, Recollections, 12–15). 
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this commemoration captured his attention. A festival for the Refor-
mation found Merle at Wartburg, the place where Luther had re-
mained hidden after the Diet of Worms and where he had translated 
the New Testament into German. In contrast to the Germans around 
him, who celebrated the Reformation as a political deliverance, Merle 
focused on the religious importance, and an idea seized him. In No-
vember he wrote in his journal, “I should like to write a history of the 
Reformation,” and he outlined, rather prophetically, the procedure he 
would follow (see Appendix A.)8 But before he would ever begin writ-
ing, Merle’s studies at Leipzig and Berlin prepared him to become a 
historian. 

Merle d’Aubigné entered the field of history during an era of tran-
sition in the field. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, history 
was still more a literary field, the realm of gentleman scholars such as 
Edward Gibbon with his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. The 
discipline began to change, however, with a new stress on professional-
ism and more systematic methods of research and documentation. His-
tory allegedly became more of a science. Living in the midst of this 
shift, Merle embodied elements of both the older and newer approach-
es. Through his studies in Germany, Roney notes, Merle picked up two 
key ideas. From theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher, Merle came to 
see the importance of inner religious development. From historian Au-
gust Neander he learned the importance of individuals and using their 
biographies to represent their era.9 

Neander clearly had the greatest impact on Merle of all his teach-
ers, despite his liberal doctrinal views. Merle’s daughter wrote, “One 
could not talk with Neander about inspiration nor eternal punishment 
but one could listen to him perfectly on church history.”10 Merle, call-
ing Neander “a writer, from whom the author differs on important 
points, but whose name is dear to all who know the simple beauty of 
his character,” said that in 1818 Neander was the first to urge him to 
write on the Reformation.11 He called Neander “the father of the new 
history of Christianity” (a concept discussed below),12 crediting Nean-
der with finding a “living Christianity” in all ages, a concept that 

8On Merle’s experiences in Germany, see Merle, Recollections, 11–15, 24–26. 
9Roney, Inside of History, 51. 
10Biéler, Un Fils du refuge, 100–101. 
11J. H. Merle d’Aubigné, History of the Reformation in the Time of Calvin, trans. 

Henry White and William L. R. Cates (repr. of 1880 ed.; Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle 
Publications, 2000), 1:xi; hereafter cited as Calvin. Quotations from Merle’s two ma-
jor histories of the Reformation are from the reprint editions issued by Sprinkle Publi-
cations, who bound two volumes in one, but citations refer to the original volume 
numbers. 

12J. H. Merle d’Aubigné, “The Study of the History Christianity, and Its Useful-
ness in the Present Day,” in Classic Reformed Discourses and Essays (repr. of 1846 ed.; 
Birmingham, AL: Solid Ground Books, 2005), 172–73. 
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resonated with the evangelicalism in Merle’s makeup.13 
Merle declared his own independence from the various schools of 

historiography of his day, not seeing himself as an advocate of a partic-
ular approach. “Neither the philosophy of the eighteenth century or 
the romanticism of the nineteenth century will guide my judgment or 
supply my colors.”14 Merle clearly rejected the rationalistic approach of 
the Enlightenment, which he identified with the theological rational-
ism he opposed.15 However, his self-distancing from Romanticism, 
while no doubt sincere, is harder to defend. 

One way in which Merle reflected the Romantic historiography of 
his era was his apparent acknowledgement of the “Great Men” view of 
history associated with Scotsman Thomas Carlyle. In a series of lectures 
delivered in the 1830s and published as On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and 
the Heroic in History, Carlyle asserted that “the History of the 
World…was the Biography of Great Men.”16 For Carlyle “the history 
of what man has accomplished in this world, is at bottom the History 
of the Great Men who have worked here.”17 He even coined the term 
“Heroarchy,” or “Government of Heroes,” to describe the impact of his 
assemblage of mythological figures, prophets, priests, poets, writers, 
and kings who qualified as “heroes.”18 

Merle showed a debt to Carlyle and the Great Men approach. It 
was Carlyle’s publication of Oliver Cromwell’s Letters and Speeches that 
motivated Merle to write a historical apology for Cromwell, one of his 
few book-length histories apart from his works on the Reformation.19 
Roney argues that Merle saw reformers as “heroes” in the sense of Car-
lyle or Schleiermacher as outstanding representatives of their times.20 
But if so, Merle differed in ascribing divine power as the source of the 
greatness of his heroes. He admitted that “the tendencies of an epoch 
are generally personified in some man whom it produces, but who soon 
overrules these tendencies and leads them to the goal which they could 
not otherwise have reached,” a sentence Carlyle could have written. 
Merle was willing to identify the reformers as “great men, at once the 

13Merle, Recollections, 30. 
14J. H. Merle d’Aubigné, History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 

trans. Henry White (repr. of 1875 ed.; Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle Publications, 
2001–2003), 1:32; hereafter cited as Sixteenth Century. 

15Merle indicates his attitude toward humanly based authority in that he rejected 
traditionalism as “a species of rationalism” that differed only in using human reason 
from the past (Merle, “Geneva and Oxford,” in Reformed Discourses, 183–84). 

16Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History (repr.; 
New York: Macmillan, 1911), 18. 

17Ibid., 1. 
18Ibid., 15–16. 
19Merle, The Protector, v. 
20Roney, Inside of History, 163. 
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children and the masters of their age.” The difference, however, was 
that “the heroes of the world make the forces of their epoch the pedes-
tal of their own greatness,” but the heroes of God aimed for “the great-
ness of their Master.”21 

Representing Merle’s debt to the growing “scientific” approach to 
history was his appreciation for German historian Leopold von Ranke, 
the great pioneer of the new scientific history. Ranke emphasized that 
the historian must seek objectivity in his work, that by comprehensive, 
intense dedication to studying primary sources, the historian could 
write “history as it actually happened” (“Wie es eigentlich gewesen ist”). 
One might question how well Merle embodied the focus on objectivity, 
but he was a zealous proponent of primary sources, scouring archives 
across Europe for materials (see Appendix B.) Roney says Merle did not 
quote much secondary literature, but when he did he most often cited 
Ranke.22 A Scottish publisher invited Merle to provide an introduction 
to the German writer’s history of the popes. Most of Merle’s comments 
dealt not with Ranke but with the history of the papacy. However, he 
prefaced his comments by calling Ranke “one of the greatest of modern 
historians” who provided a “narrative…full of life and interest” and 
who was “conscientious and profound” in his research.23 He praised 
Ranke’s impartiality but wondered whether he carried it too far, as 
shown by how some strongly pro-Catholic writers endorsed him.24 “To 
write the history of the popes as I would the history of the kings of 
France or England, is what would seem to me to be an impossibility,” 
said Merle, because the pope “usurps the rights of Jesus Christ, and 
who at the same time tramples on the rights of the Church.”25 Alt-
hough Merle thought of himself as objective, as will be seen, more 
dominant was a devotion to what he saw as a transcendent truth in 
God’s Word. 

Despite such reservations, the goal and method of Ranke’s school 

21Merle, Calvin, 1:381. Cf. also the following: “Shall we not recognize the hand 
of God in those grand manifestations, those great men, those mighty nations, which 
arise, and start as it were from the dust of the earth, and communicate a fresh impulse, 
a new form and destiny to the human race? Shall we not acknowledge him [God] in 
those heroes who spring from society at appointed epochs—who display a strength 
and activity beyond the ordinary limits of humanity, and around whom, as around a 
superior and mysterious power, nations and individuals unhesitatingly gather?” 
(Merle, Sixteenth Century, 1:22). 

22Roney, “Jean Henri Merle d’Aubigné,” in Historians of the Christian Tradition, 
170. 

23J. H. Merle d’Aubigné, “Introductory Essay” to Leopold von Ranke, A History 
of the Papacy, Political and Ecclesiastical, in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 
(Glasgow: Blackie and Son, 1863), ix–x. 

24Ibid., xi. 
25Ibid., xiii. Merle’s son-in-law, Adolphe Duchemin, also related a story “not 

without some reserve” in which Merle and Ranke met, with Merle defending “the 
lives of his favorite heroes” while Ranke pointed out their flaws (“Editor’s Preface,” 
Calvin, 7:vi). 
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appear in Merle’s description of his own approach. “The work of the 
historian is neither a work of the imagination, like that of the poet,” 
wrote Merle, “nor a mere conversation about times gone by, as some 
writers of our day appear to imagine. History is a faithful description of 
past events; and when the historian can relate them by making use of 
the language of those who took part in them, he is more certain of de-
scribing them just as they were.”26 

Merle’s Historical Work 
After his study and ministry in Germany, Merle went to Brussels to 

serve a French-speaking congregation (1823–31). He also served as a 
court preacher to the king of the Netherlands. However, with the revo-
lution in Belgium in 1830, Merle returned to Geneva. There he joined 
the Société évangélique de Genève, which eventually became the nucle-
us of an independent free church. He also became professor of church 
history in the new seminary the Société founded. In this new role Merle 
began his work on the Reformation in 1831–32 with a series of public 
lectures on that topic.27 

Although spending the rest of his career as a teacher, and soon 
emerging as an internationally known writer, Merle also functioned as 
what Roney calls an “Evangelical diplomat” for his travels and in-
volvement with interdenominational causes.28 He traveled to interna-
tional conferences and supported organizations such as the Evangelical 
Alliance that defended orthodox Protestant evangelicalism and support-
ed evangelical cooperation.29 Merle urged fellow evangelicals to “re-
member that there are in reality but two nations on the earth—the 
believers and the unbelievers; and let us not allow trifles to separate 
those who have alike received into their hearts the living faith of the 
children of God.”30 This dual devotion to Protestant evangelicalism and 
evangelical unity expressed itself throughout his writings.31 

26Merle, Calvin, 1:xv. 
27Merle, Sixteenth Century, 1:31. 
28Roney, Inside of History, 6. 
29In 1862 Merle visited London to speak at the Royal Chapel at the invitation of 

the bishop of London. While there he also visited C. H. Spurgeon’s Metropolitan 
Tabernacle for the purpose, as Spurgeon put it, “publicly to shew his hearty fellowship 
with his brethren of the Free Churches of England.” Spurgeon shortened his sermon 
to allow Merle to offer some remarks. See “An Exhortation by Rev. C. H. Spurgeon, 
and Salutation by Rev. Merle D’Aubigné of Geneva,” in The Metropolitan Tabernacle 
Pulpit (repr.; Pasadena, TX: Pilgrim Publications, 1969), 8:286–88. 

30Merle, Recollections, 41. 
31Merle dated the movement for evangelical cooperation in his era from the 

founding of the London Missionary Society in 1795 (Merle, Sixteenth Century, 1:7). 
The Baptist Missionary Society that sent William Carey to India had been founded in 
1792, but the interdenominational nature of the London Society (led by Congrega-
tionalists but including Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists among its supporters) 
likely caused Merle to view its founding as a more significant marker in the history of 
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In 1835, shortly after beginning his teaching career, Merle finished 
the first volume of his proposed history of the Reformation. Public re-
ception surprised him. By the time he was putting out the fourth vol-
ume, he noted that sales of the previous volumes were only 4,000 in 
France but between 150,000 and 200,000 in English-speaking coun-
tries. As a result, he began with volume 4 to publish his books first in 
Britain instead of France or Switzerland.32 Roney estimates that some 
seventy percent of Merle’s readership was in English-speaking coun-
tries.33 

We see the appeal of Merle in the fact that his work has been al-
most constantly in print since its initial publication. Furthermore, the 
reprinting has taken different forms in addition to publishing the whole 
of his thirteen volumes on the Reformation. Publishers often excerpted 
his large body of writing into more manageable, although not neces-
sarily short, editions. Banner of Truth, for example, compiled Merle’s 
sections on England into a continuous narrative of the English Refor-
mation.34 Even more common has been culling of his work into indi-
vidual biographies, notably of Martin Luther.35 

Undoubtedly, Merle’s evangelical orthodoxy and fervor appealed to 
an international Christian audience. Roney notes how Merle saw histo-
ry “as a universal lesson, one which demonstrated the need for Christi-
anity at all times,” an approach that sometimes gave his work “the 
qualities of a sermon.”36 Burnishing such devotional appeal, however, 
was a stylistic attraction. Merle clearly kept the general reader in mind 
as he wrote. For example, despite his considerable use of primary doc-
uments, Merle decided against extensive citation of sources, because he 
feared “they would prove a disagreeable interrupt to my readers.”37 Fur-
thermore, his writing fits the cliché “it reads like a novel” as he sought 
to inject life and color into his work. “When an historian comes across 
a speech of one of the actors in the great drama of human affairs,” 

evangelical unity. 
32Merle, Sixteenth Century, 4:iii 
33Roney, Inside of History, 7. 
34J. H. Merle d’Aubigné, The Reformation in England, ed. S. M. Houghton (Ed-

inburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1977). 
35An example of a long-popular edition is Jean Henri Merle d’Aubigné, The Life 

and Times of Martin Luther, trans. H. White (Chicago: Moody Press, 1950). I have 
myself also edited two such volumes: The Triumph of Truth: A Life of Martin Luther 
(Greenville, SC: Bob Jones University Press, 1996) and For God and His People: Ulrich 
Zwingli and the Swiss Reformation (Greenville, SC: BJU Press, 2000). Another inter-
esting example is the gathering of short accounts from Merle, arranged on the pattern 
of John Foxe’s book of martyrs, D’Aubigné’s [sic] Martyrs of the Reformation (Philadel-
phia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1882), repr. as recently as 2018. Roney lists 
many of these abridgments and several others (Inside of History, 200). 

36Roney, Inside of History, 141. 
37Merle, Sixteenth Century, 1:32. 
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Merle wrote, “he ought to lay hold of it, as if it were a pearl, and weave 
it into his tapestry, in order to relieve the duller colors and give more 
solidity and brilliancy.”38 

The popular appeal of Merle’s work likely also lay in the sense of 
drama woven into his narrative. For example, consider the following 
exchange between Martin Luther and papal legate Cardinal Thomas 
Cajetan (commonly called Tommaso De Vio). When the legate cited a 
papal constitution in favor of indulgences, Luther replied, 

“I cannot receive such constitutions as sufficient proofs 
on matters so important. For they pervert the Holy 
Scriptures, and never quote to the purpose.” 

DE VIO.—“The pope has power and authority over all 
things.” 

LUTHER, quickly.—“Except Scripture!” 
DE VIO, sneering.—“Except Scripture!… Do you not 

know that the pope is above Councils; he has recently 
condemned and punished the Council of Basle.” 

LUTHER.—“The university of Paris appealed from this 
sentence.” 

DE VIO.—“These Parisian gentlemen will receive their 
desserts.”39 

A reader needs only stage directions to make the narrative into a scene 
from a play, but Merle saw no tension between drama and history: 
“True history, no doubt, possesses coloring and life; but it describes 
such events only as are founded on the firm basis of truth.”40 

Merle’s Approach to History 
As important as drama and color were to Merle’s appeal, there were 

also religious themes and a theological framework that attracted evan-
gelical readers in particular. The best place to start with Merle’s ap-
proach to history is where he placed the emphasis himself. At the 
beginning of his work on the Reformation, he wrote, “These vol-
umes…lay down in the chief and foremost place this simple and preg-
nant principle: GOD IN HISTORY.” As he explained, “History 
should live by that life which belongs to it, and that life is God. In his-
tory, God should be acknowledged and proclaimed. The history of the 
world should be set forth as the annals of the government of the Sover-
eign King.”41 The phrase “God in history,” however, requires further 
explanation, for one could apply it many ways theologically and histor-
ically. The incarnation would be an example, as Merle himself argued.42 

38Merle, Calvin, 1:xvi. 
39Merle, Sixteenth Century, 1:382. 
40Merle, Calvin, 5:ix. 
41Merle, Sixteenth Century, 1:21. 
42See Merle, “Emmanuel” in Reformed Discourses, 9–21. 
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In the overall approach of Merle’s history, “God in history” presents 
God as spiritually active and evident. Merle, for example, saw a twofold 
explanation for the Reformation—the action of God to initiate change 
but also the secondary causes that prepared humanity for the change. 
The historian, Merle said, must address both.43 

Nowhere is God more evident in history than through his salvific 
work in the lives of individuals. Here is where he saw Neander’s new 
departure in history—in not just the biography of a life but in biog-
raphy of the interior of a life. Merle contrasted the “History of the 
Church,” which is institutional, with the “History of Christianity,” 
which is spiritual and both living and life-giving, “the history of that 
regenerative influence of Christianity, through which so many individ-
uals and nations have experienced a thorough change in their moral 
and spiritual condition.” His view of the church, which colored his 
histories, was overtly evangelical: “Christianity is an individual work; 
the grace of God converts soul by soul.… The Church is but the as-
sembly of all the souls in whom this work is wrought.”44 The mere 
outward history of the church he labeled “barren.”45 

This consistent working of God throughout history is what joins 
the Reformation to Merle’s own era, the fact that “faith in Christ…is 
the same in every age.”46 Such a focus on spiritual life shows how Merle 
could refer to the revival of his own days as a “second Reformation.” 
Furthermore, to reverse the statement, Merle identified the Refor-
mation as a revival, as, for example, “the mighty revival,” the church’s 
“great revival in the sixteenth century,” and “this great revival.”47 Cast-
ing his metaphor more widely Merle referred to Philipp Spener of the 
Pietist movement as embodying the second Reformation of Germany 
and the tricentenary of the Reformation as the third.48 Scotland had 
both a second Reformation with the Covenanter movement in the sev-
enteenth century and a third in the events leading to the Great Disrup-
tion in the nineteenth century.49 

What united the Reformation and revival was spiritual life. The 
Reformation “began with life,” Merle wrote. “Luther felt in his heart, 
through divine grace, the living influence of Christianity as perhaps no 

43Merle, Sixteenth Century, 1:20–21. 
44Merle, “Geneva and Oxford,” in Reformed Discourses, 196. Likewise cf.: “It is 

not, perhaps, by great battles, but by a thousand struggles of individuals, that the King 
of Zion will establish his kingdom” (Merle, “The Church Called to Confess Jesus 
Christ” [Reformed Discourses, 146]). 

45Merle, “Study of the History of Christianity,” in Reformed Discourses, 157. 
46Merle, Recollections, 111. 
47Quoted from, respectively, Merle, Recollections, 377; “The Church Called to 

Confess Jesus Christ,” in Reformed Discourses, 122; and Sixteenth Century, 5:x. 
48Merle, Recollections, 24. 
49Ibid., 292, 423. Roney comments on this usage (Inside of History, 170). 
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doctor of the Church had ever felt it before.”50 Merle could not join 
those writers who focused on “a literary or political history…. In my 
opinion the very essence of the Reformation is its doctrine and its in-
ward life.”51 The spiritual took precedence over the political. Of the 
Reformation in England, surely one of the more politicized branches of 
the reform, Merle insisted, “History has taught the author that it was 
essentially a religious transformation, and that we must seek for it in 
men of faith, and not, as is usually done, solely in the caprices of the 
prince, the ambition of the nobility, and the servility of the prelates.”52 

Evaluation 
Despite (or perhaps because of) his best-selling status as a writer, 

criticisms of Merle’s work emerged during his lifetime. Catholics, of 
course, severely censured his whole work.53 Others cited particular 
problems they found. Philip Schaff, after disparaging a story that 
Erasmus met John Calvin and Martin Bucer at Basel, then added, 
“Merle d’Aubigné…however, accepts and embellishes it as if he had 
been present and heard the colloquy of the three scholars.”54 

More serious was the criticism of what was apparently one of 
Merle’s strengths, his reliance on original sources. Roney cites an ex-
ample that shows Merle’s idea of using primary sources was not always 
as “primary” as historians might wish.55 Merle equated quotations from 
the pen of his subjects with those from “chroniclers.”56 For example, 
when challenged about his use of a quotation, particularly its descrip-
tion of the inner attitude of a martyr, he simply pointed out where he 
had gotten this from John Foxe.57 It apparently never entered Merle’s 
mind to question whether Foxe was accurate. 

As the Catholic criticisms indicate, another charge against Merle 
was his partiality for Protestantism. Merle himself denied this, saying 

50Merle, “The Voice of the Church,” in Reformed Discourses, 244. 
51Merle, Sixteenth Century, 3:ix. 
52Ibid., 5:iv. 
53See, e.g., Martin J. Spalding, D’Aubigné’s [sic] History of the Great Reformation 

in Germany and Switzerland: Reviewed and Refuted, 2nd ed. (Dublin; Battersby, 
1846), for perhaps the most popular Catholic polemic, written by an archbishop. An 
interesting analysis of Spalding’s approach to both Merle and Protestantism is David 
Schimpf, “Martin Spalding’s ‘Apocalyptical’ Use of History in the Social Setting of 
the Mid-Nineteenth-Century American Catholic Community,” Records of the Ameri-
can Catholic Historical Society of Philadelphia 96 (1985): 19–33. 

54Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church (1910 repr.; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1980), 8:327. 

55Roney, Inside of History, 184. 
56“Whether the speech be met with in the letters or writings of the actor himself, 

or in those of the chroniclers, is a matter of no importance: he should take it wherever 
he finds it” (Merle, Calvin, 1:xvi). 

57Ibid., 5:xi. 
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he wrote “more favorably” of Catholic figures “than the majority of 
historians have done” and had not attempted “to conceal the faults and 
errors of the reformers.”58 Yet one does not have to read very far in 
Merle’s work to discern who the heroes and villains are. Merle’s son-in-
law, Adolphe Duchemin, admitted that Merle showed partiality, in 
particular for Calvin, but said the partiality was merely reduced “severi-
ty” and argued that Merle’s close acquaintance with Calvin through his 
long work with the sources enabled him to better explain what others 
saw as severe faults. In fact, Duchemin quoted a favorable reviewer as 
crediting Merle for portraying Calvin “not perhaps as he was on every 
occasion, but such as he would have wished to be.”59 

The tone of partiality calls into question Merle’s objectivity. Again, 
Merle maintained his objectivity as a historian: “I address this history 
to those who love to see past events exactly as they occurred, and not by 
the aid of that magic glass of genius which colours and magnifies, but 
which sometimes also diminishes and changes them.”60 Yet his own 
religious views and deep sympathy with the theology of the Protestant 
reformers precluded what modern historians would regard as historical 
objectivity. Recall the words quoted earlier in which Merle argued 
against Ranke that theological concerns precluded writing about the 
history of the papacy in the same tone as the history of the monarchies 
of France or England. Duchemin recognized this fact when he wrote, 
“Do not therefore require him to be what is called an objective histori-
an, and to hold himself coldly aloof from the facts which he recalls to 
mind. Is not this faith of the sixteenth century, of which he traces the 
awakening, the struggles, defeats and victories, his own faith and the life 
of his own soul?”61 

Duchemin’s words bring us back to our central point. A driving 
force in Merle d’Aubigné’s approach was his personal sympathy with 
the faith of the Reformation. Undoubtedly, such a commitment was a 
root of his partiality. Moreover it colors all his work. The Reformation 
of the sixteenth century and the Réveil of the nineteenth century were 
expressions not only of the same theological core but also of the work 
of the same God. Merle saw a consistency in the human condition and 
human nature that he believed could be answered only by an evangeli-
cal application of the gospel, an impulse that united the eras of history 
in a fundamental way. A proper history furthered the cause of God’s 
kingdom. As he wrote in his journal in 1817, “I should wish that this 
history should be thoroughly Christian, and calculated to give an 
impulse to true religion.”62 

58Merle, Sixteenth Century, 1:31. 
59“Editor’s Preface,” Calvin, 7:vii–viii, xii. 
60Merle, Sixteenth Century, 1:32. 
61“Editor’s Preface,” Calvin, 7:xiii. Note also the comments in Roney, Inside of 

History, 50, for how Merle saw parallels in his spiritual experience with that of Luther. 
62Quoted in [Adolphe Duchemin], “Preface,” Calvin, 8:vii. 
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John Roney offers a fair summary of Merle’s work as a historian: 
“Merle attempted to bridge the gap between traditional orthodox inter-
pretations of history and the modern demand for critical and scientific 
studies of the past.”63 Although an accurate evaluation of his work, we 
may want to qualify the description of “traditional orthodox interpreta-
tions of history.” Merle offered something new in his approach by his 
emphasis on the subjective side of history which made possible the con-
tinuity he identified between the Reformation and revival movements. 
We should also note how he sought to bridge this gap. Evangelical his-
torians since his day have faced the same dilemma, reconciling the ex-
pectations of the academy with the strictures of their faith. For Merle 
d’Aubigné the choice was obvious: what he believed about God 
trumped all scholarly expectations. Although he might affirm his belief 
in objectivity, careful research into the sources, and all the other quali-
ties historians insist on as characterizing “good history,” Merle subor-
dinated them to the religious purpose he affirmed. 

Is Jean Henri Merle d’Aubigné a model for evangelical historians? 
Perhaps he is in the questions he confronted—the role of Providence in 
history, the basis for historical judgments, and above all the reconciling 
of faith and scholarship. Perhaps he is not so much in the way he an-
swered these questions in practice. We would like to see a more de-
tached tone of objectivity, for example. However, he made one 
undeniable—and enviable—contribution. He used his genuine literary 
skill and fervent Christian devotion to get Christians to read history 
and to read it avidly. It is probably no exaggeration to say that Merle is 
partly responsible for keeping the story of the Reformation alive and 
relevant for modern evangelical Christians. 

63Roney, Inside of History, 188. 
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Appendix A: Merle’s Inspiration for Writing His History 

From Merle’s journal, November 23, 1817: “I should like to write 
a history of the Reformation. I should wish this history to be a work of 
learning, and to set forth facts at present unknown. It should be pro-
found, and should distinctly assign the causes and the results of this 
great movement; it should be interesting, and should make known the 
authors of the transformation by means of their letters, their works, and 
their words; and it should introduce the reader into the bosom of their 
families and into their closets. Finally I should wish that this history 
should be thoroughly Christian, and calculated to give an impulse to 
true religion. I would show by the evidence of facts that the aim of the 
Reformation was not so much to destroy as to build up—not so much 
to overthrow that which was in excess, superstition, as to impart that 
which had ceased to exist, the new life, and holiness, the essence of 
Christianity, and to revive or rather to create faith. I shall begin to col-
lect materials, and I will dedicate my history to the Protestant churches 
of France.”64 

Appendix B: Merle’s Method of Writing 
The author of the preface to the final volume of Merle’s work—

almost certainly his son-in-law Adolphe Duchemin—described Merle’s 
method of writing. 

“First, he would make a summary study of an important period, 
and rapidly sketch its history; next, he would refer to the original 
sources, collecting around him all the documents which he could dis-
cover, and sometimes making a long journey for the purpose of con-
sulting a manuscript preserved in some library. He would then plunge 
again into his theme, familiarizing himself thoroughly with its form 
and its color, so as to make it real and present to his mind, and see it as 
it were with his own eyes. And, finally, he would rewrite the story, 
completing and giving life to his narratives, and depicting the scenes 
for the reader as he had already done for himself. The result of this pro-
cess was an entirely new work. 

