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EDITORIAL

Wisdom and Hope in Difficult Days:
Reading Revelation in 2022

— Brian J. Tabb —

Brian Tabb is academic dean and professor of biblical studies at Bethlehem
College & Seminary in Minneapolis and general editor of Themelios.

“This calls for a mind with wisdom...”” (Rev 17:9)

cerning wisdom and dogged hope. There is often more heat than light in our social media feeds and

regular news cycles, which offer vast oceans of drama and worry but with tiny islands of wisdom
and hope. As Jeffrey Bilbro writes, “We don’t just need the media to cast a more piercing light; ... we
need to reevaluate the light we rely on to understand our times and discern how to respond”* To that
end, let’s reflect together on the Bible’s last word in the Revelation of Jesus Christ. My claim, as sug-
gested in the title, is that Revelation offers God’s people wisdom and hope in difficult days. I'll begin
with some orientating comments about reading this magnificent yet mysterious book, then reflect on
the need to hear and heed Revelation’s offer of true wisdom and lasting happiness, and finally conclude
with several pastoral appeals for wise, hopeful living.

In these difficult days marked by deep divisions, deadly diseases, and societal decay, we need dis-

1. How to Read Revelation

For many Christians, Revelation is a fascinating yet frustrating puzzle.> Interpreters have proposed
different keys to unlock this enigmatic book. Many popular authors and speakers commend reading
Revelation in the light of current world events. One recent book discusses “the countdown to the End
of the Age”* Another elucidates “ten prophetic issues as current as the morning news,” explaining to
readers “where we are, what it means, and where we go from here Yet the confident analysis from
so-called “prophecy experts” often misses the mark and seems far removed from Christ’s revelation
to John and the seven churches. Alternatively, biblical scholars typically stress that it is important to

!Jeffrey Bilbro, Reading the Times: A Literary and Theological Inquiry into the News (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2021), 1.

2 This paragraph adapts material from Brian J. Tabb, All Things New: Revelation as Canonical Capstone,
NSBT 48 (London: Apollos, 2019), 1-2.

3 John Hagee, The End of the Age: The Countdown Has Begun (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2021), 134.

* David Jeremiah, Where Do We Go from Here? How Tomorrow'’s Prophecies Foreshadow Today’s Problems
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2021), vii.
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understand the situation of Revelation’s first readers in the late first century AD. So, “the beast” is not a
future antichrist arising from the European Union or the UN but the Roman Empire with its idolatrous
emperor worship and economic oppression. While rightly seeking to understand the historical-cultural
context of the book, many scholarly treatments fail to read Revelation as the capstone of Christian
Scripture for the enduring benefit of the church in each generation.

Revelation is unique among the N'T Scriptures, and the book’s opening verses signal that it is an
apocalyptic prophecy packaged as a letter to be read in corporate worship.” “The revelation of Jesus
Christ” (AmokdAvyig 'Incod Xpiotod) serves as a title or summary of the book while clueing readers
in to its genre. In the NT, the term dnokdAvyng (the basis for “apocalypse” in English) consistently
refers to divine revelation or disclosure of hidden or unseen realities.® Revelation resembles biblical
and extrabiblical apocalyptic writings in at least three ways: (1) it discloses God’s ultimate purposes
in salvation and judgment, (2) it presents a transcendent, God-centered perspective on reality, and
(3) it challenges the people of God to evaluate their troubles in light of God’s present rule and future
triumph. Revelation is also “a book of prophecy” to be heeded by God’s people (1:3; 22:7). John receives
this genuine prophecy “in the Spirit” and writes what he sees and hears about “what must soon take
place” (22:6) in order to comfort struggling saints and warn those who are in spiritual danger. This
apocalyptic prophecy comes in the form of an ancient letter addressed to seven churches with a greeting
and benediction resembling many N'T epistles. Douglas Webster aptly calls Revelation a “prison epistle;”
penned by a prophet, poet, pastor, and political prisoner who was immersed in the prophetic Scriptures.”

I argue that Revelation’s canonical context—not current events or ancient history—is the most
decisive for understanding its mysterious and magisterial visions. As Dennis Johnson states, “Revelation
makes sense only in light of the Old Testament”® John stands in the line of Isaiah, Ezekiel, and other
faithful prophets as he writes down the divine visions and messages he has received. But John also
uniquely receives a “revelation from Jesus Christ” (1:1) and is commanded not to “seal up the words of
the prophecy of this book” (22:10), reversing the command to Daniel to “seal up” his prophecy until the
end of days (Dan 8:26; 12:4, 9). Thus, John is a true prophet writing at the culmination of redemptive
history. This book reveals how Christ has begun to fulfill the prophetic hopes through his death,
resurrection, and heavenly reign, and how he will soon return to consummate God’s purposes to judge
evil, save his people, and restore all things.

Revelation’s remarkable and perplexing prophetic pictures of a diabolical dragon, a seven-headed
sea monster, a seven-horned lamb, a sealed scroll, a lake of fire, and a happily-ever-after paradise stretch
our minds and stir our hearts. These visions should make us hate what is evil and love what is true, good,
and beautiful according to God’s perfect standards, beckoning us to live counterculturally as faithful
witnesses who “follow the Lamb wherever he goes” (Rev 14:4).° While many seek to decode Revelation’s
riddles with the key of current events or ancient history, we must remember that God has given us this

° Here I adapt material from Tabb, All Things New, 4-7.
¢ Cf. Moisés Silva, "kahOmtw," NIDNTTE 2:615-16.
7 Douglas D. Webster, Follow the Lamb: A Pastoral Approach to The Revelation (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2014),

$ Dennis E. Johnson, Triumph of the Lamb: A Commentary on Revelation (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing,
2001), 22.

° This is adapted from Tabb, All Things New, 2.
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book with its apocalyptic imagery in order to decode our reality, to capture our imaginations, and to
guide our way in this world.

Revelation is written for embattled Christians who need endurance, wisdom, and hope.”* The
messages to the seven churches present various threats facing God’s people. Christ calls believers in
Smyrna to “be faithful unto death” (2:10), and he refers to the martyrdom of Antipas “where Satan
dwells” (2:13)."* There are also more subtle and insidious dangers: the Ephesian church loses her first
love (2:4), false teaching exerts its seductive appeal in Pergamum and Thyatira (2:20), Sardis is spiritually
sleep-walking (3:1-3), and Laodicea is proudly self-reliant (3:17). The risen Christ urges his church to
remember, to repent, and to remain steadfast that we may receive all that he has promised. “He who has
an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches” (2:7).

2. Hear and Heed Wisdom

Those who hear and heed the revelation of Jesus Christ are counted truly happy. The book contains
seven beatitudes or macarisms, statements featuring the Greek term pakdpiog usually translated
“blessed,” “happy,” or “favored””> These sayings summon us to wise living and lasting joy. The beatitude
in Revelation 1:3 sets the tone for the whole book:

Blessed [pakdaprog] is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed
are those who hear, and who keep what is written in it, for the time is near.

A similar saying in Revelation 22:7 calls believers to obey God’s revealed message:
Blessed [paxapiog] is the one who keeps the words of the prophecy of this book.

These foundational beatitudes offer timely wisdom and call for obedient action motivated by
confident hope. Revelation calls us to seek true wisdom and happiness, to keep Christ’s words, and to
read the time correctly.

2.1. Seeking True Wisdom and Lasting Happiness

In my title, “Wisdom and Hope in Difficult Days,” the stress on hope may seem obvious since
Revelation has much to say about the return of Christ and the restoration of all things. But you may
wonder what the apocalyptic visions of this book have to do with wisdom. What is wisdom? According
to Scripture, the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom (Prov 1:7). More than book smarts, wisdom
is true understanding that enables us to navigate life in this world.”

Before examining explicit references to “wisdom” (co@ia) in Revelation, let’s first consider how the
book’s beatitudes hold out true wisdom and happiness. The book opens by ascribing divine favor or

1 Cf. Johnson, Triumph of the Lamb, 334.

1 Satan’s throne may refer specifically to the prominent practice of emperor worship in Pergamum—consid-
ered the keeper of Caesar’s temple—or more generally to increased Roman opposition to believers in that city For
discussion, see Jeffrey A. D. Weima, The Sermons to the Seven Churches of Revelation: A Commentary and Guide
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2021), 95-99.

12 The uses of pakdpiog in Revelation fall under the second definition in BDAG 611: “pert[aining] to being
esplecially] favored, blessed, fortunate, happy, privileged, frlom] a transcendent perspective”

13 Similarly Tremper Longman III, How to Read Proverbs (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2002), 15.
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blessing to “the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy” and “those who hear, and who keep
what is written in it,” much like the first two psalms introduce the whole Psalter:*

Blessed [’j\?tﬁ] is the man
who walks not in the counsel of the wicked ...
but his delight is in the law of the LORD. (Ps 1:1-2)

Blessed [’j_'(?tg] are all who take refuge in him [the Son]. (2:12)

Commentators rightly classify Psalm 1 as a Torah psalm and Psalm 2 as a royal psalm. But the
beatitudes “blessed is the man..” and “blessed are all...” are proverbial expressions of true wisdom and
happiness, contrasted with the folly and ruin of wickedness.”” In other words, those who experience
God’s favor rightly respond to God’s word and his Son, while the wicked fail to heed God’s law or serve
his King. The beatitudes in Psalms 1-2 “serve as a paradigm” for the Psalter’s two dozen other uses of
the Hebrew term ’j\?tﬁ (“blessed” or “happy”).’ The stakes could not be higher in this contrast between
wisdom and folly:

For the Lord knows the way of the righteous,
but the way of the wicked will perish. (1:6)

Kiss the Son,
lest he be angry, and you perish in the way,
for his wrath is quickly kindled.

Blessed are all who take refuge in him. (2:12)

The OT Poetic Books include many beatitudes using the same terminology, ’j}?iﬁ in Hebrew and
Hakdplog in Greek translation. Consider, for example, Proverbs 3:13, 18:

Blessed [’j\zﬂ'kﬁ] is the one who finds wisdom,
and the one who gets understanding....

She [wisdom] is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her;
those who hold her fast are called blessed ['IEJND]

Other psalms and proverbs ascribe blessedness to those who fear, trust, seek, and hope in the Lord,
who delight in God’s instruction, who experience forgiveness of sins, and who walk according to God’s
ways.” These macarisms are invitations to learn true wisdom and thus experience true life with God.

4 On Psalms 1-2 as the introduction to the collection of Psalms, see Robert L. Cole, Psalms 1-2: Gateway
to the Psalter, Hebrew Bible Monographs 37 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2013); O. Palmer Robertson, The Flow
of the Psalms: Discovering Their Structure and Theology (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2015), 13; James M.
Hamilton, Jr., Psalms, 2 vols., Evangelical Biblical Theology Commentary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Academic,
2021), 1:3, 89-90.

15 “Beatitudes occur in a variety of literary contexts, and amidst diverse genres, but their home lies in wisdom
discourse”” Greg Carey, “Finding Happiness in Apocalyptic Literature,” in The Bible and the Pursuit of Happiness:
What the Old and New Testaments Teach Us about the Good Life, ed. Brent A. Strawn (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2012), 209.

' Michael L. Brown, “"JWR,” NIDOTTE 1:564.
17 For example, Pss 32:1-2; 40:4; 84:12; 112:1; 119:2; 128:1; 146:5; Prov 16:20; 28:14.
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There are also a few beatitudes in the OT Prophetic Books. Consider three examples:'®

Therefore the LORD waits to be gracious to you,

and therefore he exalts himself to show mercy to you.
For the LorD is a God of justice;

blessed [’7}?8] are all those who wait for him. (Isa 30:18)

Thus says the Lord:
“Keep justice, and do righteousness,
for soon my salvation will come,
and my righteousness be revealed.
Blessed [’j\?iﬂ] is the man who does this,
and the son of man who holds it fast...” (Isa 56:1-2)

Blessed [’j\?iﬁ] is he who waits and arrives at the 1,335 days. (Dan 12:12)

These prophetic sayings are noteworthy parallels with the beatitudes in Revelation because they
commend wisdom and waiting for the Lord’s promises to be realized. Said another way, these expressions
of present happiness have an eschatological emphasis.

The most well-known biblical beatitudes are found in the Sermon on the Mount, where Christ
presents the poor in spirit, mourners, the meek, those who long for righteousness, the merciful, the
pure in heart, the peacemakers, and the persecuted and reviled as truly “happy” (uakdp1og). As in the
first two psalms and the prophetic blessing statements, Jesus’s Beatitudes have an eschatological thrust,
ascribing present blessedness to disciples based on their coming reward and reversal of circumstances.
Consider one example:

Blessed are those who mourn,
for they shall be comforted. (Matt 5:4)

It seems paradoxical to present mourners as “blessed” or “happy”” Yet this counter-intuitive claim is
based on the sure hope that God will one day comfort his sad, suffering servants (cf. Isa 60:20; 61:2—-3).
This is the very hope vividly expressed in Revelation:

He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall
there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed
away. (21:4; cf. 7:17; Isa 25:8).

The beatitudes in Revelation point to comprehensive eschatological blessing, “to a joy that overflows
and satisfies,” which contrasts sharply with the ruin of Christ’s adversaries who align with the beast and
share its fate. This eschatological expectation fosters wise living and patient endurance in the present.

Consider Revelation 14:8—13, which begins with the angelic announcement, “Fallen, fallen is
Babylon the great” (v. 8). Another angel warns of the eternal consequences of worshipping the beast
and receiving its mark (vv. 9—11). Then the prophet writes, “Here is a call for the endurance of the saints,
those who keep the commandments of God and their faith in Jesus” (v. 12). This sober appeal is followed

18 The well-known statement in Jeremiah 17:7—“Blessed is t.he man who trusts in the LORD, whose trust is the
Lorp”—has the Hebrew term 172 (“blessed”) rather than MWK,

» Thomas R. Schreiner, The Joy of Hearing: A Theology of the Book of Revelation, New Testament Theology
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2021), 48.
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by a word from heaven in v. 13: “Write this: Blessed [uakdpiot] are the dead who die in the Lord from
now on, for their deeds follow them? I'll say more about Babylon and the beast a bit later. For now, note
that as Psalm 1 contrasts the ways of the righteous and the wicked, so Revelation 14 presents the sure
demise of Babylon, the beast and its devotees alongside the joyful bliss of those “who die in the Lord”
The deceased saints are happy “because [ydp] their works [€pya] follow them. Jesus asserts earlier, “I am
he who searches mind and heart, and I will give to each of you according to your works” (kata ta €pya
VU@V, Rev 2:23; cf. 20:12-13; 22:12). Christ will judge or reward people in accordance with their deeds,
which demonstrate the true nature of their faith. This is why the saints must persevere with wisdom
and hope, no matter the cost.

Let’s turn now to the four explicit references to “wisdom” (co@ia) in the book of Revelation. In
5:12, the heavenly multitude exclaims that the Lamb is worthy to receive power, wealth, wisdom, might,
honor, glory, and blessing. Then in 7:12, the angels, elders, and living creatures worship God saying,
“Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God
forever and ever! Amen” Wisdom fittingly appears among seven divine attributes ascribed to the Lamb
and the Almighty, since according to Daniel 2:20-21 God is praiseworthy because “wisdom and might”
belong to him and because he “gives wisdom to the wise” The wisdom of God and his servant Daniel
contrast with the king and sages of Babylon, who cannot comprehend the king’s revelatory dream. In
Revelation, the power, honor, and wisdom of Jesus the slain Lamb and God on his throne are at odds
with worldly expressions of power, glory-seeking, and pseudo-wisdom.”

Later John makes explicit readers’ need for “wisdom” (co@ia) and “understanding” (vodv) to grasp
important spiritual truths about “the beast” who wars against God’s people (13:18; 17:9). The point of
the first call for wisdom is not only to decode the beast’s symbolic number (666) or the meaning of its
seven heads but also to show the way for the saints to conquer the dragon and the beast in the end: “by
the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony” (12:11; 15:2).

The next summons for “a mind having wisdom” (17:9) comes after John receives a shocking vision
of the harlot Babylon seated on the seven-headed beast. When John marvels at this woman, the angel
responds, “Why do you marvel?” (17:6-7). John’s initial response of marveling is misguided,” as when
he twice falls down before a revealing angel but is told to worship God alone (19:10; 22:8-9). Even if
the whole earth marvels at the beast and its signs (13:3; 17:8), those with God-given wisdom grasp that
Babylon the great is “fallen” and that the beast goes to destruction” (14:8; 17:8). Daniel similarly stresses
the saints’ need for spiritual insight in difficult days, lest they be led astray:»

Those who are wise will instruct many, though for a time they will fall by the sword or be burned or
captured or plundered. (Dan 11:33 NIV)

Many will be purified, made spotless and refined, but the wicked will continue to be wicked. None of
the wicked will understand, but those who are wise will understand. (Dan 12:10 NIV)

2 G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1999), 768.

2 Loren T. Stuckenbruck, “The Book of Revelation as a Disclosure of Wisdom,” in The Jewish Apocalyptic
Tradition and the Shaping of New Testament Thought, ed. Benjamin Reynolds and Loren T. Stuckenbruck (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 2017), 349-50.

2 Stuckenbruck, “The Book of Revelation as a Disclosure of Wisdom,” 358.

% On this Danielic background, see Beale, Revelation, 725. Cf. 2 Esdras 12:38: “you shall teach them to the
wise among your people, whose hearts you know are able to comprehend and keep these secrets”
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God’s people need the wisdom that God and the Lamb reveal, that we might rightly understand our
situation and faithfully follow our Savior to the end.

2.2. Keeping Christ’s Words

Second, rightly “hearing” the revelation of Jesus Christ entails obedient action, not mere audition.
If a father instructs his children to come to dinner and they say, “I hear you,” yet continue playing as
before, their response shows that they have not really heard in the way that their father expects. In the
language of speech act theory, the father’s words (the locution) reflect an intention (an illocution) to
produce a particular response (a perlocution). “Wash up for dinner” is not just a suggestion for those
with no other plans; it is a summons to action: “Stop what youre doing and come to the table right
away.’ Likewise, Kevin Vanhoozer explains that every biblical text “contains not merely information but
an implicit call, ‘Follow me” Or as John Frame says, “God’s word is authoritative” in that “the speech
of an absolute authority [the Lord] creates absolute obligation”

Returning to Revelation 1:3, it is noteworthy that one Greek article governs “those who hear” and
“those who keep” (o1 dxoVOVTES ... Kal ThpoOvTeG),”* signaling that there is only one group of people in
view: hearers who heed. Said another way, to “keep” (ESV) or “take to heart” (NIV) or “heed” (NASB) what
is written is the proof of true listening and the path of life-giving wisdom. Deuteronomy 4:6 summons
Israel to “keep” the Lord’s commandments “for that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the
sight of the peoples” Similarly in Revelation, keeping God’s commands is an essential characteristic
of Christ’s followers. In 12:17, the dragon furiously wars against “those who keep the commandments
of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus,” and 14:12 calls for endurance for the saints “who keep
the commandments of God and their faith in Jesus” While this book reveals “the things that must
soon take place” (1:1), true favor is promised not to those who crack its code but to hearers who heed
(1:3). Revelation thus has “has an ultimate ethical aim,”” summoning the saints to respond wisely to the
trustworthy words of God.

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches” is a repeated refrain in
Revelation (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22; cf. 13:9). This echoes Christ’s call in the Gospels: “He who has
ears, let him hear” (6 #xwv Wta dxovétw; Matt 11:15; 13:9, 43). Jesus speaks in parables to the crowds,
“because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand” (13:13). But
Jesus also says to his disciples, “Blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear” (13:16).
Isaiah and other OT prophets similarly speak God’s word to a people without seeing eyes, hearing ears,
or tender hearts. These probing metaphors express their spiritual inability to respond properly to the

% Kevin J. Vanhoozer, First Theology: God, Scripture and Hermeneutics (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 2002), 202.

% John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Word of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2010), 5, emphasis
added.

% Cf. Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 283; David Mathewson, Revelation: A Handbook on the Greek Text, Baylor
Handbook on the Greek New Testament (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2016), 3.

7 Beale, Revelation, 184; cf. David A. deSilva, Seeing Things John's Way: The Rhetoric of the Book of Revelation
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009), 10-11.
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prophetic word and reflect the biblical principle that we resemble what we revere (cf. Ps 115:8).” Those
who cling to idols that cannot see, hear, or save will become themselves spiritually dull and lifeless.”
Jesus addresses the seven churches in Revelation with words of confrontation and consolation. To the
conceited, complacent, and compromising, Christ says: “remember” (Rev 2:5; 3:3), “repent” (2:5, 16; 3:3,
19), “wake up” (3:2). To suffering, struggling saints he says, “Do not fear” (2:10); “I have loved you ... I
will keep you ... hold fast” (3:9-11). Thus, “If anyone has an ear, let him hear” functions as “a call for the
endurance and faith of the saints” (13:9-10). Revelation’s hearing formula summons all Christians to see
our true spiritual situation, to recognize the supreme danger of false worship and worldly compromise,
and to take to heart the trustworthy word of God, that we may lay hold of God’s enduring blessing.*

2.3. Reading the Time

Third, we heed the revelation of Jesus Christ because of what time it is. There is a consistent
eschatological orientation to this book’s blessing statements. In 1:3, “for the time is near” (0 ydp ka1p0g
€yyvg) explains why those who obediently hear this prophecy are blessed. This same rationale—the
time is near—supports the later command, “Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book”
(22:10). Daniel’s prophecy was “shut up and sealed until the time of the end” such that he could not
understand when or how God’s words would be realized in the distant future (Dan 12:8-9; cf. 12:4),
but John’s prophecy is not a sealed book since “the time is near”® This claim parallels Jesus’s message in
the Gospels: “The time [0 ka1pdg] is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near [fiyyikev]” (Mark
1:15 CSB).*” Revelation goes further because it discloses “the things that must soon take place” (1:1),
revealing what was previously concealed. The earlier prophecies of Daniel and others have begun to be
fulfilled, the end times have already begun with Christ’s triumphant resurrection and ascension, and
Revelation unveils the glorious future awaiting God’s people. “The time” to which John refers is the time
of Christ’s coming—the central hope for God’s people that will usher in lasting justice, comfort, and joy.
Later in the book, the link between eschatological blessing and Christ’s return is explicit:

Behold, I am coming like a thief! Blessed [paxdpiog] is the one who stays awake, keeping
his garments on, that he may not go about naked and be seen exposed! (Rev 16:15)
And behold, I am coming soon. Blessed [poakdapiog] is the one who keeps the words of
the prophecy of this book. (22:6-7)

Thus, our Lord promises consummate happiness for those who heed his words and are ready for
his return.

2 For a book-length treatment of this biblical theme, see G. K. Beale, We Become What We Worship: A Bibli-
cal Theology of Idolatry (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008).

» See Isa 6:9-10; Deut 29:4; Jer 5:21; Ezek 12:2.
% See further Tabb, All Things New, 80—82.
3 For further discussion see Tabb, All Things New, 213-15.

3 This parallel with Mark 1:15 is also noted by Beale, Revelation, 185; Stephen S. Smalley, The Revelation to
John: A Commentary on the Greek Text of the Apocalypse (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 31.
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3. Appeals for Wisdom and Hope

So far, I've argued that we should read Revelation as the culmination of biblical prophecy, which
stirs our hearts and shines much-needed light on our world so that we can live wise, faithful, hope-filled
lives until Christ comes again. I now offer three specific appeals for wisdom and hope in difficult days:
beware the beast, follow the Lamb, and long for home.

3.1. Beware the Beast

Revelation calls for “wisdom” (cogia) and “understanding” (voOv) regarding “the beast” battling
against the saints (13:18; 17:9). “The beast” (t0 6npiov) makes a brief appearance in 11:7, rising from
the abyss to fight against and slay Christ’s “two witnesses” (whom I take to represent the church).®
Revelation 13:1-4 more fully describes this monstrous foe, which John sees “rising out of the sea, with
ten horns and seven heads, with ten diadems on its horns and blasphemous names on its heads” The
diabolical dragon invests power and authority in this beast, and the world marvels, “Who is like the
beast, and who can fight against it?” This beast breathes out blasphemies and even wars against and
conquers the saints (v. 7; cf. Dan 7:21).>* John exhorts the saints to show spiritual discernment and

steadfastness in suffering:

If anyone has an ear, let him hear:
If anyone is to be taken captive,
to captivity he goes;
if anyone is to be slain with the sword,
with the sword must he be slain.
Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints. (vv. 9-10)

So what (or who) is this beast? Its seven heads, ten horns, and resemblance to a leopard, a bear, and
a lion sound like a magical creature out of ]. K. Rowling’s Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them. The
beast sits on the dragon’s throne (13:2), and Revelation elsewhere portrays the harlot Babylon riding on
the red beast, whose seven heads signify Babylon’s “seven mountains” or “hills” as well as “seven kings”
(17:7-10). Since Rome was widely known as “the city on seven hills,” Craig Koester explains, “The dual
imagery of mountains and kings underscores the beast embodying the power of both the city of Rome
and its emperors.* Many readers understand the “seven kings” to be Roman emperors, though there is

debate about which seven.”

3 Tabb, All Things New, 98—101.

3 The passive construction £560n a0t® (13:7) signals that God permits the beast’s assault on the saints. While
God does not directly will evil, “evil exists within the circumference of God’s sovereign will,” according to Sch-
reiner, The Joy of Hearing, 69.

% Cf. Cicero, Letters to Atticus 6.5; Pliny the Elder, Natural History 3.9, Virgil, Aeneid 6.782-85; Georgica
2.534-35.

% Craig R. Koester, Revelation: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 38 A (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2014), 677.