“A third and even a fourth recasting was not seldom undertaken 
before the author was satisfied: so vast and so complex was that spiritu-
al movement which he had undertaken to describe, so numerous and 
almost inexhaustible were the documents of all kinds which he contin-
ued to examine throughout his life.”65 

Also informing Merle’s method was the imagination and curiosity 
of a historian. Merle wrote, “As for me, I delight in going back into 
past ages, and, as I contemplate what I meet with in the places I visit, 

64Quoted in [Adolphe Duchemin], “Preface,” Calvin, 8:vii. 
65Ibid., 8:ix–x. 
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to seek out what happened there in times gone by. I inquire into the 
historical reminiscences. I cannot look upon a field of battle, without 
marshalling armies upon it; on an ancient house, without bringing 
back its inhabitants; on a church, without placing in the pulpit the 
illustrious man who has preached there, and in the nave, the audience 
he was wont to animate with his words. I cannot pass through a ceme-
tery without calling up its dead.”66 

66Merle, Recollections, 230. 
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BOOK REVIEWS 

The Manifold Beauty of Genesis One: A Multi-Layered Approach, by 
Gregg Davidson and Kenneth J. Turner. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2021. 
210 pp. $22.99. 

Creation studies show no sign of abatement as interpretive disputes 
on the meaning of Genesis 1–2 persist. These authors propose a via me-
dia by focusing on the allegedly diverse perspectives provided by the 
biblical creation account. Gregg Davidson is professor and chair of the 
geology department at the University of Mississippi, while Kenneth 
Turner is Professor of Old Testament at Toccoa Falls College. The pair-
ing of a geology professor with an Old Testament professor furnishes a 
clue as to the authors’ shared perspective on the earth’s origins. This is 
confirmed by the endorsements in the frontispiece from scholars such as 
Tremper Longman III, John Walton, Richard Averbeck, and C. John 
Collins, prominent for their alignment of Genesis with old-earth origin 
models. Davidson has previously published a book arguing for the es-
sential harmony between Scripture and modern science when the former 
is interpreted properly in its literary and historical contexts (Friend of 
Science, Friend of Faith: Listening to God in His Works and Word [Kre-
gel, 2019]). Davidson and Turner contend that Genesis 1 constitutes 
“theologically rich literature” providing multiple layers of perspective on 
God’s work of creation. Divine creation, they suggest, is narrated 
through seven interpretive lenses that include song, analogy, polemic, 
covenant, temple, calendar, and land. 

The authors begin by expressing their regret over the “acrimony” 
and “verbal wars” that too often characterize discussions of origins (3). 
They suggest that “much of this conflict derives from a failure to fully 
embrace what the church has long affirmed about the nature of the Bi-
ble as a whole,” namely, that Scripture is multi-dimensional and open to 
a variety of interpretive conclusions (3–4). This early claim strikes the 
reader as somewhat disingenuous given the consistency of Jewish and 
Christian interpretations through history as to the meaning of Genesis 
1–2. Rather, the inference that because some parts of Scripture are 
prone to multiple interpretations therefore any part of Scripture must be 
open to multiple interpretations is the fallacy of composition, which 
often leads to hasty generalizations (see Gula, Nonsense: A Handbook of 
Logical Fallacies, 85). To advance their tack, however, the authors pro-
pose that the Bible presents “layers of truth” that avouch multiple per-
spectives as simultaneously valid (4). The original cultural context of 
Scripture must be held supreme (7–8). Concerns that their work un-
dermines the perspicuity, authority, and inerrancy of Scripture miss the 
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mark, they contend, as their approach is “free of any obligations or def-
erence to science” and that their book is not “just a clever ploy to dis-
miss the historical veracity of the Bible” (12). 

The first chapter builds on the introduction by suggesting ways in 
which Genesis 1 might offer multiple perspectives, using the analogy of 
genealogy. Biblical genealogies seem to be “a plain and straightforward 
documentation of history” (15) but in fact carry rich literary devices and 
theological nuances. They feature literary devices structured to aid 
memory, cultural accommodations addressed to theological errors, and 
symbolic numbers highlighting higher truths (17–21). In the same way, 
they contend, Genesis 1 carries a number of anomalies that point to 
“something more than a straightforward (literalistic) reading” (22). 
These features include the separation of light from darkness on two dif-
ferent days (Gen 1:4, 18); the mysterious act of “separating” light from 
darkness, when technically the latter is simply the absence of light; the 
notion of evenings and mornings on a sphere (on a rotating planet even-
ing and morning are constantly occurring somewhere in the world); and 
the seemingly symbolic use of the number seven (22–24). 

The next seven chapters deal consecutively with the interpretive 
lenses mentioned above. The authors make a case for their reading and 
then answer potential objections. The chapters conclude with discussion 
questions for further reflection. The first layer is song. The authors con-
tend that due to the literary framework and parallelism evident in Gene-
sis 1, the creation account is best read as a liturgy or hymn (33). Such 
an approach, allegedly, does not dismiss the text’s historical claims but 
nuances them in a way that allows for figural readings. The second layer 
is analogy. The authors argue that biblical typology, including Paul’s 
putative allegorization in Galatians 4 of the Sarah and Hagar narrative, 
provides precedent for understanding the creation narrative as typical. 
Here they focus on the Sabbath rest as a hermeneutical key in that it 
was not strictly necessary for God but rather a clue to the deeper signifi-
cance of creation (47–50). The third layer is polemic. Davidson and 
Turner argue that Genesis 1 serves as a polemic against ancient Near 
Eastern creation mythologies. These polemical elements include the 
eternality of Yahweh vis-à-vis the theogonies of the ANE; monotheism 
versus polytheism; the distinction between the Creator and the created 
order with no deification of creation; intentional order in creation rather 
than chance or chaos; the value of humans as image-bearers; and crea-
tion as a divinely assessed good (65–72). 

The fourth layer is covenant. The authors argue for a creation cove-
nant or Edenic covenant as integral to the opening Genesis narrative. 
They unpack this covenant as a suzerain-vassal agreement and royal land 
grant. Part of their argument—and this point is crucial for an old-earth 
origin model—is that due to this originating covenant the nature of the 
earth did not substantively change as a result of the sin-curse. In other 
words, there were earthquakes, storms, floods, diseases, pests, and even 
death from the inception of creation: “Nature did not change. Rather, 
people’s experience with nature was transformed from something positive 
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to something negative” (90). Thus, lions eating wild animals was not a 
problem before the fall, but lions eating humans or their flocks became a 
painful result of the sin-curse. The fifth layer is temple. Here the authors 
tap into the popular themes of temple and cosmology motifs in creation, 
correlations advanced by numerous scholars such as Walton, Wenham, 
Alexander, and others. In this construal, creation furnished a sanctuary 
for God to dwell in as evident in the many parallels to tabernacle/temple 
imagery. 

The sixth layer is calendar. Davidson and Turner argue that God’s 
act of creation constituted times, seasons, and festivals. Thus, creation 
holds a liturgical paradigm for humanity. The seventh and final layer is 
land. The authors draw here upon the work of John Sailhamer to argue 
that creation prepared a land for people to inhabit, cultivate, and popu-
late. The garden of Eden was to extend to the ends of the earth, and 
Adam, as Israel, was to serve as a king-priest extending God’s reign. The 
final chapter is a conclusion in which the authors summarize their main 
points, tying each of their lenses to some aspect of God’s (and Christ’s) 
character. Thus, creation as song emphasizes God as artist; analogy: 
God as farmer; polemic: God as “I AM”; covenant: God as suzerain; 
temple: God as presence; calendar: God as sabbath; and land: God as 
redeemer. They conclude with some final points reiterating their desire 
for irenic interactions amongst believers who hold divergent views. 

The strengths and weaknesses of the book are several. The authors 
write engagingly and accessibly, providing a popular-level introduction 
to scholarly discussions about a variety of themes in creation. Several 
corollaries mentioned seem plausible and helpful, such as the chapters 
explaining temple imagery in creation (although this is perhaps better 
nuanced in opposite terms: the temple reprises creation rather than the 
converse) as well as the one highlighting liturgical seasons as marked out 
by creation. In spite of these strengths, however, several weaknesses mer-
it mention. First, despite the authors’ many claims that the book is not 
an attempt to harmonize the biblical text with modern science, in the 
end this seems to be precisely what they are aiming for. Jeremiads about 
verbal acrimony often come from proponents of a minority position 
who are attempting to stretch the Overton Window for acceptance of 
their views. Such calls for a truce usually amount to a red herring. 
Would the original audience have conceived of the meaning of Genesis 
1 in the way these authors construe without a predisposition to modern 
scientific theories? 

Second, the book creates a false dilemma which underscores the first 
point. That is, because themes such as time, sanctuary, or kingdom are 
present in Genesis 1, does this mean that the narrative cannot or does 
not also present the actions as straightforward history? If we see these 
themes in the text, must we also espouse a figurative reading of the crea-
tion? I would counter that this creates a false dilemma. The creation 
account presents straightforward, actual history but also sets a trajectory 
for biblical-theological themes which find development across the canon 
of Scripture. Third, some of the lenses are not persuasive as legitimate 



98 Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 

themes in Genesis 1–2. For example, Steven Boyd has conclusively 
proved elsewhere that the opening chapters of Genesis bear the hall-
marks of normal Hebrew prose and should not therefore be interpreted 
as poetry or song (see Boyd, “The Genre of Genesis 1:1–2:3: What 
Means This Text?” in Coming to Grips with Genesis, 163–92). Also, the 
authors do not persuade that the opening chapters of Genesis establish a 
covenant with creation despite the arguments advanced. Was a divine 
covenant necessary before the advent of human sin? Moreover, positing 
the presence of death before the fall runs contrary to the entire train of 
Scripture (e.g., Ezek 18:4; Rom 5:12; 6:16, 23; 8:19–21; 1 Cor 15:21–
22; Jas 1:15). 

In the end, this book will likely appeal to those readers who, as the 
authors, are eager for writings that confirm their already-held views on 
the earth’s age. The discerning reader may benefit from some of the dis-
cussions on themes in the creation account, as long as he or she reads 
the book in a way that one of my old professors compared to eating a 
watermelon: keep the good parts but spit out the seeds. 

Kyle C. Dunham 
Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary, Allen Park, MI 

The Old Testament Law for the Life of the Church: Reading the Torah in 
the Light of Christ, by Richard E. Averbeck. Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Academic, 2022. 382 pp. $40.00. 

Richard E. Averbeck is professor of Old Testament and Semitic 
Languages at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School in Deerfield, IL. The 
author has researched and published extensively on matters pertaining 
to the law as the present volume well illustrates. Other introductions 
focusing comprehensively on biblical law include William S. Morrow, 
An Introduction to Biblical Law (Eerdmans, 2017) and Roy E. Gane, 
Old Testament Law for Christians: Original Context and Enduring Appli-
cation (Baker, 2017). 

With predictable clarity and cogency characteristic of the author’s 
writing and teaching, he offers us a lifetime of research distilled so that 
interested lay people can understand and apply it to their lives but so-
phisticated enough to meet the methodological rigors of seasoned schol-
ars. His goal is to clarify what the law meant in its original historical 
and cultural context and therefore means to Christians in the church 
today. 

In the first section of the book, the author treats “Covenant and 
Context.” Here he establishes the covenant framework without which 
the law cannot be understood. In the second section, he explains the 
Old Testament law in context. He rules out several entire interpretive 
frameworks and full-scale interpretations of what the law is. In the third 
major section, “The Old Testament Law in the New Testament,” the 
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author demonstrates how the New Testament commands must be ex-
plained within a correct framework of the Old Testament law. This 
way, Christians come to an understanding of what the law means for 
them. 

In response to the popular tendency to limit the law even to the 
point of no relevance for the church and the Christian, the author’s the-
sis raises the value of the law: “The whole law was and still is good and 
profitable for the Christian and applies to the life of the Christian today in 
a new covenant way. We need to think in terms of the level or the kind 
of application of the Old Testament Mosaic law, not the limit or extent 
of application” (21). The law is crucial in part or the whole. 

How important is the law? In the formation of the canon, “The 
books of Moses, in which we find the law, were the foundation that set 
the direction for the rest of the Old Testament—a concept that was 
never lost among the godly in ancient Israel” (7). In the Christian’s life: 
“It applies to how we see the church and our place in it, how we see the 
place of the church in the world, and how we are called to live as believ-
ers” (19). We cannot understand the Bible correctly without under-
standing what the law is and how God intends it to function in our 
lives. 

In response to the popular tripartite view of the law, civil, ceremo-
nial, and moral, the author argues “the New Testament uses all the dif-
ferent categories and dimensions of the law to inform and direct the 
Christian life and community” (15). This leads us to three principles 
about the law’s abiding character: 

•  The law is good: “It applies to the life of the Christian today in a new 
covenant ‘written on the heart’ sense, and it is the Holy Spirit who 
writes it there” (15) (cf. Jer 31:31–34; Ezek 36:25–27). 

•  The law is weak: “The law has never had the power to change a hu-
man heart. Only the Holy Spirit can do that” (17). 

•  The law is one unified whole: “We should not be dividing it into 
‘kinds of law’—for example, moral, civil, and ceremonial—and de-
ciding what applies or does not apply to us based on that” (17). 

These three biblical theological theses regarding the law’s character are 
pivotal to a correct understanding of the law in Scripture. The author 
says, “The main concern here is that we must hold tenaciously to the 
truth and significance of all three theses all the time, and all at the same 
time because all three correspond to significant statements about the law 
in both the Old Testament and the New. Moreover, all three are still 
true in the application of the law today in the church and the Christian 
life” (14). No part of the law is limited or irrelevant. 

If this explanation of the law is accurate, then what are the abiding 
ceremonial aspects of the one unified law that are applicable to the life 
of a Christian? Many Christians argue that the New Testament does not 
apply ceremonial law to the Christian or the church today. But the au-
thor draws upon the analogizing applications of New Testament writers 
to illustrate: 
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One biblical way of talking about the life that we are to live here and 
now is that it is sacrificial through and through. The church corporate-
ly (Eph 2:19–22) and the believer individually (1 Cor 6:18–20) are the 
temple of the Holy Spirit. Moreover, Jesus is the high priest (Heb 4–
10) and the living cornerstone of this spiritual temple (1 Pet 2:4; cf. 
Eph 2:20). As his followers, we too are living stones built into a spiritu-
al house in which we also are the living believer priests who offer the 
sacrifices in this temple (1 Pet 2:5), including our own bodies (Rom 
12:1). In this way even Isaiah 52:13–53:12, which looks forward to Je-
sus as the suffering servant who would die on the cross for us, also ap-
plies to believers who suffer unjustly in loving God and people (1 Pet 
2:18–25). (13–14) 

The ceremonial aspects of the law are thus applicable and valuable to 
the life of the Christian and the church, argues Averbeck. 

This reviewer highly recommends the author’s newest book to any-
one, scholar, or lay person, who wants to understand the nature of the 
law in Scripture and how it should impact their life and the church. A 
thirteen-page Scripture index as well as a topical index make the book 
even more helpful for personal study. 

Dave Deuel 
Joni and Friends International Ministries, Broadalbin, NY 

The Book of Deuteronomy: Chapters 1–11, by Bill T. Arnold. New Inter-
national Commentary on the Old Testament. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2022. xli + 660 pp. $60.00. 

Among the most theologically profound books of the Old Testa-
ment, Deuteronomy enjoys significant stature within the biblical canon. 
This commentary provides the first of a projected two-volume update to 
the 1976 NICOT volume by Peter Craigie. At around 700 pages, Ar-
nold’s first volume already nearly doubles the length of Craigie’s com-
mentary covering the whole book (424 pp.). Interpreters often found 
the latter too concise at salient points, and Arnold’s work looks to fill 
these gaps. Bill Arnold is the Paul S. Amos Professor of Old Testament 
at Asbury Theological Seminary, where he has served since 1995. 

Arnold takes a moderately critical stance on Deuteronomy. He ar-
gues the book should not be defined narrowly by “Mosaic authorship” 
but by “Mosaic origin.” This means that Moses’s voice lies behind the 
book, not Moses’s pen. Rather, in keeping with Arnold’s understanding 
of ancient composition techniques, the book resulted from numerous 
conflations, compilations, and expansions (10): “It has become increas-
ingly clear that compositions like the book of Deuteronomy were pro-
duced by many hands over a period of many years in a process that 
involved more than one of these compositional and editorial techniques” 
(11). The impetus behind the book lies in the historical context of the 
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fall of Samaria (722 BC), after which pious tradents fled the northern 
kingdom to Jerusalem and became instrumental in Yahwistic reforms 
under the aegis of Hezekiah and, especially, Manasseh (19–21). The 
book materialized as a result of these eighth-century prophets seeking to 
purge pagan elements from the cult and to centralize worship and abol-
ish syncretistic practices at the high places. 

Arnold is more tentative concerning the structure of the book as it 
relates to Hittite suzerainty-vassal treaties, a popular model for interpret-
ing the book since Mendenhall. Arnold finds more affinities to seventh-
century Neo-Assyrian loyalty oaths, especially the Esarhaddon Succes-
sion Treaty dating from 672 BC (27–28). In the end, Arnold concludes 
that the purpose of the book is more theological than political, allowing 
its editors/compilers a measure of creativity to implement their own 
structure and themes (31). Arnold’s overview of text-critical methodolo-
gy as it relates to Deuteronomy is a strength, as he engages in detail 
with the various versions and text types (40–47). 

His discussion of the theological categories of Deuteronomy is brief 
with relatively short treatments of revelation, God, and Israel (48–63). 
The interaction with main themes is longer and insightful as he brings 
forth ten key motifs, some of which have been underserved in previous 
commentaries: (1) Torah, (2) covenant, (3) prophecy, (4) retributive 
justice, (5) centralization, (6) education, (7) individualism, (8) warfare, 
(9) exile, and (10) poverty (63–85). The succinct message of the book is 
“exclusive worship and faithfulness to YHWH, Israel’s God” (2). 

The format of the commentary in each section features an original 
translation, text-critical comments, and a verse-by-verse commentary. 
His interactions with the Shema and the Ten Commandments are valu-
able. He renders the Shema as “YHWH our God, YHWH is one” 
(376). With the “devotion to destruction” command of Deut 7:2, Ar-
nold concludes that this is hyperbolic language, in keeping with ANE 
battle strategies, “that has become a metaphor in Deuteronomy to en-
courage and enable Israel’s strict allegiance to YHWH in a religious 
context in which conflicting allegiances were in competition every day” 
(438). 

The first of two volumes, this commentary is a welcome and en-
hanced update to Craigie’s earlier work. The main strength of the com-
mentary is his detailed exegesis, with numerous background insights 
from the ANE to elucidate the meaning of the text. His discussion of 
the main themes of the book is also significant. One criticism would be 
his tendency to minimize Moses’s role in the production of the book. 
Scripture indicates more involvement on Moses’s part than merely as a 
voice or shadowy figure behind the discourses. The OT and NT con-
nect Moses to the Pentateuch or to Deuteronomy in particular more 
than fifty times, including numerous statements by Jesus (Matt 19:7–8; 
Mark 7:7; 12:26; John 5:45–46). Such consistent testimony, along with 
strong Jewish and Christian tradition until the Enlightenment, should 
give pause concerning the tenets of the Graf-Wellhausen hypothesis. 
With that caveat in mind, I commend the book as a helpful addition to 
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the library of any pastor or student who plans to teach or preach from 
Deuteronomy. 

Kyle C. Dunham 
Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary, Allen Park, MI 

ESV Expository Commentary, Volume 2: Deuteronomy–Ruth, edited by 
Iain M. Duguid, James M. Hamilton Jr., and Jay Sklar. Wheaton: 
Crossway, 2021. 743 pp. $60.00. 

The ESV Expository Commentary set is Crossway’s attempt to im-
prove upon Zondervan’s The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, with the 
former coming in at twelve volumes and the latter at thirteen. The 
greatest benefit of these volumes has always been easy access to an ab-
breviated commentary on every book of the Bible in one set, perfect for 
Bible-college students and lay church leaders who are looking for more 
insights than can be found in their favorite study Bible but less helpful 
for scholarly work. But for the pastor, laboring to preach expositionally, 
would this new set prove helpful, or too abbreviated to be of much 
good? Or possibly, might it be tone-deaf to the pastor’s constant need to 
not just explain the text but help his congregation learn why the living 
Word should affect how they think and act today? With so many good 
commentaries available, the real question for most pastors is straight-
forward: can a multi-book, multi-author commentary set be valuable in 
weekly expositions? 

For its part, in the ESV Expository Commentary preface expressly 
states that the commentary aims to be “pastorally useful” and “applica-
tion-minded,” yet “exegetically sound” and “doctrinally conversant… 
drawing appropriate brief connections to matters of historical or current 
theological importance.” It is difficult to marry brevity and usefulness, 
and yet, the ESV Expository Commentary, Volume 2, rises to the occa-
sion. As I used the commentary when preaching through portions of 
Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, and Ruth, the commentary quickly be-
came a must read each week, not because it chased every exegetical rab-
bit trail or explained Hebrew grammar exhaustively—but because it 
didn’t. Particularly when preaching the Old Testament, the expositor 
generally covers large swaths of text and so the need is greater for sum-
mary information, while keying in on theologically and exegetically sig-
nificant sections and providing plenty of pointed application. Again, 
this is where the ESV Expository Commentary shines. 

Each author is given flexibility to break up their assigned books into 
pericopes of various lengths and each section has the same basic outline: 
the text of the ESV, “Section Overview” (generally two to four para-
graphs), “Section Outline” (exegetical, not expositional), Comment 
(specific comments on two to six verses, mostly lining up with the exe-
getical outline), and “Response” (generally four to five paragraphs). If I 
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was short on time, I found it most helpful to mine the applicational 
gold in the “Response” section. In addition to the commentary on the 
text, an introduction is also provided for each book. Due to both the 
size of the volumes (7 in x 10 in) and number of pages, even the intro-
ductions are thorough enough to rival many traditional, single book, 
commentaries. There were certainly times when the comments proved 
to be superficial and unhelpful, but by-and-large each author succinctly 
tackled textual and theological problems in a helpful way for both the 
pastor and the layman. One possible improvement would be to provide 
a couple of expositional outlines for each pericope immediately follow-
ing the “Response” section. 

As with any multi-author work, the quality between chapters or in 
this case, commentaries, can vary widely. Surprisingly, in the ESV Ex-
pository Commentary, Volume 2, this was not the case. Although each 
commentary has a unique style, each of the four books in this volume 
are strong. August H. Konkel (Professor of OT, McMaster Divinity 
College) wrote the Deuteronomy commentary, and he intentionally 
notes how Deuteronomy is applied later by the Israelite kings and 
prophets. Frequent are his cross-references to other parts of the Old Tes-
tament. His weakest contributions are the “Response” sections which 
tend to meander and are much looser in their application of the text. 
Sometimes they were quite interesting and, at others, befuddling. Kon-
kel, more than the other authors in this volume, includes pertinent He-
brew word discussions and yet does it without getting bogged down in 
unnecessary technical details. 

David Reimer (Academic Dean, Faith Mission Bible College) wrote 
the Joshua commentary. Of all the authors in this volume, he delves 
deepest into textual issues, chronological discrepancies, and historical 
interpretations. Most of this information is found in his “Section Over-
view,” and thus can be easily skipped if desired. Similar to Konkel, 
Reimer’s weakest section is his “Response,” but for the opposite reason, 
as he simply provided a short summary of his exegetical notes with little 
in the way of application. 

Miles V. Van Pelt (Professor of OT, Reformed Theological Semi-
nary) wrote the Judges commentary. Although his writing style was a 
little drier than the other authors, he often provided some of the most 
insightful comments of all the commentaries I read in his “Comment” 
section. Further, Van Pelt, was particularly helpful in writing his com-
mentary for the good of the church, not just because of percipient appli-
cations but because he carefully connected theological themes on the 
nature of God in Judges to statements in the New Testament. 

Perhaps the strongest of all the contributions was the Ruth com-
mentary, by Mary Willson Hannah (Director of Women in Ministry, 
Second Presbyterian Church, Memphis). Her source material is one of 
the most compelling short stories ever penned, and Hannah was able to 
make the text come alive even more with pertinent historical details, 
timely theological applications, and careful exegetical notes. Of all the 
authors in this volume, I found her to be the most quotable. 
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One weakness, that I am sure I would find in all volumes in this 
series, is the propensity to insert a rogue reference to Jesus where he 
simply is not exegetically found. Given that the editors are all giants of 
covenantal reformed theology (Iain M. Duguid [Westminster Theologi-
cal Seminary], James M. Hamilton Jr. [Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary], and Jay Sklar [Covenant Theological Seminary]), one cannot 
expect a reformed dispensational hermeneutic. Just know before picking 
up the ESV Expository Commentary, Volume 2, and others in this series, 
that there is a stated goal to provide a “Christ-centered explanation of 
the biblical text, ‘because’ all Scripture speaks of Christ (Luke 24:27).” 
Most of the authors in this volume are particularly careful in this en-
deavor, but a few times I was left unsure how their dots connected. 
These books are beautifully crafted and look to wear well for years to 
come of heavy use and note taking. 

Benjamin S. Tellinghuisen 
First Baptist Church, Farmington, MI 

Jeremiah and Lamentations, by Duane Garrett and Calvin F. Pearson. 
Kerux Commentaries. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2022. 499 pp. $38.99. 

Leatherman multitools are immensely helpful because they contain 
in one apparatus several different tools. With some containing knives, a 
wire cutter, a screwdriver, a file, pliers, a saw, a can opener, and scissors, 
the Leatherman is so helpful precisely because it is all-in-one. The new 
commentary series from Kerux Ministry entitled A Commentary for Bib-
lical Preaching and Teaching is very much the Leatherman of commen-
taries. The reason for this is because the commentary series is, in many 
ways, like a multitool—a self-contained exegetical, theological, and 
homiletical apparatus that aids its users in the task of exegesis as well as 
exposition. It is, quite literally, an all-in-one “device” that includes with-
in it a diverse set of tools that helps the exegete handle the Word of God 
with precision and then proclaim it with power. The title of the series 
(i.e., kerux) comes obviously from the Greek term meaning “a messen-
ger or herald who announced the proclamation of a ruler or magistrate” 
(7). Thus, the aim of this commentary series is clear, namely, to not 
only value what God has spoken, but to speak what God has spoken 
with accuracy and clarity. 