% Ian Boxall, The Revelation of Saint John, BNTC 18 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2006), 246—47. The sixth
king in 17:10 (“one is”) is identified as Nero by Bruce W. Winter, Divine Honours for the Caesars: The First Chris-
tians’ Responses (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 289-96.
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However, while Rome was certainly the dominant world power of the first century, not all readers
are persuaded that “the beast” refers to Roman rule. For example, Robert Thomas understands the beast
to be “the false Christ of the last times,” who leads the last world empire and deceives the earth, yet he
acknowledges that “no historical situation can fully satisfy all the criteria regarding the beast.®® This
exclusively futurist reading also fails to seriously address John’s urgent appeal for “the endurance and
faith of the saints” (13:10), which was presumably relevant for Revelation’s first readers.

Alternatively, G. K. Beale stresses “the temporal transcendence of the oppressive beast,” claiming
that the beast includes “world empires of the past and the present and potentially of the future”” In this
approach the beast’s “seven kings” (17:10) express the fullness of the beast’s power, rather than a precise
list of rulers.

Thus, I take “the beast” to refer to political and military might that demands people’s complete
allegiance and even worship, and I understand “Babylon the great” as the state’s cultural and economic
system.” In John’s vision, Babylon rides the beast, suggesting that the state’s coercive power supports
its seductive prosperity. Rome fits this beastly bill for Revelation’s first readers, who faced political and
cultural pressures to show their devotion to the emperor.# The Roman people considered the Caesars
to have authority derived from the gods,” and the emperor Domitian expected to be referred to as “our
master and god”® Some tyrants today make similar claims.*

Yet Rome does not exhaust the meaning of “Babylon” and “the beast” Babylon is rich with biblical
associations harkening back to the tower of Babel in Genesis 11 and extending to the mighty, proud
nation that sacked Jerusalem and sent the people of Judah into exile. Likewise, the vision of terrifying
sea monsters in Daniel 7 suggests that first-century Rome is just the latest beastly power to coerce
people into worshipping the state-sponsored image (cf. Dan 3:5). For a time, Babylon controls and cons
the nations (17:15, 18; 18:3), but its authority is derivative (“given”) and subject to God’s sovereign will
(cf. Dan 4:17).

Therefore, the saints must not be deceived by the beast’s sinister schemes. Dennis Johnson writes,
“Followers of the Lamb, who will rule the nations with justice and his rod of iron, must not be duped
into worshiping state power as though it holds the keys to salvation. Neither should we quake in terror
before a godless state*

According to a 2017 Washington Post article, Communist officials in China warned villagers that
they “should no longer rely on Jesus, but on the party for help* Officials have forcibly removed crosses

3% Robert L. Thomas, Revelation 8—22: An Exegetical Commentary (Chicago: Moody, 1995), 152—-54.

» Beale, Revelation, 685.

“ For expanded discussion, see Tabb, All Things New, 124—27.

“ On the Roman imperial cult, see Winter, Divine Honours for the Caesars, 286—306.

# Koester, Revelation, 570. Cf. Pliny the Younger, Epistle 10.102; Horace, Odes 1.12.49-52.

® Suetonius, Domitian 13.2 (dominus et deus noster).

“ Christopher Richardson, “North Korea’s Kim Dynasty: The Making of a Personality Cult,” 16 February 2015,

The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/16/north-korea-kim-jong-il-birthday.
% Johnson, Triumph of the Lamb, 337.

“ Simon Denyer, “Jesus Won't Save You — President Xi Jinping Will, Chinese Christians Told,” The Washing-
ton Post, 14 November 2017, https://tinyurl.com/3smc9dfz.
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and destroyed church buildings and other religious sites.” Hundreds of Christian religious posters were
replaced by images of President Xi Jinping, recalling the personality cult surrounding China’s longtime
chairman Mao Zedong. China’s policies call for “belief” in the values, ethics, and goals of Marxism as
interpreted by Xi Jinping.*

In December 2018, a prominent Reformed pastor in Chengdu, China was arrested along with his
wife and other members of the church. A year later, Pastor Wang Yi was sentenced to nine years in
prison on dubious charges including “inciting to subvert state power’® After his arrest, the church
posted a public letter in which Wang Yi declared,

I accept and respect the fact that this Communist regime has been allowed by God to
rule temporarily.... At the same time, I believe that this Communist regime’s persecution
against the church is a greatly wicked, unlawful action. As a pastor of a Christian church,
I must denounce this wickedness openly and severely.... I firmly believe that Christ has
called me to carry out this faithful disobedience through a life of service, under this
regime that opposes the gospel and persecutes the church. This is the means by which I
preach the gospel, and it is the mystery of the gospel which I preach.®

This persecuted pastor sees through the beastly intimidation and coercion of the state and embraces
Revelation’s “call for the endurance and faith of the saints” (13:10) even at significant personal cost.
Christians in the West may not yet face such steep penalties for faithfulness to the gospel, but we must
still exercise wisdom and remain vigilant lest we hope in the state for salvation or be captivated by its
sweet-sounding siren songs. This calls for wisdom: beware the beast.

3.2. Follow the Lamb

The Apocalypse also urges us to follow the Lamb. “The Lamb” (dpviov) is Revelation’s favorite title
for Christ (29x in the book). In ch. 5, John hears an angel announce that “the Lion of the tribe of Judah,
the Root of David, has conquered,” then he sees “a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain” This
vision of the slain Lamb (v. 6) recasts Israel’s hopes of a powerful king descended from Judah and
David: Jesus ironically conquers (vikdw) at his first coming, not by subjugating his foes, but through his
sacrificial suffering.”' The slain Lamb saves people by his shed blood and also shepherds them in the new
creation (5:9; 7:14, 17).

Each of the seven messages to the churches concludes with a glorious promise to “the one who
conquers” (ESV) or “to the one who is victorious” (NIV), translating the Greek verb vikdw.” In the
Apocalypse, this “victory” motif powerfully expresses the tension between the earthly and heavenly

“ For example, see Russell Goldman, “Chinese Police Dynamite Christian Megachurch,” The New York Times,
12 January 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/12/world/asia/china-church-dynamite.html.

% William Nee, “In China, ‘Xi Jinping Thought’ Is the Only Accepted Religion,” The Diplomat, 17 August 2021,
https://thediplomat.com/2021/08/in-china-xi-jinping-thought-is-the-only-accepted-religion/.

# “A Statement from Early Rain Covenant Church Regarding the Severe Sentencing of Pastor Wang Yi,” 30
December 2019, https://tinyurl.com/2pk84jsn.

% Wang Yi, “My Declaration of Faithful Disobedience;” 12 December 2018, https://tinyurl.com/yc2f3zzu.

51 Cf. Tabb, All Things New, 59; Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation, NTT (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 74.

52 The next two paragraphs adapt material in Tabb, All Things New, 108-9.
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perspectives on the church’s situation in the world. On the one hand, Jesus’s followers face “tribulation”
of various sorts (1:9), including exile (1:9), poverty and slander (2:9), incarceration (2:10), weakness
(3:8), and even death “for the word of God and for the witness they had borne” (6:9; cf. 2:10, 13; 20:4).
Moreover, the beast is allowed to conquer (vikfjoat) Christians for a time (13:7; cf. 11:7). On the other
hand, the eschatological blessings of the new creation are reserved for Christ’s victorious people. As the
Almighty declares, “The one who conquers [0 vik@v] will inherit these things, and I will be his God and
he will be my son” (21:7).

Thus, God’s people are, in a sense, conquered conquerors, achieving true victory through apparent
defeat. Believers ultimately conquer the dragon and the beast “by the blood of the Lamb and by the
word of their testimony” (Rev 12:11; 15:2). While Christians’ sufferings may look like Satan’s triumph in
this age, they signal both his demise and our share in Christ’s victory through the cross.”® Our Lord has
conquered as the slain Lamb, and he sets the course for his people, who “follow the Lamb wherever he
goes” (14:4). The book of Revelation redefines “victory” in terms of faithfulness to Christ, the slain and
risen Lamb, who is seated on heaven’s throne and promises his people a portion in his eschatological
kingdom (3:21). The church should expect troubles in this life, yet God’s word summons God’s people
to faithful endurance—no matter what—and resilient confidence in the Lamb’s sure victory (17:14). This
is a call for wisdom and hope: follow the Lamb.

3.3. Long for Home

This brings us to our final appeal for wisdom and hope in these difficult days. The daily news cycle
reminds us that all is not right in our city, our country, and our world. The Lord Jesus warns, “Nation
will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be great earthquakes, and in various
places famines and pestilences. And there will be terrors and great signs from heaven” (Luke 21:10-11).
And when the Lamb opens the fourth seal in Revelation 6:7-8, John describes a pale horse with a rider
named Death, followed by Hades. “And they were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with
sword and with famine and with pestilence and by wild beasts of the earth” Reading these words in
2022, we think of Russia’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine that has claimed many lives, forced millions
of people to flee their homes, and caused shortages of food, water, and other supplies. We think of
the nations gathering recently for the Winter Olympics in Beijing, even as China is accused of brutal
atrocities against the Uygur people.”* We think of the wearying toll of the COVID-19 pandemic that,
according to the World Health Organization, has led to over six million deaths worldwide—more than
the total population of Minnesota.” The nations continue to rage. The plague continues to spread. The
wicked prosper and the righteous languish. Day after day, we pray, “Lord, have mercy!” and “How long,
Oh Lord?” But we also say with tears in our eyes and hope in our hearts, “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!”

Revelation offers us a God-centered perspective on our situation. It reveals what is true, good,
and valuable in a world full of falsehoods. It gives us needed spiritual discernment and steadfast hope

5 Cf. Beale, Revelation, 663.
% Joel Gunter, “China Committed Genocide against Uyghurs, Independent Tribunal Rules,” BBC News, 9 De-
cember 2021, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-59595952.

% Roughly 465 million confirmed cases of COVID-19 and 6,062,536 million deaths globally as of 18 March
2022, https://covid19.who.int/. According to 2020 census data, the population of Minnesota was approximately
5.7 million, just behind Wisconsin (5.9 million) and Colorado (5.8 million).
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to stand firm in the evil day (Eph 6:13) as we resist the beast and follow the Lamb. These strange and
wonderful apocalyptic visions also stir in us a deep longing for our eternal home.

Revelation presents an extended contrast between two cities: Babylon the great and the new
Jerusalem. One is a harlot; the other, a bride (17:1; 21:9). One is infamous for iniquity; the other, arrayed
with righteousness (18:4—6; 19:8). One is the great city of this world (17:18); the other, the holy city kept
for the new world (21:2, 10). One poisons the nations with lies, the other heals the nations with the tree
of life (18:23; 22:2). The wise should “come out” of Babylon and “enter” Jerusalem’s gates (18:4; 22:14).

Revelation’s “Babylon” is not a particular place on the map (though Google Maps could direct you
to Babylon, New York). As mentioned earlier, it refers to the state’s cultural and commercial system,
the city of man that stands opposed to God and his people. Babylon evokes strong biblical-theological
associations from the ancient tower of ambition to Nebuchadnezzar’s beautiful yet brutal kingdom to
the vast Roman empire in the first century. John sees the woman Babylon decked out in purple and
scarlet, gold and jewelry, while also drunk on the martyrs’ blood (17:4, 6). Her name is a “mystery”
(17:5)—a spiritual reality that is hidden until God chooses to reveal it (cf. Dan 2:29). Babylon’s bright
lights may look marvelous, but she is really “the engine of economic oppression™® whose bill is coming
due and whose destruction is sure.

Revelation challenges the church to see our location rightly. Christians may be residents of the
great city of man, but we are citizens of God’s holy city. Peter calls the church in Rome, “She who is at
Babylon, who is likewise chosen,” which captures this dual reality well: Chosen in Christ, sojourning in
Babylon (1 Pet 5:13; cf. 1:2). How then should we as residents of Babylon and citizens of heaven heed
the call, “Come out of her, my people lest you take part in her sins” (18:4; cf. Isa 48:20; Jer 51:45)? To
“come out” of Babylon does not require us to relocate to another town or withdraw from the world but
to take refuge in Christ where we reside (cf. Ps 2:12).7 Christians live in Babylon, but are not of Babylon.
Revelation pictures the church as lampstands shining gospel light in a dark world (e.g., 1:20; 11:4). We
seek the welfare of Babylon while remembering that we are sojourners awaiting a better city (Jer 29:7;
Heb 11:16). “Come out” summons us to remain spiritually vigilant, refusing to share in Babylon’s folly
so we may avoid her fate.

After Babylon’s judgment, Revelation unveils “the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of
heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (21:2). The description of this city
suggests that it represents God’s people (the bride of the Lamb) and the glorious place where God
dwells with us forever. The contrasting visions of the repulsive harlot and the radiant bride motivate
us to remain true to our betrothed as we long for our better home. From God’s perspective, Babylon’s
booming economy and alluring affluence is nothing more than a fancy house of cards. Conversely, the
humble “holy city,” whose light flickers at present, will someday shine like the sun with the radiant glory
of God and the Lamb (21:23). The new Jerusalem offers “an alternative and greater attraction” over
Babylon; though it “belongs to the future,” the city of God “exercises its attraction already”** We cannot
yet pass through its pearly gates (22:14) but we already belong to this city and eagerly await our full
inheritance (3:12; 11:2). We have not yet experienced the full splendor of the wedding day but have been
saved by sacrificial love and betrothed to the Lamb (1:5; 19:7), and the suffering, embattled church must

% Schreiner, The Joy of Hearing, 40.
7 Cf. Augustine, The City of God 18.18.
% Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation, 129.

13



Themelios

earnestly “cultivate ... an aching longing for the Bridegroom to come to her, to take her in his arms ...
and to be held there forever” (22:17).%

The saints may live in Babylon’s hostile territory, but we belong to the new Jerusalem coming down
from heaven. As Augustine wrote,

Who can measure the happiness of heaven ... where there will be no weariness to call
for rest, no need to call for toil, no place for any energy but praise.... On that day we
shall rest and see, see and love, love and praise—for this is to be the end without the end
of all our living, that Kingdom without end, the real goal of our present life.*

4. Conclusion

The Revelation of Jesus Christ summons us to live with wisdom and hope in these difficult days as
the nations rage, as wars are waged, as a pandemic persists, as we are reminded daily that all is not right
in our city and our world. Revelation reminds us that God is on his throne even as society seems to be
spiraling out of control. It reminds us that the Lamb has conquered through apparent defeat. It reminds
us that the Spirit reveals a better future than this shallow world can offer. It reminds us that all tyrants
will one day be toppled, that the kingdoms of this world cannot deliver lasting security and satisfaction,
and that God is “making all things new” (Rev 21:5). We don’t read the news to decode Revelation’s
mysteries. It’s the other way around: Revelation gives us profound resources to make sense of our world
and live with wisdom and hope through difficult days. So beware the beast, follow the Lamb, and long
for home. Come, Lord Jesus!

» Raymond C. Ortlund, God'’s Unfaithful Wife: A Biblical Theology of Spiritual Adultery, NSBT 2 (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 168.

% Augustine, The City of God, ed. Hermigild Dressler, trans. Gerald G. Walsh and Daniel J. Honan, The Fathers
of the Church 24 (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1954), 22.30 (pp. 505, 510-11).
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STRANGE TIMES

Caring Because You Don't

— Daniel Strange —

Daniel Strange is director of Crosslands Forum, a centre for cultural
engagement and missional innovation, and contributing editor of Themelios.

“We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us ... if it is to encourage,
then give encouragement...” (Rom 12:6)

hroughout its history Themelios has always been clear in its intended audience: an international

and interdenominational journal aimed at theological students and pastors, though scholars

read it as well. The journal has also strived to have a disciplinary breadth as stated by its first
editor Andrew Walls in its very first edition in 1962: ‘the scope of Themelios is the whole of Christian
theology: the entire field of the Christian pastor and theologian.

Far from being over ambitious, with the danger of falling between stools and pleasing no-one,
Themelios, its successive editors, and its various publishing ‘homes’ have unapologetically attempted to
keep together, because they belong together, domains which still often operate in different ‘worlds’—the
‘world’ of theological education (with its own worlds within worlds), and the ‘world’ of church pastoral
ministry.

If Themelios wished to undertake one of the those branding and marketing exercises to interrogate
itself, a model ‘profile’ of what the journal is about, who the journal is for, and what, by God’s Holy
Spirit, the kind of men and women the journal wishes to form, then one needs to look no further than
Rev. Melvin Tinker, who died in November at the age of sixty-six. Melvin had a long association with
Themelios, contributing at least nine articles over the years which covered a wide variety of subjects and
which always managed to integrate doctrine, biblical exegesis, philosophy, ethics, public theology and
pastoralia.> More than his written contributions however, Melvin was himself an exemplar. In the wake

U Andrew F. Walls, “Themelios—A New Journal, Themelios 1 (1962): 1, https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/
ifes/1-1 editor intro.pdf.

2 Tinker articles for the journal are as follows: “The Priority of Jesus: A Look at the Place of Jesus’ Teaching
and Example in Christian Ethics, Themelios 13.1 (1987); ‘Truth, Myth and Incarnation, Themelios 14.1 (1988);
‘Purpose in Pain?—Teleology and the Problem of Evil, Themelios 16.3 (1991); ‘Last Supper/Lord’s Supper: More
than a Parable in Action?, Themelios 26.2 (2001); ‘Evil, Evangelism and Ecclesiastes, Themelios 28.2 (2003); ‘Living
in a World Where Life Is Cheap: The Relevance of the Book of Deuteronomy and the Sixth Commandment for the
Debate on the Sanctity of Human Life; Themelios 29.1 (2003); ‘“The Servant Solution: The Co-ordination of Evan-
gelism and Social Action, Themelios 32.2 (2007); ‘Friends: The One With Jesus, Martha, And Mary; An Answer To
Kierkegaard, Themelios 36.3 (2011); ‘Secularisation: Myth or Menace? An Assessment of Modern “Worldliness”,
Themelios 38.3 (2013).
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of his death, Kevin Vanhoozer called him the ‘consummate pastor-theologian’® I asked Phil Tinker, one
of Melvin’s sons, for some personal reflections:

It would be a mistake to think that what made Dad a pastor-theologian was his writing
of books, speaking at conferences, or writing scholarly articles. They were some of the
ways he, in his particular way, fulfilled that vocation. Rather, if the task of the theologian
is to lead the church in belief, action and worship faithful to the Scriptures in this day,
this place, with all its challenges and questions, through the orthodox re-articulation
of Scripture, then the good pastor is simply a theologian every time he steps into the
pulpit. Writing books didn’t make Dad a pastor-theologian, being a pastor who knew
the full extent of his job as a pastor did. He knew that his job in the pulpit and by the
hospital bed was actually to give the God of the Bible to the people in front of him in
a way that met them in their world, whether that be the world of secular Britain or the
world of their immediate situation and pain. That is what true theology does—gives the
God of the Bible clearly and coherently to the people of this time and place in a way that
will change them.*

For Melvin, writing an article on secularisation for Themelios and preaching through Revelation
to his church were not two separate tasks. Melvin thought deeply about secularisation because that is
the world of his flock to whom he must proclaim the call of Revelation to stand firm. Not all pastors
will write scholarly articles as Melvin did, but all pastors must be theologians in the truest sense of that
term—speakers of reality-in-Christ to the church plagued by alternative realities: in that sense, Melvin
‘exemplified that a pastor-theologian isn't some special kind of pastor, it simply is a pastor’® I hope
and pray Themelios will continue to promote and produce a virtuous circle of orthodoxy, academic
excellence in theology, and a grounded ministry orientation.

There have been many heart-felt encomiums since Melvin died. See if you can spot any recurrent
themes. Don Carson writes, ‘when Melvin Tinker comes to mind, I instinctively identify him with
Valiant for Truth. Yet that says too little. Yes, he was a stalwart defender of confessional evangelicalism,
but he was also a clear preacher of the gospel. Yes, he wrote several compelling popular-level books, but
he was first and foremost a pastor who loved his flock’ Paul Helm encountered Melvin as an Anglican
vicar, noting ‘as he built a reputation as a communicator of the Gospel in Hull, two things stood about
his character. One was his courage in the face of the media and erring critics, ecclesiastical and other.
The other was his skill and gifts as vicar of St. John’s” Carl Trueman notes that ‘Melvin might be the
single best example of ‘ordinary courage’ (which is actually most extraordinary) I know?

Peter Sanlon knew Melvin well:

3 Peter Sanlon, ‘Melvin Tinker (1955-2021): A Consummate Pastor-Theologian Who Was Valiant for Gospel
Truth] Premier Christianity, 23 November 2021, https://tinyurl.com/2p88myc5.

* Personal correspondence.
5 Personal correspondence.
¢ Tribute taken from Sanlon, ‘Melvin Tinker (1955-2021).
7 Tribute taken from Sanlon, ‘Melvin Tinker (1955-2021).

8 Personal correspondence.
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I first met Melvin when I was a teenager, becoming an evangelical by conviction. I
heard him speaking and read some of his books. That was over 20 years ago. Melvin
was obviously a busy minister—his growing church required oversight. His writing and
speaking efforts were considerable. However, we stayed in touch over the years and
became firm friends. He let me know that he prayed for me on Wednesdays. He urged
me to do what he modelled—be passionate about people growing to love Jesus and
seek to serve that goal by in-depth Word ministry and discerning engagement with
the culture and secular learning. The power of Melvin’s ministry clearly did not reside
in social power dynamics or cultural fads—it was a spiritual power that arises when
theological and pastoral concerns are fused in a prayerful life. Many theologians have
warned us of anaemic or lopsided Christianity—e.g., Mark Noll, David Wells, Dallas
Willard. Melvin listened, learned and—I am most thankful—he embodied a healthy
ministry praxis that impacted me greatly. You knew when you spoke with him you were
engaging not just popular evangelicalism but benefiting from critical engagement with
the best of Church History refined by the rigours of local church ministry.’

I trust you've noted that the theme of ‘courage’ comes through loud and strong. Melvin was, and
was perceived to be, a fighter: a fighter for truth within his own denomination against theological
liberalism, within conservative evangelicalism against a ‘classism’ and hierarchical snobbery, and within
the broader culture against the ascendant secular and idolatrous worldviews in the West. He had a
reputation. However, Melvin’s iconoclasm is not what I want to focus on directly (particularly as when
it comes to the machinations and politics within the Church of England, I don't, as a non-Anglican, feel
qualified to comment.) Rather, I want to talk about Melvin as an encourager because this is how I knew
him, and this is the particular characteristic for which I am thankful to God.

And here’s the thing: I didn’t really know Melvin at all, at least not in a personal capacity.  wasn’t part
of his congregation in Hull. I met him a few times in person but we never hung out for extended periods.
We didn’t even have solidarity as fellow Anglicans (I'm a Baptist). However, while I've been working
within theological education, I can trawl back through twenty years of email correspondence (I'm not a
great deleter!), and find unprompted notes from Melvin Tinker that popped into my inbox, both when
I was in theological student ministry (and managing editor of the pre-TGC Themelios), and throughout
my time teaching and leading in seminary. These booster injections of encouragement providentially
always came at the right time. Such notes did not have as their purpose mutual back-slapping. This was
not flattery, the massaging of egos designed to puffing up reputations, which, as we have all witnessed
recently, are ruinous.” Moreover, these were not long, small-talk chit-chats. Rather they were short, to
the point, but genuine heartfelt ‘one-anothering’ encouragements which strengthened my resolve on
the importance of theological education, and of the importance of the pattern of sound teaching within
theological education. And all from someone I didn’t really know. These practices of ‘verbal care have
meant a lot to me, acting as energy gel pouches I've taken on board to keep me keeping on in my own
race.

° Personal correspondence.
10 Cf. Proverbs 26:28; 29:5.

1 Grant R. Osborne, Romans, IVP New Testament Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2004),
327.
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The relationship between Melvin’s courage and his encouraging is interesting, and it is something
I asked Phil Tinker about:

I was wondering what the link between Dad as pastor-theologian and encourager might
be. I was reading a favourite book of Dad’s, the letters of John Berridge, an Anglican
who rocked the boat by doing irregular ministry in the 18th c. and offended fellow
Evangelicals with his not playing by the rules and speaking in a way they wouldn't.
So here is a man courageously standing against the establishment, as well as fellow
Evangelicals telling him he’s too radical and should toe the line more, and who is also
a prolific letter writer, encouraging others. Of course! To encourage one must already
be a person of courage. A person who has conviction and who sees others putting it on
the line too will want to encourage them, perhaps to give the encouragement that they
never received. And I see that in Dad. He was very keen to encourage those he saw as
fighting the good fight, labouring at a worthy ministry without much wider support
and who were fellow outsiders of the evangelical establishment. Courageous people
encourage others. The encouragement of people who are all talk sounds hollow to us
after a while. But a friend who has been burned for their courage and hung out to dry
by their friends will be quick to draw alongside fellow fighters and outliers to spur them
on and their counsel and comfort will come as a real grace to us.”

Courageous encouragement and encouraging courage. There’s a sense in which Melvin cared
because he didn’t care. He was care-ful because he couldn’t care-less, and I thank God for this quality
which I seek to emulate.

If this column is being read now by its target audience, then you might know fellow brothers
and sisters in Christ who are feeling disheartened, discouraged and under pressure, perhaps in their
theological studies, perhaps in their own church contexts. Given the model of Melvin, why don’t you
finish reading, pray, and then go and be an encouragement to someone. Send that quick email, write
that short note, make that quick phone call, knock on that door, arrange that coffee. Little gestures
which will mean a lot.

I finish with Carl Trueman and what he called a ‘classic’ anecdote about Melvin:

In August 2016 I was in Schiphol Airport in Amsterdam, ... when I suddenly heard
my name called out. Turning round, I find myself face to face with Melvin and another
young man. It turned out this man was Melvin’s curate and he was flying with him
to South Africa to have him ordained by an Anglican bishop who actually believed
the gospel. It was classic Melvin—he’d rather fly half way around the world at great
personal expense than bow the knee to the local episcopal charlatan. I commented at
the time that it would be both cheaper and more time-efficient for him simply to be
a Presbyterian. Of course, he laughed, never one to take himself too seriously. So we
chatted for a bit and then parted. I had no idea then that it would be the last time we
ever met on this earth. Shalom, Melvin, shalom.

12 Personal correspondence.

13 Personal correspondence. I do need to note a lovely little biographical detail given to me by Phil Tinker.
‘Dad recently began to enjoy the work of John Webster (his sermons being a source of comfort and hope in his
last weeks). Webster and Dad were born in the same hospital in Mansfield, exactly one week apart! As you will
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know, Mansfield [a little town in the UK], perhaps like Nazareth, is hardly known for producing the great and no-
table! And yet God had these two baby boys born there, a week apart, whom he would raise to serve his church in
their own ways. Both gone to be with God in their 60s, earlier than we would have hoped, but leaving a legacy of
humble, courageous service. These two men from a small English mining town never met on this earth, but now
they worship together in the presence of God.
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B 1

Abstract: The language of “genocide” as applied to the conquest of Canaan puts
pastors, scholars, and apologists in a bind. Employing the term leads to exaggerated
claims, but disputing it often leads to equally unhelpful semantic exercises. After
surveying four approaches (sober acknowledgement, unqualified affirmation, active
resistance, and careful avoidance), I advocate for careful avoidance of the term, starting
with considering the specific hermeneutical, historiographical, theological, or ethical
concern of a questioner or critic, rather than starting with questions of accuracy or
precision.

“Wisdom is recognizing the significant within the factual” (Bonhoeffer)!

he biblical language associated with the conquest of Canaan is vivid and well-known: “show

no mercy” and “save alive nothing” (Deut 7), “devote them to complete destruction” (Deut 20),

with the later mention of killing “men and women, young and old,” and “all that breathes” with

“the edge of the sword” (Josh 6 and 11). Phrases like this have given most contemporary readers an im-

mediate impression of genocide: a word with a rhetorical charge and a gravitational pull. In the current

political context of liberal western democracies, the notion of a divine command to take possession of

land and drive out an indigenous population threatens to overwhelm all other considerations. Geno-
cidal language puts it over the top. To say it is controversial does not go far enough.

Most resources from an evangelical perspective approach this daunting reality as a matter of

accuracy or precision: either the conquest was genocidal by the Bible’s own admission,> or there are

! Dietrich Bonhoefter, Ethics, trans. Reinhard Krauss and Charles West (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015), 81.

2 Rannfred Thelle, “The Biblical Conquest Account and Its Modern Hermeneutical Challenges,” ST 61 (2007):
61. Cf. Shawn Kelly, “Genocide, the Bible, and Biblical Scholarship,” Brill Research Perspectives in Biblical Inter-
pretation 1.3 (2016): 1-17.
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clues in the text to suggest something less severe or more complex was going on.? This essay explores the
practical implications of the latter. In a more perfect world, perhaps, the tenuous association between
the biblical conquest and modern genocide would be seen for what it is and avoided as largely irrelevant
by all concerned parties.* Nuances do not always traverse languages well, and newer words are rarely
adequate to replace older concepts as cultural mores develop and technicalities change.

In the meantime, when it comes to the term genocide itself in interpreting the conquest narratives,
there are still gaping issues of significance, methodology, and pastoral wisdom. Why does the term
genocide seem to matter so much to one author and hardly at all to another? What is at stake? What term
could replace it?> Are the older characterizations like “indiscriminate slaughter” (Calvin),* “unprovoked,
merciless aggression” (Kline),” “total war” (Younger),® or “divinely ordered massacres” (Kidner)® any
more advisable? What is to be gained by engaging in debates over the technicalities of what is or is not
genocide? Most specifically: is the appropriateness of the genocidal characterization inextricably linked
to a particular historical, ethical* or theological problem? Would problems exist regardless of precise
terminology?

Questions of this sort have placed well-meaning pastors, teachers, apologists and theologians in
somewhat of a bind, whether they fully realize it or not. We are caught between the potential harm done
by an explosive word that is overly suggestive and leads to exaggerations, and the potential harm done
with the correction by adding more confusion, offering unnecessary offense, or focusing on trivialities.

On the one hand, Christians are to seek helpful distinctions to do full justice (without any hints of
selectivity or apologetic dodging) to all features of the biblical text, even those that cause discomfort
or create uncertainty. This is not only part of what it means for the text to be authoritative for the
believer, but it is also how the critic demonstrates good faith. To apply a genocidal characterization,
especially when done uncritically and haphazardly, leads to a caricature that is either anachronistic or
disingenuous." It might also give the impression that the Bible oscillates wildly between contradictory

3 For example, the language of “driving out” in Exod 23:28; Lev 18:24; Num 33:52; Deut 6:19; 7:1; 9:4; 18:12;
Josh 10:28, 30, 32, 35, 37, 39; 11:11, 14.

* Markus Zehnder, “The Annihilation of the Canaanites: Reassessing the Brutality of the Biblical Witness,” in
Encountering Violence in the Bible, ed. Markus Zehnder and Hallvard Hagelia (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press,
2011), 263-91.

5 Many have been proposed: aggression, hostility, severity, force, violence, brutality, expulsion, infiltration,
invasion, conquest, holy war, herem, religious extremism, slaughter, massacre, total war, atrocity, crimes against
humanity, elimination, extermination, annihilation, war crimes, and ethnic cleansing.

¢ John Calvin, Commentary on Joshua, trans. Henry Beveridge, Christian Classics Ethereal Library (Edin-
burgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1855), 97.

7 Meredith G. Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 163.

8 Total war is further clarified to be “the destruction of the population as well as the military” K. Lawson
Younger, Jr., Ancient Conquest Accounts: A Study in Ancient Near Eastern and Biblical Historical Writing, JSOT-
Sup 98 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), 235.

° Derek Kidner, “Old Testament Perspectives on War;” EvQ 57 (1985): 102.

1 Though scholars continue to contrast “ethics” and “morality” in various ways, [ use these terms interchange-
ably throughout this essay, both in a general sense to mean the basis and standards of notions of right and wrong.

1 To summarize, observations offered against a genocidal characterization include: (a) that the conquest was
not ethnically motivated (even as there was an “us” versus “them” mentality), instead the warfare aimed at idola-
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extremes (about the extent of the campaign in Canaan, or God’s grace, or the proper treatment of
enemies), or amplify a theme beyond its contextual limits. Genocide carries such a rhetorical force it
threatens to concede too much, offend unnecessarily, and obscure the truth.

On the other hand, there is also the opposite danger of getting too “in the weeds” with semantics,
even where qualifications may technically be correct. Any term, with enough attention, can be scrutinized
ad nauseum. “Violence,” for instance, can also be interrogated as it applies to the conquest narratives>—
but as Nimni eloquently spells out” and even the most conservative commentators intuitively realize,
it is utterly counterproductive to expect everyone to define violence in a standardized way. Violence is
a malleable word. Something similar can be done with the word conquest, but little is gained with the
exercise.”* Christians in their eagerness to affirm the basic authority, coherency, reliability, inerrancy or
infallibility of the Scriptures might inadvertently descend into a “quarrel over words” in their rebuttals
of a genocidal interpretation. The result is too often something equally unhelpful: a meandering list
of clarifications, a dry recital of facts or all-too-familiar buzzwords, a profoundly callous or cruel
comparison, or a story that is just a little too cleaned up in the retelling. Nuances have a way of turning
on those that suggested them in the first place; one false step threatens the whole project. In this essay
I will recommend cautiously avoiding the term “genocide” whenever possible with a problem-based
approach exemplified by (but to my knowledge nowhere explicitly explained by) Christopher Wright.
First, I will outline the approaches in current evangelical scholarship. Second, I will consider how these
approaches fare when considering the conquest from various angles: hermeneutics, historiography,
theodicy, and ethics. I will conclude with a summary of the approach.

trous practices, (b) that there was likely hyperbole in the accounts of casualties, (c) that there is frequent use of
the language of “driving out” alongside what appears to be annihilation, (d) that the biblical examples of Rahab (or
later Nineveh or the Syrophoenician woman) show repentance was possible, and (e) that Jericho, Ai, Hazor were
military strongholds and not population centers.

2 If used in its legal sense, implying not only physical aggression or harm but a measurable violation of some
right or the unlawful exercise of force, then this comes into direct conflict with the notion of God’s righteousness,
that he “acts as a relationship morally requires or allows” and “gives every creature his due” Graham Cole, God the
Peacemaker: How Atonement Brings Shalom, NSBT 25 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2009), 38.

13 “There is a pronounced tendency on the right to blur the distinction between ‘property destruction’ and
‘violence! This flows logically from certain strands of libertarian philosophy, which view a person’s property as an
extension of the self, and therefore see acts of aggression against property as being indistinguishable from acts of
aggression against persons. (This also conveniently justifies using physical force to defend one’s property, rather
than just defending one’s body.) ... On the left, many things other than direct bodily harm are often labeled a form
of violence. In fact, it can be hard to know what isn’t violence. Gentrification is violence. Cultural appropriation is
violence. Even charter schools have been labeled a form of violence” Oren Nimni, “Defining Violence: The Coun-

”

terproductive Consequences of Calling Every Bad Thing ‘Violence,” Current Affairs, 17 September 2017, https://
www.currentaffairs.org/2017/09/defining-violence.

1+ Younger, Ancient Conquest Accounts, 243—44: “The terms ‘conquer’ and ‘conquest’ can have a number of
nuances which are not always present in every context in which they are used. When, for example, one speaks
of ‘the conquest of France’ during World War II, or says that ‘Germany conquered France, the meaning is some-
thing like ‘the German army defeated the French army in battle and occupied France! But it did not subjugate
the French people, nor did it bring about the colonization of France by Germany” Yet Younger still employs the
term; characterizing Israel’s campaign in Canaan as a conquest is practically unavoidable if the biblical portrayal
is adequately accounted for. How else can the allotment of territory, the killing of kings, and the burning of key
cities be described?
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While generally recommending a careful avoidance of the term genocide, and in that sense agreeing
with the current swing in evangelical scholarship away from a genocidal characterization, I will outline
a few instances in which pushing back against genocidal language is genuinely helpful in hermeneutics
or historiography. At the same time, I will maintain that in theological or ethical treatments the results
are either mixed or simply counterproductive when the word genocide becomes a focal point of the
discussion. It is hoped that these cases will help clarify for evangelical pastors, teachers, apologists,
and theologians—perhaps even for critics—when and how to engage in this delicate and complex
conversation. Even if my recommendation is rejected, however, at the very least I want to direct attention
to the difficulties attending this specific word. If this essay causes anyone to pause before unnecessarily
employing the word or engaging in a dispute over its usage elsewhere, it will have achieved its desired
effect. The question of the suitability of a term like genocide for the conquest narratives is more than a
question of accuracy; a look at the dynamics of the hotly contested controversies involving the conquest
is necessary.

1. Surveying Current Approaches

When taking a survey of the relevant literature, even when limited to a focused exploration of the
evangelical perspective, two main challenges present themselves. The first is the relatively recent arrival
of the notion of genocide, especially when compared to the age of the biblical texts and their subsequent
interpretation. Exactly how theologians or commentators writing before 1944 (when “genocide” was
first coined) might have navigated the bind outlined above may never be fully known. They lived in a
time when war and destruction on the scale of millions was rarely even conceivable, though severe and
chilling acts of war on the scale of hundreds or many thousands have been a sad norm throughout fallen
human history.

The second and perhaps greater challenge has to do with determining the available options. These
are not clearly defined poles or corners in a debate. Instead, there are several overlapping considerations,
and simultaneous conversations underway concerning the conquest (often unhelpfully lumped into one
generalized “debate” for the reader to sort out). A great deal of unraveling is in order.

Evangelical scholars of the last few decades vary widely in their willingness to employ, resist, or
simply avoid genocidal terminology when commenting on the Israelite campaigns in Canaan. As I
survey the literature, I find four broad positions:

1. Sober acknowledgment: this group reluctantly employs the language of genocide and speak
as though this characterization itself signals a theological or ethical problem.

2. Unqualified affirmation: these scholars emphatically affirm a genocidal characterization
but would have a problem with any interpretation or application of the conquest that
offers a justification of these acts of war even if another, less striking term were substituted
in the place of genocide.

3. Active resistance: those in this group deny that the conquest was genocidal and assign this
clarification great significance in making sense of theological or ethical implications of the
conquest.

4. Careful avoidance: this final group offers little to no comment on whether it was genocide
out of a desire to emphasize something else. Whether explicitly or implicitly, these authors
suggest that genocide is not tied to the theological point of the conquest.
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It can be seen even in these short descriptions that each of these approaches is connected to a
perception of a problem the conquest might pose in the first place. Each of these deserves a more
detailed treatment.

1.1. Sober Acknowledgement

Those who grant the language of genocide as a matter of sober acknowledgement refuse to pit one
portion of Scripture against another or undermine the authority and relevance of the conquest narratives
in any way. They do not see another way to characterize indiscriminate killing, and so concede that the
conquest was genocidal. They also seem to suggest that this characterization should make a difference
in the debates.

The texts of Joshua 6 or 1 Samuel 15, in this view, indicate annihilation of the Canaanites, and are
thus unavoidably genocidal. Whether or not anyone can reconcile this with other aspects of Christian
doctrine, biblical ethics, or theology proper is beside the point; there is to be no mincing of words or
avoiding the hard truths. In this vein Merrill and Gard share the premise of a genocidal characterization,
even as they seek to incorporate that difficult reality into biblical theology.”* Pitkdmen cites “genocide
theology

Those who soberly acknowledge genocide have decided the conquest’s primary problematic feature
is its severity, and that it requires something like a theodicy to resolve it. Goldingay rehearses how the
ban outlined in Deuteronomy required the Israelite armies to go outside of the conventional rules of
war and our intuitions of justice, or because the election of Israel and condemnation of Canaan goes
against our intuitions of fairness.” Just as the problem of evil and suffering pits the Bible’s teaching on
God’s goodness against the reality of evil and suffering in the world, this line of thinking pits the Bible’s
teaching about God’s mercy or care for the defenseless against God’s own command. How could God
command such a thing?

1.2. Unqualified Affirmation

Others like Boyd, Seibert, and Cowles fall into a different camp, which we might call unqualified
affirmation. They assert that the conquest was genocide, but this is just one aspect among many
problematic aspects of the conquest and could easily be discarded. There is far more leeway in this
approach to either criticizing portions of the biblical witness or dramatically reframing them in light
of a more “enlightened” or “evolved” ethic. Examples might be Christ’s allegedly non-violent example
in the New Testament, or some external moral principle about human rights, or a deeply spiritual-
allegorical hermeneutic.

In this approach, a genocidal aspect of Yahweh'’s warfare is presupposed rather than argued out
in detail. It is treated as something self-evident and applied not only to the events themselves but
to any pretext for future genocidal episodes throughout history. This is, at least on a surface level,
completely understandable: “How else should reports of killing ‘all that breathes’ in a given city or

15 Eugene Merrill, “The Case for Moderate Discontinuity, and Daniel Gard, “The Case for Eschatological
Continuity,” in Show them No Mercy: Four Views on God and Canaanite Genocide, ed. Stanley N. Gundry, Coun-
terpoints (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 61-96; 111-44.

16 Pekka Pitkamen, Joshua, ApOTC (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2010), 60, 88.

17 John Goldingay, “Is Election Fair?,” in Reading the Hebrew Bible for a New Millennium, ed. Wonil Kim et al.
(Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2000), 169—87.
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region be interpreted?” they may ask rhetorically. But this is akin to any argument involving a literalistic
hermeneutic built mostly on assertions. To the extent that scholars want to interact with the best
available evidence and lines of argument, it forces anyone who takes issue with the characterization
to single-handedly conjure up the strongest cases for or against. To his credit, Boyd probably goes the
farthest in seeking to refute any who would suggest otherwise,"® and other such as Seibert, Creach, and
Cowles generally agree.”

Opposition to the violence of the conquest (and much of the Old Testament) unites pacifist
Christians, as well as outspoken critics of Christianity operating in a post-Holocaust® and post-9/11*
world, liberal theologians,” and militant atheists.” All of these groups would affirm without so much
as a second thought that Israel’s earliest wars were genocidal, and often denounce such passages as
Deuteronomy 7 or 20 in the strongest possible terms. This is true even if they disagree about how that
denunciation should impact other theological commitments.

Yet the core problematic feature of the conquest narratives is not its indicators of genocide per se, but
the overall theme of violence in the Bible. Simply substituting another roughly equivalent word would
not meaningfully alter their concern. Genocide only represents an extreme or perhaps embarrassing
case of the greater problem of war in the Old Testament, if not also the apocalyptic language in the
New Testament. Scale, rationale, intent, or the interaction between divine and human involvement are
secondary considerations, at best.

For the Christians represented in this group, it is unimaginable and even blasphemous that God (as
revealed in Christ) would ever command or participate in violence in any form for any reason, and this
contradiction between the Testaments or conceptions of God must be somehow resolved. The conquest
is no more problematic than the flood narratives, or the plagues, or the idea of eternal conscious torment
in hell, except perhaps that in this case there were human actors. In this view, the lessons of a book like

18 Gregory A. Boyd, The Crucifixion of the Warrior God: Interpreting the Old Testament’s Violent Portraits of
God in Light of the Cross, 2 vols. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2017), 1:23, 140, 294, 300-302, 469.

¥ Eric Seibert, The Violence of Scripture: Overcoming the Old Testament’s Troubling Legacy (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2012); Jerome Creach, Violence in Scripture, Interpretation (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox,
2013), C. S. Cowles, “The Case for Radical Discontinuity,” in Show them No Mercy: Four Views on God and Ca-
naanite Genocide, ed. Stanley N. Gundry, Counterpoints (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 11-46.

2 Gerd Ludemann, The Unholy in Holy Scripture: The Darks Side of the Bible, trans. John Bowden (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 1996), 33-75; Menachem Kellner, “And Yet, the Texts Remain: The Problem of the Com-
mand to Destroy the Canaanites,” in The Gift of the Land and the Fate of the Canaanites in Jewish Thought, ed.
Katell Berthelot, Joseph E. David, and Marc Hirschman (New York: Oxford, 2014), 153-79.

2 Philip Jenkins, Laying Down the Sword: Why We Can’t Ignore the Bible’s Violent Verses (New York: Harper
Collins, 2011).

2 1. D. Hawk, The Violence of the Biblical God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2019). Cf. L. D. Hawk, “The Truth
About Conquest: Joshua as History, Narrative, and Scripture,” Int 66 (2012): 129-40; C. J. Sharp, “Are You for Us,
or for Our Adversaries? A Feminist and Postcolonial Interrogation of Joshua 2—12 for the Contemporary Church,’
Int 66 (2012): 141-52.

% One popular characterization: “The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character
in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic
cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sa-
domasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully” Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (Boston: Houghton Miftlin,
2006), 31.
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Joshua must be extracted from their deadly and dangerous immediate context, and a prior commitment
to non-violence overshadows the commitment to the inerrancy of any portrayal of God as an active
warrior.

1.3. Active Resistance

Those actively resisting the term genocide lately seem to be defined by three actions: (a) to affirm a
just war approach to war, (b) to argue decidedly against the genocidal characterization, and (c) to assign
this denial great significance. The lengths to which authors will go to resist the term “genocide” vary, of
course, as do the reasons offered. Zehnder bases his opposition to the term on exegetical observations,
though he is careful to point out that it ultimately depends on definitions.* Hess does not belabor his
resistance to the term either, but argues that the campaigns focused primarily on military objectives
rather than civilian populations.” Despite this, he still in his earlier commentary speaks of “wholesale
extermination of nations” in setting up the ethical question.>

The most outspoken recent commentators who fall into this category are Flannagan and Copan,
who devote a book-length treatment to the question “did God really command genocide?” and answer
emphatically and rigorously in the negative. They speak of the conquest not as sweeping destruction
of everyone and everything in the land (this is dismissed as Sunday school distortion) but as a series of
severe, disabling, localized raids.” Of all the authors I have so far encountered, Copan and Flannagan
seem to assign the greatest significance to the distinction between “genocide” and something else.

Those who take this approach tend to see the problems associated with the conquest as a series of
misconceptions—at worst a clash of sensibilities, or a body of data and cultural mores that has been lost
to us. There is no required solution; one need only launch an investigation.

1.4. Careful Avoidance

The position closest to that advocated in this essay is careful avoidance. It neither embraces a
genocidal characterization outright, nor goes out of its way to comment on or dispute its use unless the
context specifically warrants it. It borrows and at times blends insights from those in other camps. This
approach simply looks for better terminology with less baggage.

Different authors will, of course, have different motivations. Walton and Walton briefly caution
that genocide is anachronistic, though this feeds into their larger point that readers throughout church
history and particularly in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have expected Deuteronomy and
Joshua to address ethical or theological questions that the original readers would have found utterly
strange.” They do not seem interested in delving deep into the legal intricacies of the difference between

2 Zehnder, “The Annihilation of the Canaanites,” 288—-90.

% Richard Hess, “War in the Hebrew Bible: An Overview, in War in the Bible and Terrorism in the Twenty-
First Century, ed. Richard Hess and Elmer Martens, BBRSup 2 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 29-30.

% Richard Hess, Joshua, TOTC (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 46—50.

¥ Matthew Flannigan and Paul Copan, Did God Really Command Genocide? Coming to Terms with the Justice
of God (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2014), 53—125. They do acknowledge, however, that “even if the texts don’t

envisage genocide, they still seem to suggest that a loving and just God did command killing the innocent on a
particular occasion” (p. 142).

» John Walton and J. Harvey Walton, The Lost World of the Israelite Conquest: Covenant, Retribution, and the
Fate of the Canaanites (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2017), 257.
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genocide on the one hand and, say, massacres or ethnic cleansing on the other. Though Heiser states
that genocide or indiscriminate slaughter was “not the point of the conquest” and seems to heavily
discourage that focus, he does not dispute that it occurred. He makes his own robust case for something
functionally equivalent: “the urgency to eliminate the Nephilim [giant] bloodlines” In his advocacy
for a more symbolic and less historically grounded reading of the book of Joshua, Earl nevertheless
acknowledges the many allegations of genocide.*

Another subset of this “avoidance” group contains authors who seem to avoid or de-emphasize
altogether. Longman, who is far more interested in the contemporary theological and ethical debates,
neither disputes nor emphasizes genocide in his discussion of “holy war” and does not go out of his
way to explain his rationale for doing so.* Similarly Kline cites “unprovoked, merciless aggression,’®
held in tension with the principles of modern international law. The term is also notably absent from
the discussions of Kidner,* Kitchen,** and Kaiser,* who each write of invasions, massacres, battles, raids
and generalized destruction. Younger speaks (contra Hess) of the “destruction” or “elimination” of the
populations of enemy cities, as well as “calculated frightfulness.”*

Wright seeks to offer some correction to the many caricatures that would unnecessarily portray
God as bloodthirsty or Moses as a vengeful mass murderer, but at the same time he tacitly concedes
that the distinction between genocide and something else often makes little difference. He gently resists
the language of genocide due to popular associations with ethnic cleansing but otherwise shares a lot
with the sober acknowledgment approach, admitting plainly that he often wonders why God would use
such methods as conquest for his eternal purposes.” Taking a more holistic approach to the conquest,
Wright is able to offer layers of nuance. His outlining of the potential problems tends to include rich
elements of historiography, ethics, biblical theology, and historical theology. He sees many connection
points between these fields and seeks not just a solution to a given problem set but more of a unified
theory. He thus perceives a need to juggle multiple priorities at once and senses the need only on certain
occasions to mention the disputes about genocide.

» Michael Heiser, “The Giant Clans and the Conquest,” The Naked Bible, 18 January 2016, https://drmsh.com/
the-giant-clans-and-the-conquest/. Cf. Michael Heiser, The Unseen Realm: Recovering the Supernatural World-
view of the Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2015).

% “Joshua is a story set in the context of genocide, but it is not about genocide, either as a description of what
happened in the past, or as something that is in any sense a model to be followed or gloried in” Douglas Earl, The
Joshua Delusion? Rethinking Genocide in the Bible (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2010), 123.

3 Tremper Longman, “The Case for Spiritual Continuity,” in Show them No Mercy: Four Views on God and
Canaanite Genocide, ed. Stanley N. Gundry, Counterpoints (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 159-90.

% Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority, 163.

3 Kidner, “Old Testament Perspectives,” 99-114.

% Kenneth Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 234-39.
% Walter Kaiser, A History of Israel (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1998), 143-61.

% Younger, Ancient Conquest Accounts, 233—34.

% Christopher J. H. Wright, The God I Don’t Understand (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 78, 94.
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2. Weighing Current Approaches

The various ways evangelical Christian scholars have approached the genocidal characterization
in recent years are each tied to their dialogue partners’ concerns and ultimately, the unique problems
they are trying to solve. But more specificity is possible and needed. The main problems posed by
the conquest involve history, biblical/systematic theology, and ethics, yet the word genocide has a
different connotation in each—and these connotations have so far not lined up well with the four
outlined approaches.