What makes this commentary series such a valuable multitool, 
however, is how it uniquely combines “the insights of experienced Bible 
exegetes (trained in interpretation) and homileticians (trained in preach-
ing)” (7). The collaboration between exegete and preacher, therefore, 
provides not only the penetrating insights into the text needed for inter-
pretation, but also the powerful insights needed for proclamation – thus 
making it an all-in-one multitool. 
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For the volume on Jeremiah and Lamentations, the exegete is 
Duane Garrett (John R. Sampey Professor of Old Testament Interpreta-
tion at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary) and the homileti-
cian is Calvin F. Pearson (a former pastor and professor of homiletics at 
Dallas Theological Seminary and Southwestern Baptist Theological 
Seminary). Each of their respective contributions make this commentary 
unique—and even unparalleled—in its usefulness to both exegete and 
preacher. Below are some of the features that display the unique con-
tents of this commentary. 

First, being a commentary on Jeremiah and Lamentations, it is ob-
viously separated into two distinct parts, each of which is dedicated to 
providing concise but detailed exposition of each biblical book. Second, 
after each book receives their respective introduction, the exegesis and 
exposition of the biblical text is then divided into what the authors call 
“preaching passages” (that is, the discrete pericopes within each book, 
e.g., Jeremiah 1:1–3; 1:4–19; 2:1–3:10; etc.). An entire chapter, there-
fore, is devoted to each of these passages, and for each preaching passage 
the authors provide four progressive steps that guide the exegete 
through the passage. The first step is called “Exposition” which provides 
verse-by-verse explanation of the text in each passage. The next step is 
what the authors call “Theological Focus.” Here the writers draw atten-
tion to the larger theological themes in the passage (e.g., judgment, the 
new covenant, eschatology). The third step is called “Preaching and 
Teaching Strategies,” which provide a clear synthesis and summary of 
the passage, a thesis statement for the sermon (which they call “a 
preaching idea”), along with insights as to how the text relates to con-
temporary culture. Finally, each preaching passage is concluded with a 
section entitled “Creativity in Presentation,” which provides illustration 
ideas, expositional helps, as well as ways to apply the text to a modern 
audience. Each chapter then concludes with several discussion questions 
that seek to interrogate the heart and bring the text to bear at a practical 
level. These questions are, of course, useful in personal application to 
the exegete but can also be used by the expositor in a sermon or even in 
other settings in which the Word of God is being taught (e.g., small 
groups, classes). 

Second, throughout the commentary is another feature called 
“Translation Notes.” These are often very technical and yet extremely 
helpful as they explore complex questions of Hebrew grammar and syn-
tax. While these notes are accessible to all, they are designed particularly 
for the specialist in the areas of Hebrew grammar, syntax, as well as tex-
tual criticism. Utilizing ancient translations (e.g., LXX, Vulgate) as well 
as the most advanced works on Hebrew syntax, these notes deal with the 
text at the granular level, thus providing the interpreter with the best 
resources of scholarship for interpretive decisions. 

A third and final feature of this work to highlight are what the au-
thors call “sidebars.” These are designated sections (highlighted in gray) 
in the midst of preaching passages which contain pertinent information 
on crucial issues that arise in the text but require too much explanation 
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to be included in the exposition of the text itself. These sidebars, thus, 
are essentially excurses discussing matters of canonical, theological and 
historical importance (e.g., the Sabbath, 206–7; the slaughter of the 
innocents, 272–73; the fulfillment of the new covenant, 285–289; mes-
sianic hope, 312; and echoes of Lamentations 1 in Revelation, 445). 
These sidebars—although optional for the interpreter—are, neverthe-
less, another useful tool supplying yet another tool for the tasks of exe-
gesis and preaching. 

In the end, the Kerux Commentary for Biblical Preaching and Teach-
ing is an invaluable resource for both exegesis and exposition. It seems 
clear that this commentary series seeks to be the ideal blend of a tech-
nical commentary on the one hand and a practical, pastorally-minded, 
homiletical commentary on the other. Although this is far from an easy 
task to achieve, from the perspective of the present reviewer this mission 
is accomplished. Hebraists, on the one hand, will feel right at home 
with many sections dealing with explicit issues of grammar and syntax, 
but a non-specialist will benefit greatly by the impressive clarity of the 
exposition. As one who is both involved in academics as well as a full-
time pastor and expositor, the present reviewer can vouch for this com-
mentary as an impressive piece of scholarship that deceives the eye with 
its seeming simplicity. To put it another way, as a self-contained exeget-
ical, theological, and homiletical commentary, this multitool is useful 
for both ministry and the academy. 

Jerod A. Gilcher 
Christ Community Bible Church, Arlington, TX 

The Testimony of the Four Gospels, in Christ of the Consummation: A 
New Testament Biblical Theology, by O. Palmer Robertson. Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R, 2022. xxxiii + 360 pp. $27.99. 

O. Palmer Robertson most recently served as director and principal 
of the African Bible University of Uganda after teaching at several other 
institutions, including Reformed Theological Seminary and Westmin-
ster Theological Seminary. After a long ministry in academic settings 
and the church, Robertson’s The Testimony of the Four Gospels is the 
first installment in a planned three-volume NT theology. In the preface, 
Robertson acknowledges the influence of Geerhardus Vos, and, like 
Vos, Robertson attempts to trace the “historic progressiveness of the 
revelation-process” through the apostolic era (xxviii). 

Robertson’s work is divided into eight chapters following a foreword 
by D. A. Carson and a “Further Word” from Richard Gaffin. In his 
introduction (chap. 1), Robertson outlines his methodology and pre-
suppositions. He believes that the NT writings present a unified mes-
sage despite their unique features and that they agree with the OT’s 
witness to Christ. This presupposition is seen in three distinctives of his 
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approach: (1) “Retracing the Historical Progression across the Various 
Phases of New Covenant Revelation as the Organizing Principle” (9–
10), (2) “The Foundational Role of the Old Covenant Scriptures” (10), 
and (3) “Contemporary Application of New Testament Biblical Theolo-
gy: An Effort to Realize the Stated Goal of the Various Writers of the 
New Testament” (16). The first distinctive is evidenced by how Robert-
son presents the events leading up to and occurring during the earthly 
ministry of Christ in chronological order (chaps. 2–6). This synthesis of 
Christ’s life and preaching is followed by a rather long chapter (chap. 7 
has 162 pages!) which looks at each Evangelists’ unique witness (lexical 
and thematic) albeit in a proposed chronological order of writing (Mark, 
Matthew, Luke, and then John). The second distinctive is clearly seen in 
Robertson’s unapologetic insistence that the old covenant documents 
point to Jesus as the promised deliverer. For example, Robertson begins 
his section on “Preliminary Revelations” of Christ (chap. 2) by arguing 
that Isaiah 7:14 is a direct prophecy of Jesus’s virgin birth. Students of 
the whole Bible will be glad to read the following quote: “Learners from 
the Christ today must also seek the depths of the old covenant as the 
basis of their new covenant faith even as did Matthew, Paul, and the 
writer of Hebrews” (11). Finally, as to the final distinctive, not only 
does Robertson clearly state the goals of each of the Gospels, but his 
work often takes on a warm devotional or even fervently evangelistic 
tone as he calls the reader to respond rightly to the gospel’s demands 
and promises. 

This emphasis on application combined with Robertson’s clarity of 
communication and gift in turning a phrase gives the work a popular 
feel at times (e.g., “An ‘atheistic fish’ might break the surface of the wa-
ter, declaring, ‘I don’t believe in the ocean,’ and then plunge back into 
the sea,” 247). However, there is still plenty of interaction with some of 
the most relevant scholarly debates in the Gospels (e.g., the genre of the 
Gospels, the structure of Matthew, Wright and exile, Watts and new 
exodus, the longer ending of Mark [which Robertson favors], John’s 
characterization of the “Jews,” etc.), even if sometimes this is done in 
lengthy footnotes. I sometimes wanted more argumentation than prob-
ably can be included in only 300 pages, but Robertson does a fair job of 
pointing the reader to other sources—frequently older but valuable 
sources that are often overlooked. 

However, the strength of the work is the seamless manner in which 
Robertson moves between discussing the theology of the individual 
Evangelists and synthesizing that theology using the categories of sys-
tematic theology. This is biblical theology at its finest—allowing each 
biblical writer to have his own voice and idiom but also assuming that 
all of the writers may be correlated without contradiction because of the 
presence of One Divine Author. To give a few examples: Robertson 
demonstrates how Matthew 20:28 and Mark 10:45 teach a particular 
and substitutionary atonement (132–33); he speaks of the important 
distinction between justification and progressive sanctification using 
John 13:5–10 (281); and he highlights the emphasis on election and 
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perseverance in Jesus’s words in John 6 (285). This emphasis on the 
united testimony of the NT documents is refreshing. As Robertson 
states, “Consider the united testimony of the Synoptics as carefully as 
you will. But then believe the whole or do not believe it” (165). 

Where I questioned Robertson’s conclusions, he was usually dealing 
with issues related to eschatology or the “kingdom of God/heaven,” no-
toriously debated interpretative issues. Robertson argues that the “king-
dom of God” arrives with Christ, especially with the cross (126), and is 
presently expanding until its consummation at Christ’s Second Coming 
(102). The present church “is not in itself altogether identical with the 
kingdom” but “may be regarded as the point of entrance for individuals 
into the kingdom” (113; cf. 199). I appreciate the emphasis on the 
growing constituency of the kingdom, but I wonder if more emphasis 
could have been placed on the promised place to which these people will 
someday be gathered, that is, entrance into the King’s realm, the re-
stored world. Related to this, Robertson rightly notes that Jesus’s mira-
cles, especially his exorcisms, “anticipate the consummation in which all 
things will be restored to their pristine origins” (109). However, what 
does that mean for the time while we wait for the King’s return? Should 
we still expect miracles and exorcisms to continue, or is there an aspect 
of the “kingdom” that came and went in the first century? 

Finally, Robertson argues that Matthew’s “kingdom of heaven” to 
describe the “kingdom of God” is likely motivated by his desire to em-
phasize, drawing from the prophet Daniel, the universal nature of the 
coming kingdom (198). However, he also argues that Jesus’s global 
reign (cf. Ps 72:8; Zech 14:9) rules out a distinctively Jewish or Israelite 
kingdom following the Second Coming (see, e.g., 245). But if the Jew-
ish people (or as Robertson urges that we translate Ἰουδαῖος, “the Jude-
an” people) are an example of God’s grace as survivors of the 
Babylonian exile, would it not be another great display of God’s grace to 
include all twelve tribes of Israel as a reconstituted nation, regathered 
from an even greater exile, within Jesus’s coming global empire? Do we 
have to choose between a kingdom for Israel and a global kingdom? 

These questions aside, this is a greatly helpful work. It frequently 
drove me back to Scripture as I looked up passages and took notes. I 
hope it receives a wide reading and that God uses it directly or indirectly 
to draw people to repentance and faith in Jesus Christ. 

Ryan Meyer 
Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary, Allen Park, MI 

The Savior’s Farewell: Comfort from the Upper Room, by Martyn McGe-
own. Jenson, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 2022. 345 pp. 
$29.95. 

The author of this volume, Martyn McGeown, is a graduate of 
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Protestant Reformed Theological Seminary and was ordained by the 
Covenant Protestant Reformed Church in Northern Ireland, where he 
pastored from 2010 until he immigrated to the United States in 2019. 
In fact, this book was adapted from a series of messages on John 14–16 
which he preached to his congregation in Limerick, Ireland, over a peri-
od of seven months. In its own way, those sermons, which form the core 
of this book, were his own farewell message to his Irish congregation. 

The book is divided into three parts: “Part 1 (John 14): The Disci-
ples’ Advantage in Jesus’ Departure”; “Part 2 (John 15): Spiritual Fel-
lowship with Jesus Christ”; and “Part 3 (John 16): Warnings and 
Encouragement about the Future.” The author’s pastoral heart comes 
through clearly in each of the book’s twenty-six chapters. Although he 
comments on every verse in these three chapters, it is not quite accurate 
to call this a commentary, since there is little by way of formal introduc-
tory matters (viz., authorship, date, genre, etc.). That is not to say, 
however, that the author does not grapple with weighty matters. One of 
the most profound and profitable chapters was on the Holy Spirit’s pro-
cession from the Father and the Son (i.e., the filioque controversy, 231–
42). McGeown has made a very complicated theological matter accessi-
ble to the lay person. 

Although McGeown does not expressly state his thesis within the 
body of the work, both the title and subtitle suggest it: The Savior’s 
Farewell: Comfort from the Upper Room. With the use of “Farewell” in 
the title, Johannine scholars will recognize that the author tips his hat to 
the Testament genre (also known as Farewell Discourse genre, e.g., Gen 
49; Josh 22–24). Unfortunately, he does not inform the reader of any of 
these distinctive features, of which there are several. Nevertheless, he still 
achieves the aim of identifying how Jesus comforted his eleven disciples 
and then applied those observations to contemporary disciples of our 
day who find themselves engulfed in fear, loss, and uncertainty. 

One of the author’s strengths is his regular reach into the historic 
creeds and confessions of the church. Let me illustrate with how McGe-
own handles the oft-debated treatment of what it means to “abide” in 
John 15. He writes, “Abiding in the vine, therefore, is not the same as 
doing good works. There is some confusion here…. Fruit depends on 
union with the vine. Union with the vine does not depend on fruit” 
(139). Then comes his segue: “Consider a number of creedal references 
in connection with this” (140). What follows over the next two pages 
are three citations from the Belgic Confession and four from the Hei-
delberg Catechism. 

To be sure, McGeown’s work is a treasure trove of exegetical and 
pastoral insights, and, from that interest alone, pastors will want to lean 
into this resource. There are several places, however, where those who 
do not share the Reformed hermeneutic (such as this reviewer) will find 
reasons to balk here and there. This is because McGeown stands firmly 
in the Reformed camp, so it is to be expected that his theological com-
mitments will inevitably show. And they show in places one would most 
likely anticipate, namely, in areas of theological distinctives, especially 
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regarding ecclesiology and eschatology. For example, besides an explicit 
reference to the “covenant of grace” when discussing election in John 
15:16 (“ye have not chosen me, but I have chosen you”), he also identi-
fies the elect as “believing people, and their elect children” (192), that 
the church did not begin at Pentecost since it existed during the Old 
Testament (310), and that Jesus’s kingdom was not physical but spir-
itual (32). This may cause some pastors outside the Reformed camp to 
either withhold endorsements to their flock or to do so only with a cave-
at, so as to prevent potential confusion. 

Despite the abundance of profitable insights, there is one doctrinal 
aberration that is repeated many times throughout the book. McGeown 
argues that the term “Father” in reference to divinity has two distinct 
meanings. In the first meaning, it refers to the first person of the Trini-
ty. No problem there. It is the second meaning that is idiosyncratic—at 
least this reviewer has never encountered such a view before. He argues 
that sometimes the term “Father” (with reference to divinity) is a refer-
ence to the triune God. One could furnish many examples of this 
throughout his book, but just a few will suffice. In discussing John 
14:7–11, and the exchange Jesus had with his disciples about seeing the 
Father, he states that the “Father is also a reference to the triune God, or 
to the Godhead without distinction of persons” (37). He then explains 
that the basis for this is the incarnation of God the Son (39). Elsewhere 
he writes, “When Jesus lived on earth, he prayed to the triune God, and 
he obeyed the law of the triune God…. In summary, God is Father, 
first, as the Father of the Son, in the being of the Trinity; second, as the 
triune Father of the incarnate Son” (75). This is theologically problem-
atic. 

Without question, McGeown has made a worthy contribution to 
Johannine literature. Yet it is difficult to position it precisely in terms of 
its primary audience. Because it is an adaptation of sermons to a local 
congregation, the target audience is for the church. But it is more suita-
ble for mature believers, given its often weighty and theologically dense 
discussions. Since there is no backmatter, only a brief introduction 
(5 pages) following the Table of Contents and very few footnotes, schol-
ars may wish for access to his source material, while at the same time 
finding it profitable in many ways. 

Roger G. DePriest 
Virginia Beach Theological Seminary, Virginia Beach, VA 

A Theology of Paul and His Letters, by Douglas J. Moo. Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2021. xi + 749 pp. $54.99. 

No one in the evangelical world is likely better suited to write a 
Pauline theology than Doug Moo, who serves as the Kenneth T. Wess-
ner Professor of New Testament at Wheaton College Graduate School. 
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My proof? He has taught biblical theology and exegesis courses for 46 
years, split equally between Trinity Evangelical Divinity School and 
Wheaton; he has written commentaries on Romans, Galatians, Colos-
sians, and Philemon and hopes to add 1–2 Thessalonians and Philippi-
ans to this list in the next few years (he has also completed a soon-to-be-
published commentary on Hebrews and has previously written com-
mentaries on James and 2 Peter/Jude); finally, he has written numerous 
journal articles and essays on Pauline theological themes. 

A Theology of Paul and His Letters is the most recent contribution to 
Zondervan’s Biblical Theology of the New Testament series (volumes 
on John’s writings [Andreas Köstenberger], Luke’s writings [Darrell 
Bock], Peter/James/Jude [Peter Davids], and Mark [David Garland] 
have already been published). Even though Moo took 15 years (!) to 
write the book, we readers owe him a huge debt of gratitude. 

Before considering the book itself, a key to understanding and ap-
preciating it resides in knowing the author’s presuppositions. The foun-
dational elements of Moo’s presentation include the following: (1) a 
commitment to the authority of Scripture (xxiv) which results in the 
belief that Paul’s theology is unified with the rest of the Bible (6, 651) 
and that all thirteen letters ascribed to Paul were written by him (6, 49–
51). (2) Paul’s theology may have developed as he faced various situa-
tions in the churches but it never changed (630) nor did it suffer from 
contradictions (9). (3) Moo belongs to the “broadly Reformed theologi-
cal tradition” (29) combined with a “baptist (small ‘b’)” influence 
(651), resulting in three differences with typical Reformed thinking: 
(a) a “preference for believer’s baptism over infant baptism”; (b) “the 
church is constituted by believers only”; and (c) the “Mosaic law does 
not apply directly to the new covenant people of God” (29). (4) While 
acknowledging the reality that he writes from a particular theological 
perspective, Moo seeks to be Word-based: “I have worked hard—yes, 
even struggled—to let the text have its way, to allow it to take me wher-
ever it was leading” (651). 

So how does Moo describe Paul’s theology? Biblical theologians 
would acknowledge that the methodological approaches for studying 
Paul’s theology are as varied and numerous as the number of books that 
have been written on the subject. But Moo’s method is one that should 
be adopted by all future authors (technically, Moo uses this approach 
because the editor of the series required it [14]). The book has four sec-
tions: Part 1: Introductory Issues (37 pages); Part 2: The Theology of 
the Letters (304 pages); Part 3: The Theology of Paul (299 pages); and 
Part 4: Final Matters (2 pages). Nearly 100 pages are appended to this 
volume, including a 50-page bibliography (in small font) and four in-
dexes (e.g., Scripture, Extrabiblical Literature, Subject, and Author). 
Parts 2 and 3 comprise the bulk of the book as Moo provides a book-
by-book exposition of Paul’s letters in Part 2 and then synthesizes the 
major themes of Paul’s theology in Part 3. 

A short description of the content of each section should help to 
give a feel for the book’s treatment of Paul’s theology. In Part 1, Moo 
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gives a definition of biblical, and more specifically, Pauline theology, 
and he also provides the formative influences and conceptual categories 
of Paul’s thinking. In this latter section Moo deals with the question of 
the center of Paul’s theology which, he asserts, is union with Christ 
(35–39). Part 2 is essentially a 300-page commentary on Paul’s letters 
treated in chronological order, beginning with Galatians on through to 
2 Timothy. For each of the thirteen letters Moo deals with introductory 
matters, analyzes the argument of the letter, and walks the reader 
through it. These treatments of Paul’s epistles provide an invaluable 
resource for personal Bible study as well as for preaching and teaching. 
Here the reader will find mention of every significant interpretive and 
theological issue for each letter; furthermore, all the important resources 
for further, detailed study are mentioned (e.g., commentaries, diction-
ary/encyclopedia entries, journal/book essays, etc.). If Moo had only 
written Part 2, I would still recommend it for purchase and I would 
consult it first, before any other secondary resource in my study of any 
of Paul’s letters. But Part 2 is not even the best portion of the book! 
That designation belongs to Part 3 where Moo delineates eight major 
elements of Paul’s theology under the organizing concept of realm. 

At the center of the new realm is the Gospel and the good news it 
proclaims about Jesus Christ (chap. 17). Chapter 18 explains how the 
atoning death of Christ is the decisive moment of the inauguration of 
the new realm. Next, a description of the old realm, the context out of 
which people must be rescued, is provided as he describes sin, the law 
(the New Perspective on Paul and the function of the law for NT be-
lievers are treated here), and human nature (chap. 19). Moo next de-
scribes the blessings of the new realm (chap. 20) which include the new 
covenant, the Spirit, new creation, salvation, and life, followed by a 
close look at justification, reconciliation, and transformation. Chapter 
21 discusses entry into the new realm by considering divine calling and 
election and its interplay with the human response of faith. Next, Paul 
describes the consummation of the new realm in his writing about the 
Day of the Lord, the Parousia, the rapture and resurrection, as well as 
judgment (chap. 22); Moo also explains Paul’s understanding of the 
future for ethnic Israel. Chapter 23, “The People of the New Realm,” 
provides discussion of Paul’s ecclesiology. And finally, in Chapter 24, 
living in the new realm deals with sanctification and Paul’s ethics. 
Moo’s Part 4 is a 2-page conclusion to the book in which he repeats his 
commitment to the unity of New Testament theology and expresses 
hope that this study would result in the renewed mind Paul mentions in 
Romans 12:2. 

A Theology of Paul and His Letters contains too many strong points 
to mention so I must limit myself to five. First, every noteworthy re-
source related to Paul’s theology is included. For example, the key 
commentaries and articles on Romans are found in the 138 footnotes of 
Chapter 9: Romans (192–243). Or the issues surrounding Paul’s treat-
ment of the genders, including the areas of disagreement and the main 
proponents of each viewpoint (complementarian vs. egalitarian), are 
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clearly delineated (139–42, 151–52, 325–28, 601–2, 633–35). Second, 
Moo has the essential aptitude of a skilled exegete—he asks the right 
questions. This means that he knows the topics important to Paul and 
provides the main proponents and their lines of argument before giving 
his own well-reasoned position. One sample: the discussion of justifica-
tion (469–91) contains nine sub-sections, eighty-five footnotes, and 
thorough treatment of each of the main positions on this vital doctrine. 

Third, when Moo discusses any issue he gives clear indication of the 
position he takes (with a couple of exceptions [156, 177]). At the same 
time his interpretive decisions can be arranged on a spectrum from 
dogmatic (e.g., “To state the obvious: Paul wrote thirteen letters to 
churches and individuals spread across the eastern Mediterranean over at 
least fifteen years” [9]) to the highly uncertain (e.g., regarding Ephesians 
“I tentatively adopt this circular-letter theory” [269]). Fourth, the irenic 
tone with which Moo writes is refreshing, humble, and encouraging. It 
is refreshing because the rigid tone some scholars take (all too often) 
inhibits the fruitful exchange of ideas in coming to valid conclusions. It 
is humble because Moo’s noteworthy stature among NT theologians, 
demonstrated by his many published works, could incline him toward 
all manner of verbal bullying. And it is encouraging because anyone 
who may disagree with some of Moo’s conclusions does not receive an 
indictment of condemnation but rather an invitation to further defense 
and development of differing ideas. Fifth, the reader will be hard-pressed 
to find a better treatment of the New Perspective on Paul (430–48), the 
function of the law for new covenant believers (424–30, 614–22), the 
meaning of justification (469–91), the relation of the indicative and 
imperative in sanctification (497–506, 606–14, 623–25), the roles of 
men and women in the church and home (139–42, 151–52, 325–28, 
601–2, 633–35), and the events surrounding the second coming of 
Christ (Moo defends the historic premillennial position, 532–67). 

There are few weaknesses in this book, but here are three: (1) In at 
least two places, Moo gives options to a question but provides no state-
ment regarding his position (with regard to baptism for the dead in 
1 Corinthians 15:29 [155–56] and the meaning of “world” in 2 Corin-
thians 5:19 [177]). (2) While Moo does “slightly prefer” a complemen-
tarian interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:11–15 (602), he states that he 
currently does not endorse every point he made about this text in arti-
cles from 1980 and 1981 (325, n. 35 and 602, n. 125). Since he 
thought it important enough to state his change of mind (twice!), it is 
reasonable that he tell his readers what the differences are. (3) Moo’s 
discussion of the land promises given to Abraham that still remain un-
fulfilled for national Israel (562–65) does not give adequate treatment to 
dispensational arguments contrary to his opinion (e.g., “The land prom-
ise no longer involves a particular territory for Israel” [565]). In saying 
this I realize my desire for stronger arguments when an author takes a 
position contrary to my own; nonetheless, the Bible’s promises about 
national Israel living in the land are clear and difficult to dismiss as easi-
ly as Moo has. 
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To borrow a phrase from Proverbs 31:29, many Pauline theologies 
have been written, but “you surpass them all.” A Theology of Paul and 
His Letters deserves pride of place among all previous Pauline theologies. 
Prior to this book I would first consult the theologies by Schreiner, 
Wright, Ridderbos, and Dunn, and I will continue to do so. However, 
Moo’s tome will now be first in line, and I cannot recommend it strong-
ly enough to anyone who wants to study and know Paul’s theology. 

Jon Pratt 
Central Baptist Theological Seminary, Plymouth, MN 

What Is Saving Faith? Reflections on Receiving Christ as a Treasure, by 
John Piper. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022. 304 pp. $23.99. 

John Piper, famously committed to the priority of the gospel, says, 
“There are a thousand needs in the world, and none of them compares 
to the global need for the gospel.” People who realize their own desper-
ate need feel like responding. That felt and real need is the focus of Pip-
er’s newest book. The author is founder and lead teacher of 
desiringGod.org. He is also former pastor for teaching at Bethlehem 
Baptist Church and current chancellor of Bethlehem College and Semi-
nary. Piper has written more than fifty other books. 

In the book’s first chapter, “The Roots of My Concern,” the author 
addresses the affective aspect of faith in its historical and theological 
depth. The second chapter, “Seeing Reality through Six Hundred 
Lenses,” reflects on the many and diverse ways of looking at our faith 
including our feelings. As a corrective, the author prescribes nine clarifi-
cations. In chapters three and four, “Receiving Christ as Our Supreme 
Treasure” and “Christ the Believer’s Treasure and Satisfaction,” Piper 
summons believers to examine their faith for its emotional veracity. In a 
nutshell, faith feels. The final chapter, “Calling for Faith When Faith is 
Affectional,” explores Piper’s convictions about the essential nature of 
feeling our faith as a response to God. From cover to cover, John Piper 
echoes the dictum for which he is best known: “God is most glorified in 
us when we are most satisfied in him.” 