For the sake of focused coherency, I will briefly consider the Bible’s account of the conquest
through four lenses: historiography, hermeneutics, theodicy, and ethics. These subjects certainly
overlap in many respects, even as they either lurk in the background or dominate the emphases of
sermons, lessons, books, articles, and apologetic exercises. Drawing together observations from each
of these lenses will be crucial, however, in comparing the merits of the four postures toward genocidal
terminology outlined above. I will argue that a type of careful avoidance is most successful in doing
justice to all four aspects without contradiction, redundancy, or a lack of pastoral sensitivity.

2.1. Hermeneutics

If the concern of a preacher, teacher, or apologist is to paint as accurate a picture as possible of
the original Late Bronze Age context, it is wise to avoid the term genocide. If someone insists the
conquest was tantamount to genocide, it is productive to dispute this characterization insofar as the
word genocide has misleading connotations and is an anachronism. The distinction between genocide
and something else may give us a clearer picture of the frame of reference in the original context.
Resisting reading contemporary jargon into the ancient original sources helps us conceptualize better.
Consider Beard’s comments on the scale of war in early Rome:

Despite the style in which they are recounted, as if they were mini-versions of Rome
against Hannibal, they were probably something closer, in our terms, to cattle raids....
In most early communities, it took a long time before the various forms of private
violence, from rough justice and vendetta to guerrilla warfare, came fully under public
control. Conflict of all sorts was regularly in the hands of individuals with their own
following, the ancient equivalents of what we might call private warlords; and there was
a blurry distinction between what was conducted on behalf of the “state” and what on
behalf of some powerful leader.?

Or this is how Gabrieli describes the Battle of Badr, recounted in the Quran:

With hardly a dozen dead among the Muslims and a few dozen among the Meccans,
among whom was Abu Jahl himself, in an encounter which in military terms was hardly
more than a brawl.»

Complaining about stylized, exaggerated and distorted accounts of historical events in film or the
popular imagination is common among historians. It is in this same spirit that Hess, in his analysis of
Joshua’s account, theorizes based on contemporaneous requests for reinforcements in the region that

% Mary Beard, SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome (New York: Liveright, 2015), 99.

¥ Francesco Gabrieli, Mohammad and the Conquests of Islam, trans. Virginia Luling and Rosamund Linell
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1973), 69.
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“it would not seem preposterous if the number of men defending Jericho was about 100 or fewer”* Ai,
according to a similar theory, was at most a village with nearby ruins partially explaining why the spies
thought so few Israelites were required to take it (Josh 7:3).# Hazor was a larger settlement, given a place
of prominence in the lists of conquered northern cities (11:10-11).2 Of course, ancient acts of war were
no less brutal by virtue of their smaller scale or remoteness in the past, but the numbers justifying a
genocidal designation are absent. Thus, to soberly acknowledge or affirm genocide in some unqualified
sense is misleading.

The issue plums deeper than a question of historical accuracy as opposed to anachronism, however.
Connotations reach beyond the mere facts on the ground and affect our view of the character of God
and his people. As Walton and Walton have noted, “when we hear words such as genocide we interpret
them as ‘a thing that should never be done! But the text does not depict the conquest event in terms of
a thing that should never be done” The earliest readers of Numbers, Joshua, or 1 Samuel, and those
who presumably carried out the divine commands, were not thinking in the same categories we might
today. The connotations that accompany the word genocide are an awkward fit in the ancient context.
A contemporary example might be the cultural gap between a western individualism where sin and
injustice are primarily found in private decision making, and an eastern communalism, where sin and
injustice can be private but are also embedded in societies and structures as corruption takes its toll on a
whole community. A biblical example indicating a similar cultural gap might be the plea of Abraham in
Genesis 18:25. He is apparently less concerned with the deaths of women, children, the elderly, sick, or
defenseless (as we might be in a society dominated by the categories of the Geneva Conventions, and as
we might often imagine Abraham to be), and much more concerned that God would violate his justice
by putting the “righteous” ones to death along with the wicked.*

Another prominent theme evident in the biblical witness (absent from modern analyses of genocide
or reappropriations of conquest narratives) is the promise of Yahweh intervening by bringing judgment
or fighting on behalf of his people (Gen 15:16; Exod 23:23).% It is possible, perhaps, to dismiss these as
redactions, exaggerations, or expressions of nationalistic fervor. Even so, to take the Old Testament on
its own terms is to acknowledge that it was not merely a human endeavor. The conquest involved human
instruments acting on orders with a divine origin. God’s direct involvement is part of the Bible’s way of
accounting for a lack of post-traumatic stress or moral injury on the behalf of the Israelite invaders.*
The Bible does not lack elsewhere in this regard; yet the agonizing poetic and prophetic laments that
accompany the events leading to the devastating siege of Samaria and Jerusalem and the exile simply
have no parallel expression of regret in the accounts of the conquest beyond the remarkable admission
that the conquest was incomplete (Judg 1-2). In neither Testament do we find any expression of remorse

4 Richard Hess, “The Jericho and Ai of the Book of Joshua,” in Critical Issues in Early Israelite History. ed.
Richard Hess, Gerald Klingbeil, and Paul Ray Jr. (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 42.

“ Hess, Joshua, 158—59.

2 Hess, Joshua, 212.

% Walton and Walton, The Lost World of the Israelite Conquest, 257.

“ This complaint is echoed throughout biblical history, for example Hab 1:3-14.

% ] am indebted to Brian Tabb for this reminder in the review process for this publication.

% Cf. Xi Li, “Post-traumatic Growth, Belief in a Just World, and Psalm 137:9,” BTB 51 (2021): 175-84.
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or direct commentary on the conquest that would even hint that it could have been wrong. This should
temper any evangelical approach to the text.

2.2. Historiography

If the concern of a preacher, teacher, or apologist is historiography of the conquest (the act of
recording casualty counts, modelling the destruction, harmonizing victorious optimism with reports
of setbacks), again it is wise to avoid the language of genocide. If someone insists that the Bible depicts
genocide, it is productive to dispute this characterization. Where “total war,’ “slaughter;” “aggression,” or
“massacre” are more accurate designations, they are also more helpful in this historiographical context.

The distinction between genocide and something else is relevant, even crucial, in explaining the
unusually large numbers in censuses or casualty counts and the apparent contradictions between
victories and setbacks internal to Joshua and/or between Joshua and Judges.* If the references to “killing
all that breathes” are hyperbolic, as Kitchen and Kidner argue,® and as Fouts echoes with regard to
casualty counts (which would then be far lower than the “thousands” represented in hyperbolic language
and English translations),” the likelihood of a contradiction in the narrative of Joshua or Judges is greatly
lessened.

To affirm that the conquest was genocide as if it were a binary choice (whether soberly or in an
unqualified way) misses these important distinctions and concedes too much. It is no secret that
because of the scant extra-biblical textual evidence and conflicting archaeological evidence, the
conquest is difficult to date, model, and chronicle. This has led to a host of questions about terminology
to define or describe the biblical portrayal of Israel’s campaigns in and around the land of Canaan. But if
indeed genocide is a misnomer, the need to explain the lack of archaeological evidence for widespread
devastation in the Late Bronze Age is less pressing. If we conceive of the conquest more as a series
of localized, disabling raids on military objectives, not a sweeping annihilation of everyone caught
somewhere between the Jordan River and Mediterranean Sea, the notion of genocide on the scale of a
regional conflict fades, and is replaced with something far more appropriate to the ancient Near Eastern
context.

2.3. Theodicy

If the concern is a biblical or theological theme tied to genocide in the Bible, before deciding how
or whether to push back on terminology, it is best to consider what distinguishes a given objection
from other similar objections to the flood in Genesis or the reality of hell. Unless a specific tension
tied to war is in view (and in most cases becomes a question of ethics or morals), the distinction

# These are the key apparent contradictions cited in Nili Wazana, “Everything was Fulfilled’ vs. “The Land
that Remains’: Contrasting Conceptions of the Fulfillment of the Promise in the Book of Joshua,” in The Gift of the
Land and the Fate of the Canaanites in Jewish Thought, ed. Katell Berthelot, Joseph E. David, and Marc Hirschman
(New York: Oxford, 2014), 14; 18—19.

® Younger, Ancient Conquest Accounts, 243—46; Kitchen, Reliability of the Old Testament, 173-74. Both
Younger and Kitchen argue that a careful reading of Joshua against its ancient Near Eastern background (in which
hyperbole was employed to describe military success) shows that there is no great tension within Joshua or be-
tween Joshua and Judges.

# Daniel M. Fouts, “A Defense of the Hyperbolic Interpretation of Numbers in the Old Testament,” JETS 40
(1997): 377-87.
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between genocide and available substitutes probably does not matter. Whether posed in the form of a
theodicy or variation on the Euthyphro Dilemma, or a more a straightforward approach of weighing
God’s wrath against his mercy, genocide becomes a stand in for “that which should not be done,” and
it can easily be switched out for other equivalents without any change in the logical structure of the
argument.

There are of course instances in the Bible, in recorded history, and in our lives where God allows
evil people to do horrendous things to other human beings. Yet from the vantage point of a believer,
God’s acts in Scripture stand as a unified whole, and God has the right to do what he will without
satisfying human curiosity or removing pain. This was one of the clear lessons of Job’s suffering,
David’s expressions of pain in the Psalms, Habakkuk’s prophecy, or Paul’s agony over the Jewish
rejection of Jesus—all of which end with unanswered questions of “why?”

From the standpoint of biblical theology, God did not reveal himself to be particularly vengeful or
severe on Canaan in a way that is alien to the rest of the biblical storyline, even if genocide is in view.
This insight is perhaps why many evangelical commentators have soberly acknowledged the genocidal
designation in the case of the conquest without much hesitation. Had God destroyed the Canaanites
and their cities by any other means (plagues, fire from heaven, a flood, etc.), the conquest would not
exactly be the firebrand it has become today. It would fade somewhat into the background of other
issues. A cursory reading of either Testament reveals countless passages where God himself displays
his wrath and kills people (Sodom and Gomorrah, or Ananias and Sapphira), or God commands
or allows humans to kill other humans but not in an indiscriminate way (the death penalty or wars
with far-off nations). There are plenty of occasions where God’s commands are counter-intuitive and
seem to require a suspension of what someone in a particular cultural context “knows” to be true (the
binding of Isaac, or in another context, the declaration that all foods are clean).

2.4. Morality and Ethics

The conquest was not merely a human endeavor, but it was nonetheless a human endeavor. This
complicates the picture by involving even more than characterizations and biblical theology. For all that
might be gained from the helpful distinctions rehearsed above, unfortunately there are other instances
of counterproductive posturing. Sometimes going out of one’s way to apply or resist a genocidal
characterization does very little for the argument at hand.

If someone wants to dispute an ethical dilemma tied to the kind of warfare in reported in Numbers,
Deuteronomy, Joshua, or 1 Samuel, clarifying that this was not technically genocide is at best irrelevant,
and at worst profoundly insensitive.

Through this lens, it makes little difference whether we call the conquest “genocide,” “slaughter;’
“aggression,” or “massacre,’” the moral or ethical dilemmas remain. This much is intuitive to any who
have truly struggled with the dilemmas either as a combatant themselves or as someone who is
contemplating the implications of being not only an object of God’s wrath, but the vessel through which
that wrath is poured on someone else. There need only be one example of killing a particularly innocent
or defenseless person to cause concern—as evidenced by the controversies surrounding the binding of
Isaac in Genesis 22, or the harrowing reference to the violent deaths of infants in Psalm 137. From the
standpoint of the critic, whether of the New Atheist or neo-Anabaptist variety, their argument does
not rest on such a characterization. Even Copan and Flannagan, who go the farthest of all the authors
surveyed to argue against a genocidal characterization, acknowledge that strictly speaking most of the
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ethical objections raised do not need a notion like genocide in order to function.” Texts such as Numbers
31 perplexed and greatly challenged Jewish and Christian exegetes® along moral or ethical lines long
before genocide was a standardized term or even a conceivable reality. It did not seem to matter to
Calvin that the genocidal characterization was downgraded to something localized and temporal; his
writing still reveals a wrestling with the implications.?

It is worth noting that Kitchen and Younger, two of the most-cited authors in the evangelical
scholarly world by those actively resisting the term genocide in this context, do not offer commentary on
the term genocide or on the moral ethical implications of their approach in the works commonly cited.
They steadfastly limit themselves to questions of historical investigation; they are trying to persuade
readers not to dismiss the Old Testament accounts as groundless myth and to do this they appeal to
parallels between the biblical historical narratives and their ancient Near Eastern counterparts. They
nowhere suggest that this somehow removes the possibility that any of the women, children, elderly,
sick or otherwise defenseless people in the land of Canaan were painfully killed by the edge of the sword,
and in considerable numbers. To the contrary, Younger (in comparing Joshua’s exploits to those of the
ruthless Ashurnasirpal II) notes that “the concept of total war (i.e., the destruction of the population as
well as the military) was a practice which one encounters on numerous occasions in the ancient Near
Eastern conquest accounts.”” At best we have shaken the common comparison to the Holocaust, only to
be confronted with other unsettling comparisons like the bombing of Dresden (total war) or removal of
Native Americans from what is now the United States (expulsion). The scale may be smaller, the context
may be quite different, but these are hardly more comfortable parallels.

Nor does genocide necessarily indicate complete eradication; in most historical examples genocide
is marked more by intent than result. Copan and Flannagan, for instance, conclude their lengthy case
against a notion of genocide by citing an “abundance of survivors who could not be driven out” on
the second-to-last page.* Setting aside that the reason for this abundance probably has more to do
with Israel’s failure to adequately drive the Canaanites from the land as instructed than it does with
any merciful exception to the ban, and regardless of the fact that this is a largely unnecessary exercise,
irrelevant to their original stated concern on the first page (the moral argument cited in the introduction
makes no mention of the word or concept of genocide, and by their own admission functions perfectly
well without it),” there is a deeper issue: the enduring presence of surviving Canaanites as a people group

% Copan and Flannagan, Did God Really Command Genocide?, 130: “The accusation of ‘genocide’—whether
coming from Old Testament scholars like Eric Seibert or new Atheists like Richard Dawkins — carries a heavy
rhetorical punch, which often calls forth echoes of Rwanda or the Holocaust. The more modest claim that at one
particular point in history God made an exception to a general rule against killing noncombatants (while still rais-
ing moral questions) does not carry that same rhetorical baggage” (italics original).

51 Katell Berthelot, “Philo of Alexandria and the Conquest of Canaan,” JSJ 38 (2007): 39-56; Hans Boersma,
“Joshua as Sacrament” CRUX 48.3 (2012): 23—-44.

52 Calvin, Joshua, 97.

5 Younger, Ancient Conquest Accounts, 235.

* Copan and Flannagan, Did God Really Command Genocide?, 125-36.

% Copan and Flannagan, Did God Really Command Genocide?, 17. Copan and Flannagan begin their book

with a presentation and critique of an argument formulated by philosopher Raymond Bradley, but Bradley’s “cru-
cial moral principle” (the premise upon which his argument hinges) makes no mention of complete annihilation:
“it is morally wrong to deliberately and mercilessly slaughter men, women, and children who are innocent of any

serious wrongdoing”
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does not in and of itself demonstrate Copan and Flannagan’s case. It no more negates the possibility
of genocidal acts during the conquest than the presence of surviving Jews, Armenians, and Tutsis in
Rwanda negate their respective claims. Unless the premises can be set up in the correct order and with
perfect accuracy, this line of argument backfires.

A review of the broader semantic range of genocide reveals just how thorny and potentially
embarrassing this quarrel over words will become if the point is pressed. Even from a strictly legal or
secular standpoint the term is not as straightforward as one might suppose. Curthoys and Docker, for
instance, ask,

Are there forms of genocide which do not involve mass killing? What are the criteria
for assessing intention in genocidal events and processes? Do genocides necessarily
involve state action or leadership? Should mass killing based on political categories be
called genocide? What is meant by cultural genocide? To what extent must historical
examples conform to the legal definition?*

As the definition of the term expands or contracts, this complicates its application even to classic case
studies in history (Myanmar, Rwanda, Bosnia, Cambodia, Nazi Germany, the Crusades, etc.), let alone
reading the term back into an ancient conquest account like the book of Joshua.

In fact, even Lemkin’s original legal definition encapsulates far more than deliberate killing, and
need not have a component of ethnic hostility. It includes “causing serious bodily or mental harm,
“deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction
in whole or in part, “imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group,” “forcibly
transferring children of the group to another group””” Copan and Flannagan respond with an appeal to
international court rulings involving the Kosovo crisis and how genocide is tied to physical destruction
and a demonstrated intent to eradicate a people group from the planet.”* Yet, even ignoring for the
moment the incredibly uncomfortable position of attempting to clarify the conquest of Canaan in the
Late Bronze Age through such a painful recent example, this fails to account for the range of potential
meanings of genocide; not everyone has an intricate legal definition in mind.

Here the more measured language of Zehnder’s conclusion is instructive:

Whether one finds “genocidal” traits in the pentateuchal (sic) passages dealing with
the occupation of the promised land or the descriptions of the conquest in Joshua and
Judges depends on the definition of the term “genocidal” Using a relatively narrow
definition ... one can hardly speak of a genocide. It is, however, clear that lethal actions
are prescribed in Deuteronomy and described in Joshua, related mainly to the concept
of herem.”

% Ann Curthoys and John Docker, “Defining Genocide,” in The Historiography of Genocide, ed. Dan Stone
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 9.

7 “Genocide,” United Nations Office on Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect, https://www.
un.org/en/genocideprevention/genocide.shtml.

% Copan and Flannagan, Did God Really Command Genocide?, 126-27.
» Zehnder, “The Annihilation of the Canaanites,” 289.
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3. Conclusions

Until critics can be persuaded to abandon the term, or apologists can work out a graceful way to
reframe the debate, genocide will remain a word that is simultaneously to be avoided yet unavoidable
when it comes to discussions of the conquest. As outlined above, the term genocide can lead to profound
misunderstanding and pain. Yet despite the many disputes and distractions, it is for the most part not
a crucial term for the arguments involving ethics or theology. To the extent that pastors, teachers, and
theologians are persuaded by the arguments of Zehnder or Wright they would do well to avoid the term,
if possible, but can also make preparations to articulate why they avoid it.

Of the four approaches that have gained traction either explicitly or implicitly in evangelical circles,
I have made a case for careful avoidance. It is selective to soberly acknowledge God’s severity in the
conquest without also acknowledging his severity elsewhere in the Bible. It is redundant to protest the
conquest in some unqualified way if the general principle of war or violence itself is the root cause of
offense. It is usually counterproductive and awkward to delve into the technicalities of what is or is not
genocide to evade an ethical or theological dilemma. Yet it is simply not feasible to avoid a notorious
term like genocide in all situations, silently hoping no one listening to our sermons or engaging our
apologetic efforts concerning the conquest will challenge that avoidance.

Hermeneutical and historiographical considerations get in the way of a consistent posture of sober
acknowledgement or unqualified affirmation of genocide. Any attempt at a theodicy of the conquest
does not ultimately depend on the term genocide; it can be substituted out with little to no effect. when
it comes to disputes over morality and ethics, actively resisting the term genocide results in a quarrel
over words.

A better approach, in my view, is to first work backward from a proposed hermeneutical,
historical, theological or ethical problem, keeping in mind that genocide is itself not a fixed term and
its importance will naturally vary depending on the issue at hand. Before making judgments about
accuracy or precision, or determining whether it is worth a dispute, it is more productive to ask how the
term genocide functions in the overall argument. Useful clarifications are tied not only to the veracity
of a claim but to the point one is trying to make and the person one is trying to answer.

To summarize, I propose the following courses of action:

First, if the concern of a preacher, teacher or apologist is to paint as accurate a picture as possible
of the original Late Bronze Age context, it is wise to avoid the term. If someone insists the conquest
was tantamount to genocide, it is productive to dispute this characterization insofar as the word
genocide has misleading connotations and is an anachronism. Second, if the concern of a preacher,
teacher, or apologist is historiography of the conquest (the act of recording casualty counts, modelling
the destruction, harmonizing victorious optimism with reports of setbacks), again it is wise to avoid
the language of genocide. If someone insists that the Bible depicts genocide, it is productive to dispute
this characterization. Where “total war, “slaughter,;” “aggression,” or “massacre” are more accurate
designations, they are also more helpful in this historiographical context. Third, if the concern is a
biblical or theological theme tied to genocide in the Bible, before deciding how or whether to push back
on terminology, it is best to consider what distinguishes a given objection from other similar objections
to the flood in Genesis or the reality of hell. Unless a specific tension tied to war is in view (and in
most cases becomes a question of ethics or morals), the distinction between genocide and available
substitutes probably does not matter.
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Fourth, if someone wants to dispute an ethical dilemma tied to the kind of warfare in reported in
Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, or 1 Samuel, clarifying that this was not technically genocide is at best
irrelevant, and at worst profoundly insensitive.

In this way we avoid the twin dangers of either minimizing the severity and pain of the conquest
or painting God and his representatives as exaggerated monsters on the other. If these observations
hold true, in most cases substituting genocide for older characterizations like “indiscriminate slaughter”
(emphasizing the act of killing), “unprovoked, merciless aggression” (highlighting the motive), “total
war” (establishing the scope), or “divinely ordered massacres” (underlining the theological aspect)
is advisable. These substitutions provide helpful distinctions to account for ancient Near Eastern
conventions and the original context. They already preserve and better specify various aspects of
what pacifists and other critics have identified as most problematic about the conquest, and so do not
“whitewash” the text. They allow dialogue partners on all sides to maintain helpful distinctions while
avoiding at least one treacherous quarrel over words.*

% The views expressed are the author’s own and do not reflect the official position of the Presbyterian and
Reformed Commission on Chaplains and Military Personnel (PRCC), US Army Chaplain Corps, the Department
of the Army, or the Department of Defense.
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Abstract: In the book of Kings, Elisha is the Spirit-empowered man of God who walks
with God, represents God, and shows the way to covenant faithfulness through word
and deed. Elisha therefore serves as a preview of knowing God in the new covenant
through the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. We will see this as we examine the
Spirit’s role in Elisha’s life from Kings, particularly in the narrative of Elisha succeeding
Elijah (2 Kings 2:1-18), and how Elisha’s Spirit-empowered ministry points forward to
the Spirit-empowered ministry of Jesus Christ, the inauguration of the new covenant,
and what it means for Jesus’s followers to live in the power and presence of the Holy
Spirit.
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only God, the only true God.' Because Israel’s God is the only true God, the people of Israel, led

by their king, must exclusively worship God and keep God’s law as written in the Mosaic Cov-
enant if they expect to experience his blessing. Lisa Wray-Beal states this about the message of Kings:
“As king and people walk in the torah, they prove their identity as covenant people. But when they walk
outside the deuteronomic norms of the covenant, they face discipline and ultimately exile from the
land”> Unfortunately, as the book of Kings records, the kings of Israel, beginning with Solomon, do
not worship God exclusively or keep his law, and instead of experiencing the blessings of the covenant
the nation experiences its curses. Solomon commits idolatry near the end of his life and the kingdom is
divided (1 Kgs 11:1-13). The subsequent kings of the divided northern and southern kingdoms follow

T he primary theological truth the book of Kings communicates is that Israel’s God is the one and

! Iain W. Provan, “Kings,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, ed. T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S.
Rosner (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 183. While 1 and 2 Kings are two separate books in our
modern Bibles, they are two volumes of one book, and will be treated as one book, the book of Kings, throughout
the paper.

2 Lissa M. Wray-Beal, I & 2 Kings, ApOTC 9 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2014), 47.
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Solomon’s example and, with few exceptions, continue to lead the people away from the one, true God.?
Both the northern kingdom (2 Kgs 17) and the southern kingdom (2 Kgs 25) ultimately experience exile
for their sins. The repetitiveness of each king’s sinful reign, leading the people further and further away
from God, establishes that the exile of each kingdom, the present reality of the original audience of the
book, is well-deserved.*

In the midst of this history of king after king leading the people away from God we find two
prophets who demonstrate God’s grace and covenant faithfulness despite the people’s sin. The narrative
space and the narrative placement of these two prophets highlight their importance to the narrative as
a whole. The account of these two prophets, Elijah and Elisha, in 1 Kings 17—2 Kings 13, is the center
of the book of Kings, comprising roughly 40% of the narrative.® Elijah arrives on the scene at a decisive
juncture in Israel’s history, as Ahab and Jezebel are leading the people away from God and toward the
false god Baal (1 Kgs 16:29-17:1), and Elisha’s ministry effectively ends when Ahab’s dynasty does (2 Kgs
9:1-3). The two prophets’ miracles, ministry, and presence serve to call the people back to the one, true
God and his covenant. Elijah and Elisha remind the people who God really is, especially when compared
to the false gods the people are choosing to worship, and what it means to live before this God.¢

One of the primary ways that the two prophets remind the people who God is and what it means to
live before him is through the presence and the power of the Holy Spirit in their lives. The Holy Spirit’s
presence and power is particularly noted in the narrative of Elisha succeeding Elijah (2 Kgs 2:1-18),
where Elisha receives a “double portion” of Elijah’s spirit (2 Kgs 2:9—-10). While the Spirit’s ministry
and presence is implicit throughout Elijah’s ministry (though explicitly mentioned in conjunction with
Elijah’s ministry in 1 Kgs 18:12), it is in and through Elisha, as Elijah’s successor, that the Holy Spirit’s
presence and power is particularly emphasized. This emphasis on the Holy Spirit in the life and ministry
of Elisha helps us to understand his purpose in Kings and the whole of the biblical canon, and gives us
more insight into the things concerning Jesus in all the Scriptures (Luke 24:27).”In the context of Kings,

3 The only exceptions to this are Hezekiah and Josiah. Yet Hezekiah does not receive full approval from God
because of his sin of welcoming Babylon and showing them his wealth (2 Kgs 20:16—18). Josiah receives full ap-
proval from God, but even his righteousness is not enough to overcome Manasseh’s sin (2 Kgs 23:26).