In our soul care, we often hear people say, “Sometimes I just don’t 
feel like I’m saved.” These words echo in our mind’s ear along with 
what we say in response. We may not feel like we handled it well. What 
is saving faith? Many ask this question, but not all are looking for the 
same kind of answer. Piper queries, “Does the very nature of saving 
faith include a treasuring of Christ as supremely valuable—that is, an 
affectional dimension that may hold the key to why saving faith neces-
sarily severs the root of sin and bears the fruit of glad obedience?” (32). 
In short, he asks, “Is faith really an experience?” Or is it, as some argue, 
an act of the will? “Not about affections but about volitions” (12). 

What are affections? “Does saving faith include any element of love 
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for Christ, or admiration, or adoration, or treasuring or cherishing, or 
delighting, or thankfulness, or revering? All these words are affectional. 
They represent experiences in the human soul that I am calling affec-
tions” (13–14). As a point of grammar, all these terms are abstract 
nouns, they describe acts, events, or experiences. They are heart actions. 
We might rightly ask ourselves, what our heart is feeling in response to 
anything. The author clarifies what he means by experience. 

I am asking about the experience of saving faith—what are the con-
scious dynamics of it? What is it like in the head—the reason? What is 
it like in the heart—the affections? What is it like to experience it?... I 
want to know what the Bible reveals to us about the experience of 
faith. What is its nature? Faith is not a theory. It is not an idea. It is ex-
perienced in the mind and heart, or we are not saved (12–13). 

If this so, what is the source of affections? The author says, “I am think-
ing of them as the special work of the Holy Spirit…the love, delight, 
and satisfaction I am asking about are not merely natural human experi-
ences. They are divine gifts. They are the work of the Spirit” (14). The 
implications of this point lead the author to ask the question about 
cause and affect/result: 

I am not asking if such affections are the result of saving faith. I am 
asking whether such affectional realities are in the very exercise of faith 
itself. That is, are they part of the nature of faith? Are any of these af-
fections so integral to saving faith that, if they were not there, we would 
not have saving faith…. Saving faith has affectional elements, without 
which the faith is not saving…. Jesus saves, and faith is the Spirit-given 
human instrument through which he does it…. Faith is the instrumen-
tal cause (not the ground) of our justification (15–16). 

Several questions beyond the book’s content might be worth consid-
ering: First, although the author has given us a treatment of the topic, 
we might have expected a discussion or mere mention of anthropopa-
thism. If we are repeatedly called on in scripture to feel like God does, 
what are God’s feelings like? Does the divine nature make these feelings 
different for God. If so, how so? Since the essence of feeling or experi-
ence is at the center of the book’s message, what God’s feelings and ex-
periences are like should be important. 

A second matter is beyond the scope of the present volume but re-
mains an issue with which we must reckon. We know that the heart is 
the center for thinking, feeling, and willing. These functions (not body 
parts or locations) describe what our heart does. But we may not legiti-
mately force distinctions among these three functions. Is willing that 
much different than thinking? And to the point of this study, is feeling 
a separate function from the other two? If it is not, then should we ar-
gue that one gets the priority in exercising faith over the other two? 

We must thank John Piper once again for taking us to a deeper level 
of commitment to Christ. This reviewer highly recommends the book to 
all who counsel as part of their ministry, indeed, to any Christian who 



116 Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 

wants to understand better and appreciate the feelings associated with 
their faith. 

Dave Deuel 
Joni and Friends International Ministries, Broadalbin, NY 

Reprobation and God’s Sovereignty: Recovering a Biblical Doctrine, by 
Peter Sammons. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2022. 296 pp. $25.99. 

Author Peter Sammons engages the difficult doctrine of reprobation 
as a rhetorical Valiant-for-Truth, eager to defend the glory of God 
against the proud pretensions of man. We cannot help but admire his 
daring, and any such effort to glorify God certainly attracts the goodwill 
of all who love God. 

Sammons states in his introduction that his purpose is “to properly 
define reprobation and explore God’s use of secondary causes in this 
doctrine” (15). He situates his discussion at the beginning of the book 
with two chapters on God’s lordship. He follows this with a four-
chapter exposition of Romans 9. Chapters 8 and 9 lay out the parts of 
predestination following a typical Reformed template. Chapter 10 dis-
cusses “Concurrence, Compatibilism, and the Origin of Objections,” 
and the following three chapters lay out and respond to various objec-
tions to reprobation. Here Sammons introduces the concept of primary 
and secondary causes in order to respond to concerns that reprobation 
makes God responsible for sin. This sets the stage for his further discus-
sion regarding human volition and ability (chap. 15), categorizing caus-
es and the causality of divine abandonment (chap. 16), the causality of 
hardening (chap. 17), the causality of personal and nonpersonal agency 
(chap. 18). Sammons intends his book to clarify this difficult doctrine, 
and he does so from a self-consciously Reformed perspective. Those fa-
miliar with this tradition will recognize much of what he has to say, as 
this is well-trodden ground. 

Having said all of that, the book needed more refinement to achieve 
its objectives. First, the book needed refinement in editing. Typograph-
ical errors and/or misspellings are surprisingly common. There are a few 
punctuation errors. Sometimes entire words are missing from sentences. 
Some sentences lack subject-verb agreement. The writing style could 
have benefited from the hand of a skillful editor, eliminating circumlo-
cutions, clarifying ambiguous turns of phrase, and clarifying pronominal 
antecedents. Normally, this kind of error is not worth commenting on 
in a book review; however, in this case the problem is pervasive and can 
be a real source of consternation to the attentive reader. One is surprised 
that a publisher would allow this kind of work to go out under its label. 

Second, in a couple instances, the book cites sources without giving 
attribution. On page 45, a sentence is put in quotation marks, but no 
source is cited either in the text or in the footnotes. On page 97, a 
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lexical definition is given in quotation marks, but once again the author 
fails to provide any source. In this instance, the source is Louw and Ni-
da’s Greek-English Lexicon (§87.71). It appears that these omissions 
were not an attempt to plagiarize as much as they were careless over-
sight. Nevertheless, they contribute to the impression that the book did 
not receive the attention it needed for such a serious topic. 

More substantially, the book needed refinement in argumentation. 
Reading it produced friction regularly in this reviewer’s mind. Some-
times the rub is broad generalizations or over-simplifications which do 
not take seriously the complexity of the discussion. For an example early 
in the book, on page 15 the author states, “Since the Synod of Dordt in 
1618, many in Christendom have been speaking past one another when 
it comes to this doctrine, simply because adequate care has not been 
given to defining it biblically.” One wants to ask if the author truly be-
lieves that the post-Reformation debates on reprobation were “simply” a 
matter of not giving adequate care to the Bible? 

At other times the friction comes from fuzzy concepts. An exegetical 
example comes from Chapter 6, which is an exposition of Romans 
9:14–18 entitled “A Defense of Meticulous Sovereignty.” It appears that 
“meticulous sovereignty” means that God is sovereign over all details 
related to his creation. This is undoubtedly true. However, this is not 
the focal concept the text is talking about. The text is talking specifically 
about the issue of justice (Rom 9:14), not God’s sovereignty or God’s 
freedom, per se. Is this criticism mere nit-picking? It could be, but when 
we attempt to explore the deep things of God, especially in a polemical 
way, we need to be as clearheaded as we possibly can be. Sammons him-
self wants to pursue “precision” (142). I simply desire to push further in 
that direction. 

More systemically, one gets the sense that for the author, arguably, 
“sovereignty” is primarily about control and “authority” is basically the 
right to wield power or to judge. While this understanding might be 
common in our day, these concepts should be interrogated from a thor-
oughly God-centered perspective. Even more critical for the author’s 
project, it seems that the author has not broken free entirely from a con-
ception of causation in which God ends up being one kind of a cause 
among other created causes. For example, he approves of a kind of 
“domino theory” as one model that illustrates at least God’s “immedi-
ate” and “direct” interaction with his creation (194–95). He writes, 
“Any supernatural event in Scripture could be described this way, when 
God overrides necessary causality (or suspends natural law). In those 
instances, God is the primary and efficient cause, not just the ultimate 
cause” (194). Is this not to conceive of God as external to his creation 
and as in some kind of competitive relationship with it, in which he has 
to “override” the work of his own hands? It would seem that in every 
causal relation, God is always the primary cause. He is not one cause 
among others in the created realm, limited to being a temporally first 
actor in a series and absent from the subsequent causal relations. The 
author should consider further the implications of what he himself 



118 Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 

quotes from Aquinas. 
Speaking of Aquinas, there are intellectual resources in Christian 

doctrine which could improve this book. The book does not wrestle 
with the implications of a Trinitarian God and the revelation of this 
God in Jesus Christ for how we view the relationship of God and crea-
tion. It never contemplates the intrinsically non-competitive under-
standing of the relationship between God and his world, which 
perspective is the fruit of the church’s reflection on the person of Jesus 
Christ. It never wrestles with the fact that God is not only exterior to his 
creation but also more interior to it than it is to itself. There is no dis-
cussion of God’s love, giving the impression that such is irrelevant to 
the topic at hand. 

This book is valiant. Of that there is no doubt. Yet more work is 
needed before it clarifies our knowledge of the difficult doctrine of rep-
robation. 

Jason Parker 
High Country Baptist Church, Colorado Springs, CO 

40 Questions about Arminianism, by J. Matthew Pinson. Grand Rapids: 
Kregel, 2022. 400 pp. $27.99. 

J. Matthew Pinson is the president of Welch College, formerly Free 
Will Baptist College. He is a self-confessed “Reformed Arminian.” 
When this reviewer met Pinson at a national ETS meeting some years 
ago, and when Pinson described himself with that nomenclature, he had 
a glint in his eye, knowing that I would probably feel as if he had just 
used a self-contradictory label. But in his new book, 40 Questions About 
Arminianism, Pinson convincingly describes a mediating position be-
tween traditional Calvinism and Wesleyan-Arminianism. He also 
demonstrates that his “Reformed Arminian” view was held by Jacobus 
Arminius. 

Pinson is eminently suited to describe the doctrines of Arminian-
ism, in all of its varieties. Pinson writes with clarity and feeling, but with 
evenhandedness much appreciated in this sometimes-touchy conversa-
tion. For example, when he questions the L in TULIP, he makes a sim-
ple admission that I wish were far more common in theological debate, 
especially this one: “Every theological system has difficult passages it 
must deal with; five-point Calvinists are not alone in this” (119). 

Pinson’s book makes regular appeal to the difference between “how 
one comes to be in the state of grace” and “what it means to be in a 
state of grace.” Some of his most basic concepts—and his own position—
can be discerned from just two quotes: “[Arminius] agreed with Calvin 
and his followers on what it means to be in a state of grace, but he dif-
fered from them on how one comes to be in a state of grace” (35). This 
is what makes Pinson an Arminian: he follows Arminius against Calvin 
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on how one comes to be in a state of grace. What makes him a “Reformed 
Arminian”—and what is such a fish-fowl? A second quote will explain: 

Do Arminians affirm the imputation of Christ’s righteousness in justi-
fication? Wesleyan Arminians typically have answered no to this ques-
tion, while Reformed Arminians have said yes. The doctrine of 
justification and how it relates to the doctrines of the nature of atone-
ment, sanctification, perseverance, and assurance, constitute the main 
difference between Reformed Arminianism and Wesleyan Arminian-
ism. These two systems agree on how one comes to be in a state of 
grace, but disagree on what it means to be in a state of grace (97). 

So Pinson’s Reformed Arminianism stands with the Reformed against 
the Wesleyans (and those of a Keswick persuasion) on much of the doc-
trine of sanctification; it stands with the Wesleyans against the Re-
formed on key aspects of the doctrine of soteriology. 

Pinson levies another critique at Wesleyans by making a helpful par-
allel between the views of justification found in N. T. Wright’s New Per-
spective and those put forward by Wesleyan-Arminians. The latter have, 
at times, actually explicitly endorsed the former (Pinson mentions Ben 
Witherington and Joseph Dongell [106]). Both viewpoints appeal to a 
version of “covenant faithfulness” as the means by which one “stays in.” 

Pinson is very helpful throughout his book in his efforts to explain 
Arminius’s own views. He repeatedly quotes Arminius—who, in my 
experience, is far more often named than quoted in theological debate. 
This is perhaps because, as Pinson expertly shows, Arminius is such an 
unexpected tertium quid. Arminius considered himself Reformed and 
“agreed wholeheartedly with Calvin on justification” (98). Arminius 
wrote: “My position is not so different from his as to prevent my signing 
my name to the positions [Calvin] takes in Book III of his Institutes. To 
these opinions, I am prepared to state my full approval at any time” 
(67). Arminius believed in forensic justification, in the imputed right-
eousness of Christ, in the necessity of Christ’s active and passive obedi-
ence for our salvation. Pinson argues forcefully that Arminius should 
neither be called a “synergist” nor a “semi-Pelagian.” By contrast, Ar-
minius held to “an Augustinian view of depravity and inability that was 
within the bounds of Reformed confessional theology” (140). Pinson 
contends Arminius wished to maintain “the greatest possible distance 
from Pelagianism” (140). 

Pinson argues that Arminius lived at a time when Dutch Calvinism 
was not as carefully defined as it later came to be; indeed, Arminius be-
lieved himself to be not only Reformed but in line with the Belgic Con-
fession of Faith and Heidelberg Catechism (141). Arminius, Pinson 
says, “represented a strain of thinking in the Reformed churches prior to 
the Synod of Dort (1618–1619) that had always been broader than Cal-
vinist predestinarianism” (35). 

The 40 questions series makes for a reasonably brisk read, with 
clearly defined topics and a definite forward movement. Pinson guides 
readers through some “Introductory and Historical Questions,” many 
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focused on the history of Arminius and the Remonstrants, others fo-
cused on the history of Calvin and the Calvinists. Then Pinson moves 
to the atonement and justification, where he finds special areas of 
agreement between the Reformed and his Reformed Arminianism. Then 
he turns to free will and grace, where, of course, Calvinism and (all vari-
eties of) Arminianism seriously diverge. The theme of differences be-
tween Calvinism and Arminianism continues in the last three sections of 
the book: “Resistible Prevenient Grace,” “Election and Regeneration,” 
and finally “Perseverance and Apostasy.” 

Pinson is clearly indebted to his teachers, specifically to Leroy For-
lines and Robert Picirilli, while having done hard work on his own to 
become conversant with both historical and present writings on soteriol-
ogy, from both Calvinists and Arminians. This book would be very use-
ful in a soteriology class, because it gives a clear presentation of multiple 
different views. 
Pinson’s book is not an equal and opposite reaction to the kind of fo-
cused, sustained exegesis found in, for example, John Piper’s The Justifi-
cation of God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1–23 
(Baker, 1993). But neither is it fair to say that he spends too much time 
on historical and systematic theology and not enough in the pages of 
Scripture. About halfway through the book, he begins including signifi-
cant sections of exegesis covering John 1:9 (“the light that lightens every 
man”), John 6 (“the Father who sent me draws him”), Eph 1:14 (“the 
guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it”), Rom 
8:29–30 (“those whom he foreknew, he also predestined”), and other 
texts. He also canvasses Calvinist and Arminian views of perseverance 
and apostasy passages such as the famous “warning passages” in He-
brews (3:12–14; 6:4–6; and 10:26–29). 

Pinson’s mediating position leads him to make trenchant observa-
tions about Calvinism. At multiple points throughout the book, Pinson 
acknowledges that certain Calvinistic complaints about Arminianism 
carry weight, especially against Wesleyan-Arminianism. For example, he 
writes: “Calvinist critics of Arminianism say that it is man-centered and 
places more emphasis on human freedom and God’s love for man than 
on God’s glory and holiness. That is no doubt true for many later Ar-
minians, but not for Arminius, and not for all Arminians” (168–69). 
He also says: “Contemporary Arminians could stand to learn from Pip-
er’s Edwardsean emphasis on the ‘God of grace and glory,’ but they 
must articulate a more biblical account of those beautiful truths that 
avoids the determinism of Calvinism” (168). Further: “While I have no 
hard data on this, four-point Calvinism seems to becoming [sic] the 
most popular form of Calvinism today, despite strong efforts among 
consistent Calvinists to argue for definite atonement” (120, n. 3). 

It is difficult to state any more clearly and succinctly the most 
common objection to Calvinists’ common “soft compatibilism”: “Com-
patibilist Calvinists want to redefine free will so as to make it compatible 
with determinism—that every choice is determined by God and at the 
same time free. So they define free will differently from the way it is 
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commonly defined. For them, free will is not the freedom to choose 
otherwise. Instead, it is doing what one wants to do” (160). These are 
more reasons why Pinson’s book would make an excellent textbook in 
any seminary. 

On the one hand, Pinson’s Reformed Arminianism leads this re-
viewer to a more thorough rejection of the distinctives of Wesleyan-
Arminianism. Penal substitutionary atonement and the imputation of 
Christ’s alien righteousness are just what Machen said of them on his 
deathbed: they are essential to our faith; I have no hope without them. I 
am confident that the Lord is able to make my Wesleyan-Arminian 
brothers stand, but I could not in good conscience stand where they do. 
In fact, Pinson’s book could be rather useful to a Calvinist who is argu-
ing against Wesleyanism: Even a fellow, self-confessed Arminian does 
not find it persuasive at key points (see, for example, Pinson’s discussion 
on p. 194 of opposing strains in Wesleyanism that both originate in 
Wesley—one seeing prevenient grace as the “drawing grace” of God and 
the other as “the lessening of depravity” or even “restored free will”). 

On the other hand, Pinson’s Reformed Arminianism helped me 
clarify areas of what I believe to be legitimate disagreement between par-
ties in the church. I am not able to read Romans 9:19–20 in any other 
way than the Reformed way; I have tried. But, frankly, I can see why 
Reformed Arminians feel the necessity of positing a “prevenient grace.” 
Pinson does not argue that this concept is taught in Scripture but that it 
is taught by Scripture, and while this is one eminent reason I do not 
hold to the doctrine, I acknowledge that my (four-point) Calvinism 
leads me to have to make some similar extrapolations. Pinson is both 
humble and wise to acknowledge that “the debate [over prevenient 
grace] is largely decided based on other beliefs one holds. If one believes 
that Holy Scripture teaches both the gratia universalis and gratia resisti-
bilis, then the Arminian doctrine of prevenient grace follows” (192). 

I, for my part as an exegete more than a systematic theologian, ob-
serve that, claims about Arminianism’s alleged semi-Pelagianism except-
ed, theologically responsible American Christians tend to treat the 
differences between Calvinism and Arminianism as precisely an intramu-
ral debate. American Protestant evangelicalism has managed to hold Ar-
minians (of various sorts) and Calvinists (of various sorts) together. As 
the leader of a small institution, the Bible Faculty Summit, that does this 
very thing, I appreciate the graciousness and clarity of a writer like Pin-
son who is true to his denominational convictions as I am true to mine, 
but who works hard to be fair and even-tempered in discussion and de-
bate. I read precisely zero grandstanding or arrogance in Pinson’s words. 

A final proof of Pinson’s skill, charity, and equanimity is that his 
book is endorsed both by leading Arminian Roger Olson and by leading 
Calvinist Michael A. G. Haykin—proof that Calvinists and Arminians 
are able to agree on something. 

Mark Ward 
Logos Bible Software, Bellingham, WA 
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Biblical Critical Theory: How the Bible’s Unfolding Story Makes Sense of 
Modern Life and Culture, by Christopher Watkin. Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2022. xxiv + 648 pp. $39.99. 

Biblical Critical Theory is an unfortunate, frustrating title. Here, 
title is not a metonymy for the whole book—literally, it is the title of the 
book itself that is frustrating. The argument of Biblical Critical Theory 
will likely enrage anyone who embraces (what is normally meant by) 
critical theory. And those who instinctively reject anything called “criti-
cal theory” will end up ignoring (or slanderously misrepresenting) a val-
uable book that has much to commend it. 

Broadly, critical theories examine the varied (and sometimes subtle) 
ways in which those in power reinforce their power. Even the most ar-
dent conservative recognizes that people regularly use the influence they 
have to entrench their own advantages, both overtly and implicitly 
(think, perhaps, of corrupt politicians). For that reason, critical theories 
stress the perspectives of minority and disempowered groups. Those ex-
cluded from the seats of power are most likely to perceive the ways in 
which the system is structured to favor its designers. 

Because Christians are most often not among the “wise according to 
worldly standards,…powerful, [or those]...of noble birth,” we are 
uniquely suited to critique the dominant culture of the age: thus, we 
have a biblical critical theory. Here, Watkin appropriates the Augustini-
an contrast between the City of God and the City of Man. It is self-
evident that those of this age take for granted the wisdom of this age, 
building a society and culture that both assumes and reinforces its re-
fusal to be ruled by Christ. The Christian, as an outsider to the world 
(in its full Johannine significance) and shunning the assumptions of the 
City of Man, should be able to identify the ways in which the world 
system expresses and fortifies itself—and to show the weaknesses, incon-
sistencies, and incoherencies of the world. 

Watkin contends that to do this analysis well, we need to engage in 
“double listening” (a term he pulls from John Stott): listening (in Stott’s 
words) “to the Word with humble reverence” and “to the world with 
critical alertness” (25). In this, Watkin is committed to a Van Tilian 
apologetic. Immersing ourselves in Scripture while giving careful atten-
tion to the City of Man allows us to see the antithesis between Christi-
anity and unbelief; it gives us a basis on which to offer a critical analysis 
or internal critique of unbelief. 

Watkin’s introduction attempts (like many) a definition of culture. 
His preferred term to organize cultural analysis is figure. A figure is a 
particular perspective on experience; it involves seeing something as a 
certain kind of thing. He suggests “six broad categories of figures”: 
(1) language, ideas, and stories; (2) time and space; (3) the structure of 
reality; (4) behavior; (5) relationships; and (6) objects. These figures are 
not neutral; later in the book, he refers Pierre Bourdieu’s “pedagogies of 
insignificance”: “A whole cosmology is ‘writ small’ in the way we check 
our phones, cook our meals, drive our cars, or speak to our friends” 
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(471). Watkin rightly highlights the naivety of ignoring the ways in 
which these things shape a people. 

The substance of the book takes up a biblical theological critique of 
our current moment (late modernity), setting it in contrast with Scrip-
ture’s story from pre-creation (a discussion of the Trinity) through all 
redemptive history to the eschaton. In each chapter, Watkin stresses a 
move that he calls diagonalization. It is a form of argument heavily in-
debted to Chesterton: those of this age so often totalize some aspect of 
truth to the exclusion of another that, from a Christian perspective, is 
also true. The Christian answer (as Chesterton observes) is neither “an 
amalgam or compromise, but both things at the top of their energy” 
(19). 

Watkin observes this diagonalization motif in a host of Christian 
theologians and apologists (17–19). One such expression to which 
Watkin returns is Daniel Strange’s “subversive fulfillment.” This is a 
wonderfully fitting way of expressing the genius of Van Til’s apologetic: 
the unbeliever expresses his allegiance to reason and heaps scorn on the 
Christian for abandoning the mind. The Christian response is that the 
unbeliever is not wrong to desire rationality, but that (1) he cannot have 
rationality on his own terms, and thus (2) the only way to save rationali-
ty is to abandon his fundamental commitment to autonomy and to 
submit to Christ’s Lordship. Thus, Christianity is both the subversion 
of the unbeliever’s desire for rationality—and its ultimate fulfillment. 

This mode of argument is repeated dozens of times throughout the 
book. As a model and program of cultural analysis, Biblical Critical 
Theory deserves a wide readership. The particular examples of Watkin’s 
critiques, as well as the structure and pattern of Watkin’s argument, are 
worthy of both contemplation and imitation. Conservatives who dismiss 
this work, some of whom have judged it entirely by its cover, are doing 
themselves a tremendous disservice. 

Readers of this journal will likely find some of Watkin’s critique un-
convincing, for reasons both theological and political. Watkin rightly in-
sists on the high importance of eschatology to cultural analysis. At one 
point, he notes the dangers of both over- and under-realized eschatologies 
(587ff). Under and over are, of course, relative terms; from a dispensa-
tional perspective, Watkin’s applications are a model of over-realization; 
what Eric Voegelin refers to as “immanentizing the eschaton.” 

Presumably, he would consider dispensationalism, with its greater 
stress on the not-yetness of the kingdom, as a system of under-
realization. And yet his description of proponents of under-realized es-
chatologies fails to account for key distinctions: “It is…the attitude that 
any change we may seek to bring about would never see the light of day 
and, even if it did, would never achieve our initial dreams for it…. It is 
the curl of the lip and the roll of the eye, the armchair cynicism that 
takes pot shots at those seeking to make a difference, however imperfect-
ly, only ever lifting a finger to point it accusingly at others” (589). 

This misses the mark, and the implications of it show up through-
out the book. A notable example is found in his recurring reference to 
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the “logic of superabundance”: “a lavish, gracious, loving paradigm of 
excess” (248). He sees this superabundance in covenants, in the grace of 
God (which is not calculable in the mere transactional terms of the 
market [Rom 5:20]), and in the cross and resurrection. But note how he 
moves from this theology to its cultural application: 

The superabundance of the cross disrupts and destabilizes the logic of 
totality, whether it is expressed in totalitarian government (the state as 
total) or the unfettered free market (the market paradigm as total)…. 
They both begin with the assumption of scarcity and lack, rationing 
goods either through central distribution (the state) or through differ-
entiated purchasing power (the market)…. By contrast to both of these 
closed and totalizing paradigms, Christ brings not an economy of cred-
it and exchange, but a divine overflow of love. Because it is an event, 
the cross confounds the necessity of the market in which every credit 
implies a corresponding debt, every transaction must be balanced, and 
every commodity or service has its equivalent value in every other 
commodity or service (422–23). 

To be sure: grace is superabundant. And yet in this age, resources re-
main finite; they will be allocated on some basis. How shall that be done? 
The suggestion that the superabundance motif of grace and gospel is 
somehow an answer to the fundamental question of economics in an age 
in which scarcity and finitude remain quite with us strikes me as a quin-
tessential example of over-realized eschatology, an application of future 
realities to the age in which creation will continue to groan until the 
revealing of the sons of God. 

At base, the disagreement is captured in this sentence: “This makes 
of the resurrection a manifesto for social change” (442). There will be 
social change because of the resurrection—when the King returns. 

But these suggestions are not a repudiation of the paradigm Watkin 
has set forth. He concludes about his project: “If you see something 
missing, add it; if you see something broken, fix it” (604). Where our 
theologies disagree, our critique of our culture will differ. But the task of 
a biblical critique of this age is an imperative one, and Watkin’s work is 
a profoundly helpful contribution to that task. 

Michael P. Riley 
Calvary Baptist Church, Wakefield, MI 

The Case for Christian Nationalism, by Stephen Wolfe. Moscow, ID: 
Canon Press, 2022. 488 pp. $24.99. 

Stephen Wolfe has given a full-throated, tightly reasoned argument 
for the idea of Christian nationalism which he defines as “a totality of 
national action, consisting of civil laws and social customs, conducted 
by a Christian nation as a Christian nation, in order to procure for itself 
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both earthly and heavenly good in Christ” (9). Simply put, it is “na-
tionalism modified by Christianity” (10). Part of the implementation of 
Christian nationalism is that the nation itself must be a “Christian na-
tion” which he assumes America was, at least at its founding, quoting 
Alexis de Tocqueville (397–98). Of course, there is significant debate on 
the theological sensibilities of the founding fathers and whether America 
is now or ever has been a Christian nation, but Wolfe accepts that it 
was, which drives his argument. 

It is important to note several issues about the author and his prem-
ises in writing this book. First, he is unapologetically “Reformed” (17) 
and specifically Presbyterian (20) in his orientation so his discussion will 
be shaped by those presuppositions. He acknowledges that someone 
without these views may balk as his case, as the author of this review 
does because he is a Baptist. Wolfe goes so far as to say that belief in 
paedobaptism is “most natural to Christian nationalism for baptizing 
infants brings them (outwardly at least) into the people of God” (217). 
Second, the work is a discussion of political theory—he emphasizes this 
more than a dozen times in the text—not exegetical or theological en-
gagement (one is hard pressed to find reference to particular biblical 
texts in the body of the work, although there is a smattering of verses 
alluded to in the footnotes). As such, there is little biblical evidence mar-
shalled to support even the concept of a Christian nationalism, much 
less Wolfe’s views. 

Wolfe begins by lamenting the secularization of the world in mod-
ern times that he traces to the French Revolution: 

For decades, theologians have developed theologies that exclude Chris-
tianity from public institutions but require Christians to affirm the 
language of universal dignity, tolerance, human rights, anti-
nationalism, anti-nativism, multiculturalism, social justice, and equali-
ty, and they ostracize from their own ranks any Christian who deviates 
from these social dogmas. They’ve effectively Christianized the modern 
West’s social creed. The Christian leaders most immersed in the mod-
ern West’s civil religion are those who loudly denounce the “civil reli-
gion” of “Christian nationalism” (5). 

Wolfe attempts to right this wrong by ascertaining that Christian na-
tionalism is both right and necessary for America as it reclaims its 
founding principles and reestablishes its destiny. 

In the first two chapters, Wolfe walks the reader through idea of 
nationalism before and after the fall reminding readers of the believer’s 
dominion mandate—“multiplying, filling, and subduing creation as the 
vice-regents of God on earth” (43). He also highlights the covenant of 
works and the moral law in the task (49). He holds, contra Augustine 
and Luther, that civil government would have been necessary in a pre-
fallen world (70). “Adam’s race, as it spread across the earth, would have 
formed distinct civil communities—each being culturally particular” 
(79–80). Despite the entrance of sin into the world, “man did not lose 
the knowledge of the principles and the faculties that most concerned 
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his outward, earthly life” (84). As civil life alone cannot remedy human-
ity’s problem, we need salvation and divine sanctification (91). Redemp-
tion restores to us our responsibilities including taking dominion (98). 

In three chapters, Wolfe discusses what loving and perfecting our 
nation looks like and how cultural Christianity facilitates the quest to-
ward a Christian nationalism. Cultural Christianity is “a mode of reli-
gion wherein social facts normalize Christian cultural practices (i.e., 
social customs) and a Christian self-conception of a nation in order 
(1) to prepare people to receive the Christian faith and keep them on 
the path to eternal life, (2) to establish and maintain a commodious 
social life, and (3) to make the earthly city an analog of the heavenly 
city” (208–9). Christian culture both prepares and persuades toward the 
Gospel (213). 

In the sixth chapter, Wolfe describes what civil law can and cannot 
do while chapter seven describes the efficient cause of Christian nation-
alism, the civil leader, who he designates as a “prince,” “a fitting title for 
a man of dignity and greatness of soul who will lead a people to liberty, 
virtue, and godliness—to greatness” (279). The “prince” holds a divine 
office on behalf of God and does “everything in his power to advance 
the kingdom of Christ” (293). Included in this is a “national uniformity 
in sacred ceremonies [that] will certainly contribute to national solidari-
ty,” (315). He ends the discussion on the Christian prince with an ap-
plication of Presbyterian “two-kingdom” theology. 

In the final chapters, Wolfe completes his argument, first in chapter 
eight, where he discusses the legitimate right to rebellion including the 
right to overthrow tyrants. Christians are justified in using “forcible and 
violent resistance” to overthrow them (334), including revolution (338). 
In chapter nine, Wolfe discusses liberty of conscience and declares that 
governments may suppress this liberty if the national good is a stake. In 
the tenth and final chapter, Wolfe applies all that he has written to 
America, summarizing “that we must return to the old Protestant prin-
ciples of our spiritual forefathers and that we must apply them, with 
prudence and resolve, according to our own particularity and circum-
stances” (397–98). Citing examples dating back to the New England 
experiment, he attempts to show of how those Puritan founding fathers 
worked to establish America on Christian principles. Baptists were toler-
ated because they “convinced the paedobaptist core not by argument 
but by actions that they could be safely brought into a Protestant politi-
cal order” (404). Later the preaching of credobaptism was denied be-
cause it was found to be disruptive to civil unity. Religious toleration 
could only be sanctioned if it was harmful to a civil society. He argues 
that the writers of the founding documents were mistaken to omit ex-
pressly religious language, but that Christianizing American civil insti-
tutions is simply making explicit what is already implicit in them (430). 

Wolfe concludes the book with an epilogue that contains a list of 
statements that answer the question, “Now what?” What should Ameri-
ca do to restore a Christian nationalism? “Christian nationalists hold 
beliefs that run contrary to the prevailing norms of Western society, and 
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thus a Christian nationalist must have the strength of will to affirm 
what is true, even if it doesn’t feel good to him” (455). Churches and 
pastors must involve themselves in the process for the good of the na-
tion. America is not lost. There is a robust Christian nationalist move-
ment in towns and cities, counties and states that needs support and 
encouragement. 

It is impossible to engage the argument of this book in this review. 
It would take a book of equal size and density to examine both the ideas 
and the implications Wolfe espouses. The book is interesting, well orga-
nized, and well written. It suffers from a lack of a bibliography. One 
needs to examine the copious footnotes to see the source of his ideas. 
The idea of a Christian nationalism is certainly not new. Calvin tried to 
impose an early form of it in Geneva, while Henry VIII and Elizabeth I 
pushed a particularly Anglican version after their break with Rome in 
the sixteenth century. Even if one could grant that America was founded 
as a Christian nation, it is certainly not one now. Thanks to immigra-
tion, America has no national consensus on religion and attempting to 
force Wolfe’s model would create great internal strife. 

“The chief aim of Christian nationalism is ordering the nation to 
the things of God—subordinating the secular to the sacred in order to 
orient it to the sacred” (105). What a wonderful concept if it were pos-
sible. We look forward to that time when Jesus will rule and reign with 
a rod of iron and all things will be placed under his sovereign, perfect 
control. Then and only then will the right Christian nationalism be real-
ized. Until then we wait and do our part to elect candidates who will 
pass just laws. This is becoming more difficult with each passing year. 
Even so, come Lord Jesus! 

Jeff Straub 
Independent Scholar, Minneapolis, MN 

Gilles Deleuze, by Christopher Watkin. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2020. 
xxxi + 167 pp. $12.00. 

A volume on the thought of the post-modern philosopher, Gilles 
Deleuze (1925–1995) at first seems to be an unlikely addition to a series 
on the “Great Thinkers” promoted by Christian publisher, not to men-
tion one that is confessionally Reformed (after all, P&R stands for 
“Presbyterian and Reformed”). Yet author Christopher Watkin gives 
four reasons as to why Christians should engage Deleuze’s thought: 
first, he is a pivotal figure in twentieth-century post-modern thought; 
secondly, Deleuze helped fundamentally to develop further Western 
society; thirdly, he questions deeply held assumptions as sources of op-
pression for the marginalized and disenfranchised; and finally, Deleuze 
challenges both Christian and new atheistic implications for the death of 
God. 
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Following from these reasons, Watkin maintains that Deleuze’s 
thought can be constructively utilized by Christians to engage concerns 
raised by post-Christian society. Watkin situates Deleuze’s thought 
within the context of two important mid-twentieth century intellectual 
movements against which the French philosopher reacted: structuralism, 
which is the idea that we view the world only through the intellectual 
and linguistic structures we impose on it; and phenomenology according 
to which all knowledge begins with how things appear to the subject 
regardless as to whether the said things are true in themselves. In keep-
ing with the other volumes in the Great Thinkers series, Gilles Deleuze 
consists of two main sections. Part 1 (chaps. 1–3) surveys Deleuze’s 
thought. Part 2 (chaps. 4–9) seeks to engage Deleuze’s thought by 
means of Scripture, highlighting both points of correspondence and 
those of divergence. Throughout both sections of the work Watkin ar-
gues that aspects of Deleuze’s philosophy can be constructively utilized 
by the church in engaging postmodernity. 

Chapter 1 examines Deleuze’s call for the West to adopt a new im-
age of thought or the way we think about everything. Negatively, this 
means abandoning the Platonic “dogmatic image thought” that has 
generally dominated the West. This particular “image of thought” has 
fostered numerous types of hierarchy that have oppressed social, politi-
cal, economic, religious, ethnic, racial, and sexual minorities. This 
“dogmatic image of thought” against which Deleuze inveighs consists of 
three pillars: truth, its understanding of error, and method. The first 
pillar, truth, functions according to three principles: A thinker earnestly 
desires truth; if one thinks correctly, he/she can arrive at truth; and eve-
ryone can find truth if they act on their will to do so. Within the “dog-
matic image of thought,” error does not belong to thought, nor does it 
originate with the thinker, but rather with external forces that lead the 
thinking subject astray. Because of the aberrant nature of error, it is 
abomination. The “dogmatic image of thought” applies a specific type 
of method. This method involves an infallible use of doubt as advocated 
by Rene Descartes (1596–1650). 

Chapter 2 details Deleuze’s attempt to “reverse Platonism.” This 
overturning of Platonism does not entail repudiating all of Plato’s ideas, 
but instead reappropriates them for his purposes. This radical revision is 
most apparent in Deleuze’s alteration of Plato’s doctrine of the Forms in 
which he elevates the role of the simulacrum, a copy that contains no 
semblance of the original Form unlike the “true copy” of the said Form. 
Deleuze radicalizes and inverts Plato’s doctrine by designating every-
thing as simulacrum, meaning therefore that nothing can claim any 
proximity to the original. This move by Deleuze overthrows any meta-
physical claim for hierarchy by removing any transcendent basis for any 
particular thing. This overturning of the Forms constitutes Deleuze’s 
frontal attack of transcendence which is his driving metaphysical agen-
da. Nothing can claim inherent superiority if is only a perceived copy of 
something that only purports to be original without any actual link to 
an ultimate. 
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Chapter 3, which concludes Part 1, analyzes the implications of 
Deleuze’s thought in three areas: its effects on the Cartesian dualistic 
relationship between thinking subject and object, especially as this per-
tains to the human body; Deleuze’s writing style; and the ethics and 
politics that emerge from his thought. Deleuze contends that the think-
ing subject is just another instance of the transcendence that he utterly 
abhors. Positing a thinking subject merely substitutes “one theological 
concept for another” (53). According to Deleuze, this concept of the 
thinking subject directly affects the manner in which we think about 
our bodies. The presence of the Cartesian subject allows for a hierar-
chical ordering of bodies as organisms with sundry functioning parts, or 
organs. With respect to style, Deleuze regards currently fixed rules for 
writing and speaking as reinforcing the “dogmatic image of thought,” 
and in so doing, stifled the flow of creativity. Having rejected the trans-
cendent, Deleuze’s ethics do not appeal to any code of right and wrong, 
true and false, or good and evil; instead, three elements comprise his 
ethical thought: life, creativity, and maximizing potential. These are 
made possible only by maximizing autonomy. The implications of this 
approach to ethics for politics are clear: Because of his rejection of the 
thinking subject, Deleuze regards not the individual as the fundamental 
unit of the state but instead the desires of the minority that have been 
marginalized by majoritarian standards. Thus, undergirding Deleuze’s 
politics is a radical egalitarianism. 

Part 2 of the work commences with chapter 4 which explores the 
relationship of Deleuze’s notion of difference to the Christian doctrine of 
the Trinity. Like Deleuze, Christian theology is concerned about the 
relationship between the “One” and the “Many.” In this regard, Watkin 
identifies a point of correspondence between the two which is that nei-
ther seeks to privilege the “One” over the “Many.” However, whereas 
Deleuze conceives of an irreconcilable dichotomy between the two, in-
sisting the “Many” is what is real, the doctrine of the Trinity regards the 
“One” and the “Many” as necessarily harmonious. Chapter 5 engages 
Deleuze’s objection to transcendence with the Christian understanding 
of God’s transcendence in relation to his creation. Here Watkin observes 
that Deleuze repudiates the Aristotelian conception of a transcendent 
standing hierarchically atop of some chain of being, contrasting this 
with the Christian view which balances God’s transcendence (his sepa-
rateness from creation) with his immanence (his intimate involvement 
in creation). The author afterwards answers Deleuze’s objection that 
ethics and politics are tied to an allegedly unchanging ontology by argu-
ing how the biblical teachings on the Incarnation and redemption posit 
positive change in the created order which can revolutionize these cru-
cial areas of individual and collective human conduct in chapter 6. 
Watkin continues this discussion in chapter 7. 

Chapter 8 is arguably one of the most compelling chapters in the 
work as it relates the truth of redemption directly to the minoritarian 
orientation of Deleuze’s thought by demonstrating that it encompasses 
all who are marginalized. Moreover, because even those of seemingly 
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exalted status of this world need God’s redemption through Christ, they 
have no inherent grounds for asserting superiority over those of any 
supposed inferior estate. Watkin concludes the work with a discussion 
of how Christian eschatology answers Deleuze’s conviction that contin-
uous change is the only constant by arguing how the fact of such change 
points one to the ultimate hope of the world’s total redemption and res-
toration. 

Gilles Deleuze is an invaluable work for exposing the Christian read-
er to the influential thought of this important postmodern philosopher. 
It exemplifies erudite, lively Christian engagement with postmodern 
thought, confirming what it means for Christians of every tradition to 
“bring every thought captive.” This book is a useful text for upper un-
dergraduate and graduate level classes in postmodern philosophy. How-
ever, it will present a significant challenge to the general reader who has 
not studied philosophy previously—especially modern and postmodern 
philosophy. Notwithstanding this caveat, Watkin’s book serves as both 
a guide and a model for philosophically trained Christians to engage the 
intellectual systems that have and continue to shape the deepest assump-
tions of our culture. With this monograph, Professor Watkin has ren-
dered an invaluable service to the church. 

Andre A. Gazal 
Montana Bible College, Billings, MT 

The Qur’an and the Christian: An In-Depth Look into the Book of Islam 
for Followers of Jesus, by Matthew Aaron Bennett. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 
2022. 253 pp. $17.99. 

Two years after publishing a more general book on Islam in Ben 
Merkle’s “40 Questions” series (2020), Matthew Bennett has published 
an in-depth examination of Islam’s holy book, the Qur’an. The author 
is a veteran missionary (North Africa and the Middle East) who writes 
to help Christians be more effective in their personal witness to their 
Muslim neighbors. Bennett states that one’s understanding of the 
Qur’an is crucial to reaching his Muslim friends with the gospel. 

In addition to his personal experience, Matthew Bennett has written 
many articles on Islam, including an additional volume on the topic of 
atonement (Narratives in Conflict: Atonement in Hebrews and the 
Qur’an, 2019). He is also a professor of missions and theology at Ce-
darville University and an accomplished scholar, frequently lecturing on 
Islam. 

Bennett avoids presenting a polemical approach to Islam in this 
book; rather, he aims at helping the reader show love to his Muslim 
friends by accurately understanding their beliefs while also presenting 
how their views are contrary to the Bible (9). He believes that it is help-
ful for Christians to understand the common ground that they have 
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with Muslims but qualifies that they must also understand how “diver-
gent” the two theological pathways are (12). It is important to note that 
he does not believe that the two worldviews can be harmonized (13). 

The book is divided into three sections: (1) The Qur’an as Revela-
tion, (2) The Qur’an as Text, and (3) The Qur’an and the Christian. 
The first section (chaps. 1–3) is somewhat basic compared to the other 
two sections. Bennett opines that for one to reconstruct the timeline of 
the writing of the Qur’an, one would have to resort to studying the 
events of Muhammad’s life and then finding the Surahs that fit the cir-
cumstances (32–33). Having a correct chronology is essential to apply-
ing the doctrine of abrogation, for if one verse is to cancel out an earlier 
verse, it would be necessary to know the chronology of the Qur’an’s 
Surahs. 

In the second chapter, Bennett presents some of the overarching 
themes of the Qur’an: tawhid, “the oneness of God which keeps God 
from interacting with man on a personal level, since God had no per-
son-to-person interaction in eternity past” (47); the ninety-nine names 
of God, the most expressive of these being the name “Compassionate” 
(51); obedience to God’s will as the central concern of the Qur’an (52); 
and the absence of any possibility of Muslims developing a personal re-
lationship with God (62). 

Chapter 3 investigates the hortatory features of the Qur’an. Since 
the Qur’an is primarily a “book of guidance and remembrance,” much 
of its instruction concerns ethical behavior (69). It is important to note 
that the Qur’an teaches that man is capable of being perfectly obedient 
to God’s will. Bennett asserts that the salat (prayers) is the “heart and 
soul” of Islamic piety (82). He discusses jihad briefly, noting the com-
mon belief that Islam allows for a greater and a lesser jihad (86). Unfor-
tunately, he does not question the idea of a greater jihad (inner struggle 
for piety) as being original to Islamic theology (see Irving Hexham, Un-
derstanding World Religions: An Interdisciplinary Approach [Zondervan, 
2011], 428–40, for an opposing view). 

Part 2 (chaps. 4–6) of Bennett’s book addresses the text of the 
Qur’an: he answers questions related to how previous Muslim texts (To-
rah, Psalms of David [Zabur], and the Gospel [Injil]) are regarded in 
Islam, why Islam does not primarily speak against polytheism, and how 
the Qur’an can conflate biblical characters and historical events from 
divergent eras together. 

First, Bennett explains why Christians are often befuddled by their 
Muslim friends’ lack of interest in reading the three pre-Islamic scrip-
tures (Torah, Psalms of David, and Gospel) even though the Qur’an 
endorses their divine authority. Muslims believe that the originals have 
been lost, and it really does not matter that we have them because the 
Qur’an makes them unnecessary (108). 

Chapters 5–6 make the interesting assertion that although Islam 
was birthed in a thoroughly polytheistic culture, most of the Qur’an is 
directed against Judaism and Christianity (117). Bennett wrestles with 
the Muslim claim that the Qur’an does not borrow from the Bible, 
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concluding that the evidence speaks otherwise (138–39). In my opinion, 
Bennett’s most significant contribution here is that the Qur’an is more 
of a “mosaic” than a “puzzle” in which all the pieces neatly fit together. 
This model accounts for the conflation of biblical characters and stories 
in which the individuals like Moses, Pharaoh, Haman, and Korah ap-
pear to coexist in the same era. They are thematically arranged in the 
Qur’an. 

In part 3, Bennett encourages Christians to read the Qur’an to bet-
ter understand and evangelize their Muslim neighbors (160). Bennett 
suggests that however laudable the motives might be of those who have 
created methodologies to evangelism Muslims, if those methodologies 
undermine the authority and truths of God’s Word, they must be 
avoided. 

Bennett critiques Kevin Greeson’s CAMEL and Korbani approaches 
to Muslim evangelism, as well as the Insider Movement and Bible trans-
lations that render divine filial language in inoffensive ways. He also 
critiques a more recent theory of Abdulla Galadari (Qur’anic Hermeneu-
tics, 2018) that utilizes intertextual polysemy to show that the Qur’anic 
Jesus can be harmonized with John’s presentation of Jesus in his Gospel. 
Bennett spends nine pages showing the methodological flaws of this 
approach to texts. The final chapter provides an approach for how to 
use the Qur’an in personal witness that will not validate the Qur’an’s 
authority. 

The Qur’an and the Christian provides a great companion volume 
to Phil Parshall’s Understanding Muslim Teachings and Traditions. Both 
books have the Christian evangelist in mind, emphasizing how to share 
the gospel without compromise. Both are sufficiently well-researched 
without sacrificing readability. However, I would not replace Gordon 
Nickel’s The Quran with Christian Commentary: A Guide to Understand-
ing the Scripture of Islam with Bennett’s tome, as Nickel serves the 
Christian community by providing a verse-by-verse commentary. Ben-
nett’s book addresses the key ideas about the Qur’an that a Christian 
needs to know to effectively witness to his Muslim neighbors. 

Neal D. Cushman 
BJU Seminary, Greenville, SC 

Bioethics: A Primer for Christians, by Gilbert Meilaender. 4th edition. 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2020. 172 pp. $20.99. 

Bioethics is a burgeoning field of applied ethics. Gilbert Meilaender 
(Senior Research Professor at Valparaiso University) dates the genesis of 
the discipline to half a century ago (xiv), and this is the fourth edition of 
his Bioethics: A Primer for Christians. The fact that the work is in its 
fourth iteration attests to its readability and usability, and the fact that a 
new edition is necessary attests to the field’s ever-changing nature. This 
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revision includes not only new analyses of recent advances in genetics 
but also an extended discussion of protecting Christian conscience in 
the practice of medicine. Moreover, new case studies and new data pep-
per the volume. 

Meilaender considers the “general form” of his ethical approach to 
be deontological (5). He also refers to “the deeper issue” of “what sort of 
people we wish to be and ought to be,” a seeming nod to virtue ethics 
(28). Interestingly, even as a deontologist, Meilaender does not cite spe-
cific biblical commandments or prohibitions by reference. Instead, he 
designed his investigation to be “shaped by the structure of Christian 
belief” (ix), allowing “the basic elements in a Christian vision” both to 
frame and to inform his discussions (xv). Meilaender does not discount 
general bioethical principles, such as respect for autonomy, beneficence, 
and justice (1). Yet he emphasizes that humans are “free spirits” (who 
transcend the material world) as well as “finite beings” (subject to natu-
ral necessity) (4). Readers may be surprised that the volume never refers 
to the imago Dei. As a Lutheran theologian, Meilaender focuses rather 
upon the underpinning of the gratia universalis of Christ’s redemption 
(44, 68). 

Chapter 2 transitions to specific topics, beginning with reproductive 
medicine. Contemporary society has shifted from procreation to repro-
duction, in which babies are “a product of our will” rather than “the 
offspring of our passion” (19). However, if a child is a “product,” then 
“we determine its meaning and use” (22). If money is exchanged (as in 
the case of surrogacy), then the child becomes a “commodity” (27). 
Therefore, Meilaender argues that surrogacy is a violation of the human 
dignity of the child, as well as the human dignity of the gestating moth-
er and rearing mother. In his view, adoption should focus primarily up-
on the needs of children and only secondarily upon the parental desire 
to have children. 

Roe v. Wade (1973) cemented elective abortion within American 
culture, allowing legalized abortions for a range of reasons, including 
economic and lifestyle rationales (33). Meilaender finds the argument 
from “privacy” to be “unpersuasive” (43), and he is unwilling to extend 
abortion “beyond the exceptional cases” of rape, incest, and the life of 
the mother. One senses some tensions within strands of this argumenta-
tion. In a commendable trajectory (and in contrast to his first edition), 
Meilaender acknowledges that fertilization rather than the possibility of 
twinning is the more likely juncture for the advent of a new human in-
dividual (37). He draws from the well of Christian theology (the doc-
trine of the incarnation in particular) to address the issue. One might 
add that human cloning could further complicate (or inform) his previ-
ously held perspective. 

Meilaender discusses the requisite distinction between somatic cell 
and germ cell therapy. Somatic cell therapy focuses upon the needs of 
particular patients, does not result in inheritable traits, and is less con-
troversial. Even with somatic cell research, however, the danger always 
lurks (and must be consistently resisted) of expanding the definition of 
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“health” to include preferential enhancements (55). A discussion of 
CRISPR/Cas9 (a technique which can be used to “edit” the human ge-
nome) enhances this fourth edition (51). 

Meilaender opposes mandatory genetic screening. “Christians ought 
to set themselves against prenatal screening, at least as it is currently 
practiced in this country in an increasingly routinized way” (61). Using 
routine genetic screening to decide whether to keep a “tentative” preg-
nancy leads to “conditional commitment” and an inverted orientation 
that frames pregnancy as “moving from separation to attachment” ra-
ther than vice versa (65, 67). 

Regarding suicide and euthanasia, Bioethics pushes back against an 
assumed “right to die with dignity.” The governing Christian principle 
is not “minimize suffering” but “maximize care” (78, 80). We are called 
to live out our personal stories—including providential plotlines of suf-
fering—as faithfully as we can, remembering that such suffering is real 
but is not ultimate (78–79). When euthanasia wins social approval, the 
pressure builds to expand the classes of acceptable candidates (76); and 
with physician-assisted suicide euthanasia moves from an extension of 
personal autonomy to a communal act (77). By applying the distinction 
between intention and result, Meilaender maintains that treatment may 
be refused when it is useless or excessively burdensome (88). 

Decision-making in healthcare should respect the human dignity of 
the persons involved and their relational interactions. “A patient is 
something different from a client or a consumer, and a physician is not 
an automobile mechanic” (94). Meilaender opposes legal mandates that 
require physicians to refer patients to willing providers of “services” they 
themselves find morally objectionable (95). Moreover, he prefers a 
healthcare power of attorney to a living will (104). In either case, he 
argues, one must eschew the “metaphysical self-deception” engendered 
by the “illusory quality” of our quest for self-determination (101). 

The casual observer of bioethics may assume that organ donation 
(with its altruistic inclination) would be morally uncontroversial. Never-
theless, the complexities of the issue require circumspection and caution 
(108–9). If we are motivated only by a “god-like responsibility of bring-
ing good out of every human tragedy” we may be tempted to view an-
encephalic neonates simply as organ sources (121). In fact, everyone is 
in danger of becoming “a useful precadaver” whose existence finds 
meaning in down-line donation to others (123). Emerging ethical mine-
fields include children being conceived as bone marrow donors for fami-
ly members (123). 