* Due to the narrative ending with Judah’s exile and the apologetic arguments throughout the book empha-
sizing the necessity and reality of exile, it is most likely that an exilic author/editor formulated the present text of
Kings for an exilic audience. See Wray-Beal, I & 2 Kings, 34—36.

5 A chiastic structure for the book, with 1 Kings 16:23—2 Kings 12 at the center, is noted by George Savran,
“1 and 2 Kings,” in The Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. Robert Alter and Frank Kermode (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1987), 148; and Bruce K. Waltke with Charles Wu, An Old Testament Theology: An Exegetical,
Canonical, and Thematic Approach (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 693, 704. This chiastic structure assumes
the unity of the book. However, critical scholars tend not to approach the book as a single literary unit. E.g.,
Suzanne Otto, “The Composition of the Elijah-Elisha Stories and the Deuteronomistic History,” JSOT 27 (2003):
487-508; and William Schniedewind, “The Problem with Kings: Recent Study of the Deuteronomistic History,
RelSRev 22 (1996): 22-27.

¢ K. R. R. Gros Louis, “Elijah and Elisha,” in Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, edited by K. R. R.
Gros Louis, J. S. Ackerman, and T. S. Warshaw (Nashville: Abingdon, 1974), 179-84.

7 Many critical scholars continue to ask why the Elisha narrative (2 Kgs 2—-8), and sometimes even Elijah’s nar-
rative (beginning in 1 Kgs 17), is in Kings, failing to see any purpose or unity in Elisha’s life and ministry. Suzanne
Otto is representative when she states that no “convincing model for the process of the integration of the Elijah-
Elisha stories has been achieved so far;” and that almost none of the Elisha stories have any “particular purpose
within the Deuteronomist’s history and theology” Otto, “The Composition of the Elijah-Elisha Stories,” 489, 494.
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as so many in Israel have rejected God and his covenant, Elisha serves not only as a prophet calling
the people to covenant faithfulness, but as the Spirit-empowered man of God who walks with God,
represents God, and demonstrates the way to covenant faithfulness. As the Spirit-empowered man of
God leading the people to covenant faithfulness, however, Elisha serves as more than an example of
living before God under the old covenant; he also serves as a preview of what it will mean to walk with
God in the new covenant in Jesus Christ, which is ultimately how God’s people will know him and what
it means to live for him.

This article demonstrates this truth by establishing the evidence and importance of the Holy Spirit’s
ministry in Elisha’s life and then explaining how Elisha’s Spirit-empowered ministry points forward to
the Spirit-empowered ministry of Jesus Christ and the inauguration of the new covenant. I compare
and contrast Elisha’s experience of the Holy Spirit with Elijah’s experience of the Holy Spirit, and then
compare and contrast Elisha’s experience with Jesus’s experience, demonstrating how the Gospels
explicitly draw an analogy between Elisha’s ministry and Jesus’s ministry. Elisha’s life and ministry in the
Holy Spirit ultimately preview what life with God could one day look like under the new covenant. Jesus
then makes the preview a reality for all who come to him. To all facing exile from God and the kingdom
for their sins, Elisha is an example of how, when we trust the one, true God, all of us can know and walk
with him through the Holy Spirit because of who Jesus Christ is and what he has done.

1. The Spirit in the Life and Ministry of Elisha

The center of the Elijah and Elisha narrative is 2 Kings 2, and the center of that chapter is verses
9-13, which narrate Elijah’s ascension into heaven and Elisha’s succession into the prophetic office
vacated by Elijah.* Once Elijah and Elisha have crossed over the dry ground of the Jordan, Elijah asks
Elisha what he can do for him before he is taken from him (2:9a). Elisha requests a “double portion”
of Elijah’s Spirit (2:9b). Jewish tradition interpreted this request as Elisha asking for a “doubling” of
Elijah’s Spirit, or twice as much of the Spirit as Elijah possessed.® Elisha’s request for a double portion,
however, most likely refers to the customs of inheritance for the firstborn son (Deut 21:17). As Paul
Watson notes, “Elisha is simply asking to be designated by Elijah as his true and legitimate successor.
The bene hannebi’im present at the scene might be construed as other ‘sons’ of Elijah. Elisha wishes
to be recognized as the firstborn of these ‘sons, with all the rights and privileges of the firstborn duly
accorded to him* Elijah responds to Elisha by telling him that his request is difficult (2 Kgs 2:10a), most
likely because it is impossible for him to fulfill; only God can grant that request." Elijah then tells Elisha

For a survey of the functional problem of Elisha among critical scholars, see W. Brian Aucker, “Where is the LORD,
the God of Elijah? Royal and Divine Characterization as Governing Images in the Portrayal of Elisha” (paper pre-
sented at the annual meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society, Baltimore, 20 November 2013), 1-5.

8 T. Raymond Hobbs, “2 Kings 1 and 2: Their Unity and Purpose;” SR 13 (1984): 331, and Wray-Beal, 1 & 2
Kings, 301-2.

° Raymond E. Brown, “Jesus and Elisha,” Perspective 12 (1971): 87—88; and Nachman Levine, “Twice as Much
of Your Spirit: Pattern, Parallel, and Paronomasia in the Miracles of Elijah and Elisha,” JSOT 85 (1999): 25.

10 Paul L. Watson, “A Note on the ‘Double Portion’ of Deuteronomy 21:17 and 2 Kings 2:9,” ResQ 8 (1965):
74-75.

1 Richard D. Patterson and Hermann J. Austel, “1 and 2 Kings,” in I Samuel-2 Kings, EBC 3, ed. Tremper
Longman III and David E. Garland, revised ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 813.
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that he would know if he was Elijah’s Spirit-empowered successor if he saw him ascend into heaven
(2:10b). As the two prophets walk and talk, a chariot of fire and horses of fire separate them, and Elijah is
taken to heaven in a whirlwind (2:11). Elisha witnesses the entire event, indicating that God granted his
request for the double portion of Elijah’s Spirit (that this is indeed the case is confirmed by the sons of
the prophets in 2:15), tears his clothes into two pieces as an act of mourning, and picks up Elijah’s cloak
(2:12—13). The transfer of Elijah’s cloak to Elisha, the same cloak that Elijah threw upon Elisha when he
first commissioned him (1 Kgs 19:19) and with which Elijah divided the waters of the Jordan (2 Kgs 2:8),
also symbolizes that God has transferred Elijah’s prophetic power to Elijah.”

As the bearer of the firstborn’s portion of the prophetic Spirit of the Lord, Elisha succeeds Elijah
and does similar, Spirit-empowered acts in his ministry, just as God promised Elijah he would (1 Kgs
19:16). For example, both prophets speak the word of the Lord (e.g., 1 Kgs 17:1; 2 Kgs 3:16-20), and both
prophets call the people back to proper worship and conduct before the Lord (e.g., 1 Kgs 18:17-40; 2 Kgs
6:20—23).” The most prominent parallel Kings makes between the two prophets and their ministries,
however, is in their miracles of healing, giving life, provision, controlling nature, and judgment. While
Kings does not always explicitly mention the Holy Spirit’s work in Elijah’s and Elisha’s’ miracles, the
central importance of 2 Kings 2 in the narrative gives us ample reason to understand their miracles
as works of the Spirit, and the New Testament’s description of the Holy Spirit’s work reinforces this
understanding.™

Through the Holy Spirit, Elijah does the following:

1. causes a drought and famine to come to Israel while ravens feed him (1 Kgs 17:1-7);

2. feeds a widow and her son for many days on one jar of flour and one flask of oil (1 Kgs
17:8-16);

raises the widow’s son from the dead (1 Kgs 17:17-24);

calls down fire from heaven to burn his sacrifice to the Lord (1 Kgs 18:36—38);

brings rain to end the drought and famine (1 Kgs 18:41-45);

runs ahead of King Ahab to Jezreel (1 Kgs 18:46);

calls down fire from heaven to destroy two groups of men sent by King Ahaziah (2 Kgs
1:9-12); and

8. divides the waters of the Jordan with his cloak (2 Kgs 2:8).

Nk W

Through the Holy Spirit, Elisha performs these mighty works:

1. divides the waters of the Jordan with Elijah’s cloak (2 Kgs 2:13—14);

2. heals the waters of Jericho by throwing salt into the spring (2 Kgs 2:19-22);

3. curses his harassers in Bethel, which results in two female bears mauling forty-two of
them (2 Kgs 2:23-25);

4. provides water for the soldiers and animals of Jehoram and Jehoshaphat (2 Kgs 3:9-20);

12 Wray-Beal, 1 & 2 Kings, 305; Gros Louis, “Elijah and Elisha,” 183.

13 On the importance of the ministry of the word for both Elijah and Elisha and the prophets’ emphasis on au-
thentic conduct and worship, see T. L. Brodie, The Elijah-Elisha Narrative as an Interpretive Synthesis of Genesis-
Kings and a Literary Model for the Gospels (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000), 70-75.

14 For example, the Holy Spirit empowers (Acts 1:8; 4:8, 31; 1 Cor 12:7-11), heals (Matt 12:28; Mark 5:30; Luke
4:18-19), imparts new life (Luke 1:35; John 3:6—7; John 6:63), and executes judgment (John 16:8—11; Acts 5:1-11;
Heb 10:29).
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multiplies the widow’s oil (2 Kgs 4:1-7);

promises a son to a barren woman, whom she bears the next year (2 Kgs 4:13-17);

raises the woman’s son from the dead (2 Kgs 4:18-37);

heals the deadly stew (2 Kgs 4:38—41);

feeds many from twenty loaves of bread and some grain (2 Kgs 4:42—-44);

10. heals Naaman from his leprosy (2 Kgs 5:1-14);

11. curses Gehazi for his greed, resulting in leprosy for him (2 Kgs 5:26—27);

12. causes an iron ax-head to float (2 Kgs 6:1-7);

13. causes the servant to see horses and chariots of fire, causes the Syrians to be blind and
then causes them to see (2 Kgs 6:18-20); and

14. ends a famine in Israel (2 Kgs 7:1-20).

O ®© N o

Elijah and Elisha both end famines, resurrect a widow’s son from the dead, feed people, bring
judgment upon the Lord’s enemies, and divide the waters of the Jordan. Gros Louis elaborates on this
similarity:

Although some of the miracles differ in nature, they are basically the same in their
execution and in the means employed.... We are aware that it is not Elijah who is the
powerful one, since Elisha can do the same things—either Elijah and Elisha are equal in
power and magic, or their skill comes from another source. And, of course, everything
in Kings points to that other source being the Lord God of Israel.””

The same God who was at work in Elijah is now at work in his successor, Elisha. As later biblical revelation
explains, the presence and power of the Lord God of Israel in human beings is the Holy Spirit of God.

But Elisha not only succeeds Elijah as the Spirit-empowered prophet, he exceeds him. In Kings, this
sets apart Elisha in particular, even when compared to Elijah, as the example of the Spirit-empowered
man. Kings indicates at least five ways that Elisha surpasses Elijah as the Spirit-empowered prophet.

First, Elisha performs almost twice as many miracles as Elijah, and several of these miracles are
intensifications of Elijah’s miracles. For example, Elijah feeds a widow and her son for many days on
one jar of flour and one flask of oil (1 Kgs 17:8—16), whereas Elisha provides water for the soldiers and
animals of Jehoram and Jehoshaphat (2 Kgs 3:9-20), multiplies the widow’s oil (2 Kgs 4:1-7), heals
deadly stew (2 Kgs 4:38—41), and feeds many from twenty loaves of bread and some grain (2 Kgs 4:42—
44). Elijah raises the widow’s son from the dead (1 Kgs 17:17-24), whereas Elisha promises a son to a
barren woman, who then bears the son the next year (2 Kgs 4:13—17), and then later raises the widow’s
son from the dead (2 Kgs 4:18-37).1

Second, the presence of the “sons of the prophets” (2 Kgs 2:3, 5, 7, 15; 4:1, 38; 5:22; 6:1; 9:1) in Elisha’s
ministry stands in contrast to Elijah’s solitary ministry. While the sons of the prophets existed during
Elijah’s ministry, and Elisha would eventually accompany Elijah as his replacement, their presence is
particularly emphasized in the Elisha narrative. The sons of the prophets accompanied Elisha from the

15 Gros Louis, “Elijah and Elisha,” 182-83.

16 As Raymond Brown notes, later works like Sirach (48:12—14) and Josephus also drew attention to how
Elisha’s miracles went beyond those of Elisha, indicating that Elisha was more closely associated with the miracu-
lous than Elijah. Comparing the two prophets’ miracles, Brown states, “Elisha emerges more clearly as a wonder
worker: his miracles, narrated in profusion, run through his whole career and are the actions that constitute his
relations to other men” Brown, “Jesus and Elisha,” 89-90.
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beginning, self-identifying as Elisha’s servants (2 Kgs 2:15; 4:1), living with him in community (2 Kgs
6:1-6), and sharing and supporting his ministry (2 Kgs 9:6-10).” Drawing together disciples, creating
community, and fostering unity are all works of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2; 1 Cor 12—-14).

Third, Elisha completes the ministry of Elijah by anointing Hazael as King of Aram (2 Kgs 8:7-15)
and Jehu as King of Israel (2 Kgs 9:1-13), in fulfillment of the Lord’s word in 1 Kings 19:15-16. Elisha
does not just demonstrate the power and certainty of the Lord’s prophetic word, however, he also takes
part in the Lord’s work of purification and judgment against sin among his people, which are works of
the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:11; 2 Cor 3:18).'

Fourth, even Elisha’s death is presented as life-giving, further evidence of the Spirit’s power upon
him.” Some time after Elisha dies and is buried, a burial procession is taking place when an invading
group of Moabite raiders appears. The dead man is quickly thrown into Elisha’s grave, and when the
dead man touches Elisha’s bones he comes back to life (2 Kgs 2:20-21). As Wray-Beal notes, “Elisha’s
ministry has brought life to many through healed water (2:19-22), provision of food (4:1-7, 38—41,
42-44) and resurrection (4:32—-35). Even though he is dead, Elisha’s power remains»

The fifth and most decisive way that Kings presents Elisha as exceeding Elijah is the succession
narrative itself (2 Kgs 2:1-18). This succession is unique; it is the only example of a prophet succeeding
another prophet in the Old Testament. As Brian Aucker states, the narrative treats Elisha much
differently than a normal prophet, giving him “the royal treatment” normally reserved for a national
leader and placing his succession between the death of King Ahaziah (2 Kgs 1:17-18) and the accession
of King Jehoram (2 Kgs 3:1-3).” In a number of ways, the narrative deliberately echoes the transfer of
leadership from Moses to Joshua.” Elijah and his ministry are analogous to Moses and his ministry

17 Although it should be noted that Elisha did sometimes follow the example of his mentor and work alone or
with one assistant (e.g., 2 Kgs 4:8—-37; 5:1-27).

18 “The commissions [of Hazael and Jehu] are given in the context of Baal worship and point to its overthrow
(1 Kgs 16:31-33; 19:18). Such worship was introduced by Ahab, and for these sins his dynasty is judged (1 Kgs
21:17-29). Judgment comes at the hand of Jehu, and in the context of war with Hazael (2 Kgs 9:1-10). Thus in
the unfolding history the commission given to Elijah (1 Kgs 19:15-18) is tied to the prophetic judgment against
Ahab—the one facilitates the other” Wray-Beal, I & 2 Kings, 364.

1 This is in contrast to Elijah’s passing. Unlike Elisha, Elijah doesn’t die but instead ascends directly to heaven,
bypassing death (2 Kgs 2:1-18). This is a miraculous work of God, attesting to Elijah’s righteousness and unique-
ness. As it pertains to the presence of the Spirit, however, Elijah’s ascension and subsequent absence means that
the Spirit is now preeminently upon Elisha. Elisha has no successor, and the Spirit continues to be upon him in
death even as it was in life. As House states, “Elijah has gone to heaven without dying; Elisha has kept giving Israel
life after he has died” Paul R. House, I, 2 Kings, NAC 8 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1995), 308.

2 Wray-Beal, 1 & 2 Kings, 411.

2 Aucker, “Where is the LOrD,” 16. The use of the word N7)7IR for Elijah’s cloak, which Elisha takes up after
Elijah’s ascension (2 Kgs 2:13), also points in this direction. HALOT (17) glosses it as “robe of state” in Jonah 3:6
and “fur coat” in Genesis 25:25, which suggests a royal garment, or at least an unusually impressive and expensive
one.

2 Many scholars have noted the analogical connections between Elisha’s succession of Elijah and Joshua’s suc-
cession of Moses. E.g., Aucker, “Where Is the LorD,” 16—18; G. K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology: The
Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 413; R. P. Carroll, “The Elijah-
Elisha Sagas: Some Remarks on Prophetic Succession in Ancient Israel,” VT 19 (1969): 400-15; lain Provan, I and
2 Kings, NIBCOT (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995), 172-80; Philip E. Satterthwaite, “The Elisha Narratives and
the Coherence of 2 Kings 2—-8,” TynBul 49 (1998): 1-28; and Wray-Beal, I & 2 Kings, 306-8.
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throughout 1 Kings 17-19, and this analogy continues in the succession narrative of 2 Kings 2:1-18.»
Like Moses, Elijah disappears east of the Jordan and appoints a Spirit-empowered successor to carry on
his ministry after his death (Deut 34:9), and like Moses his disciples find no trace of him once he’s gone
(Deut 34:6).> Like Joshua, Elisha leaves his master and crosses the Jordan, evoking Joshua 3 when Joshua
led the Israelites over the Jordan and into Canaan to conquer the land.* Even their names identify
Joshua and Elisha with each other, as Joshua means “The Lord saves,” and Elisha means “God saves.
These parallels, coupled with the royal nature of the succession narrative, raise an important question:
will Elisha, as the second Joshua, do what Israel’s kings have refused to do and lead the people in a
second conquest of the land, a conquest in which the people turn back to the Lord, thereby completing
the ministry that Elijah began?” Elisha’s mission explains the need for the Holy Spirit in his life, and
the emphasis that the narrative places on his endowment with the Holy Spirit. As we see confirmed in
Jesus Christ, only through the Holy Spirit’s presence and power in Elisha’s life is such a conquest even
a possibility.

Elisha’s role as a second Joshua and his need for the Holy Spirit to lead the people back to the one,
true God are both confirmed in the subsequent narratives of 2 Kings 2:19-25. After Elijah’s ascension
into heaven we find Elisha in Jericho, and the men of the city come to Elisha with a problem: their water
is bad and their land is a land of death, not of life.?® Elisha then throws salt into the water and heals it,
making the land life-giving instead of death-producing. Joshua’s first act of conquest in Canaan is to
subjugate and curse Jericho (Josh 6:26; cf. 1 Kgs 16:34), and Elisha’s first act of conquest as the Lord’s
Spirit-empowered prophet is to bring blessing to a land that was cursed.” This blessing comes upon
the people because they show faith in God, accepting his prophet Elisha, and therefore experience the
blessing of the Spirit. Immediately following this miracle of blessing in Jericho, however, Elisha goes
up to Bethel—a center of false worship in Israel (1 Kgs 12:25-13:34)—and experiences the opposite
reception from the people there. Young men come out of the city and mock Elisha, rejecting him as
a God’s Spirit-empowered prophet.*® As a result, Elisha curses them in the name of the Lord, and two
female bears come out of the woods and maul forty-two of the young men. Whereas the people of
Jericho respond to Elisha in faith and receive God’s blessing, the people of Bethel respond in unbelief,
rejecting Elisha and God’s Spirit upon him, and receive God’s judgment. These two episodes serve as a

» For a detailed explanation and defense of these analogies see Wray-Beal, 1 & 2 Kings, 227-58.
% Wray-Beal, 1 & 2 Kings, 306.

% Satterthwaite, “The Elisha Narratives,” 8.

% Provan, I and 2 Kings, 173.

7 Satterthwaite, “The Elisha Narratives,” 8-9.

% The Hebrew participle n‘v:wn in vv. 19 and 21 is causative, and is glossed in both HALOT (1492) and
BDB (1013) as “to cause an abortion” The land is causing death instead of producing life as a blessed land should.

» Provan, I and 2 Kings, 174-75.

* We have two descriptions of the group that mocks Elisha, D30R 0’13 (2 Kgs 2:23), and u’-r'v’ (v. 24).
English versions of the Bible normally translate these terms as referring to small children, but Wray- Beal notes
“While both terms can refer to small boys, young men of unmarriageable age can also be indicated,” and cites 1
Kings 3:7; 11:17; 12:8; Ruth 1:5; and Daniel 1:4 in support. She also notes that the darker intent of the insult sug-
gests that the mockers are not merely children. Wray-Beal, I & 2 Kings, 305-6.
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paradigm for the rest of Elisha’s ministry: those who receive him receive the blessings of God, and those
who reject him receive the judgment of God.*

These two episodes also demonstrate at the beginning of Elisha’s ministry how Elisha not only lives
and ministers in the Spirit, but actually represents the presence of the Lord, which is why to accept
Elisha is to accept the Lord and be blessed (2 Kgs 2:19-22), and to reject Elisha is to reject the Lord and
be cursed (2:23-25). After Elijah ascends to heaven and Elisha tears his clothes in mourning, 2 Kings
2:13-14 states, “He also took up the mantle of Elijah that fell from him and returned and stood by the
bank of the Jordan. He took the mantle of Elijah that fell from him and struck the waters and said,
“Where is the LorD, the God of Elijah?” And when he also had struck the waters, they were divided here
and there; and Elisha crossed over” These verses are not describing two separate incidents of Elisha
picking up Elijah’s cloak or two separate incidents of Elisha striking the Jordan; rather, the repetition
brings the focus upon Elisha’s crisis moment, when he asks, “Where is the LORD, the God of Elijah?"*
The answer given by 2 Kings 2:19-25 is that the Lord is present with and through Elisha. Elisha now
represents the presence of God. As Brian Aucker notes,

At its core, the answer to Elisha’s question, “Where is the LorD?” is Elisha. If the
actions of Elisha are being equated with the actions of YHWH then we should not be
surprised if his own actions bring about life and death.... Verses like 2 Kgs 2:19-25 are
programmatic, acting as a summation for the kinds of activities associated with Elisha
in the ensuing tales and an answer to his question, “Where is YHWH?” which preceded.
The LorpD is present in this prophet in a dramatic fashion.®

Elisha has the Holy Spirit, exceeding even his predecessor Elijah, so that as a second Joshua he can
walk with God, represent God, and call the people back to covenant faithfulness.

Unfortunately, Elisha doesn’t affect a new conquest in which the people turn back to God. Elisha’s
actions are successful: his Spirit-empowered miracles help people, he leads a faithful remnant in the
sons of the prophets, he brings blessing and judgment according to God’s ways, and he represents
God to a nation that has forgotten who God is. During Elisha’s life and ministry Aram is defeated (2
Kgs 13:23-25), Baal worship is eradicated (2 Kgs 10:28), and the Omride dynasty is overthrown (2 Kgs
10:30). Yet the people do not turn back to the one, true God and his covenant with them. The sins of
Jeroboam are not set aside (2 Kgs 10:29), the cult of Asherah remains (2 Kgs 13:6), and eventually Baal

31 Satterthwaite emphasizes the contrast between faith and unbelief in these two episodes and its importance
for the whole of Elisha’s ministry: “The two incidents which immediately follow Elisha’s (second) crossing of the
Jordan suggest the form this ‘conquest’ will take: those who accept him as YHWH’s prophet (that is implied by the
respectful request to him in v. 19) will experience YHWH’s blessing, in the form of life and material prosperity
of the land (here symbolized by wholesome water, vv. 21-22); those who reject him will suffer death (v. 24). The
parallel between Elisha and Joshua in 2 Ki. 2-8 is thus a striking way of raising the possibility that in Elisha’s day
the people will, in Deuteronomic terms, ‘choose life’ (Dt. 30:15-20, esp. v. 19), sweeping away Baal worship in a
reversal as complete as the conquest under Joshua?” Satterthwaite, “The Elisha Narratives,” 10 n. 25.

32 Aucker, “Where is the LOorD,” 21.

3 Aucker, “Where is the LorRD,” 23-24. In addition to 2 Kings 2, Aucker provides two other lines of evidence
for this conclusion (pp. 15-17). First, while the Lord’s name is present throughout 2 Kings 2—8, the Lord does not
directly speak or command anyone in these chapters. “The word of the Lord” comes to Elijah several times (1 Kgs
18:1; 19:9; 21:7, 28) but never to Elisha. We always read of his delivery of the Lord’s Word as “thus says the Lord”
(2 Kgs 2:21; 3:16, 17; 4:43; 7:1). Second, the sons of the prophets show a level of respect only given to royalty, gods,
or the Lord, by bowing before him (2 Kgs 2:15; 4:37).
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worship returns (Hos 2:8).* Despite Elisha’s life and ministry in and through the Holy Spirit, both the
northern kingdom (2 Kgs 17) and the southern kingdom (2 Kgs 25) experience exile for their sins. Even
Elisha, like each imperfect king, points forward to someone who can actually lead the people back to
God. In pointing forward, Elisha serves as a preview of a better covenant, one that is entered through
the Holy Spirit (Ezek 11:19-20; 36:26—27), the one that comes about through Jesus Christ.