Bioethics insists that patients are not merely experimental subjects to 
be used by researchers (127). The exploitation of the weak and vulnera-
ble includes any reckless enrollment of children who cannot speak for 
themselves (126) and the paying of homeless persons as research subjects 
(133). One could add the remuneration of poor women for ova contri-
butions. Embryonic stem cell research is intertwined with the destruc-
tion of embryos and the push for asexual (such as cloned) reproduction 
of further embryonic subjects. On the other hand, induced pluripotent 
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adult stem cells are almost identical in potential to embryonic stem cells. 
One theme of this volume concerns the inherent limitations of 

medicine (131). “Doctors are not saviors” (9), and “we should not sup-
pose that medical caregivers can finally provide the wholeness that we 
need” (10). We tend to grant a redemptive status to the march of pro-
gress and to worship medical advancement (128). “In short, we fashion 
the golden calf of research medicine” (130). Like all false gods, the idol 
of medical progress ultimately disappoints and mars our human integri-
ty. At times, Meilaender sounds more like a biblical counselor than a 
conventional bioethicist (148), especially with his assessments of the 
fallen person (“we are at heart idolaters,” 134). 

A related theme centers upon “our nearly idolatrous attachment to 
the language of autonomy” (100). Meilaender emphasizes that “freedom 
is not always as liberating as we anticipate” (64), because the freedom to 
choose between options inherently leads to a burden of responsibility 
(65). A related danger is the “tyranny of the possible” (112) inherent 
within the so-called technological imperative. Christian ethicists must 
always approach the field with “the virtue of humility,” prudentially 
eschewing “dreams of mastery” (56-57). 

A third thematic takeaway is that Christian bioethics requires not 
only a theology of God-given life but also a robust theology of suffering 
and death. “How then should we live?” is inescapably related to “How 
then should we die?” In life and death, we are the Lord’s. Indeed, “we 
are regarded as stewards rather than owners of our bodily life” (111). 

In conclusion, Meilaender’s slender volume is a pithy yet powerful 
primer—a bantam weight contender that packs a punch. This fourth 
edition could have tackled a few other topics, including transhuman 
enhancement, mandated vaccinations, and gender confirmation and 
reassignment surgeries. Nevertheless, Meilaender’s adept study consist-
ently insists that ethical behavior should be prioritized above medical 
accomplishment. Medical advance cannot overcome the sting of death, 
but an empty tomb attests to the ultimate antidote. 

Paul Hartog 
Faith Baptist Theological Seminary, Ankeny, IA 

A Christian Theology of Science, by Paul Tyson. Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2022. xiv + 208 pp. $24.99. 

Paul Tyson is a senior research fellow at the institute for Advanced 
Studies in the Humanities at the University of Queensland. This book 
is an outgrowth of his work in the After Science and Religion Project, 
an interdisciplinary effort involving philosophical theologians, historians 
of modern science, and scientists. Tyson’s goal is twofold. First, he trac-
es the shift within western society from Christian theology to science as 
a first truth discourse (“the interpretive lenses through which we 



136 Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 

understand our experience of the world and its meaning,” 18). Second, 
he addresses how Christians should respond to it. 

Science studies physical phenomena based on observation and pre-
cise measurements. To that end, science formulates a hypothesis which 
it then tests by means of controlled experiments. If the hypothesis re-
garding these phenomena is confirmed by repeated experimentation and 
observation, then the original hypothesis will be considered accurate. 
The process depends on observation coupled with mathematical and 
logical reasoning and is necessarily limited to knowledge about physical 
phenomena. 

The means of discovering truth for Christian theology are, of 
course, quite different. As Tyson explains, “Christian theology takes the 
idea of revelation…as the primary basis for true theological knowledge” 
(12). Belief and trust in God are required and, most importantly, 
knowledge of God is never provable using the methods of modern sci-
ence (38). 

Theology and science therefore operate according to different meth-
odologies. If science were to limit itself to describing how the physical 
universe operates while also conceding that God cannot be studied in 
this way, they could peacefully coexist. Truly Christian scientists have 
operated and continue to operate in this fashion, and Tyson helpfully 
articulates how this type of science should proceed with an overriding 
commitment to Christian theology in place. In the modern world, how-
ever, science has displaced Christian theology in the thinking of most 
people as the standard by which by which to judge truth claims. “The-
ology is backward and bad as a primary truth discourse; science is pro-
gressive and good as a primary truth discourse” (157). Practically 
speaking, theology is judged based on the criteria of science, and the 
results are disastrous. 

Tyson provides a helpful illustration of how science cannot prove 
the Bible or the existence of God: Christology. Christianity asserts five 
core truths about Christ, all of which must be accepted as true: the di-
vinity of Christ, the virgin birth, the crucifixion, the resurrection, and 
the ascension. The only one of these that could be established based on 
the truth commitments of a scientific study of history is that a man Je-
sus was crucified by Pontius Pilate. The other four all involve direct di-
vine miracles and must be accepted by faith based on the testimony of 
Scripture. Atheistic scientists, however, will reject the miraculous be-
cause miracles and non-repeatable and unique acts of God are not sub-
ject to study by experimentation. 

The middle chapters of the book are more philosophical in nature. 
They assess the truth claims of both theology and science using philo-
sophical and theological categories articulated by Plato, Aristotle, Au-
gustine, and Thomas Aquinas. Naturally, Greek philosophy gives 
different explanations for the nature of reality than either science or reli-
gion, yet it also provides helpful categories for understanding how sci-
ence and theology operate. A good deal of attention is also devoted to 
tracing how the once universally accepted theistic orientation of the 
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western world was undermined by secular philosophers and atheistic 
scientists. 

At several points in the discussion, Tyson raises the inevitable scien-
tific questions confronting any reader of Scripture: young earth creation-
ism (YEC) and the historicity of Adam and Eve. He seems quick to 
distance himself from the former. His discussion of Adam and Eve pro-
ceeds by noting how their story functions similarly to myth. Though 
some readers will object to the use of the term myth, there is a valid 
comparison to be drawn between the function of myth and the function 
of factual history to provide a first truth discourse for a culture. In the 
end, he affirms both the historical reality of Adam and Eve and the su-
periority of the Bible’s claims to those of modern science or pagan myth. 

Having argued for the superiority of Christianity over science, Ty-
son ends by seeking for an “integrative zone” between them. The task is 
difficult. Atheistic scientists have completely closed their minds to the 
possibility that theology might have some legitimate claim to truth. 
Nonetheless, he ends with a call for “Christian theology to stop trying 
to adapt itself to [science’s claims of ultimate truth] … and rather to go 
on the front foot and reconfigure the interpretive lens of natural philos-
ophy so that it is compatible with the first truths of Christian theology” 
(176). 

Overall, the book has several strengths. First, it accurately assesses 
the vastly different epistemological foundations of science and theology 
and the roles that both should play in our understanding. Second, it 
correctly argues that Christian theology cannot adapt itself to atheistic 
science. Finally, its discussion of the relationship of both Greek philoso-
phy and Aristotle/Aquinas to the issue is helpful. I suspect those com-
mitted to presuppositional apologetics will find much with which to 
agree. For those less familiar with philosophy and apologetics (including 
myself), a helpful glossary is included. 

Negatively, however, the book has two weaknesses. First, it is overly 
critical of young earth creationism. I do, of course, recognize the prob-
lems of some holding to a young earth. One cannot assert that science 
can prove the Bible. Neither should one be as dogmatic about the pre-
cise age of the earth as some YEC’s are. Nevertheless, whether scientists 
argue for a 6,000-year-old earth or a 10,000-year-old earth, they may 
still meet Tyson’s broad criteria for true Christian science and do credi-
ble work. 

The second weakness, albeit a lesser one, regards the program Tyson 
lays out for finding an integrative zone for science and religion. He 
seems to argue that some new philosophy of science might be articulated 
that would allow Christianity to regain its voice in the scientific com-
munity. Though he does not use the term intelligent design, it seems 
that he is calling for it or something similar to provide the basis of that 
voice. Even if intelligent design does become an accepted truth in the 
academy, however, it might not produce the result Tyson hopes for. 

Despite those two minor limitations, I highly recommend the book. 
The average church member probably has an imprecise view of the 
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relationship of theology and science. Some unwisely view science as a 
key to proving the Bible. Others have unknowingly adopted science as 
their first truth discourse. When they encounter a scientific pronounce-
ment they cannot answer, their faith may be shattered. As for unbeliev-
ers, science is the realm of fact, religion the realm of make-believe. 
Pastors and teachers must understand these dominant cultural trends 
and help people assess them from Scripture. Failure to do so often 
proves disastrous. 

Preston Mayes 
Central Baptist Theological Seminary, Plymouth, MN 

A New Exposition of the London Baptist Confession of Faith of 1689, edit-
ed by Rob Ventura. Ross-shire, Scotland: Mentor Books, 2022. 568 pp. 
$39.99. 

Nearly thirty-five years ago, Sam Waldron published a ground-
breaking exposition of the 1689 Baptist Confession of Faith. To meet 
the needs of a new generation Waldron has now teamed up with twen-
ty-two other Reformed Baptist leaders, under the general editorship of 
Rob Ventura, to produce a collaborative work on the Confession from a 
fresh perspective. 

The work begins with a historical overview of the Confession by 
Austin Walker, retired pastor of the Maidenbower Baptist Church in 
the United Kingdom. Walker traces the origins of the Confession back 
to the Petty France Church in London, where it was likely authored by 
William Collins and Nehemiah Coxe in 1677. His conclusion reflects 
the current consensus among church historians but is a departure from 
the view that prevailed only a couple decades ago. At that time, it was 
believed the Confession had been drafted in 1677 by Baptist pastors 
meeting in general assembly in London. However, it has since been es-
tablished that such an assembly never took place. 

The book’s chapter numbering corresponds to the numbering of the 
Baptist Confession. Each chapter also begins by quoting the correspond-
ing chapter of the Confession, and then offers a paragraph-by-paragraph 
exposition of its contents. Key terms are defined, biblical references are 
discussed, supporting quotations from church history are often provid-
ed, contemporary teachings that diverge from the Confession are cri-
tiqued, and applications are suggested. 

Because the book is a collaborative effort, the chapters differ in 
style, length, and quality. This can lead to some humorous juxtaposi-
tions. For example, immediately after Waldon’s chapter on the nature of 
God—an intellectual feast with Scriptural exposition, citations of 
church fathers, Reformers, and Puritans, and careful deconstructions of 
heretical doctrines—we encounter a new chapter on the divine decrees 
from an author who gives us quotes like this one: “Every muscle of 
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every squirrel moves according to God’s eternal decree” (90). 
The most disappointing chapter is surely the fourth, which covers 

the confession’s doctrine of creation. The chapter’s author is zealous to 
defend six-day creationism as outlined in the confession, but his misun-
derstandings of competing viewpoints leave us with a chapter riddled 
with factual errors. For example, the author uses the terms “theory” and 
“hypothesis” interchangeably, though they are different concepts. More 
seriously, he uses “theistic evolution,” “day-age,” and “progressive crea-
tion” as synonymous terms, misrepresenting them all in the process 
(99). His engagements with naturalistic evolution, which includes po-
lemical questions like, “how can dead pools of slime suddenly produce 
life?” also leave much to be desired. 

Chapter 7, “Of God’s Covenant,” outlines the basics of Reformed 
Baptist covenant theology and clarifies how it differs from the covenant 
theology of paedobaptists. The author explains that Reformed Baptists 
disavow the notion that the “covenant of grace” is an actual, historical 
covenant. Rather, he explains, the term is used as a theological construct 
for the progressive revelation of the gospel in the Bible. A quote from 
Sam Renihan summarizes the argument: “Where the gospel is found, 
there is the covenant of grace. As the gospel was progressively made 
known throughout history, the covenant of grace was progressively 
made known throughout history. The covenant of grace should not be 
flattened into two administrations…. Rather, the covenant of grace 
should be seen through ‘farther steps’” (139–40). It is a novel take on 
covenant theology, and one which opens Reformed Baptists up to the 
charge of equivocation. 

If the seventh chapter highlights Reformed Baptist discontinuity 
with paedobaptist covenant theology, then the nineteenth chapter, “Of 
the Law of God,” highlights its point of continuity, for this chapter ar-
gues in favor of the ongoing authority of the Ten Commandments as a 
rule of life for God’s people. More than any other, this chapter also 
showcases what Mark Snoeberger has termed the “hermeneutical in-
trigues” of the Reformed Baptist movement. Here, author John Reuther 
cuts the Mosaic law into three parts (ceremonial, moral, and civil), 
draws hard lines between them, and then asserts different contemporary 
applications for each. The “ceremonial” law has been completely abro-
gated, he says, meaning that the church should not seek to apply any of 
it today. However, the “moral” law, summarily contained in the Ten 
Commandments, is completely in effect today so that it should be com-
prehensively applied by the church. Regarding the third part, the “civil” 
law, Reuther tells us that it is not technically in effect today but does 
contain “principles of general equity which remain as moral principles 
that apply to believers” in the church (362). 

To support this view of the old covenant law, Reformed Baptists 
must equivocate on the meanings of “Israel,” “church,” and “law” (see 
361–370). But even then, consistent application proves elusive. In 
Chapter 22, for example, Sam Waldron explains that Reformed Baptists 
do not worship on the seventh day because the “seventh-day Sabbath 
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ordinance…is abolished.” Only “the Sabbath principle” continues in the 
New Testament church, he says (401–2). So which is it? Is the moral 
law in effect today, or does it only provide principles for the church? 
Shall we cut the Ten Commandments into “perpetual” and “abrogated” 
portions now too? On what grounds? 

How much better the dispensational hermeneutic, which requires 
no such intrigues. Dispensationalism recognizes that (1) the old cove-
nant law was an indivisible unity; (2) that it was given exclusively to 
Israel at Sinai when it was constituted as a nation-state; and (3) that it 
was utterly fulfilled and laid aside by Christ so that it is no longer our 
rule of life. Does this leave the church without a law? Of course not, for 
in this age we are all bound by a new law—the law of Christ (1 Cor 
9:20–21). 

In summary, this new volume on the 1689 confession is a generally 
helpful guide for understanding the origin, history, and teachings of the 
Reformed Baptist movement. Though not intended by the authors, it 
also highlights the internal contradictions inherent in the Reformed 
Baptist system. In their efforts to uphold credobaptism and regenerate 
church membership while simultaneously holding a form of covenant 
theology, Reformed Baptists have opened themselves up to the charge of 
equivocation and have been forced into hermeneutical contortions that 
most would find uncomfortable. This probably explains why the Re-
formed Baptist movement is perpetually hemorrhaging members to pae-
dobaptist denominations on the one side and to dispensational Baptist 
ranks on the other. Most people simply cannot live with the cognitive 
dissonance. 

Brandon Crawford 
Grace Baptist Church, Marshall, MI 

Let Men Be Free: Baptist Politics in the Early United States (1776–1835), 
by Obbie Tyler Todd. Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2022. 235 pp. $35.00 

Let Men Be Free is the first comprehensive treatment of Baptist poli-
tics in early America. It comes in eight chapters and is organized both 
chronologically and thematically—an arrangement made necessary by 
the tremendous variety of issues, perspectives, and organizations in Bap-
tist life in the early republic. 

As a work of scholarship, this book is truly stunning. Todd has con-
sulted hundreds of primary sources including letters, tracts, sermons, 
books, minutes from association meetings, and personal diaries. He in-
cludes voices from virtually every member of the Baptist fraternity, in-
cluding Black, Native American, Regular, Separate, and Free-Will 
Baptists. As the book unfolds, Todd also manages to weave doctrinal 
debates and biographical sketches together into a seamless narrative that 
renders the work both informative and compelling. While highlighting 
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the diversity of Baptist thought in early America, he also demonstrates 
that Baptists of all stripes were guided by a “polar star”: the quest for 
religious liberty. 

In the first chapter, Todd demonstrates that the Baptist quest for 
religious liberty was driven both by theological conviction and by the 
Baptists’ lived experience as a persecuted people. He also shows that 
Baptists did not all share the same definition of religious liberty. For 
some, liberty simply meant that the government should not give prefer-
ential treatment to any one Protestant denomination. For others, liberty 
meant that Church and State should be utterly separated. The difference 
led to heated intramural debates about the appropriateness of govern-
ment-funded military chaplains, Sabbath laws, and even religious tests 
for public office. 

Chapter two examines Baptist contributions to the Revolutionary 
War. Todd makes the case that Baptists were as patriotic as any during 
the war. At the same time, Baptists also used the war to make their case 
for religious disestablishment. Isaac Backus spoke for many when he 
declared to America’s leaders, “You tell us you cannot [submit to Eng-
land] because you are taxed where you are not represented. And is it not 
really so with us [Baptists in America]? You do not deny the right of the 
British Parliament to impose taxes within her own realm; only complain 
that she extends her taxing power beyond her proper limits. And have 
we not as good right to say you do the same thing?” (43). Todd demon-
strates how this combination of wartime zeal and persuasive rhetoric 
gave the Baptists a hearing in early America which contributed to the 
eventual change of public opinion on religious establishments. 

The next two chapters delve into the differences between Baptist 
Republicans (or “Jeffersonian Baptists”) who advocated for a weak fed-
eral government and a hard wall of separation between Church and 
State, and Baptist Federalists, who advocated for a more robust central 
government—one that would actively encourage Christianity in the new 
nation. As the narrative unfolds, it becomes clear that Baptist political 
activism is nothing new. Neither is the Baptist habit of forging alliances 
with politicians who do not share their religious views, or the practice of 
wrapping public policy discussions in religious language, or the pen-
chant for dividing over party politics! 

In chapters five through seven, Todd shifts gears to consider early 
Baptist perspectives on a variety of social issues. Topics include slavery, 
Native American displacement, nationalism, and foreign policy. Todd 
shows that having a common religious creed did not lead Baptists to 
hold uniform views on these matters; more determinative were a per-
son’s ethnic heritage, economic station, and geographical location. On 
slavery, one can find abolitionists like Nat Turner and slaveholders like 
Richard Furman within the Baptist ranks. On the Native American 
question, there were Baptists like David Jones who argued in favor of 
white land distribution as a means of “civilizing” Indians. But other 
Baptists, like Evan Jones, marched with the Cherokees on the “Trail of 
Tears.” On foreign policy, some Baptists were eager to project American 
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power overseas, while others wanted America to keep out of foreign en-
tanglements. 

I was surprised to read of the debates over foreign missions among 
the Baptists in early America. It seems that the drive to organize, cen-
tralize, and mobilize mission efforts was almost entirely led by well-
educated urban Baptists, while Baptists on the frontier saw all of this as 
a misuse of precious resources. Their desire was to avoid centralization, 
keep all the money under local church control, and focus on domestic 
evangelism instead. The same conflict played out with temperance socie-
ties, Bible societies, education societies, and anti-gambling societies. 
Fledgling Baptists on the frontier feared that pride and avarice were 
driving well-to-do Baptists in the cities to establish (and then oversee) 
these vast parachurch ministries. Illinois Baptist Daniel Parker went so 
far as to accuse centralizing urban Baptists of “popery.” 

All these debates took their toll on Baptist unity in America. Argu-
ments over slavery finally split the Triennial Convention, leading to the 
creation of the Southern Baptist Convention in 1845. The growth of 
parachurch ministries gave rise to the Landmark Baptists. And on it 
went. Yet, paradoxically, these same issues also served to propel Baptists 
out of the margins of national life. As more Baptists began educating 
themselves and getting involved in social causes, they began attracting 
more socially prominent adherents. “People from higher walks of life were 
flocking to the baptismal pool, giving the Baptists a new social texture 
and even more optimism for the future of the denomination,” Todd 
writes (195–96). By the middle of the nineteenth century the Baptists 
were well on their way to becoming the nation’s most populous denomi-
nation. Many achieved political office. In some instances, politicians 
became Baptist ministers (196). Baptists were becoming mainstream. 

Todd frequently uses the phrase “the Baptist church” in this work, 
which is a bit unconventional. As a Baptist himself, Todd surely knows 
that it is more accurate to speak of “Baptist churches” or “the Baptist 
denomination” than of “the Baptist church.” The fourth chapter also 
has a section heading entitled, “The Divinity of the Constitution.” In 
my opinion, this heading is a bit misleading. While Todd shows that 
Baptists in early America believed the U. S. Constitution (and especially 
the First Amendment) was a wonderful gift of Providence, he presents 
no evidence to suggest that any Baptists considered the Constitution 
divinely inspired or infallible. 

These alleged weaknesses aside, Let Men Be Free is a welcome addi-
tion to Baptist historiography. More than that, I believe (and hope!) 
that it will serve as a catalyst for many more studies of Baptists, their 
politics, and their influence on America. 

Brandon Crawford 
Grace Baptist Church, Marshall, MI 
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John Leland: A Jeffersonian Baptist in Early America, by Eric C. Smith. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2022. xiii + 264 pp. $99.00. 

Eric Smith serves as the Senior Pastor of Sharon Baptist Church in 
Savannah, TN, and as Associate Professor of Church History at his al-
ma mater, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. Smith has writ-
ten two other books on Baptists in early America, Order and Ardor: The 
Revival Spirituality of Oliver Hart and the Regular Baptists in Eighteenth-
Century South Carolina (University of South Carolina Press, 2018), and 
Oliver Hart and the Rise of Baptist America (Oxford University Press, 
2020). This biography of Leland fills a gaping hole in Baptist studies, as 
it is the first book-length treatment of this enormous figure. What 
Smith seeks to do in this biography is simply tell the complicated and 
fascinating story of John Leland (1754–1841). “What he was, by any 
estimation, is one of the most interesting, entertaining, and influential 
religious figures on the landscape of early America” (10). John Leland 
lived an extraordinary life, not just because he lived through unprece-
dented change, but because he was a significant part of that change. 

This biography is mostly chronological, though in the middle chap-
ters it is more thematic and so moves forward and backward on Leland’s 
timeline. Leland’s life began in New England in the turbulent period 
after the Great Awakening. From the very beginning, Leland is present-
ed as a cavalier opponent to the established church. Smith recounts the 
humorous incident when the three-year-old Leland fled his own baptism 
by sprinkling because of his awareness that one could not force religion. 
Leland’s father was from the established Congregational Church in 
Massachusetts, but his mother was more influenced by the New Lights 
and George Whitefield. Leland’s own struggle with conversion resulted 
in a powerful experience of the new birth and an acceptance of many 
Baptist ideals. 

As a young man, Leland moved to Virginia, where he spent fifteen 
years mostly as an itinerant minister. It was here that he began to devel-
op and blend his new light evangelicalism, Baptist principles, and Jeffer-
sonian individualism. He also began to confront the abuses of the 
Anglican Church in Virginia. Leland experienced enormous success as a 
populist preacher in this frontier context. His ability to control a crowd 
and lead them to action established him as a political force to be reck-
oned with. So much so that his partnership was sought out by James 
Madison and Thomas Jefferson both on state and national levels. Smith 
argues that these early experiences in Virginia instilled in Leland his fa-
mous viewpoints on the rights of conscience. In fact, Smith makes a 
compelling case in chapters three and four that Leland gained the sub-
stance of his convictions from Jefferson and Madison, baptized them in 
his Baptist beliefs, and then used these as the foundation of his religious 
and political involvement for the rest of his life. Smith even asserts: 
“When push came to shove, Leland was at his core a Jeffersonian repub-
lican first and a Baptist second” (104). 

How this played out in Leland’s life is demonstrated in subsequent 
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chapters. Smith’s main assertion that Leland was an individualist is 
chronicled in the many ways that Leland resisted even his own Baptist 
brethren. A sampling of the instances where Leland showed his disdain 
for the church in favor of individualism include how he resisted the 
need for ordination, never sought permission from any church to bap-
tize any of the 1,500 people he baptized, eventually stopped administer-
ing and receiving communion because he saw it as unhelpful personally, 
resisted and lambasted Baptist associations, and even started to see the 
historically key Baptist practice of church discipline as too oppressive of 
individual piety. Because Leland lived for so long, he saw Baptists move 
from being marginalized and persecuted to being a significant bloc of 
cultural insiders with their own quasi-establishment. Leland was a 
champion of the former and despised the latter. He had always been 
able to identify with the rural, populist strain of Baptist life that empha-
sized the experience of the new birth over anything else. He fought tire-
lessly for decades to see the oppressive state-sponsored religion 
disestablished. And, as Smith shows, no one else could claim anywhere 
near the success that Leland could in these endeavors. But as Baptists 
became powerful and institutionalized, Leland despised their organiza-
tions, missionary efforts, and especially education. He saw it as a re-
institution of all that he had fought so hard to disestablish in his early 
ministry. “Leland did not want a quasi-established Protestant majority 
in America; he wanted a free America” (219). He became a contrarian 
to the very movement he had helped to flourish. 

How Leland’s deep commitment to individualism played out in 
various venues distinguishes him from the Baptists’ other key voice in 
the fight for religious liberty, Isaac Backus. This historical comparison is 
another of the key benefits of Smith’s book. Both men were clearly 
against the religious establishment and their oppression of religious mi-
norities. But Backus had more in common with the established social 
order and their desire to have some sort of corporate public religion. 
Leland adamantly opposed the idea of a Christian commonwealth be-
cause he believed all people had a right to their beliefs. He rejected those 
things that gave appearance of a national religion, such as national fasts, 
national thanksgivings, government-paid chaplains, tax exemptions, and 
especially Sabbath laws. Both Backus and Leland saw some separation of 
church and state, but Smith ably shows that not even Leland would 
drive a hard and fast “wall of separation” between the church and state. 
“It is unhelpful to call Leland a ‘strict separationist’ if that term implies 
the creation of a totally secular public square. After all, Leland preached 
the gospel on the floor of Congress, voiced biblical arguments as a Mas-
sachusetts state legislator, and never (that we know of) even used the 
term ‘wall of separation,’ though the phrase was coined specifically for 
New England Baptists like him” (94). Smith’s careful presentation of 
this complicated debate is commendable, and this is merely one of many 
highly relevant theological discussions that Leland engaged, and which 
Baptists today also engage. Wrestling with Leland’s ideas in their con-
text (even when he was inconsistent) is a most helpful exercise. 
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This brief review can only scratch the surface of the many fascinat-
ing debates and events that Smith’s book presents. For instance, I have 
not even mentioned the famous Cheshire Mammoth Cheese that Le-
land’s townspeople made and which he delivered to Jefferson for his 
presidential inauguration, or of Leland’s somewhat shifting antislavery 
views. Instead of relating all those stories here, I would recommend that 
readers pick up this book. Not only is the subject matter fascinating and 
the issues presented applicable today, but the book is also written in a 
highly readable style. The price of the book is unfortunate (and one can 
hope it will decrease over time) because this would be a helpful book not 
only to historians looking to read the first biography of Elder John Le-
land but also to interested pastors and laypeople who want to know 
more of their own American and Baptist history and the ideas that we 
have inherited and how these ideas shape life. My thanks to Eric Smith 
for this much needed resource. 