2. Elisha, Jesus Christ, and the New Covenant

Just as Kings draws an analogy between Joshua and Elisha, so to do the Gospels draw an analogy
between Elisha and Jesus Christ. This analogy is most prominent in the similarities of their respective
anointings of the Holy Spirit. Elisha’s ministry begins after he received a double portion of Elijah’s Spirit
on the other side of the Jordan River, and Jesus’s public ministry begins when John baptizes him in the
Jordan River. After Jesus is baptized, the heavens open up and the Holy Spirit descends upon Jesus while
he hears a voice from heaven identifying him as God’s beloved Son (Matt 3:13—-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke
3:21-22; John 1:28-34). Both Elisha and Jesus receive the Holy Spirit in the same Jordan area.*® Both
also receive the Holy Spirit through the ministry of their predecessor, Elijah for Elisha and John the
Baptist for Jesus. Making this analogy even more explicit is the connection Jesus draws between Elijah
and John the Baptist, describing him as the “Elijah who was to come” (Matt 11:14; cf. Matt 17:12), the
fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy that claimed Elijah would come again before the Day of the Lord (Mal
4:5-6). The angel Gabriel also tells John’s father Zechariah that John would minister “in the spirit and
power of Elijah” (Luke 1:17), thereby fulfilling Malachi’s prophecy.* Just as Elisha succeeds and exceeds
Elijah as a Spirit-empowered prophet, so too does Jesus succeed and exceed John the Baptist as the
Spirit-empowered Son of God.

The Holy Spirit plays a similar role in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ and Elisha, empowering
both to accomplish their respective divine missions. Jesus’s baptism and subsequent anointing with
the Holy Spirit was his commission as the Messiah of God, the point in his life when he was equipped
with authority and power to carry out his God-ordained work.” Jesus makes this clear when he returns
to his hometown of Nazareth after his baptism, his Spirit-led temptation in the wilderness (Luke 4:1),
and Spirit-empowered ministry in Galilee (4:15). He stands up in the synagogue, reads Isaiah 61:1-2a
(“The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, because He anointed Me to preach the gospel to the poor. He has
sent me to proclaim release to the captives, and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free those who
are oppressed, to proclaim the favorable year of the Lord”), and then states that this Scripture was

3 Wray-Beal, 1 & 2 Kings, 308.
3 Brown, “Jesus and Elisha,” 88.

% In addition to being involved in the anointing of their successors with the Holy Spirit, other parallels be-
tween Elijah and John the Baptist include their unusual dress (2 Kgs 1:7-8; Matt 3:4), their ministries of announc-
ing judgment and calling Israel to repentance (1 Kgs 18:36—46; Matt 3:1-3), the unbelieving kings they confront
(Ahab and Herod), and the hostile queens who seek their lives (Jezebel and Herodias). Raymond B. Dillard, Faith
in the Face of Apostasy: The Gospel According to Elijah and Elisha (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1999), 9-11;
and Bruce K. Waltke, “Meditating on Scripture,” Tabletalk Magazine (September 2009), http://www.ligonier.org/
learn/articles/meditating-scripture/.

7 Gerald F. Hawthorne, The Presence and the Power: The Significance of the Holy Spirit in the Life and Ministry
of Jesus, reprint ed. (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2003), 132. Hawthorne also notes the parallel between the anoint-
ings of Jesus and Elisha.
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fulfilled in him (Luke 4:16-21). The point of Jesus’s sermon is that he is the Spirit-empowered prophet
who will save his people and bring them back to God. We know this because when the people who had
known Jesus from his childhood reject him and his message (Mark 6:1-6; Luke 4:22), Jesus compares
his ministry to Elijah and Elisha, explicitly calling only Elisha a prophet after he has referred to himself
as a prophet (Luke 4:24—27). Jesus’s ministry will be like Elijah’s in some ways, but Elisha is the Spirit-
empowered prophet whose ministry most particularly points toward Jesus. This point is strengthened
when one realizes not only that Luke 4:27 is the only reference to Elisha in the entire New Testament,
but also the lengths Jesus goes to make it clear to his disciples that, despite the crowds’ opinions, he is
not Elijah (Mark 6:15; 8:28; Matt 16:14; Luke 9:8, 19).%

Jesus’s ministry after his sermon in Nazareth confirms that he is the Spirit-empowered prophet to
whom Elisha’s life and ministry pointed. Like Elisha, Jesus gathers faithful followers (Matt 10:2—4; Mark
3:14-19; Luke 6:12-16; cf. 2 Kgs 2:15), feeding them miraculously (Mark 6:35-44; 8:1-10; cf. 2 Kgs
4:38—44). Like Elisha, Jesus is an itinerant miracle worker bringing life, blessing, and judgment through
the power of the Holy Spirit to a people who had forgotten God.* As Bruce Waltke summarizes,

Both ... cleanse lepers (2 Kings 5; Mark 1:40-45); heal the sick (2 Kings 4:34—35; Mark
8:22-25; defy gravity (2 Kings 6:6; Matt 14:22—33); reverse death by raising sons and
restoring them to their mothers (2 Kings 4:1-7; Luke 7:11-17); help widows in desperate
circumstances; are kinsman redeemers to save from slavery (2 Kings 4:1-7; Luke 4:19);
feed the hungry (2 Kings 4:1-7; Mark 8:1-12); minister to the Gentiles (2 Kings 5:1—
16); prepare (2 Kings 6:20—23) and sit at table with sinners (Luke 5:29); lead captives (2
Kings 6:18—-20; Eph 4:7-8); have a covetous disciple (Gehazi and Judas); end their lives
in a life-giving-tomb from which people flee (2 Kings 13:20-21; Mark 16:1-8).*

Elisha’s miracles testify to the presence and the power of the Holy Spirit in his life in a way that
is unique in Scripture until the coming of Jesus Christ, when God testifies to the ministry of his only-
begotten Son through the presence and power of the Holy Spirit upon him, seen especially in Jesus’s
miracles (Heb 2:3—4).2 Jesus is the Second Elisha just as Elisha was the Second Joshua, the one who
finally lives up to the name “God saves” (Matt 1:21).® Whereas Joshua and Elisha’s missions were never
completed, Jesus succeeds in his conquest.

Elisha is the Old Testament prophet who most fully demonstrates the power and the presence
of the Holy Spirit, even representing the presence of the Lord, but when he passes away his ministry
is over, and the people of Israel continue their march toward exile. Yet Elisha represents hope to the

3 Hawthorne, The Presence and the Power, 164.
¥ Brodie, The Elijah-Elisha Narrative, 80—81.

4 “Performing miracles constitutes a substantial part of the career of Jesus as narrated in the Gospels, and it
is in respect to miracles that we find the closest similarities between Jesus and Elisha,” according to Brown, “Jesus
and Elisha,” 89. Brown goes on to argue that Elisha’s miracles influence the very formation of the Gospel narratives
(see pp. 89—-104). Brodie also demonstrates the dependence of Luke-Acts and Mark upon the Elijah-Elisha nar-
rative. Brodie, The Elijah-Elisha Narrative, 79-97. See also Wolfgang M. W. Roth, “The Secret of the Kingdom,
ChrCent 110 (1983): 179-82.

“ Waltke, “Meditating on Scripture”
# Dillard, Faith in the Face of Apostasy, 11-12.
% Wray-Beal, 1 & 2 Kings, 308.
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original exilic audience reading Kings, that life with God through his Spirit was possible. Prophets such
as Jeremiah (Jer 31:31-34) and Ezekiel (Ezek 11:19-20; 36:26—27) had prophesied about a new covenant
God would make with his people, a covenant unlike the old covenant that had been broken by Israel’s
sin.#* Under this new covenant God would write his law upon each person’s heart so that they would
know him intimately, something that would be possible because God would put his Holy Spirit within
each person under this covenant.® Elisha calls Israel back to covenant faithfulness, but the power and
presence of the Holy Spirit in his life also point forward to a time when this kind of relationship with
God would be a reality for everyone who follows him. Old covenant believers were regenerated by the
Holy Spirit but did not experience the Holy Spirit in the same way that new covenant believers do,
which is why the emphasis on the Holy Spirit’s power and presence in Elisha’s life is so extraordinary,
particularly in light of the new covenant prophecies.* Jesus as the second Elisha is the fulfillment of
this hope, the hope of the fullness of the Spirit and new covenant. Jesus is the last and greatest of the
prophets, the prophet par excellence.* He not only ministers in the power of the Holy Spirit, but he
pours out the Holy Spirit upon others (Matt 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; 2:4). He not
only represents the presence of God, but he is the presence of God in the flesh (John 1:14, 18). He is
the “firstborn of all creation” (Col 1:15), the one with the ultimate “double portion” of the Spirit, who by
bestowing the Spirit upon his followers makes them children of God, “heirs of God and co-heirs with
Christ” (Rom 8:17).

Like Elisha, Jesus’s death brings life; unlike Elisha, Jesus’s death brings eternal life because it
inaugurates the long-awaited new covenant. Jesus clarifies this at the institution of the Lord’s Supper,
which is a perpetual reminder for the church that life in the new covenant is only possible because of

“ Both Jeremiah and Ezekiel were likely written before Kings, making these prophecies available to the exiles.
Andrew E. Hill and John H. Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000),
425-27, 440-43.

% “Jeremiah promises a new medium on which the law will be written; Ezekiel promises a rebuilt temple and a
return of God’s Spirit. These passages present the indwelling or ‘pouring out’ of the Holy Spirit as an eschatological
blessing for each believer” James M. Hamilton, Jr., God’s Indwelling Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Old and New
Testaments, NAC Studies in Bible and Theology (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2006), 26.

’

4 Cole explains, “With the OT language of ‘circumcised hearts, ‘hearts of flesh, replacing ‘hearts of stone, and
‘a new spirit, we are moving in the same conceptual field as the NT ideas of regeneration and new birth. However,
our Lord does make it plain that the indwelling of the Spirit was contingent upon his own return to the Father
(John 16:7). This is a permanent blessing for all God’s new covenant people, not a temporary filling or a temporary
coming of the Sprit upon a few as in the case of OT believers. According to this view, OT saints were regenerated
but not indwelt by the Spirit. So there are elements of continuity between the Testaments (regeneration) and ele-
ments of discontinuity (indwelling). Graham A. Cole, He Who Gives Life: The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit, Founda-
tions of Evangelical Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007), 145. See also Hamilton, God’s Indwelling Presence,
1-204, who defends this view at length; and Abraham Kuyper, The Work of the Holy Spirit, trans. Henri De Vries
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 121.

# Klink demonstrates how this is the point of John 2:1-11. He concludes, “Since the fourth evangelist has
already made implicit the connection between Elisha and Jesus, and has already shown that Jesus’ mission is a
prophetic mission similar to the prophets of old, the chief steward’s comment [2:10] is to differentiate between the
work of previous prophets and Jesus’ prophetic mission. The new wine that is better than the old is Jesus himself
who is the last of a long line of ‘prophets’ and the greatest of them all” Edward W. Klink, III, “What Concern Is
That to You and Me? John 2:1-11 and the Elisha Narratives,” Neot 39 (2005): 282.
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Christ’s broken body and shed blood (Matt 26:26—30; Mark 14:22—26; Luke 22:14—20)* As Leon Morris
states,

When Jesus spoke of his blood as blood “of the covenant” he was surely claiming that, at
the cost of his death, he was about to inaugurate the new covenant of which the prophet
[Jeremiah] had spoken. This was a big claim. Jesus was saying that his death would be
central to the relationship between God and the people of God. It would be the means
of cleansing from past sins and consecrating to a new life of service to God. It would be
the establishing of the covenant that was based not on people’s keeping it (Exod 24:3,
7), but on God’s forgiveness (Jer 31:34).

Not only does Jesus make it clear that his death on the cross inaugurates the new covenant, he
also indicates that life under the new covenant is an entirely new kind of life with God, life lived in and
through the Holy Spirit. After explaining the connection between his death and the new covenant, Jesus
states that he will not drink the fruit of the vine until he drinks it new with his disciples in his Father’s
Kingdom (Matt 26:29). Jesus is soon to go to the cross, which means that he will no longer physically be
with his disciples until the kingdom, but they will still live in God’s presence, because before Jesus goes
he will send the Holy Spirit, who will be another paraclete who will be with them forever (John 14:6).
Jesus states that he must go in order for the Holy Spirit to come (16:7), and that it is to the disciples’
advantage that he goes and the Spirit comes, because the Spirit will abide with them and be in them
eternally (14:16-17; 16:7; cf. 7:37-39). Jesus’s death inaugurates the new covenant because he doesn’t
stay dead but rises from the grave in the power of the Holy Spirit (Rom 1:3—4; 8:11), and then pours out
the Holy Spirit upon the church at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4).

Jesus not only has the Spirit but also gives the Spirit to all who believe in him, allowing all believers
in Christ to experience the blessings of the new covenant.® Peter in his Pentecost sermon (Acts 2:16—21)
indicates that the Spirit of prophecy has come for all people, as Joel 2:28-32 foretold.”* As Graham Cole
states, “If God is going to live with his people, then they will need new life, intimacy with him restored,
and what was the privilege of only some in Israel needs to be extended to all. The Spirit’s outpouring is
a necessary condition for any of this to take place* Elisha’s life and ministry in the Holy Spirit served as
a preview of what life with God could look like under the new covenant, and Jesus makes the preview a
reality for all who turn from their sin and turn toward God.

4 While the new covenant is only mentioned explicitly on this occasion in the Gospels, the entire New Testa-
ment presents Jesus as the one who inaugurates the Old Testament’s covenant promises. This theology is most
fully developed in Hebrews, which emphasizes the superiority of the new covenant over the old and underlines the
role of the Spirit in the new covenant (Heb 7:22; 8:6—10:31; 12:18-24; 13:20). See P. R. Williamson, “Covenant,” in
New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, ed. T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity Press, 2000), 427-29.

# Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 660.

% This is the promised baptism of the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:5), which each New Testament believer experiences
at the moment of faith (1 Cor 12:13), making it clear that life in the church is life in the Spirit. See John Stott, Bap-
tism and Fullness: The Work of the Holy Spirit Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006).

>t Max Turner, The Holy Spirit and Spiritual Gifts (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 43—45.
52 Cole, He Who Gives Life, 140.
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3. Conclusion

During his ministry Elisha works to help Israel turn from their false gods and return to the one,
true God and the blessings of his covenant. God empowered Elisha with his Holy Spirit so that Elisha
could accomplish this mission. More so than any previous prophet, even his predecessor Elijah, Elisha
demonstrated the power and the presence of the Holy Spirit in his life and ministry, bringing life,
blessing, and judgment through his miracles and his presence. Elisha’s experience of the Holy Spirit also
brought hope to a people soon to experience exile for their sin, that life with God was possible, and that
God would make it possible through a new covenant. Elisha’s ministry deliberately recalled Joshua’s, and
although he didn'’t lead his people to blessing in the Promised Land, he helped to pave the way for the
one who would. Exile is not God’s final word. Jesus Christ came as the Second Elisha, the ultimate Spirit-
empowered prophet, and he succeeded in his conquest, making it possible for anyone who believed to
experience new life through the Holy Spirit under the new covenant. Elisha’s life anticipated the life of
Christ, and in doing so it also anticipates the Spirit-filled life all Christ-followers are able to have. Elisha
helps us understand that through the Holy Spirit we can know God, bring life and healing in a culture of
death, represent the presence of God, and do even greater works than our Master (John 14:12).
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Abstract: The Targums were not translations for the Aramaic-speaking masses who
were ignorant of Hebrew. Rather, they were translations/commentaries for bilingual
(Hebrew-Aramaic) audiences. The Targums preserved an older understanding of the
Hebrew text and guarded against innovations now attested in sources such as the
Samaritan Pentateuch and the Dead Sea Scrolls. In their written form, the Targums
provided a guide to the reading of the Hebrew Bible in the period between the
making of its purely consonantal text and the later written systems of vocalization and
accentuation in the Masoretic Text. The present article offers demonstrable examples
of such guidance.

he Masoretic Text (MT) includes three features designed to ensure transmission of an authori-

tative tradition of reading the grammar and syntax of the consonantal text of the Hebrew Bible:

(1) a written system of vocalization or vowel pointing, (2) a written system of accentuation, and
(3) Masora—abbreviated notes in the side margins (Masora parva), full notes in the upper and lower
margins (Masora magna), and final Masora.' With the loss of biblical Hebrew as a living language spo-
ken by native speakers, the need for such features only increased with the passage of time, as oral tradi-
tion from one generation to the next could only do so much. The introduction of these features in the
second half of the first millennium CE raises the question of how the traditional understanding of the
Hebrew text might have been preserved apart from oral tradition in the centuries after biblical Hebrew
became a dead language and prior to the paratextual features of the MT.

Translations of the Hebrew Bible into other languages such as Greek and Syriac certainly aided
in this to some degree, but the purpose of such translations was not primarily to guide readers of the
Hebrew text in their understanding of the grammar and syntax. Rather, it was to render the content of
the Hebrew Bible into the language of the target audience, even if the translation technique in many
cases suggests more of an effort to bring the audience to the Hebrew text rather than to bring the
Hebrew text to the audience.” Synagogue readings and expositions of the Hebrew Bible, as well as early

! See Martin Jan Mulder, “The Transmission of the Biblical Text,” in Mikra: Text, Translation, Reading and
Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. Martin Jan Mulder and Harry
Sysling, reprint ed. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 104—13.

2 “The aim of the LXX translators was to bring the reader close to the Hebrew original rather than to bring
the Hebrew original to the Greek speaking reader. According to NETS the relation of the Greek to the Hebrew
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rabbinic commentary in the Mishnah, the Talmud, and the Midrashim, also functioned to preserve a
way of reading the biblical Hebrew text, but such preservation was done only indirectly since the goal of
this reading and exegesis was homiletical, halakhic, and haggadic.

The Aramaic Targums may fill a gap here in a way that has not hitherto been fully appreciated.
The formerly accepted narrative for the origin of the Targums was that they began in the synagogues
as extemporaneous oral renderings designed to translate readings from the Hebrew Bible for Aramaic-
speaking Jewish communities that no longer understood biblical Hebrew well enough to comprehend
the readings.’ These renderings became standardized over time and subsequently received their written
form. Despite the emergence of Aramaic as a common language, however, Hebrew did persist in Jewish
communities as a living language, albeit not in the form of biblical Hebrew but as Mishnaic Hebrew and
Qumran Hebrew. The evidence suggests that this was not merely a survival of the language in literary
form but a continued existence of the spoken language at a later stage of development. Chaim Rabin has
offered an alternative explanation of the Targums that better accounts for this evidence.* Rabin notes
that the extant written Targums often presuppose knowledge of Hebrew on the part of their readers.
This would seem to suggest that the primary purpose of the Targums was not to translate the Hebrew
Bible for Aramaic speakers but to comment on the Bible for a bilingual audience in a way that would
keep the commentary distinct from the biblical text itself. The Targum is thus a “guide to the correct

text has to play a prominent role. In consequence the practical aim of the NETS project is to serve the study of the
Hebrew original” (Wolfgang Kraus, “Contemporary Translations of the Septuagint: Problems and Perspectives,’
in Septuagint Research: Issues and Challenges in the Study of the Greek Jewish Scriptures, ed. Wolfgang Kraus and
R. Glenn Wooden, SCS 53 [Atlanta: SBL Press, 2005], 69).

3 Rashi states in his commentary to b. Megillah 21b that the Targum is for women and commoners who do
not know Hebrew. Likewise, Aberbach and Grossfeld are confident that Targum Ongelos “was designated for the
benefit of the Aramaic-speaking masses, not for scholars who were generally familiar with Hebrew and spoke it
among themselves, at least in learned discussions” (Targum Onkelos to Genesis, vol. 1 [Hoboken, NJ: Ktav, 1982],
9).

*“In the synagogue, explanations had to be brief and clear, and closely linked to each verse; they also had to
be complete, as no dialogue between teacher and taught was possible. A paraphrase into Hebrew was impossible,
because the uninstructed could easily take the paraphrase as part of the sacred text. The difference between mixed
language and pure biblical Hebrew was hardly such that it would assure the clear distinction, at speaking speed,
between the two kinds of text. It was therefore an almost ideal way out of the difficulty to provide the explana-
tions in a literary language, transitional Aramaic, which was no doubt widely understood, resembling both spoken
mishnaic Hebrew and spoken Aramaic, but almost word for word clearly set off from its Hebrew equivalents”
(Chaim Rabin, “Hebrew and Aramaic in the First Century,” in The Jewish People in the First Century, Volume 2, ed.
S. Safrai and M. Stern, CRINT [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976], 1030). The Targum was further distinguished from
the Hebrew by the fact that it was given orally by a meturgeman (“translator”) who was separate from the reader of
the written biblical text (see m. Megillah 4:4). On the other hand, Etan Levine believes that “there is no evidence
that the extant targums originated in association with the liturgical reading of Scripture, or that, as a genre, tar-
gum derived from the synagogue and was originally oral” (“The Targums: Their Interpretive Character and Their
Place in Jewish Text Tradition,” in Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The History of Its Interpretation, Volume 1, ed.
Magne Seebo [Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996], 324).

5 Rabin, “Hebrew and Aramaic, 1031-32.

¢ Note that the biblical books of Daniel and Ezra-Nehemiah both presuppose a bilingual (Hebrew and Ara-
maic) readership.
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”-

understanding of a Hebrew text for those who already understood the words”” This would certainly
explain the distinctive character of the Targums as translations/commentaries as compared with other
ancient versions of the Bible. What appears to be rather straightforward translation of the Hebrew text
at one moment can suddenly transform into expansive paraphrase without warning.®

Abraham Tal has suggested that the Targums were not designed to make Scripture accessible to
the masses but to protect Scripture from the masses.® According to Tal, the main concern of those who
produced the Targums was to prevent modernization of the biblical text and any attempt to adapt it to
current linguistic habits. Tal demonstrates that such modernization was a real threat. On the one hand,
the Samaritan Pentateuch shows evidence of adaptation to the linguistic changes of Mishnaic Hebrew
such that modernization apparently became the norm in the Samaritan community. On the other hand,
the Dead Sea Scrolls provide ample evidence of updated Hebrew texts (e.g., 1QIsa?) co-existing with
more conservative texts. Such modernized texts did not survive and develop into lasting traditions
primarily because the community (or communities) that preserved them did not survive.” Tal does not
provide specific examples of the ways in which the Targums helped to resist change.

Once the Targums began to make the transition from their presumed oral beginnings to their
presently known written form, there was also a shift in their design. No longer were they primarily
or exclusively to be heard aurally by the masses in the synagogue for the purpose of protection from
modernization, nor did those who produced the written Targums simply aim to record the oral
tradition. Rather, the written Targums were made for a new audience—the scribal elite who could not
only understand but also read both Hebrew and Aramaic and study the Targums for their insight into
how the text of the Hebrew Bible should be read and interpreted (grammar, syntax, and semantics).
The written Targums of the Pentateuch and the Prophets were produced during the first half of the first
millennium CE at a time when such a guide was becoming increasingly necessary. Biblical Hebrew was
a dead language, and the written aids of the later Masoretic Text were not yet available." The Targums
continued to serve this purpose in the medieval period as evidenced by their use in the rabbinic
commentaries of Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Redak among others.

Modern introductions to the Targums tend to focus on the concepts introduced into the biblical
text from the time perspective of those who produced the Targums.> Such concepts are then aligned
with other early biblical interpreters such as the New Testament authors or those responsible for the

7 Rabin, “Hebrew and Aramaic,” 1032. “There is clear evidence that the Rabbis viewed the targum as more
than translation in any narrow sense: its purpose was to exegete and to interpret Scripture” (Philip S. Alexander,
“Jewish Aramaic Translations of Hebrew Scriptures,” in Mikra: Text, Translation, Reading and Interpretation of
the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. Martin Jan Mulder and Harry Sysling, reprint ed.
[Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004], 239).

8 Of course, this sort of thing also happens to some extent in other early versions such as the LXX and the
Syriac, but it is the degree to which it occurs in the Targums that makes them unique. For a helpful taxonomy of
different types of Targum renderings, see Alexander, “Jewish Aramaic Translations,” 225-37.

o Abraham Tal, “Is There a Raison d’Etre for an Aramaic Targum in a Hebrew-Speaking Society?, REJ 160
(2001): 368.

1 See Emanuel Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 3rd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 179.

11 It goes without saying that the written vocalization of the Targums was also not present at this time. The
examples discussed in the present article do not depend upon the written vocalization for their validity.

12 See, for example, Paul V. M. Flesher and Bruce Chilton, The Targums: A Critical Introduction (Waco, TX:
Baylor University Press, 2011).
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rabbinic literature.” This often gives the impression that the Targums are little more than products of
their own time. They are considered valuable as indirect commentaries on the period(s) of Judaism from
which they come and as witnesses to the history of interpretation that they represent but not as guides
to the Bible itself. While there are certainly features of the Targums that might be dubbed anachronistic
or fanciful, the Targums rarely do anything without at least the perception of exegetical warrant. Those
who produced the Targums knew the biblical text quite well, and it would be a mistake to dismiss them
entirely for their insight into very old traditions that they have preserved concerning how the biblical
text should be read and understood, traditions that predate the Targums by a considerable period of
time.

If Tal is correct that the Targums served to protect against modernization of the Hebrew text,
then this would presumably have applied to preservation of certain kinds of syntactical constructions.
According to James Barr, “For those who knew Hebrew, the Aramaic version functioned as a more or
less authoritative interpretation, which both elucidated the linguistic obscurities of the original and
smoothed out its religious difficulties”* The present article is devoted to examples of such linguistic
elucidation where the Targums appear to have maintained an older understanding of the Hebrew syntax,
one which was then preserved in many cases at a later time by the vocalization and accentuation of the
Masoretic Text.

1. Genesis 1:2

Interpretation of 17127 17D in Genesis 1:2 depends in part upon whether these words are two
coordinated nouns with separate meanings or an example of hendiadys whereby one meaning is
expressed through two words. The common modern English translation “formless and void” (e.g., NIV)
assumes the former option. This translation has its origin in the ancient Greek translation of these words
in Genesis 1:2 (see also Vulgate, Luther): dpatog kat axatackevaotog (‘unseen and unformed’).’ Such
a rendering does not have its basis in the meaning of the Hebrew text but in the Hellenistic philosophy
that influenced the Greek translator’s view of creation. According to Plato’s Timaeus, the creation of the
world is the product of order brought out of chaos.”

The noun 1110 (“emptiness”) often occurs without 112 (BDB 1062). In fact, it is used alone in Isaiah
45:18 with reference to Genesis 1:2 to say that God did not create the land 17110. Rather, he fashioned it
“to be inhabited” (ﬂ:W’?). This strongly suggests that 17111 is understood here to mean “uninhabited”

13 See Martin McNamara, Targum and Testament Revisited: Aramaic Paraphrases of the Hebrew Bible (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010); and Paul V. McCracken Flesher, “The Targumim in the Context of Rabbinic Literature,’
in Jacob Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 611-29.

14 James Barr, “Which Language Did Jesus Speak?—Some Remarks of a Semitist,” BJRL 53 (1970): 9-29.

15 The term “syntax” is used here to mean the orderly arrangement of two or more words. Any exegetical
rendering of the Targums that serves to disambiguate an otherwise ambiguous syntactical construction in the
consonantal Hebrew text is considered a guide to its reading. Such exegesis reflects an understanding of the syntax
whether or not the translator intended to address a purely syntactical issue.

1¢ The Syriac version simply transliterates the Hebrew words.

17 “As the Platonic influences on the translation of Gen 1-2 demonstrate, the translators of the Septuagint
were familiar with Plato” (Siegfried Kreuzer, The Bible in Greek: Translation, Transmission, and Theology of the
Septuagint, SCS 63 [Atlanta: SBL, 2015], 20).
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or “uninhabitable” (i.e., a wilderness; see Deut 32:10). On the other hand, the noun 1723 (“emptiness”)
never occurs apart from 17110 (see Isa 34:11; Jer 4:23). This hints at the possibility that the combination
1731 170 may be a fixed expression with a single meaning that must be rendered more idiomatically.
In other words, it does not mean “emptiness and emptiness” but “uninhabitable” This is precisely the
way the expression is used in Jeremiah 4:23 where the judgment of the land is depicted in terms of an
un-creation, a return to the wilderness-like state of the land in Genesis 1:2 before its preparation as a
place of blessing for humanity. Such a land is not chaos but a dark place in the real world, yet without
people and without animal life (Jer 4:23, 25, 29). This is exactly how Targum Neofiti understands 11710
17137 in Genesis 1:2a (cf. Targum Ongelos, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan): “And the land was R'121 X1,
desolate of humanity and animals, and empty of all work of plants and of trees, and darkness was spread
over the surface of the deep/ocean”s The land was an uninhabitable place covered with water, and it was
nighttime. Therefore, God called forth the morning sunrise (Gen 1:3) to begin his work of clearing and
preparing the land for habitation. The word for the acceptable state of habitation in Genesis 1 is 210
(“good”), which is likely a play on the sound of 17731 3711. God takes what is 17731 371 (“uninhabitable”)
and makes it 210 (“habitable”).

2. Genesis 1:14a

The third masculine singular jussive verb *i1" at the beginning of YHWH’s discourse in Genesis
1:14a (MT, Samaritan Pentateuch, 4QGen"¥) is usually understood to be impersonal (“Let there be”)
due to the fact that the following noun NANRM (“lights”) is plural (see GKC §144b): “And God said,
‘Let there be lights in the expanse to divide between the day and the night” This translation gives
the impression that the luminaries (sun, moon, and stars) were created on the fourth day despite the
background information provided in Genesis 1:1, which says that God created the whole world (“the
sky and the land”) in the beginning,” and despite the start of the narrative in Genesis 1:3: “And God said,
‘Let there be a morning sunrise [1IR]; and there was a morning sunrise” (see BDB, 21). Such difficulty
with the above translation of Genesis 1:14a is typically resolved by an awkward appeal to the existence
of some unknown light source prior to the creation of the sun, moon, and stars, or it is resolved by an
appeal to the suggestion that these luminaries were obscured by the clouds before the fourth day.

The syntax of Genesis 1:14a, however, differs markedly from that of Genesis 1:6: “Let there be an
expanse in the midst of the water, and let it divide [or, that it may divide] water from water” The text of
Genesis 1:6 requires the reader to see a “making” of an expanse (i.e., the sky) with the separation of the
water below from the water above. The lifting of the foggy mist from the water-covered land to become

18 ]t is generally accepted that the early sixteenth-century Neofiti manuscript is a copy of a Targum whose ori-
gins go back over a millennium earlier. Most extant Targum manuscripts are substantially later than their ancestor
copies from which they come. Furthermore, Targums typically preserve individual renderings that span from a
very early period all the way to the time of their final form.

1 Genesis 1:1 is not a title or a heading, nor is it a dependent, temporal clause (cf. Gen 2:4b). The “x + gatal”
clauses of 1:1-2 establish the background for the narrative, which begins in Genesis 1:3 with wayyigtol (cf. Gen
3:1; 4:1; et al.; see GKC §11a). See also Alviero Niccacci, Syntax of the Verb in Classical Hebrew Prose, trans. W. G.
E. Watson, JSOTSup 86 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1990), 35—-41. The creation of the whole world in the beginning sets the
stage for the preparation of a particular land of blessing for humanity (see Gen 2:11-14; 15:18; see also Gen 2:3b;
Isa 45:18). See John H. Sailhamer, Genesis Unbound (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 1996).

2 See Francis I. Andersen, The Sentence in Biblical Hebrew (The Hague: Mouton, 1974), 106.
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clouds in the sky not only allows the expanse to appear but also assigns a function to it at the same time
(Gen 1:6-8). On the other hand, the “making” of the lights in Genesis 1:14—19 seems to consist entirely
of giving them their purpose. This is the way Targum Ongelos has translated Genesis 1:14a: “And the
Lord said, ‘Let lights in the expanse of the sky be []117] for dividing between the day and the night” (cf.
Targum Neofiti, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan). Despite the lack of grammatical concord, the Targums of
the Pentateuch interpret the “lights” (NARMA) to be the subject of the singular verb "1 (see GKC §1450),
and they indicate this by translating *1” with a plural verb in Aramaic (]17), which agrees with the
Aramaic noun for “lights” (]"3111). This understanding of Genesis 1:14a works well with the clauses in
Genesis 1:14b—15a, which employ plural verbs with “lights” as the assumed grammatical subject and
further explain the purpose of the lights: “and let them be [1717] for signs and for appointed times and
for days and years, and let them be [1'7] for lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the land”
Thus, the lights were created “in the beginning” (Gen 1:1), and a morning sunrise was summoned to
begin day one of the week (1:3-5), but on the fourth day the purpose of the lights was assigned to them.

This particular understanding of the text of Genesis 1:14a found in the Targums is also preserved
in the other early versions, which is not always the case with other examples found elsewhere. The LXX,
Syriac, and Latin Vulgate all employ plural verbs to translate *i1". The accentuation system of the MT,
which uses the athnach () to divide a verse between topic and discussion, also preserves this ancient
interpretation. Genesis 1:14a provides the topic, which is the general purpose of the lights; and Genesis
1:14b provides the discussion, which is about the specific purpose of the lights. The lights are designed
to mark the “appointed times” (B*TPI) found in Leviticus 23 (see Sir 43:6—7). The translation of ¥1” in
Genesis 1:14a as “Let there be” only began with Luther’s German rendering (Es werden) and continued
with Tyndale’s English translation, the KJV, and modern English translations.

3. Exodus 39:32; 40:2, 6, 29; 1 Chronicles 6:17

There is a combination of three words (TY112 58 12WN) that occurs five times in the Hebrew
Bible:

1. And all (the) work of (the) TVIN 508 12WN was finished. (Exod 39:32a)

2. On day one of the first month, you will raise up the TV Pah 12Wn. (Exod 40:2)

3. And you will put the altar of burnt offering before (the) entrance of (the) Pl 12wn
TYIN. (Exod 40:6)

4. And the altar of burnt offering he put [Samaritan Pentateuch adds: before] (the) entrance
of (the) TYIN HNR 12WN. (Exod 40:29)

5. And they were serving before (the) TV 5aR 12WN with song until Solomon built the
house of YHWH in Jerusalem. (1 Chr 6:17a)

The exact syntactical relationship of these words in the MT’s consonantal text is not immediately
evident. The noun ]2WN (“dwelling place”) is normally translated “tabernacle” and often has the definite
article when it is by itself in the absolute state (see Exod 39:33a); and the construct phrase TV 58
(“tent of meeting”), whose noun in the absolute state lacks definiteness, is nevertheless translated “the
tent of meeting” as if the whole phrase constituted a proper noun.» One possibility for these words is
that the entire combination should be treated as a single construct chain (TDi1 z7ﬂt‘{ D'(?D). The MT

2 This tent is sometimes simply called 58N (“the tent”; see Exod 39:33a).
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vocalizes the text this way in all five occurrences. If TV DR isa proper noun, then the entire chain
is definite: “the tabernacle of the tent of meeting” (see ESV). This is important because the phrase in
Exodus 40:2 has the definite direct object marker (NR) in front of it. With the exception of a passage
like Exodus 33:7—-11 where TVPINA A appears to be a temporary tent outside the camp prior to the
construction of the tabernacle, the terms ]2WN and TV 71K seem to be used interchangeably for
the tabernacle (see BDB 14). Thus, in the phrase TV HIR 12w, the term TYIN DR is likely to be
epexegetical (see GKC §128k, 130e): “the tabernacle, the tent of meeting” (or, “the tabernacle, that is,
the tent of meeting”; see NET; cf. Exod 39:33a). It is worth noting that ]2W1 in the first two examples
(Exod 39:32a; 40:2) has a disjunctive accent in the MT, perhaps indicating the appositional relationship
of the two terms. Words in the construct state normally have conjunctive accents (see Exod 40:6, 29a;
1 Chr 6:17).

The update of the proto-MT’s consonantal text found in the Samaritan Pentateuch has
disambiguated the sense of the syntactical construction by placing an article on J2W: SR 1awnn
TVIN (“the tabernacle, the tent of meeting”). This occurs in all four examples in the Pentateuch.
Despite the helpfulness of such a clarification, this updated Hebrew text was preserved only in the
Samaritan community, not in the Jewish community. The early versions (LXX and Syriac) do little to
aid the understanding of the text. The LXX renders the entire phrase as “the tent of testimony” (trjv
oknvnv tod paptupiov and tfi¢ oknVig To0 paptupiov) in Exodus 40:2, 6 (no equivalent in Exod 39:32).
In Exodus 40:29, Rahlfs’s text simply has “the tent” (tfic oknvfi¢); Ziegler’s is the same as Exodus 40:6. In
1 Chronicles 6:17, the LXX has “the tent of the house of the testimony” (tfig oknvfig oikov paptupiov).
The Syriac has “the dwelling place [or, tabernacle] of time” (<asuae=) in Exodus 39:32; 40:2, 6, 29. In
1 Chronicles 6:17, it has “the dwelling place [or, tabernacle] in the dwelling place [or, tabernacle] of
time” (.<uoy e .<aae).2 With the exception of 1 Chronicles 6:17, these translations at least give the
impression that a single referent is in view. Nevertheless, these versions were preserved primarily in
Christian communities, even though they both had Jewish origins.”? Therefore, neither the LXX nor the
Syriac could have been the main source for understanding the consonantal text of the proto-MT during
the first half of the first millennium CE prior to the MT’s introduction of written systems of vocalization
and accentuation.

The Targums bridged the gap between the proto-MT and the MT and preserved for the Jewish
community the understanding of TV 5N 12WN that the tabernacle is not something separable from
the tent of meeting. Targum Ongelos (cf. Targum Neofiti, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan) renders the phrase
in Exodus 39:32; 40:2, 6,29 as RINT 12WN RIDWN (“the dwelling place” [or, “tabernacle”], “the dwelling
place [or, tabernacle/tent] of time” [i.e., appointed time (or, meeting)]). Targum 1 Chronicles 6:17 follows
suit. By placing the article on the first noun (cf. Samaritan Pentateuch), the Targums indicate that the
proper understanding of TP oIR 12WN is “the tabernacle, the tent of meeting.”

4. 1 Samuel 3:3

English translations typically ignore the Masoretic accentuation of 1 Samuel 3:3, specifically the
placement of the major disjunctive accent athnach under the participle 22W (“lying down”): “and the

2 The tabernacle or tent of time is the tent of appointed time or meeting.

» The revised Greek translations (Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion) have “the tent of the covering of the
testimony” in Exodus 40:2, 6 (see also Theodotion’s version of Exod 40:29).
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lamp of God had not yet been extinguished. Samuel was lying down in the temple of the LORD as well;
the ark of God was also there” (NET). Such a rendering of the syntax gives the rather odd circumstance
of Samuel (and Eli [1 Sam 3:2]) sleeping overnight in the most holy place of the tabernacle where the ark
of God was. One very important exception to this trend is the KJV: “And ere the lamp of God went out
in the temple of the LORD, where the ark of God was, and Samuel was laid down ¢o sleep; That the LorD
called Samuel: and he answered, Here am I” (1 Sam 3:3—4; see also Luther). This translation attempts to
avoid the difficulty by moving the phrase “in the temple of the LORD” to an earlier place in the syntax,
but this hardly produces an acceptable result. The ancient versions (LXX, Syriac, Vulgate) also give the
impression that Samuel was lying down in the most holy place.

The Masoretic accentuation, however, suggests the following translation: “And the lamp of God was
yet to be extinguished, and Samuel was lying down. In the temple of the LOrRD where the ark of God was,
the LorD called to Samuel, and he said, ‘Here am I’ (1 Sam 3:3—4). According to this understanding,
the place where Samuel was lying down is not stated, and it is not necessary to read the text as if it were
indicating that Samuel was lying down in the most holy place of the tabernacle. Samuel was lying down
prior to the extinguishing of the lamp, and the LORrD called to Samuel from the tabernacle where the
ark was (cf. Exod 25:22). Targum Jonathan is the only ancient version to preserve this interpretation of
the syntax from the time of the proto-Masoretic text to the time of the written system of accentuation
included within the MT: “And the lamp of the sanctuary of the Lord had not yet died out, and Samuel
was sleeping in the court of the Levites, and a voice was heard from the temple of the Lord where the
ark of the Lord was” (see Rashi’s commentary).*

Even a modern interpreter as careful and attentive to the details of the primary sources as S. R.
Driver overlooks the witness of Targum Jonathan and the Masoretic accentuation: “Evidently Samuel
was sleeping in close proximity to the ark—perhaps, in a chamber contiguous to the 5271 in which
it was, if not, as the Hebrew text taken strictly would imply, actually in the z?D’ﬂ itself”>» Likewise,
P. Kyle McCarter, Jr. comments, “[The ark] was kept in an inner sanctuary at the back of the nave or
temple proper, where Samuel slept. Why Samuel’s bed was here we are not told, but presumably he
needed to be nearby in order to discharge some cultic responsibility”> It is important to note that these
commentators are not overtly disagreeing with Targum Jonathan or the Masoretic accentuation. Rather,
they appear to be unaware of them.

5. 2Samuel 7:14

The Hebrew text of 2 Samuel 7:14b features an ambiguous construction (11IVi13 TIWR), which
modern English translations render either as a temporal clause (“when he commits iniquity”) or as a
conditional clause (“if he commits iniquity”). In context, this is part of the covenant with David and a

% “Samuel neither slept in the holy place by the side of the candlestick and table of shew-bread, nor in the
most holy place in front of the ark of the covenant, but in the court, where cells were built for the priests and Lev-
ites to live in when serving at the sanctuary” (C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, The Books of Samuel, trans. James Martin,
Keil & Delitzsch Commentary on the Old Testament 2, reprint ed. [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2001], 394).

% S. R. Driver, Notes on the Hebrew Text and the Topography of the Books of Samuel, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1912), 42.

% P. Kyle McCarter, Jr., I Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 8, reprint ed.
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 98.
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description of the son of David who will build the temple and reign over an everlasting kingdom and
whose relationship with YHWH will be like that of a son to a father (cf. Ps 2:7): “I will be his father, and
he will be my son, whom, in his committing iniquity, I will correct with a rod of men and with blows of
sons of men.” While it is true that the combination of the preposition 2 and an infinitive construct often
yields a temporal clause in translation, such a translation here would presuppose that this son of David
with such a unique relationship to YHWH will commit iniquity. In actual fact, the image of correcting
the son with a rod appears only to illustrate the closeness of the father-son relationship (cf. Prov 13:24),
and it does not occur at all in the Chronicler’s account of the covenant with David (1 Chr 17:13).

The inner-biblical readings of 2 Samuel 7:14b interpret the text to be an if-then construction: “If
[OR] his sons forsake my instruction and in my judgments they do not walk, if [OR] my statutes they
profane and my commands they do not keep, (then) I will visit with a rod their transgression and with
blows their iniquity” (Ps 89:31-33 MT [Eng., 89:30—32]). This text reapplies the words for the one son
of David to the multiple sons of David who reign in the meantime.” For them, the terms of the covenant
with David are conditional, and this is clearly marked by the conjunction OR (“if”) (see also 1 Kgs 2:4;
3:14; 6:12; 8:25; 9:4; 1 Chr 22:13). This is also the reading of Psalm 132:12: “If [DR] your sons keep my
covenant and my testimonies that I teach them, (then) their sons too will sit on your throne forever”
These inner-biblical readings of 2 Samuel 7:14b must be taken seriously because they reveal native
Hebrew understanding of the infinitive construction.”

The LXX translates 2 Samuel 7:14b as an if-then construction: kal €¢av €A0n 1 &dikia adToD, Kal
eEAEyEw adTOV v PAPdw avdpdV kal év aeaic vidv avBpwnwv (“and if his injustice comes, then I will
reprove him with a rod of men and with wounds of sons of men”; see also Vulgate, Luther). But despite
the Jewish origins of this translation, it would not have served as the primary guide to the understanding
of the Hebrew text during the first half of the first millennium CE in the wake of its adoption by the
Christian community. This role would have fallen to the Targum, and it is the Targum that preserves
the interpretation of 2 Samuel 7:14b as an if-then construction for readers of the Hebrew text:» “I will
be to him like a father, and he will be before me like a son, whom, if [B] he sins, I will punish him with
chastisement of men and with discipline of sons of men” (Targum Jonathan 2 Sam 7:14). This translation
ensures that future readings of 2 Samuel 7:14 will be consistent with inner-biblical readings.

6. Isaiah 66:21

In some cases, while the Targum preserves an older way of understanding the Hebrew text, the
Masoretic vocalization represents an innovation. Thus, the Targum’s understanding of the text in these
situations does not eventually surface in the later written system of vocalization. Jan Joosten points to
the secondary vocalization of MT Isaiah 66:21 as an example of midrashic alteration: “And also from
them [i.e., from the nations] will I take for the priests, for the Levites [D’f?t_? D’JD'DI?],SO says YHWH?

¥ See Michael B. Shepherd, The Text in the Middle, StBibLit 162 (New York: Peter Lang, 2014), 122-29.

# If it is argued that the direction of dependence runs the opposite way, then the infinitive construction is a
way to express the meaning of the conditional clauses.

» The Syriac version is just as ambiguous as the Hebrew text.

% A multitude of Masoretic manuscripts and the Syriac version coordinate these two phrases with a waw
conjunction: “for the priests and for the Levites” One manuscript of the LXX does not have the second phrase
“for the Levites”
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He comments, “The Tiberian reading, with the article, is probably a midrashic alteration seeking to
avoid the suggestion that God would, in the eschaton, choose priests from among the nations* Joosten
suggests that the reading without the article, found in the LXX and the Targum, is more natural: “And
also from them will I take o be priests, Levites [D’155 D’Jaﬁz?], says YHWH.”® Thus, YHWH will take
people from the nations not to serve the needs of the priests, as the MT would have it. Rather, he will
take them from the nations to serve as priests (see Exod 19:6; Isa 61:6; 1 Pet 2:9; Rev 1:6; 5:10; 20:6).

7. Code Words

Failure to identify code words in the proto-MT led to significant disruption in the ability of early
translators and interpreters to decipher the syntax of the Hebrew text. Two such code words or phrases—
TWW (Jer 25:26b; 51:41a) and AP 15 (Jer 51:1)—appear in MT Jeremiah. The first of these, TWW, has
no representation in LXX Jeremiah and was likely not in the translator’s Vorlage. It appears on the
surface to be a place name (“Sheshach”), but no such place by this name is known. The Syriac translates
it as “Arsacid” (a Parthian dynasty) in both occurrences (Jer 25:26b; 51:41a). The Latin Vulgate has the
transliterated name as “Sesach” (see also Luther). Among the ancient versions, only the Targum, which
renders TWW as 5aa (“Babylon”) preserves the correct understanding of this code word. The Targum
has interpreted TWW according to an early exegetical technique known as atbash whereby the first and
last letters of the Hebrew alphabet can be substituted for one another (X and 1), the second and second
to last (2 and W), and so on. Thus, TWW (“Sheshach”) becomes 5aa (“Babylon”). The second example,
mp 15 (Jer 51:1) is identified as atbash for D™ TW2I (“Chaldeans”) by both the LXX and the Targum.
Other early versions did not fare so well. The Syriac interprets the phrase to mean “hard heart” The
Latin Vulgate translates it literally as “the heart of those who rise up against me” (cf. Luther). Neither of
these versions recognizes the phrase as code. It may be asked why such code words or phrases might be
used for Babylon or the Chaldeans in a book that otherwise openly refers to Babylon or the Chaldeans
as the enemy. Richard Steiner suggests that while code words for Babylon or the Chaldeans likely began
in popular usage out of fear of retaliation for any anti-Babylonian speech, they now appear in the book
of Jeremiah alongside clear references to Babylon as a way of “flouting the taboo against anti-Babylonian
agitation”®

The place “Beth Aven” east of Bethel (Josh 7:2; 18:12; 1 Sam 13:5; 14:23) occurs several times in
Hosea as a substitute for Bethel itself (Hos 4:15; 5:8; 10:5; see also Hos 10:8; Amos 5:5). Due to the
prominence of the alternative worship there (1 Kgs 12:29), “Bethel” (“house of God”) has become known
as “Beth Aven” (“house of trouble/idolatry”). Among the early versions, only the Targum preserves
this understanding of “Beth Aven” in Hosea, clarifying for the reader that this is derogatory code for
“Bethel” The only exception is Hosea 5:8, where the Targum renders “Beth Aven” paraphrastically as
“the house of my sanctuary,” which presupposes “house of God” (see Gen 28; 35). The LXX and Syriac
have “house of On” for each occurrence of “Beth Aven” (cf. Gen 41:45, 50; 46:20; LXX Exod 1:11; Jer
43:13 [LXX 50:13]). The Latin Vulgate simply transliterates: “Bethaven” (cf. Luther).

3 Jan Joosten, “The Tiberian Vocalization and the Edition of the Hebrew Bible Text,” in Making the Biblical
Text: Textual Studies in the Hebrew and Greek Bible, ed. Innocent Himbaza (Fribourg: Academic Press, 2015), 26.

2 It is unusual for a Targum and the LXX to agree against the MT, but it does happen (e.g., Jer 11:19; 15:17).

3 Richard C. Steiner, “The Two Sons of Neriah and the Two Editions of Jeremiah in the Light of Two Atbash
Code-Words for Babylon,” VT 46 (1996): 83.
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The phrase VAW PNAY (“the valley of Jehoshaphat”) in Joel 4:2, 12 MT (Eng., 3:2, 12) has given
rise to several different interpretations.* This is the place where YHWH will enter into judgment with
all the nations. One possibility is that this valley is the valley of berakhah or the valley of blessing where
the people blessed YHWH for their victory over Moab, Ammon, and Edom in the days of Jehoshaphat
(2 Chr 20:26). According to this view, a past victory over the nations prefigures a future one. Another
possibility is that VAW is not a reference to King Jehoshaphat. Rather, it signifies “YHWH judges”:
“the valley where YHWH judges” Most of the early versions leave this phrase uninterpreted (LXX,
Syriac, Vulgate), but the Targum renders it as “the valley of the decision of judgment,” which is the
same phrase that it employs to translation “the valley of decision” in Joel 4:14 (Eng., 3:14). In other
words, the Targum identifies the phrase “the valley of decision” in Joel 4:14 (Eng., 3:14) as the built-in
interpretation of “the valley of Jehoshaphat” in Joel 4:2, 12 (Eng., 3:2, 12). Thus, the phrase “the valley of
Jehoshaphat” is code for “the valley of decision””*

8. Conclusion

The main purpose of the Targums was not to make the Hebrew Bible accessible to Aramaic speakers
but to comment on the Bible for a bilingual audience and to provide guidance on the grammar and
syntax of the Hebrew text. Those who produced the Targums wanted to preserve a way of reading the
Hebrew and to prevent modernization of the biblical text and adaptation of it to current linguistic
custom. The written Targums were made for the scribal elite who could not only understand but also
read both Hebrew and Aramaic and study the Targums for their insight into how the text of the Hebrew
Bible should be read and interpreted. The written Targums of the Pentateuch and the Prophets were
produced during the first half of the first millennium CE at a time when biblical Hebrew was a dead
language and the written aids of the Masoretic Text were still not available. The guidance found within
the Targums often aligns with what later surfaced in the written vocalization and accentuation of the
Masoretic Text. Such guidance is still valuable today for readers of the biblical Hebrew text.