Matthew C. Shrader 
Central Baptist Theological Seminary, Plymouth, MN 

John R. Rice: The Last Revivalist of the 20th Century, by John R. Himes. 
Menomonee Falls, WI: Christ Walk Publications, 2021. vii + 319 pp. 
$16.99. 

Living in the shadow of a famous grandfather could be perceived as 
a blessing or a curse. In John Himes’s case, he clearly believes being a 
grandson of John R. Rice to be a marvelous blessing indeed. And this 
perspective shines forth as Himes tells the story of his grandfather, John 
R. Rice. 

John Himes is the fourth of twenty-eight Rice grandchildren, and 
he is the first among them to be a gospel preacher. He and his wife, Pat-
ty, served as missionaries in Japan for thirty-three years. Upon retire-
ment from the mission field in 2014, he joined the faculty of Baptist 
College of Ministry in Menomonee Falls, WI, where he currently teach-
es Greek, church history, Bible, missions, and theology. 

Although Himes does not state a formal overarching theme to 
Rice’s life, it is clear from the subtitle of the book and the first and last 
chapters, entitled “The Making of a Revivalist” and “The John R. Rice 
Theology of Revival” respectively, that he aims to emphasize Rice’s re-
vivalist ministry, placing him in the line of revivalist preachers Charles 
Finney, D. L. Moody, R. A. Torrey, and Billy Sunday (3). 

Rather than telling Rice’s revivalist story in a chronological fashion, 
Himes chooses to follow a topical approach, and he does so in a very 
readable and engaging way. The book is readable and engaging because 
Himes relies on a multitude of sources to share an honest and accurate 
portrait of his grandfather. First, he consulted 77 of Rice’s 205 books 
and pamphlets, quoting from most of them. Second, he shared the 
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memories and anecdotes of family members by reading personal journals 
and conducting interviews. Third, he included his own experiences in-
teracting with Rice and his many acquaintances. Fourth, he studied a 
lot of fundamentalist and evangelical literature about John R. Rice, in-
cluding scholarly dissertations, biographies of Rice and other twentieth 
century Christian leaders, historical works, and other Christian books, 
pamphlets, and newspapers (including The Sword of the Lord, of 
course). The well-organized bibliography (310–19) provides these re-
sources, showing how diligently Himes did his homework for this pro-
ject. Throughout the book I sensed Himes’s great respect for Rice, but I 
did not detect a whiff of exaggeration or hagiography, which one might 
expect in such a work. 

Himes tells Rice’s story by tracing facets which I will classify under 
three broad areas: personal life, relationships, and ministry. First are 
several chapters about his personal life (a fourteen-page section of color 
pictures greatly enhances this material). These include the following: 
(1) “Living the Christian Life” (chap. 2) tells of his conversion and the 
main qualities of his spiritual life (e.g., love for the Word, prayer, hu-
mility, peace with God, giving, and soulwinning). (2) “John R. Rice the 
Man” (chap. 3) covers aspects of his personal life (e.g., love for speed, 
leisure activities, humor, and songwriting). (3) “The Patriarch of the 
Clan” (chap. 4) gives a short family history of Rice’s parents and sib-
lings, his children, and his grandchildren. (4) Himes includes an entire 
chapter (“The Wife He Loved”—chap. 5) on his grandmother, of 
whom he writes, “She may have been the greatest Christian I’ve ever 
known: Lloys Rice, Mrs. John R. Rice, my grandmother” (99). 
(5) Chapter 11 (“The American Patriot”) describes Rice’s military career 
(he was drafted to fight in World War I but never made it to France due 
to infection from the mumps just as his division shipped off). The chap-
ter also details his views on political issues such as communism, racism, 
modern Israel, and war in Vietnam. (6) Rice’s last two years (1978–
1980) are covered in “Going Home to Glory” (chap. 16). 

Second, Himes devotes several chapters to Rice’s relationships. 
(1) He was a “Friend to Many” (chap. 6) including P. B. Chenault, H. 
A. Ironside, Bob Jones, Sr., Lee Roberson, Monroe Parker, and Jim Ly-
ons. (2) Chapter 7 (“Mentoring the Next Generation”) delineates Rice’s 
numerous connections with younger men who considered him a trusted 
mentor; these included W. A. Criswell, Tom Malone, Rick Flanders, 
Jerry Falwell, and Adrian Rogers. (3) Chapter 8 (“Two Families Serving 
Christ”) adds two more names to Rice’s group of mentees: Wayne Van 
Gelderen and John Himes (the author himself). (4) Himes does not shy 
away from Rice’s relationships that ended unhappily, so he includes 
three separate chapters on his split from Billy Graham (chap. 13), his 
controversy with Bob Jones, Jr. (chap. 14), and his disappointment with 
the sensationalism of Jack Hyles (chap. 15). 

A third group of chapters cover Rice’s ministry endeavors. 
(1) “Reaching the World” (chap. 9) tells of Rice’s outreach efforts in 
Japan, India, and South Korea as well as his generous personal support 
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of many missions and missionaries. (2) Chapter 10 (“Wielding a 
Mighty Pen”) explains what was likely the most influential aspect of 
Rice’s ministry. He wrote over 200 books and pamphlets, published the 
weekly newspaper, The Sword of the Lord, and for his last project, edited 
the Rice Reference Bible (now out of print). The Sword became the 
“most influential fundamentalist newspaper of the twentieth century, 
reaching a circulation of some 250,000 annual subscribers” (162). Rice 
published this newspaper from 1934 up until his death in 1980. It is 
still in print today. (3) “The Fundamentalist” (chap. 12) gives a glimpse 
into the origins of Rice’s fundamentalist beliefs which included: an ef-
fort to win souls, standing against theological liberalism, opposing error 
among evangelicals, and defending fundamentalists who were unjustly 
attacked (197). These beliefs were demonstrated in controversies with 
J. Frank Norris and Calvinists. Himes also includes explanations of 
Rice’s views on both personal and ecclesiastical separation with a partic-
ularly helpful summary of the latter (214). 

I note only a few weaknesses. (1) An introduction that included a 
rationale for the theme of revivalism (assuming this is the main theme) 
would help the reader to have a lens through which Rice’s life could be 
better understood, but this was missing. (2) Going along with the first 
point, the chapters could have been better organized around major ideas 
rather than the seemingly haphazard arrangement that lacked any ap-
parent cohesiveness. (3) At times I felt like I was reading John Himes’s 
autobiography rather than John R. Rice’s biography. While it is certain-
ly justifiable to include personal reflections about one’s grandfather in a 
volume like this one, an explanation of the extended descriptions of 
Himes’s experiences would have been helpful at the beginning of the 
book. (4) A small quibble: Millard Erickson is not a “Southern Baptist 
theologian” (227); his roots are in the Baptist General Conference (now 
Converge). 

Here are some noteworthy strengths. (1) This book was fun to read. 
Is this due to its well-written nature or the uniqueness of its main char-
acter? Probably both. (2) All the details one would hope to have in a 
biography are provided, and they are provided without being pedantic. 
(3) Himes provides helpful definitions of key terms (e.g., revivalist [28], 
patriot [179–80], ecclesiastical separation [214], new evangelicalism 
[227]). (4) The personal recollections added by Himes, especially in the 
chapters on Rice’s relationship with Bob Jones, Jr. and Jack Hyles, help 
the reader to see Rice’s life in color rather than black-and-white. 

I recommend this book for anyone who enjoys reading about 
uniquely gifted preachers whose character superseded their abilities. 
John R. Rice was one of these men, and this biography tells his story 
well. 

Jon Pratt 
Central Baptist Theological Seminary, Plymouth, MN 
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Our Comfort in Dying: Civil War Sermons by R. L. Dabney, Stonewall 
Jackson’s Chief-of-Staff, edited by Jonathan W. Peters. Destin, FL: Sola 
Fide Publications, 2021. 346 pp. $24.99. 

One of the challenges for Christian students of history is the human 
failures of the figures they study. Sometimes even notable Christians of 
the past held views that are abhorrent to those living in the present. One 
thinks, for instance, of Martin Luther’s comments on Jews. The Civil 
War presents similar difficulties, particularly with those figures who sid-
ed with the Confederacy’s defense of slavery. A good example is Robert 
L. Dabney. He was a leading minister and noted southern Presbyterian 
theologian. However, he also served in the Confederate army as chief of 
staff to General Stonewall Jackson and was a zealous defender of the 
Confederate cause. The key problem, however, is not just that Dabney 
defended the South but that after the war he denounced the freed slaves 
in what can only be called severely racist terms. Scholars who have ap-
proached the career of Dabney have had to distinguish his theological 
and pastoral contribution from the racial views he expressed. See, e.g., 
Sean Michael Lucas, Robert Lewis Dabney: A Southern Presbyterian Life 
(P&R, 2005); and Lucas, “‘Old Times There Are Not Forgotten’: Rob-
ert Lewis Dabney’s Public Theology for a Reconstructed South,” Journal 
of Presbyterian History 81 (2003): 163–77. Lucas concludes that Dab-
ney’s views are obviously problematic but that he is still an important 
topic for historical study. 

This volume contributes to a fuller understanding of Dabney’s con-
tribution by providing insight into other aspects of his career. Editor 
Jonathan Peters has compiled sermons by Dabney taken from both ar-
chives and previously published works, sermons that provide examples 
of his ministry during the war years. In fact, beyond Dabney’s own sto-
ry, the book provides material for a better understanding of religious life 
during the Civil War. The sermons are a picture of religious life in the 
army on a basic level. 

One aspect likely to strike the reader is that the war takes a relatively 
minor role in most of the sermons. Generally, they are expositions of 
Scripture likely to be edifying to any Christian regardless of their con-
text. Of course, notes about the war are present but not dominant. One 
sermon we are told was published as a tract at Stonewall Jackson’s re-
quest. Dabney also preached a funeral sermon for one fallen soldier and 
gave a commemorative sermon on General Jackson after his death. De-
spite such instances, the appeal and application of the sermons is usually 
broad. 

However, although most of the sermons are not overtly political, 
Dabney at times reflects the Confederate viewpoint. He rails on what he 
calls an “unprovoked war” and accuses the United States of violating 
oaths and compacts while himself remaining oblivious to the moral 
challenges of slavery. (One curious note is that Dabney refers to “the 
Confederacy” in a sermon dated November 1, 1860, before even South 
Carolina had seceded. Perhaps southerners were already bandying about 
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the term “Confederacy,” or it is a later edit by Dabney.) Yet one should 
note that he does criticize some aspects of Southern culture. Dabney 
condemns, for example, the practice of dueling and the supposed “code 
of honor” that produced it. He alludes to Representative Preston 
Brooks’s physical attack on Charles Sumner in the halls of the Senate, 
not only condemning the attack itself but also the “insane, wicked, and 
insulting justification” that many southerners offered for the incident. 

In short, the editor has provided a useful primary source for study-
ing not just Dabney but also aspects of Civil War religious life, such as 
the work of chaplains. Peters also provides numerous helpful footnotes 
for general readers who may not catch all of Dabney’s historical or liter-
ary allusions. It is a valuable primary source for study of this era. 

Mark Sidwell 
Bob Jones University, Greenville, SC 

Moore, Christopher C. Apostle of the Lost Cause: J. William Jones, Bap-
tists, and the Development of Confederate Memory. Knoxville, TN: Uni-
versity of Tennessee Press, 2019. 300 pp. $50.00 

J. William Jones (1836–1909) was a well-known Baptist minister 
and southern historian of the nineteenth century. Jones studied at the 
University of Virginia and the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
in Greenville, SC, before taking a pastorate in Louisa County, VA. He 
felt called to become a missionary to China, but the American Civil 
War erupted, prompting him to join the 13th Virginia Infantry, first as 
a private and then as the regimental chaplain. He eventually became a 
missionary chaplain to the Third Corps of the Army of Northern Vir-
ginia (ANV) and also helped form the Chaplains’ Association in the 
ANV. During his time in the service, he participated in several interde-
nominational revivals, preaching the good news of salvation by faith 
alone in Christ alone. 

After the war, Jones took up pastorates and chaplaincies in Virginia 
and North Carolina and served as the secretary of the Southern Histori-
cal Society (1875–1887), the Assistant Corresponding Secretary of the 
Home Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention (1887–
1893), and the chaplain-general of the United Confederate Veterans 
(1890–1909). He also published two biographies of his former com-
mander (Personal Reminiscences, Anecdotes, and Letters of Robert E. Lee 
and Life and Letters of Robert Edward Lee: Soldier and Man), a history of 
the wartime revivals (Christ in the Camp, or, Religion in Lee’s Army; later 
revised and republished with the subtitle Religion in the Confederate Ar-
my), and a classroom textbook (School History of the United States). 

Christopher C. Moore evaluates Jones’s legacy in his recent disserta-
tion turned book, titled Apostle of the Lost Cause: J. William Jones, Bap-
tists, and the Development of Confederate Memory. Taking a cue from 
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Charles Reagan Wilson’s Baptized in Blood: Religion of the Lost Cause, 
1865-1920, Moore portrays Jones as a follower of an additional “gos-
pel”: the “Lost Cause religion.” According to Moore’s description of this 
“religion,” “Lee was a Christ-figure, [and] Jones was his Apostle Paul… 
commissioned…to preserve a faithful narrative of the Confederacy” and 
to “point his readers to those he believed were incarnations of Southern 
virtue” (17) or “tangible representations of God’s presence” (326). 
Moore believes that Jones, in order to advance this “religion,” even en-
gaged in “relic veneration” by treating Lee’s office at Washington Col-
lege as “sacred space” and his letters as “holy writ” (291, 326). 

Historian William Earl Brown contends in his own dissertation that 
Wilson’s (and thereby Moore’s) “perception is based on a secular under-
standing of Jones’s intense burden for Confederate veterans…. Contrary 
to Wilson’s view, it was not Jones’s objective to glorify the Civil War (or 
any of its participants). However, the Civil War was a means to glorify 
Christ” (14, 121–22). The heartbeat of Jones’s ministry throughout his 
entire life was to spread of gospel of Jesus Christ as revealed in the Scrip-
tures. General Lee’s testimony as a sinner saved by grace (185) was a 
means for Jones to point others to the Savior. Jones said as much in 
Christ in the Camp: Religion in the Confederate Army (3, 8, 50) and the 
Life and Letters of Robert Edward Lee (449, 473, 476). 

Jones simply desired to obey the biblical injunction to observe and 
imitate those who follow Christ’s doctrine and example (1 Cor 11:1; 
Phil 3:17). Jones therefore respected Lee and his possessions as memori-
als of Christian virtue, not as sacred relics which could impart a mystic 
grace to worshippers. At times, Jones may have idealized southern histo-
ry, but he cannot rightly be accused of promoting another gospel (Gal 
1:6–9) according to the traditional sense of the term. 

Moore, however, fails to identify an actual false gospel in his study. 
He denigrates Jones for “limiting” Catholics from his ecumenism (12, 
72, 104–130), but he gives no details of the doctrinal aberrations of this 
religion. Rome teaches salvation by faith plus works (including relic 
veneration), contrary to the Scriptures (Eph 2:8–9). Any union with 
Rome would be an unbiblical ecumenism forbidden by the apostles. 
Abstaining from an unholy alliance then is not being schismatic or un-
necessarily limited but faithful to God’s Word. 

Had Moore evaluated Jones’s life and legacy according to the time-
less standards of Scripture, he could have properly assessed his subject’s 
virtues and vices. Confederates were unquestionably prejudiced against 
those of African descent and blind to this failing. But by God’s grace, 
Jones looked unto Jesus Christ for salvation from all of his sin, even sins 
he could not perceive. Jones and his fellow chaplains diligently preached 
this truth in the Confederate camps during the Civil War, to the con-
version of thousands. Christians would do well to commend and emu-
late their zeal for the gospel. Thankfully, Moore refers readers to another 
dissertation which seeks to do this very thing: William Earl Brown, 
“Pastoral Evangelism: A Model for Effective Evangelism as Demonstrat-
ed by the Ministries of John Albert Broadus, Alfred Elijah Dickinson, 
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and John William Jones in the Revival of the Army of Northern Virgin-
ia in 1863” (PhD diss., Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, 
1999). 

Jonathan W. Peters 
Reformation Bible Church, Darlington, MD 

The Gospel for Disordered Lives: An Introduction to Christ-Centered Bibli-
cal Counseling, by Robert D. Jones, Kristin L. Kellen, and Rob Green. 
Nashville, TN: B&H, 2021. 550 pp. $44.99. 

The Gospel for Disordered Lives is the product of many years of 
counseling practice, instruction, research, and writing. Robert Jones, 
who serves as Associate Professor of Biblical Counseling at The South-
ern Baptist Theological Seminary, writes from experience as a professor 
and former pastor. He contributed twenty of the forty chapters to this 
work. Kristin Kellen, a professor and counseling practitioner, contribut-
ed eleven chapters. Rob Green, a professor at Faith Bible Seminary and 
pastor of counseling and seminary ministries at Faith Church in Lafa-
yette, Indiana, contributed nine chapters. 

This book is the most comprehensive introduction to biblical coun-
seling since Jay Adams’s The Christian Counselor’s Manual (1973). The 
Gospel for Disordered Lives includes a solid introduction along with near-
ly twenty chapters on common counseling issues. The authors provide 
an “introductory guide to the theory and practice of Christ-centered 
biblical counseling” (2). They intend for the book to be used either as a 
textbook for colleges, universities, seminaries, and graduate schools or as 
a resource for counseling practitioners. 

Part 1 (chaps. 1–2) was written by Jones to give an overview of bib-
lical counseling, which includes defining Christ-centered biblical coun-
seling, describing who counsels, and describing in what setting they 
counsel. Jones defines biblical counseling as “caringly ministering God’s 
Word to help people handle their life struggles” (21). He argues that the 
Bible calls all Christians to minister the truth to one another. However, 
he notes that pastors have a special and clear responsibility to personally 
minister the Word of God to others (27). Jones believes that God has 
designed the context for counseling to be the local church (28). 

In Part 2 (chaps. 3–9), Green, Kellen, and Jones ground their 
methodology for counseling in the doctrines of Scripture, the Trinity, 
anthropology, and sin, showing the implications of these doctrines for 
biblical counseling. Since every counseling system has a source of au-
thoritative knowledge, biblical counseling sees their driving source of 
truth as the Word of God. While other disciplines can inform personali-
ty and stimulate thought, they do not play a constitutive role in devel-
oping a model for counseling well (45). 

Jones strikes a helpful balance in the debate between psychiatry and 



152 Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 

biblical counseling in Chapter 6. He identifies two extremes that are 
often used in counseling: sin-as-condition and sin-as-choice. Psychiatry 
argues that man’s problems have to do with biogenetic factors (sin-as-
condition). Occasionally, proponents of biblical counseling can entirely 
dismiss biological and genetic factors, arguing that the counselee is deal-
ing solely with a sin issue (sin-as-choice). Jones helpfully offers an alter-
native, “counselors who minimize sin-as-choice risk ignoring the 
countless biblical commands to put off sinful behavior and put on godly 
words and actions. Counselors who minimize sin-as-condition might 
become unduly harsh and impatient with counselees who continue in 
sin” (75). The balance comes when the counselor helps the individual to 
recognize both the physical and spiritual realities of the challenges they 
face. 

In Chapter 7, which is titled, “Understanding Guilt, Repentance, 
and Forgiveness,” Jones provides a helpful treatment of some common 
counseling issues. Overall, the chapter is good, but it would be helpful if 
Jones expanded this section to include more on the mechanics of for-
giveness. Additionally, it would be useful to hear the difference between 
a heart of forgiveness (or disposition) versus the transaction of for-
giveness (e.g., Matt 18:21–35; cf. Luke 17:3–4). 

In Chapter 9, Green offers an excellent four-step approach to 
responding to alternative counseling approaches. They are: (1) to master 
what the Bible says about the subject matter addressed; (2) to under-
stand accurately and charitably what the other approach teaches; (3) to 
evaluate what you learned using the Bible; and (4) to explain the other 
approach in light of Scripture (109–13). 

In Part 3 (chaps. 10–20), Jones and Green focus on a biblical coun-
seling methodology. These chapters serve as a practical guide to counsel-
ing well, showing how a biblical counselor helps a person move to 
change. Chapters 13–15 explain the methodology in some detail, which 
includes: (1) entering the counselee’s world by building rapport; 
(2) understanding the person’s needs (both perceived and biblically-
informed); and (3) offering Jesus Christ and His provisions for those 
needs (3). Chapters 16–20 help the counselor understand and build the 
skills of giving hope, using homework, concluding a case well, and 
maintaining appropriate confidentiality. Jones provides a much needed 
and outstanding chapter (chap. 19) to help readers understand how a 
biblical counselor should counsel with unbelievers. 

Jones, Kellen, and Green each contribute in Part 4 (chaps. 21–36), 
with each chapter providing a common counseling issue that counselors 
often face. The authors seek to provide a biblically-based framework for 
how to think about each issue along with practical wisdom and re-
sources for further study. A counselor may be faced with a new chal-
lenge, or he or she may need some ideas as to how to think about a 
given counseling topic. Part 4 serves as an excellent tool for counselors. 

Kellen’s chapter on trauma and abuse could be developed more 
(chap. 30). To be fair, this chapter would have been the most difficult 
to write for several reasons: (1) trauma and abuse are extremely complex 
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issues in counseling; (2) trauma and abuse are hot-button words in our 
culture; and (3) the topics of trauma and abuse are still being explored 
and developed in biblical counseling. To provide a thorough and nu-
anced biblical approach in a short number of pages would have been a 
daunting task. Kellen does well to provide some biblical categories for 
how to think through these challenging topics. One area that could 
have used more explanation was her discussion on abuse. She suggests 
that abuse is about power and control (377). It would have been helpful 
to learn what she means by that and what she does not mean by that. 
Woke theorists also use a power and control dynamic as a way to show 
the disparity of privilege in our culture, and they argue that the way to 
counteract power and control is with equity and inclusion. The Scrip-
tures caution the rich, but do not necessarily condemn them because 
they are rich. Additionally, pastors as leaders have authority over the 
church, but that does not mean that they are inherent abusers of their 
authority. Kellen clearly states that her concern is with the misuse of 
power and control, not that power and control are an evil dynamic on 
their own. But it would have been helpful if she unpacked her thoughts 
on abuse a bit more. 

At one point when writing about helping people who have experi-
enced past traumas, she suggests that God created us with a “fight-or-
flight-system” (385), an idea that has its roots in psychology. William 
Bradford Cannon was an American psychologist who studied animals in 
threatening situations and determined from those experiments that in a 
similar way, humans in a threatened state respond instinctively like an-
imals. While there may be some help in using that idea, Kellen could have 
helped readers to understand where that idea shows up in Scripture. 

Kellen and Jones conclude the book with part 5, giving four chap-
ters (chaps. 37–40) on counseling people in various age groups: chil-
dren, teenagers, middle-aged adults, and older adults. The chapters 
show the developmental characteristics of each group coupled with bib-
lical answers for dealing with people in various life stages. 

Jones, Kellen, and Green have provided a helpful introduction to 
biblical counseling and a great reference book for counselors who will 
encounter a range of counseling issues. Throughout the book, the au-
thors illuminate the biblical counseling principles by using examples 
from their own experience. 

Jacob Z. Elwart 
Inter-City Baptist Church, Allen Park, MI 

How to Find Yourself: Why Looking Inward is Not the Answer, by Brian 
Rosner. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022. 224 pp. $17.99. 

Brian Rosner is Principal of Ridley College in Melbourne, Australia. 
He previously taught at the University of Aberdeen and Moore 



154 Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 

Theological College. He also wrote Known by God: A Biblical Theology 
of Personal Identity (Zondervan, 2017) along with an in-depth study 
that supports the volume under review. 

The author examines expressive individualism, the approach to per-
sonal identity which looks primarily inward. He proposes an alternative: 
to look inward but also upward to God who owns you as well as back-
ward and forward to your personal journey with God. This is how 
identity is formed through Scripture’s guidance rather than public opin-
ion. 

Four chapters support the book’s message: looking for yourself; you 
are a social being; you are your story; and the new you. The author ex-
plains the current identity crisis: “This strategy of identity formation, 
sometimes labelled expressive individualism, is the view that you are who 
you feel yourself to be on the inside and that acting in accordance with 
this identity constitutes living authentically” (16). 

What are the main principles of expressive individualism? They in-
clude: the best way to find yourself is to look inward; the highest goal in 
life is happiness; all moral judgments are merely expressions of feeling or 
personal preference; forms of external authority are to be rejected; the 
world will improve dramatically as the scope of individual freedom 
grows; everyone’s quest for self-expression should be celebrated; and 
certain aspects of a person’s identity—such as their gender, ethnicity, or 
sexuality—are of paramount importance (24). This worldview has be-
come a strategy for forming personal identity. 

The author aims to look closely at the entire enterprise of identity 
discovery and projection from the perspective of the Bible. He observes 
the imbalance in this strategy for identity: “One striking effect of expres-
sive individualism, of looking inward to find yourself and defining your-
self in those terms, is that some markers have been elevated above all 
others. Markers that are in the minority will often be all-important to 
people’s identities: things like ethnicity or nationality, sexuality, non-cis 
genders, disability, or being a certain age” (35). But elevating one mark-
er to an identity is dangerous. We are more than one marker and identi-
fying ourselves or others with only one can easily turn to social 
stigmatizing. What is more, taking this struggle for identity to our social 
media networks exacerbates the problem by publicizing it. Is it any 
wonder that some are driven to suicide when public response to our 
myopically formed identities goes all wrong? 

Reflecting on Larry Siedentop’s tour de force, Inventing the Individ-
ual, Rosner says in an understatement, “The Bible had something to do 
with the very idea of the individual” (59). He adds, “You could almost 
argue that the whole storyline of the bible is set up in a way that de-
scribes, critiques and replaces the self-made self” (61). He continues: 

The Bible knows the human condition…. Not only does the Bible ad-
dress the subject of personal identity in general but, uncannily, it also 
discusses something approximating expressive individualism. Identity 
formation is actually a fundamental theme in the bible. You could 
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almost argue that the whole storyline of the bible is set up in a way that 
describes, critiques, and replaces the self-made self (60–61). 

Where do we look for our notion of identity formation? At creation, God 
gave man and woman an identity by creating them in his image. For 
this reason, “Human beings are afflicted, or perhaps blessed, with a nos-
talgia for the garden, a painful yearning for our perfect past” (75). This 
notion often comes out in our popular music. It should not surprise us 
that the theme song of the Woodstock festival in 1969 expresses this 
quest as, “We’ve got to get ourselves back to the garden” (Joni Mitch-
ell). While it might be easy for us to dismiss this strange urge to figure 
out who we really are so that we can decide what we should do, we 
should not be surprised for this is the stuff of worldview. 

The author repeatedly and rightly asks throughout the book, “Does 
it lead to a good life?” (three times on p. 17). He points out in response: 
“happiness, by any measure, is actually in decline” (16). He concludes 
that, although looking inward can be helpful to us in identity for-
mation, left alone and in the version being critiqued, it does not lead to 
a good life. 

Where does this conversation leave Christians who see some of the 
problems with expressive individualism but are not sure what to replace 
it with? Rosner contends: 

Whereas wanting to make the most of your talents and opportunities as 
well as taking some pleasure in your achievements is only natural, pride 
can easily lead to a consuming desire to stand out from the crowd and 
to a neglect of or indifference to the needs of others…. And the recog-
nition that God has marked you out means that you should feel less 
concerned about making your own mark (106). 

In fact, “those who are known by God intimately and personally are 
well-equipped to deal with the questions of existence, ego, ethics, ene-
mies, and enjoyment and have deep resources from which to draw in 
responding in positive ways to life’s challenges” (110). 

We should be grateful for Brian Rosner’s clear thinking and bold 
applications driven by Scripture in response to the God who loves us 
and owns us. This reviewer highly recommends the book for every 
Christian trying to sort through who they are and what they should do 
with their lives. 

Dave Deuel 
Joni and Friends International Ministries, Broadalbin, NY 

Preaching Life-Changing Sermons: Six Steps to Developing and Delivering 
Biblical Messages, by Jesse L. Nelson. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2022. 144 
pp. $16.99. 

Jesse Nelson aims “to deliver life-changing sermons” that help 
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listeners “conform to the image of Christ” (17). Preaching Life-Changing 
Sermons offers a simple introduction for expository preachers. Nelson’s 
practical insights bring “the seminary classroom” into the pastor’s study 
(19). Nelson saturates his brief manual with Scripture and maintains a 
strong emphasis on prayer in the life of the preacher. The book accom-
plishes his goal of providing a training manual for those without formal 
theological training. Nelson invites readers to learn from the strengths of 
African American expository preaching. Readers join Nelson’s lament 
that African American preaching is “a subject missing in most biblical 
or expository preaching books” (11). Even a reader steeped in homileti-
cal literature will gain insight as Nelson corrects the sorrowful oversight 
of previous preaching texts. 

Life-changing sermons begin with the preacher’s humble reliance 
upon the Holy Spirit and dependence upon the biblical text. Nelson 
shares how to preach life-changing sermons: “The secret is simple. I 
preach the text!” (18). The six chapters of the book provide a simple 
guide. First, the preacher must seek the Spirit. Prayer and personal Bible 
study are the foundational components of the preacher’s spiritual disci-
pline. Nelson offers the childhood insight of his grandmother in using 
the Lord’s Prayer as a model to PRAY: “Praise, Repent, Ask, and Yield” 
(25). Second, in “Selecting a Text,” Nelson encourages a biblical diet of 
preaching through books of the Bible rather than preaching solo ser-
mons. The preacher helps his listeners understand who God wants them 
to be, what they should do, and what they must know. 

The longest chapter, by necessity of the breadth of material Nelson 
covers, is chapter 3, “Studying the Scriptures.” He follows the basic for-
mat of observation, interpretation, and application. Nelson provides help-
ful clues to observe the details of the text such as the need to identify the 
emphasis of the passage or repeated phrases. Interpretation uncovers the 
plain meaning of the text for the original audience before making con-
nections to the commonalities shared with today’s listeners. His keys for 
interpretation—content, context, comparison, culture, and consulta-
tion—effectively summarize the hermeneutical principles of the semi-
nary classroom. Nelson’s acronym FAITH shapes the questions that 
guide application: Forgiveness, Attitudes and Actions, Insight and In-
struction, Thanksgiving, and Helping Others. Chapter four provides 
structural tools built around the expository frame of explanation, illus-
tration, and application. Nelson simplifies the training he received at 
New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary and identifies “the main 
point of the text (MPT), the life-changing principle (LCP), and the pur-
pose of the Sermon (POS)” (66). His LCP “is the bridge from the biblical 
world to the preacher’s modern context” (69). Nelson offers common 
sermon structures of a multi-point rhetorical sermon, question-answer 
outline, then-now format, key word sermon, and devotional structure. 
Each of these variations receives an expanded example in appendix 3. 

The fire of Nelson’s ministry, his dependence upon the Spirit for 
boldness and power, is the focus of chapter 5. He helps preachers pursue 
a holy, prayerful, and humble life in reliance upon the Spirit. Nelson’s 
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sixth chapter, “Sharing the Savior,” encourages the preacher to “reveal 
Christ in Scripture” (93). Appendix 1 traces the outline of the book 
across the preacher’s weekly preparation. Appendix 2 provides example 
sermon outlines, although a greater variety in biblical genres would have 
provided more help to the beginning preacher. The final appendix dis-
plays common sermon structures. 

The brevity of the book will serve beginning preachers and help 
develop their thirst for further training. Nelson’s dependence upon the 
Bible and the Holy Spirit are a model for new and experienced preach-
ers. As promised in his preface, the book introduces some nuances of 
African American preaching. For example, “One of the strengths of Af-
rican American preaching is the art of narration” (72). Nelson introduc-
es a pantheon of African American preachers who have shaped his 
ministry: E. K. Bailey, H. B. Charles, Lance Watson, Maurice Watson, 
and Ralph Douglas West. Some of his models are nationally known 
preachers while others have regional influence and with whom Nelson 
has personal relationships: Marcus Desmond Davidson, Tony Evans, 
Sanford Johnson, Fred Luter, Jr., W. Charles Lewis, A. Louis Patterson, 
Jr., James Bland Smith, Robert Smith, Jr., and John Henry Williams, 
Jr. A perusal of sermons from Nelson’s list of influential African Ameri-
can preachers will serve preachers in every cultural context. May Nel-
son’s goal of life-changing sermons sweep across church auditoriums 
with Spirit-filled power. 

Kevin D. Koslowsky 
Faith Presbyterian Church, Wilmington, DE 

Preaching: A Simple Approach to the Sacred Task, by Daniel Overdorf. 
Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2022. 240 pp. $20.99. 

Daniel Overdorf has delivered the preaching goods again. This 
book makes the homiletical principles taught in higher academia attain-
able for beginners without sacrificing the depth and gravity of biblical, 
God-honoring preaching (14). Trained at Gordon-Conwell (DMin in 
Preaching) under Haddon Robinson, Overdorf is Professor of Pastoral 
Ministries and Director of Preaching Programs at Johnson University in 
Knoxville, TN. He is a prolific author, with such contributions as One 
Year to Better Preaching: 52 Exercises to Hone Your Skills (Kregel, 2013) 
and Applying the Sermon: How to Balance Biblical Integrity and Cultural 
Relevance (Kregel, 2009). 

There are eight chapters in all: Conviction (drives preaching), Re-
search (the Scripture idea), Focus (on a single idea), Shape (the flow of 
thought), Develop (each segment), Bookend (with an introduction and 
conclusion), Polish (with descriptive language), and Embody (the sermon 
in the preaching event). Three helpful appendices show step-by-step 
how Overdorf prepared a message (Jas 1:19–27), along with his finished 
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sermon manuscript and worksheet. He also includes exercises and ex-
amples, as well as fifteen Sidebars and Bonus Articles throughout the 
book covering The Art of Storytelling, Writing for the Ear, etc. 

Overdorf begins with a preacher’s convictions—convictions about 
God, Scripture, preaching, and preachers. Methods and techniques 
change but our convictions direct our actions and who we become as 
preachers, “The world must hear; we must preach. Eternity hangs in the 
balance” (18–19). Our research will bring our listeners to mind as we 
read the text, and research the text honoring biblical literary forms (49–
55). The focus of the sermon centers on a compelling thesis statement 
that will ring in the listeners’ ears long after the sermon ends (70), this 
type of sermon is more like a bullet than buckshot (68). As we shape the 
sermon Overdorf provides several principles, among them “a sermon is 
not a document; it’s an event.” As each segment is developed, the text 
should be explained, illustrated, applied, and transitions provided. One 
of Overdorf’s more insightful chapters includes the bookends of the in-
troduction and conclusion. Often a sermon fails because “Why should I 
listen to you?” is unanswered in the introduction or “What do I now do 
with this truth?” is unanswered in the conclusion, thereby sabotaging 
faithful obedience to God’s Word. Overdorf invites us to polish the ser-
mon, by using descriptive language and engaging the senses. Remember 
our sermons’ rough edges “need to be smoothed so that we communi-
cate most effectively, [as] God’s truth shines through. Preaching de-
serves our best effort” (158). 

Two highlights, first, chapter eight Embody (the sermon in the 
preaching event) is the standout section. Overdorf purposefully shies 
away from terms such as delivery or presentation because “we verbally 
and nonverbally embody the truth of God that has captured our own 
lives and that we hope captures our listeners’ lives too” (188). As we 
embody the sermon Overdorf encourages the preacher to (1) be himself, 
for God uses our uniqueness; (2) punctuate the sermon with our voice 
and body—through voice variety, pause, repetition, and body posture, 
movement, gestures, and eye contact (191–94); and (3) minimize our 
reliance on notes which leads to better communication. Second, Preach-
ing with Integrity: Research versus Plagiarism was a much-needed article. 
Overdorf offers a potent word, “Preachers who copy sermons from the 
internet or book chapters rob themselves and their listeners of Spirit-led 
study and saturation of Scripture” (63). It is a given, whatever we speak, 
in the pulpit or conversation, listeners believe they are our own words 
unless we say otherwise (64). He supplies both solution and suggestion, 
“The solution to plagiarism is simple: if we use a direct quote, personal 
story, or an original idea from someone else, we need to say so” (64). 
Then a threefold suggestion: (1) study the text, (2) read widely, and 
(3) cite briefly (65–66). 

There are several qualities worth noting. First, the work is theocen-
tric, God is the beginning point of all preaching, “If we believe there is a 
God, the Bible is his Word, and that he commissions us to proclaim his 
good news, we preach” (18). If a sermon is lacking in the divine element, 
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it is not a sermon, it is a speech and a poor one at that (32). God is also 
the end of all preaching, “Preaching is strategic when it helps move the 
church toward God’s purposes—when it helps the church be what God 
called us to be and do what God called us to do” (180). Second, this 
work is Christocentric, Christ is the point of all preaching, according to 
Overdorf: “Preaching is God’s means of announcing the hope and salva-
tion of Jesus to the world” (23). “When you quit preaching Jesus, you 
quit preaching” (81). Recognizing Christ in all of Scripture is para-
mount to the preaching endeavor, for all Scripture either prepares for 
Christ, proclaims Christ, or equips us for a response to Christ (82, 84–
85). Finally, this book is bibliocentric, while the story may be ancient, it 
is alive and relevant (21). For those off-course Overdorf steers them 
aright: “Sermons that convey God’s eternal truth are grounded not in 
our creativity, soapboxes, or musings, but in the Bible” (40), for it is 
neither circumstance nor creativity that drive our preaching strategy—it 
is Scripture (181). Sadly, too many times “our actions [about reading 
the text] betray an unspoken assumption: the Scripture text is but a nec-
essary step to reach what we believe is most important—our own 
thoughts about the text” (195). 

When Overdorf writes on preaching, one would do well to listen. 
Whether you are a Paul or a Timothy, his final prayer for the preacher 
(208–10) will serve as an encouragement and a pattern to convey. For 
further homiletic insight try Jesse Nelson, Preaching Life-Changing Ser-
mons (Kregel, 2022) or Allan Moseley From the Study to the Pulpit (Lex-
ham, 2018). This book is highly recommended. Overdorf puts the glory 
of preaching on the shelf where anyone can share, for “preaching is the 
proclamation of God’s story, grounded in his Word, empowered by his 
Spirit, and embodied in his servant, for the redemption and edification 
of his people” (26). 

Tony A. Rogers 
Southside Baptist Church, Bowie, TX 

Unto Others: Rediscovering the Golden Rule—the Lost Key to Relation-
ships, by Dave Swavely. Minneapolis, MN: Cruciform Press, 2022, 144 
pp. $13.99. 

Pastor Dave Swavely, church planter and mission leader, writes out 
of concern for relationships that should function in love. Among the 
author’s other writings, Life in the Father’s House: A Member’s Guide to 
the Local Church (P&R, 1996) illustrates his church relational commit-
ment. In the present study he addresses the unique relationship Jesus 
calls “unto others,” and invites Christians to rediscover it for the good of 
the home, church, and society. 

In his study, the author chronicles the loss and calls for the recovery 
of the golden rule (13–19). Chapters include “Why the Golden Rule is 
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so Very Golden”; “How the Golden Rule Was Lost for Generations,” 
including six reasons it happened; “Recovering the Golden Rule for the 
Church Today”; “Applying the Golden Rule in Everyday Life”; and 
“You Hold the Key.” 

The final section lays out a biblical and practical eight-step process 
for applying the golden rule. For support in making biblical and lasting 
application, the book’s format includes step-by-step processes. Also, each 
chapter concludes with questions to facilitate thought and reflection. 

Maybe you have heard the golden rule misinterpreted: “Get others 
before they get you” or “treat others well so that they will treat you 
well.” These distortions of Scripture produce devastating consequences. 
No wonder relationships make up a large portion of our counseling 
ministries. We address marriage and family issues, but what about a be-
liever’s relationship with others? How do the “unto others” commands 
differ, if at all, from the many one-another commands (21–23)? 

Scripture frequently addresses one-anothers for local church rela-
tionships: e.g., “love one another.” These commands are reciprocal or 
two-directional in nature and are essential for church life. But the Bible 
also identifies a relationship that focuses on us as individuals in our rela-
tionship to others that is one-directional, us to the other person. To our 
loss, we are less inclined to understand or address this relational role. 
What is more, the unto others helps clarify reciprocal treatment by dif-
ferentiating it. That is because the others relationship is not intended to 
be reciprocal or two-directional. It is one-directional. We do for others 
with no concern to receive their reciprocity. 

How many counseling challenges could be resolved, even preempt-
ed, by a clearer understanding and a faithful practice of “unto others”? 
How many more ignored people would be included in church and 
community activities? Practicing the Lord’s “do unto others” command 
will decrease the exclusion of people on the fringes. It will remind us 
that mistreatment is not just deliberate abuse; it is also neglect of the 
disenfranchised. Crucially, Jesus’s call unto others makes these precious 
saints visible to us. Not surprisingly, many of them need counseling care 
for their lives are a daily crisis. 

After all, Jesus sends us into all the world to witness. He also sends 
us unto others in our midst to help them. Many take his golden rule to 
mean that if you want others to treat you well, then you need to treat 
them well first. But Jesus made a much bolder claim on our lives; treat 
others well regardless of whether they treat you well in return. No won-
der he also commands to “love your enemies.” 

Our Savior explains that the golden rule fulfills the law and the 
prophets, all the Old Testament. Recent biblical law studies demonstrate 
that the essence and purpose of the law was to display the perfect charac-
ter of God in values (23–25). Rather than look for current applications 
to specific OT laws, we as twenty-first century Christians should under-
stand and amplify the values behind the Law in every aspect of our lives. 
The present study reduces these values to one because Jesus did—love 
others. 
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In response to the OT law, David models the golden rule. King Saul 
continually mistreats David humiliating him and attempting to take his 
life. In response, David refuses opportunities to retaliate. The apostle 
Paul does unto others. Leaders aim to harm him with false accusations 
undermining his good testimony. On several occasions opponents beat 
and stone Paul nearly taking his life. But the apostle responds with love 
and kindness. He does not retaliate (30–31). 

We would like others to focus on us and do for us. We are born self-
interested, and we live in a reciprocating world. Some say, “You scratch 
my back and I’ll scratch yours.” Jesus’s message challenges the very basis 
of reciprocity and calls for a radical alternative; sacrifice yourself by do-
ing unto others. 

What would happen if Christians in all institutions practiced Jesus’s 
golden rule? In the home, family members would draw unconditionally 
close to others in the face of mistreatment, abandonment, and divorce; 
in the church, people would not take offense but faithfully serve others; 
and in society, Jesus’s followers would model caring relationships that 
shine bright in the darkest places (97–126). 

In a world tragically bent on harming others before they harm you, 
Jesus calls us to do unto others regardless of what they do to you. This 
tall order comes from God who consistently and completely does unto 
others with fail-safe perfection. Without pause, the author states: “The 
golden rule is a life-changing heavenly truth that will be worth far more 
to you than any earthly treasure, if you understand it rightly and prac-
tice it biblically. When rediscovered, this lost key to relationships will 
unlock the kind of supernatural power that can transform individual 
lives, the church, and the rest of society” (135). 

This is an important study for every believer. In a day when unbe-
lievers measure Christians and find them wanting for not caring for oth-
ers, it is a call to repent of our self-interest. May our Lord and Savior use 
this message to wake up and challenge us to love and good works not in 
retaliation toward others and not for what we can get from them. Self-
denial in serving others is deeply satisfying. After all, God created us for 
it. 

Dave Deuel 
Joni and Friends International Ministries, Broadalbin, NY 

Spiritual Care Basics and Beyond: What Do I Say? What Should I Do? 
Interpersonal Tools and Resources for Spiritual Care, by Joel Hempel. Eu-
gene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2023. 200 pp. $28.00. 

The author, having ministered in roles of pastor, institutional chap-
lain, mentor, administrator, clinical pastoral educator, and pastoral 
counselor, currently serves in retirement as Director of Diaconal Minis-
try at his church. He has taught spiritual care, also known as soul care, 
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to hundreds of students and pastoral care and counseling workers over a 
lifetime. 

At a time when the world obsesses over the individual’s identity and 
life experience, we are still tempted to focus on crowds. Hempel writes 
to alert the church to its God-given care for individuals. Soul care can 
renew our focus on one. 

What is spiritual care? Spiritual caregivers of all kinds will benefit 
from reading how to administer care in times of crisis or calm. The au-
thor explains, “This book intends to provide lay and professional minis-
ters with the understanding and skills to assist people in this life’s 
journey…in a Christian context or an institution like a hospital, prison, 
or nursing home” (xvi). Although often unable to join church minis-
tries, people with disabilities, particularly isolated in homes or institu-
tions, need spiritual care. 

In the book’s first part the author explains spiritual care and under-
scores that the goal: spiritual growth. Spiritual care is most at home in 
the church, but it possesses the ministry flexibility and adaptability to 
reach out into the community particularly in places like private organi-
zations and government institutions. Part two focuses on the spiritual 
care skills of assessing, presence, listening, asking questions, and affirma-
tion or confrontation. Here, the author is biblically intentional about 
spiritual growth. The third part addresses essential elements of spiritual 
care, and the fourth part the Holy Spirit’s work in spiritual care. 

Regarding the essential goal of spiritual growth, the authors ask 
“Why would Christians want to become more mature in their faith? So 
that (a) they are increasingly aware of their goodness in Jesus Christ, 
(b) they are less burdened by destructive thinking, feeling, and behav-
ing, and (c) there is ever-growing evidence of love in their lives and ser-
vice to others as Christ has loved and served us” (15). Yes, the goal of 
our care for others is that they grow spiritually, and in turn, they can 
become spiritual caregivers for others. 

How does spiritual care work? It helps to understand that spiritual 
care is one-on-one soul care in its most basic form, which Hempel de-
velops in three parts: (1) In general, it is “attending to the needs of 
God’s people in the local church…utilizing all of the resources the 
church has available by the grace of God” (3). It addresses all people 
according to their needs. Not surprising, spiritual care is one form of 
church ministry that non-church institutions allow in their space in-
cluding government or private institutions. (2) Spiritual care is a unique 
ministry form. It is “a way of interacting with people and attending to 
their emotional and spiritual needs” (ix). Most critically, spiritual care 
goes directly to the person in need. It is mobile soul care. A disability 
caregiver who is a member of a local church does disability care by going 
to the person. Spiritual care workers often have two institutional con-
nections: one to their local church and the other to a care institution 
(hospital, nursing home, or the like). Spiritual care is less formal and 
programmatic, and more sensitive to the spiritual needs of the person. It 
is in every way very individual and intentional. (3) What specifically 
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does “spiritual” mean in this unique ministry form? “‘Spiritual’ is every-
thing in life associated with God’s relationship to persons and a person’s 
relationship (or lack thereof) to God…. Thus, spiritual care is the Spir-
it-led, skilled ministry provided to those afflicted by the challenges and 
sufferings of life” (ix). It is individual and intentional focus on one per-
son. How is it different from other ministry forms? It aims to go deeper 
and be more intentional to need. 

Is spiritual care biblical? Soul care is as old as Scripture. It has met 
the spiritual needs of people for millennia. The author believes that Paul 
captures spiritual care in the clause, “equip his people for works of ser-
vice” (Eph 4:12). More specifically and critically, “Spiritual care is not 
only for working with hurting people who are dealing with individual 
issues; it is also for helping people identify where they are in their faith 
journey and what God wants them to do with their lives” (xvii). This 
dual aim addresses the complete needs, physical and spiritual, of people 
with disabilities well. They may not get soul care in any other way. 
Many cannot go to church. 

What ministry activities does spiritual care include? With deep pas-
toral concern, the author’s list includes “admonishing sin, declaring for-
giveness, promoting spiritual growth, facilitating healing, and 
communicating God’s demand for justice and God’s astonishingly gen-
erous and ever-present mercy” (3). In practice, it entails listening in si-
lence, praying for and with, encouraging, comforting, even instructing, 
whatever the need might require. Soul care workers address specific 
needs, that which is expedient to the moment. They assess needs in the 
moment and address them. 

Although the author takes an integrationist approach to counseling 
theory, his focus throughout on practical care makes the book a well-
spring of good practices for those who use spiritual care, particularly in 
non-church contexts. Soul care can mobilize ministry to effectively serve 
the spiritual needs of God’s people. Churches will benefit from its prac-
tice in home visitation and other forms of outreach. The reviewer rec-
ommends this book to any Christian interested in doing spiritual care, 
especially disability caregivers in health, education, and disability ser-
vices. 

Dave Deuel 
Joni and Friends International Ministries, Broadalbin, NY 

Redeeming Productivity, by Reagan Rose. Chicago, IL: Moody Publish-
ers, 2022. ix + 158 pp. $15.99. 

Reagan Rose is the founder of Redeeming Productivity, an online 
teaching ministry aimed at recapturing personal productivity for the 
sake of Christ. The problem with modern productivity is that—to a 
great degree—it works. Many people read self-help books and improve 
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their lives, get promoted, or get a raise, but “often hiding behind practi-
cal tips on time management, decision-making, or goal setting is a 
whole spectrum of worldly philosophies” (11). “The promise of secular 
productivity is a life of financial prosperity” (127). Productivity-minded 
Christians can often begin to adopt many worldly ideologies that drive 
modern productivity. So, what can be done? Reagan argues that Chris-
tians need to realize that productivity ultimately belongs to God and is 
done for him, and it needs to be redeemed. He says, “Productivity has 
been hijacked, and it is time we take it back” (11). Christians can use 
some of the practical tips on time management. Often, these are very 
effective, but they cannot accept the underlying ideologies behind them. 
So, Reagan organizes his book into five pillars and practices. Each pillar 
is paired with a practice that best corresponds to that pillar. 

The first pillar and practice lay the foundation for the whole 
productivity system in Redeeming Productivity. Pillar one is “you belong 
to God” (13). Reagan says that “‘it’s my life’ is a radical and often rebel-
lious mode of thinking…. And ‘it’s my life’ is the fundamental assump-
tion behind the spirit of our age” (13–14). Reagan shares a bit of his 
own journey in this chapter. He first got into productivity in an effort 
to reinvent himself and improve his life. However, the downside was 
that the primary motivation was selfishness. He says: “The focus was 
always me. This is the origin of all unchristian productivity. It is a selfish 
desire for self-improvement for self’s sake” (15–16). So, redeemed produc-
tivity flips the script on this kind of thinking. There are only two choic-
es, Reagan says. “No matter how you slice it, we want to be productive 
either to serve ourselves or to serve God” (18). Among Christians there 
is no sovereign individual. Christians are not the captain of their own 
destiny. They belong to God. 

Having established that productivity exists to serve God, Reagan 
also takes a section to define productivity. He says that, when most peo-
ple talk about productivity, they mean “how efficiently and consistently 
an individual can complete important tasks. This is how I plan to use 
the word in this book. Productivity is about efficiently accomplishing 
the right things” (17). Many productivity authors will tell their readers 
how to accomplish many things. Few focus on the important things. 
Reagan’s focus on what is important is a core strength of the book. 
Speaking of what is important leads nicely into the first practice, morn-
ing routines. 

Practice number one gives the reader an excellent framework for 
crafting a morning routine. The morning routine is the cornerstone of 
the productivity system. Reagan calls it a keystone habit. “‘Keystone 
habit’ is the term Charles Duhigg uses to describe ‘small changes or 
habits that people introduce into their routines that unintentionally car-
ry over into other aspects of their lives’” (26). Reagan roots the concept 
of a morning routine in the firstfruits principle found throughout Scrip-
ture. Solomon tells us, “Honor the Lord with your wealth and with the 
firstfruits of all your produce” (Prov 3:9). Reagan says, “By giving God 
the first and best of what you had produced, you were acknowledging 
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that it all belongs to Him anyway” (29). Remember this practice is 
paired with the pillar “you belong to God.” He continues: “In the same 
way, when you spend the first moments of your day praying, reading 
Scripture, and doing other activities that prime you to be productive, 
you are offering God the firstfruits of your day” (30). Reagan uses the 
acronym “POWER” to help the reader remember the steps for a pro-
ductive morning (30). The five steps are: (1) prayer, (2) organization, 
(3) Word, (4) exercise, and (5) reading and writing. On their own or 
done haphazardly, these are not very effective, but a key point in this 
chapter is that “big change comes from simple daily habits” (31). Note 
that these five steps are not in chronological order. Redeemed productiv-
ity is all about doing the right things, not just getting many things 
done. These habits done consistently will result in spiritual growth and a 
productive walk with God, not for self-improvement’s sake but to serve 
God effectively because “you belong to Him.” 

This is only the first of the five pillars and practices. So, why should 
a reader pick up this book? There is very little negative to say about it. 
Redeeming Productivity is consistently biblical. Reagan works hard to 
cite Scripture and draw on biblical wisdom. It is short: so much truth 
and wisdom is packed into 150 pages. The chapters are organized well, 
usually one pillar of productivity followed by a corresponding practice in 
productivity. Redeeming Productivity is an excellent resource to give to 
any Christian wanting to be more effective in life and ministry. Reagan 
has done well in writing a concise yet thorough introduction. Productiv-
ity books today are so full of false ideology that reading them is like 
looking for a steak in a garbage can. A scavenger might find a steak, just 
as a reader might find nuggets of truth in many secular books. But is it 
worth digging through and spitting out all the ideological garbage? On 
the other hand, read Redeeming Productivity, where you will be served a 
steak in a five-star restaurant. 

Philip Cecil 
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