% See Michael B. Shepherd, A Commentary on the Book of the Twelve: The Minor Prophets, KEL (Grand Rap-
ids: Kregel Academic, 2018), 137.

% Douglas Stuart has suggested that an original phrase VAW YPRY (“valleys of judgment”) may have been
altered to VAW PNY (“the valley of Jehoshaphat”) (Hosea—jonah, WBC 31 [Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1987],
264).
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Seske sk sk ok

Abstract: Simultaneous prayer—the corporate practice of praying different prayers at
the same time—is a worldwide phenomenon. One text frequently raised in support of
the practice is Acts 4:23—-31. This article explores that passage, reflecting on the Jewish
liturgical backdrop and evaluating exactly how the early church prayed “together”
Acts 4 does provide a model for prayer, but it does not explicitly support simultaneous
prayer, since Luke only records a single prayer and the spontaneity of the prayer is
married to the liturgical recitation of Psalm 2:1-2. While simultaneous prayer could
possibly find support elsewhere in Scripture, Christian communities should aspire to
reflect the apostolic example in Acts 4.
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n Zambia, the practice of simultaneous prayer is increasingly commonplace. In 2018, our seminary
Ischeduled me to visit a Baptist church on the northside of Lusaka, the capital city with over 2.9

million people.' The roads were alive with well-dressed churchgoers hustling to their churches,
with men in suits and women mostly dressed according to the color of their Christian denomination.
Dusty streets surrounded the tin-roofed building with a cross-shaped floorplan, and the temperature
increased significantly as I entered the hall filled with smiling faces, wooden benches, and purple cloth.
As a guest representing the seminary, [ was ushered to a chair behind the pulpit, next to the pastor.

From this vantage point, I experienced simultaneous prayer in Africa. In the local language of
Chinyanja, the worship leader announced that it was time to pray—“Tipempele,” “Let us pray” The
entire congregation then began speaking, shouting, and crying out their various prayers at the same
time. At least three languages were being used, and I strained to hear what I could. Some members
were shouting for God to protect them from the spirits, while others sought healing or employment
opportunities. To use the contemporary parlance, people were pleading for a “breakthrough” When it
was over, [ was left with questions, especially as I was only a year old in the broader culture and a relative
stranger to this church practice.

1“Zambia,” The World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/zambia/.
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1. The Global Prevalence of Simultaneous Prayer

The late Randy Arnett, an advocate for theological education in Africa, chronicled the prevalence
of this prayer practice on the continent. In Arnett’s description of Baptist worship practices in Sub-
Saharan Africa, a worship leader prompts the congregation to begin praying. Then Arnett says, “In all
cases, one prays in a loud voice, rather than in silence. The loudness of the prayer varies from church
to church, ranging from murmurs to shouting”>On an average Sunday in Lusaka, mass prayer is an
expectation, not the exception. Rodney Masona, the principal of the Baptist Theological Seminary of
Zambia, speculates that most Catholic and Baptist churches in Lusaka observe a form of simultaneous
prayer. Meanwhile, virtually all Pentecostal churches do.?

Some African church leaders are seeking to respond to the host of Neo-Pentecostal prayer issues.
Emiola Nihinlola of Nigeria asserts, “Baptist pastors and members have a duty to reject prayer practices
and excesses that contradict biblical injunctions no matter how popular, attractive, pragmatic, or
seemingly beneficial to physical church growth” But the Bible does not seem to have a clear text that
succinctly rebukes simultaneous prayer, and thus it continues to spread in Africa with little opposition.

The practice of simultaneous prayer is not only an African matter! Trevin Wax retells some of his
experiences from the church in South Korea: “Whenever a group of Koreans is praying, whether as
part of a church service or spontaneously in small groups, someone takes the lead, guides the rest of
the group in what to pray for, and then says, ‘Let’s pray. At once, everyone prays out loud, according to
the direction of the leader”> Diana Hynson from the United Methodists appreciates this Korean norm.

Prayer is a spiritual practice universal in its scope. The practice of simultaneous prayer

in the Korean community may be new to some. Rather than praying silently or one at a

time, the entire class or congregation prays aloud together, creating a kind of Pentecost

atmosphere. This swell of prayer, which God understands all at once, creates a thrilling,

even mysterious, sense of unity in the wholeness of God’s community.*
The practice of simultaneous prayer even exists in some circles in North America.” In addition to
“popcorn prayer; “unison prayer, and “call and response prayer;,” Timothy Cho mentions the popularity
of simultaneous prayer as a fourth method.

? Randy Arnett, Pentecostalization: The Evolution of Baptists in Africa (Eldon, MO: Randy Arnett, 2017),
73-74.

% Personal conversation, 19 March 2021.
* Emiola Nihinlola, “Biblical Responses to Neo-Pentecostal Prayer Practices,” in The Abandoned Gospel: Con-

fronting Neo-Pentecostalism and the Prosperity Gospel in Sub-Saharan Africa, ed. Philip W. Barnes, et al. (Nairobi:
AB316, 2021), 149.

5 Trevin Wax, “2 Reminders from the Korean Church about Prayer,; TGC, 17 November 2016, https://www.
thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/trevin-wax/2-reminders-from-the-korean-church-about-prayer/.
¢ Diana L. Hynson, “Learning the Practice of Walking with Christ,” The United Methodist Church: Disciple-

ship Ministries, 25 January 2011, https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/learning-the-practice-of-walking-
with-christ.

7 Simultaneous practices are occasionally present in other ways. As an undergraduate student at Moody Bible
Institute, I was invited by some friends to an open worship time with the Moody Gospel Choir. But instead of
praying out loud at the same time, the choir leader gave us a note and then prompted us to simultaneously sing
our own improvised songs in worship to God, in relative harmony to the note provided.
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In several Christian traditions around the world, believers have practiced a fourth form
of prayer for generations as a regular part of congregational life. This style of praying is
most readily recognized as a “Korean” style of prayer, but has actually been practiced in
African and Asian churches around the world, and even historically African-American
churches in the United States. This prayer form, called tongsung kido in Korean, is the
practice of praying one’s own prayer aloud at the same time as others.®

With Cho’s testimony concerning the presence of tongsung kido, “praying together in a loud voice,
around the world, the matter is not purely regional or cultural.

The matter of simultaneous prayer stirs debate in our Zambian seminary. When theological lecturers
touch upon this practice and challenge students to provide biblical support for this form of prayer, the
response is predictable: “Acts 4 says that the church prayed together, and we should do the same, lifting
our voices together” This defense refers to the early church prayer meeting recorded in Acts 4:23-31:

When [Peter and John] were released, they went to their friends and reported what the
chief priests and the elders had said to them. And when they heard it, they lifted their
voices together to God and said, “Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth
and the sea and everything in them, who through the mouth of our father David, your
servant, said by the Holy Spirit,

‘“Why did the Gentiles rage,
and the peoples plot in vain?

The kings of the earth set themselves,
and the rulers were gathered together,
against the Lord and against his Anointed’

for truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom
you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of
Israel, to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place. And now,
Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word
with all boldness, while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are
performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus” And when they had prayed,
the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with
the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness. (ESV)

This article questions whether this ancient corporate prayer provides a sufficient biblical foundation
for the practice of simultaneous prayer. Considering the global reach of the practice, it requires greater
biblical reflection, lest the church unwittingly wander from the biblical precepts for prayer. To this end,
let us further explore the backdrop and events of that early church gathering.

2. An Overview of Acts 4:23-31

Stemming from Peter and John’s public healing of the lame man in Acts 3:1-10 and their subsequent
preaching ministry concerning the resurrection of Jesus in 3:11-26, the first opposition toward the

¢ Timothy L. Cho, “How and Why to Pray the Korean-Style Prayer of Tongsung Kido,” Faithfully, n.d., https://
faithfullymagazine.com/how-to-pray-tongsung-kido/.
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fledgling group of Christians arose. The text specifically mentions the Sadducees, since they were
sensitive to any claims concerning a resurrection. Bruce elaborates, “They objected on principle to the
doctrine of resurrection in itself, considering it to be a Pharisaic innovation, and they were greatly
annoyed because the two apostles, by their insistence on the fact of Jesus’ resurrection, were so publicly
and cogently maintaining that doctrine”™ Yet the boldness of the apostles (v. 13) and the presence of
the healed man (v. 14) quieted the attacks of the Jewish religious leaders. By local standards, they were
untrained, but “the judges took cognizance of the fact that they had been companions of Jesus* With
their threats thwarted, the leaders could do nothing but release Peter and John.

2.1. The Reunion

Peter and John return to the church fellowship and provide a report to the others. Some debate
exists pertaining to the exact population of the room. While thousands of believers existed by the time,
it seems straightforward that this was nucleus of the Christian community, including the remainder of
apostles.” Or as Pervo mentions, “One possibility is to take idiovg to mean “the other apostles”2 But
with the Acts 1:15 gathering in mind, a larger group is more likely.

Among this young community, the hostility of the Jewish leadership is a matter of some concern.
Sustained opposition may stall the evangelistic fervor of some and foreshadow future friction between
the Jewish followers of Jesus and the traditional leaders of Judaism. For a people familiar with the
consequences of opposition and steeped in the prayer practices of Christ, the reunion’s transformation
into a prayer meeting is natural. Joining together in prayer is their common desire.

2.2. The Remembrance

The prayer begins with a classic formula. This event is not informal, as the congregation consisted
of Jewish believers who prayed according to the methods they had learned.”* “They addressed God as
Sovereign Lord [6éomota], the Creator of all, in time-honored liturgical language derived from Hebrew
scripture”* The recitation of a psalm is not out of place when it is predominant in the prayer.

This prayer of remembrance is inherently Christological. First, the church community recounts
Psalm 2 as an ancient prophecy, interpreting it through the events surrounding the persecution and
crucifixion of Jesus. “The Scripture is in the exact Septuagintal rendering of Ps 2:1-2 and is presented
as a prophecy, spoken by God through David under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit”** The prayer not
only indicts Gentile kings and rulers, but it groups unconverted Jewish people together with those who
are against the Lord! From verses 24—28, the church remembers Christ’s sufferings, the opposition he
faced, and the prevailing purposes of God amid such difficulties.

° F. F. Bruce, The Book of the Acts, revised ed., NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 90.
10 Bruce, The Book of the Acts, 95.

1 Bruce, The Book of the Acts, 95.

2 Richard I. Pervo, Acts: A Commentary, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2009), 121.

13 Pervo, Acts, 121.

1 Bruce, The Book of Acts, 98.

15 John B. Polhill, Acts, NAC 26 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1992), 149.
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2.3. The Request

The bulk of the prayer recalls Christ and the opposition he faced, and this emphasis supports the
brief request of verses 29-30. First, the early church does not pray for persecution to dissipate and for
persecutors to disappear. “Instead of praying that God would destroy their enemies, as some people
favor in the times of persecution, the believers simply left the matter of judgment to God and asked for
strength to be bold in the face of the present danger”¢ They would not plead for the end of persecution.
The rage of the peoples against the Anointed One had only accomplished the purposes of the Father!
The early church saw similar purposes in their own experience of opposition.

They did not pray for comfort or deliverance. They prayed for endurance, fully aware of God’s
sovereign plan for redemption. “In the paradox of human freedom and divine sovereignty, despite all the
raging of humanity, God’s purposes prevail. They did so in Christ. They did so with the apostles before
the Sanhedrin”” Like with Christ, the believers knew that God was continuing to perform miracles and
signs, calling attention to the good news of salvation in the name of Jesus. Opposition would continue.
The perseverance of the young community was the concern. And the community prays to that end,
seeking to persevere in boldness, even as threats would inevitably turn into violence.

2.4. The Result

We do not know how long the actual prayer meeting lasted, as Luke’s recording is presumably
selective rather than comprehensive, but the conclusion of the prayer is eventful. History was not
repeating itself, but the Holy Spirit was dramatically demonstrating his commitment to empowering
the church’s gospel ministry.

This was not a “second Pentecost” They had already received the Spirit. The Spirit had
helped Peter and John in a mighty way before the Sanhedrin. It was a fresh filling, a
renewed awareness of the Spirit’s power and presence in their life and witness. This was
not an ephemeral ecstatic manifestation but a fresh endowment of power for witness
that would continue (cf. 4:33).8

A question arises in relation to the shaking of the room. While a metaphorical interpretation—“they
were moved”—is not completely out of place, the shaking of the location is probably literal, considering
the canonical precedent for such tremors (Exoda 19:18; Isa 6:4). In fact, the events of early Acts intend
to evoke the Old Testament appearances of God. “When this shaking is combined with the cloud of
Acts 1:9 and especially the sound, wind, and thunder of 2:2-3, Luke clearly recalls Old Testament
theophanies here. Instead of a mere vision of God, however (cf. 7:55-56; 9:3—4), the community is again
filled with God’s own Spirit (2:4; 4:31)”* The prayer meeting aftershock testifies to the early Christian
community that they are participating in the continuing and advancing purposes of God. Therefore,

16 Clifton J. Allen, ed. Acts-1 Corinthians, Broadman Bible Commentary 10 (Nashville: Broadman, 1970), 41.
17 Polhill, Acts, 149.
18 Polhill, Acts, 150.

¥ Craig S. Keener, Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, Volume 2: 3:1-14:28 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2013), 1174.
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boldness is the result; as Chrysostom says, “The place was shaken, and that made them all the more
unshaken>

3. The Prayer Methods of Acts 4:23-31

On first glance, Acts 4:23-31 is understandably considered a text that supports the practice of
simultaneous prayer. Yet the text and context merit closer attention. What context undergirds and leads
to this ancient prayer?

3.1. Jewish Background

The first point of context to consider is the Jewish composition of the early Christian community.
As of yet, history does not mention any Gentiles as members of the church. Thus, the prayers of church
followed Jewish tradition. “The author of the Acts of the Apostles hands down the wording of several
important acts of praying in the young Christ-believing communities. To summarize: the earliest Christ-
believing communities were very close to the practices of both public and private Jewish prayer’ It
should be no surprise that the prayer incorporates a Septuagint recitation of Psalm 2!

3.2, Early Liturgy

Did the early church pray in set liturgical patterns? While not excluding the obvious presence of
spontaneous prayers in the Scriptures, Pelikan notes the use of the Greek article and the plural “the
prayers” in Acts 2:42, arguing that this structure “seems to suggest habitual or designated prayers,
perhaps even, at least inchoately, fixed formulas of prayer.... It seems at least possible that the term
‘the prayers’ refers to the Lord’s Prayer and possibly to other formulas such as the primitive eucharistic
prayer reproduced in the Didache”” Early rhythms of prayers were developing, drawing from the church’s
experience with Christ and the Jewish worship of God.

The prayer of Acts 4 starts “like a liturgical prayer rather than a spontaneous expression.””? While
it is tailored to the circumstances of Acts 3—4, the prayer operates within, not divorced from, liturgical
and historical prayer patterns. Polhill connects Acts 4 with Isaiah 37.

More than that the whole form of the prayer has Old Testament precedents. Compare
Hezekiah’s prayer in Isa 37:16—20, where the same elements appear: God was addressed
as Lord and Creator, there followed a reference to the threat of Israel’s enemies, and the
prayer concluded with a petition. It is in the petition that the major difference from the
Christians’ prayer appears. Hezekiah prayed for deliverance. The Christians prayed for
courage.”

% Francis Martin and Evan Smith, eds. Acts, ACCSNT 5 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 54.

2 Oda Wischmeyer, “Prayer and Emotion in Mark 14:32—42 and Related Texts,” in Ancient Jewish Prayers and
Emotions, eds. Stefan C. Reif and Renate Egger-Wenzel (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2015), 336.

2 Jaroslav Pelikan, Acts, Brazos Theological Commentary of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005), 77.
% Pelikan, Acts, 78.
2 Polhill, Acts, 148.
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While some of the content is spontaneously provided, the overall framework of the Acts 4 prayer
is historical and liturgical. God’s people are praying in unity, even in harmony with prophets and kings
of old.

Yet, the spontaneity of the prayer should not be overlooked. Yes, the beginning is more structured
and formulaic, especially with the psalmic recitation. But none of the early congregants were convinced
that the crisis had subsided, and the crisis sparked an immediate reaction in corporate prayer. The
conclusion of the prayer reflects contextually specific information, as the Spirit led the early church into
the spontaneity of prayer. Bloesch comments with Acts 2:42 in mind, “Prayer in the biblical perspective
is spontaneous, though it may take structured forms.... True prayer, in the prophetic or biblical sense,
bursts through all forms and techniques. This is because it has its basis in the Spirit of God, who cannot
be encased in a sacramental box or a ritualistic formula”» Acts 4 portrays this balance: Prayer is both
grounded in scriptural, historical patterns and “bursting” forth anew thanks to the Spirit’s leadership in
new challenges and contexts.

3.3. Togetherness

A striking feature of the Acts 4 prayer is the “togetherness” of its performance, originating from
opoBvuaddv. In general, it is a flexible term. In Acts 2:1 and 2:46, location is at the forefront, as the
believers were “all together in one place” and “attending the temple together” In Acts 8:6, togetherness
of activity and disposition is in mind, as “the crowds with one accord paid attention to what was being
said by Philip”” In Acts 18:12, the word probably means united action with a leader, for while the “united
attack” to Paul’s ministry in Corinth was vast, it is unlikely that the opposition would not have an
appointed leader for legal proceedings. Yet another text is especially relevant for our treatment of Acts
4.

One curious usage of 6pofvpadoév is in Romans 15:6. Paul exhorts, “May the God of endurance
and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus,
that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”* United
and harmonious in Christ, the apostle envisions a Roman church worshipping God in unison—év €vi
otopartt, “with one mouth/voice” Correctly translating @poveiv as “to think,” Moo says, “Paul prays
specifically that God might give to the Roman Christians the ability ‘to think the same thing,” and
this unity of thought leads to unity of action.” The meaning is evident: Speaking together in one voice
is not to be taken literally, as if Paul envisioned the Roman church shouting the gospel message in
unison throughout the imperial capital. Instead, it signifies that their union in Christ transcends their
differences and gives them a united voice in glorifying God.

Considering the flexibility of ouofvuaddv, determining the exact connotation from Acts 4 is
essential. Keener highlights the nuances of the prayer.

This passage reflects “free, spontaneous” prayer, as apparently often in early Christianity
(cf. 1 Cor 14:26). Crying out with a single voice could refer to prayer in unison, in which
case it would be inspired. This could resemble the common voice of the chorus in Greek

% D. G. Bloesch, “Prayer,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand Rapids: Baker
Books, 1984), 867.

% Emphasis supplied.
¥ Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 871.
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drama; such a chorus had to speak in unison to be intelligible.... One may think also of
later synagogue liturgy, but it is unclear to what extent a liturgy existed in this period,
and even less clear whether it was widely praying in unison. More problematic still, the
prayer is too relevant to the events to be an earlier liturgical form simply recited together.
Far more likely, it simply reflects the idiom for speaking in unanimity—that is, united
in agreement (as implied ... elsewhere in Acts...)—rather than speech with identical
words. (The assembly could have recited the psalm quotation together, however.)*

As mentioned, the possibility exists, though unlikely since Luke does not volunteer the information,
that the Holy Spirit inspired the community to pray the same words in unison, but apart from such a
dramatic option, it seems unlikely that the early church’s liturgy was so developed that they had this
prayer pre-prepared. The early church prayed together, but probably not in the literal sense of speaking
simultaneously or in unison.”

Rather, the togetherness of Acts 4:24 means agreement. The use of opofvuadév here conveys
“shared passion or commitment”® The word could also be rendered as a united “purpose/impulse’*
Keener rules out the option of the entire prayer being in unison.

Although choruses in Greek drama recited lines together, here “with one accord” (KJV,
NASB) simply means “together, in unity” (the same word occurs in 1:14; 2:46; 5:12).
This is not a unified liturgy as eventually became standard in synagogues; scholars do
not even all agree that prayers were recited in unison in most Palestinian synagogues in
this period. Instead, the text probably means simply that someone inspired by the Spirit
led the prayer.*

Polhill adds, “Together they lifted their voices in praise to God. That they offered an occasional prayer of
this nature in unison is unlikely. Luke was simply expressing that the whole community joined together
in this prayer”® Walton concurs, “It seems unlikely that Luke is portraying choral speech ... so we
might paraphrase, “Those who heard lifted their voice in united concern to God.”* What happened?
Presumably, one person prayed. The people may have orally remembered Psalm 2 in unison. The leader
interpreted the psalm in prayer and then presented the community’s desire for perseverance in boldness.
In this time of prayer, the community was of the same mind. And if “voices” was intended to be literal,

28 Keener, Acts, 2:1166.

» Consider Exodus 19:8. The Septuagint reflects that the nation of Israel answered Moses “together” saying
“All that the LORD has spoken we will do” The scene even ends with tremors in verse 18! Yet the format of the
exchange is a covenant agreement, not exactly a prayer (John I. Durham, Exodus, WBC 3 [Nashville: Thomas
Nelson, 1987], 261). While the tremors of Acts 4 remind us of Sinai, the discourses are specific to their location
in redemptive history.

3 Steve Walton, “OuoBuuadov in Acts: Co-location, Common Action or ‘Of One Heart and Mind’?;” in The
New Testament in Its First Century Setting: Essays on Context and Background in Honour of B. W. Winter on His
65th Birthday, ed. Peter ]. Williams, et al. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 105.

31 BDAG 706, s.v. “opobuuadév”

%2 Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2014, 329.

35 Polhill, Acts, 148.
3 Steve Walton, “Opofuuadov in Acts,” 102,
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it could refer to the recitation of Psalm 2. Jewish background, early liturgy, and togetherness all played
a part in the Acts 4 prayer, and it led to a unique prayer that was orderly and psalmic yet tailored to the
immediate circumstances.

4. The Contrast Between Simultaneous Prayer and the Acts 4 Prayer

The overlap between the practice of simultaneous prayer and the corporate prayer of the early
church is straightforward. First, both cases express physical words to communicate with God, assuming
upon his interest in human affairs and his attribute of omnipresence. Second, both practices require
a corporate gathering of some kind. Third, intercessors in both situations share biblical language for
prayer. But beyond those commonalities, little overlap persists.

The question remains concerning whether the Acts 4 prayer supports simultaneous prayer practices.
While not amounting to an explicit repudiation of simultaneous prayer as a practice, it is difficult to
overlook the glaring differences. Let us consider a few.

First, simultaneous prayer is often, though not always, deliverance and “breakthrough” oriented.
Other passages of Scripture retell prayers of deliverance and demonstrate the validity of seeking God’s
provision (e.g., Ps 91). But Acts 4 shares how the early church prayed for perseverance, seeking to
remain bold in the face of persistent opposition. Content points us away from using Acts 4 as a support
for simultaneous prayer.

Second, simultaneous prayer requires the voices of many believers praying different prayers at the
same time. But while Acts 4:24 says that “they lifted their voices together;’ this statement likely symbolizes
their agreement in prayer or the possible recitation of Psalm 2:1-2 in unison. And in contrast to the
offering of numerous prayers at the same time, Luke records only one prayer. Simultaneous prayer does
not find an ally here.

Third, simultaneous prayer relies upon the individual’s personal prayer liturgy and vocabulary. While
perhaps topically directed by a leader (e.g., “Everyone, pray for the poor”) every individual ultimately
prays according to their historical practice and previous experiences. But in Acts 4, the church possesses
a shared framework for a prayer liturgy, perhaps including the communal memorization of Psalm 2:1-2.

The contrast is stark. As it is practiced around the world today, simultaneous prayer does not follow
the model in Acts 4. While the descriptions may seem similar, this prayer of the early church is distinct,
having more in common with a planned time of leader-led corporate prayer.

5. The Value of Retaining the Apostolic Example in Corporate Prayer

Seeking to reform the use of prayer in the church congregation, Robert Williamson complains,
“Many prayers heard in church are not public prayers at all. They are merely private prayers which are
prayed in public”* In many ways, simultaneous prayer exacerbates this malady. Instead of corporate
prayer uniting the community and inculcating biblical prayer habits, the elevation of simultaneous
prayer at the expense of corporate prayer can perpetuate poor prayer practices.

Yes, simultaneous prayer does encourage each member of the community to pray, an important
concern in many places where church members exalt pastors as the “spiritual elite” with unique access

% Robert L. Williamson, Effective Public Prayer (Nashville: Broadman, 1960), 18.
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to God. But unless a believer regularly hears and participates in corporate prayer under godly leaders,
the danger of drifting toward unhealthy habits persists. Consider the same argument applied to Corinth!
Simultaneous prophesying could encourage prophesy in the church. Yet, in order that all may learn and
participate together, taking turns leads to a peaceful service (1 Cor 14:26—33). “Let all things be done
for building up”

The apostolic example in Acts 4:24—30 is our path forward. First, let the church unite in prayer by
remembering the Psalms together. Sadly, in many Christian communities, the wisdom of the Psalms is
absent from worship services. When a neglect of the Psalms prevails, the church has effectively alienated
herself from the prayers of the saints throughout the Old and New Testaments. Let the church militant
raise her voice in unity with the church triumphant!

Second, let the church draw from the Old Testament patterns of prayer, exalting our “Sovereign
Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them” Corporate Christian
prayer should be distinct from the informality and individuality of private prayer. The wealth of biblical
prayer is an easy bridge to unite our times of corporate prayer, instead of dividing through overly
personalized prayer practices.

Third, let the church embrace the sovereign purposes of God and pray with his will in mind.
The early Christians carefully weighed the content of their corporate prayers. Instead of instinctively
reacting to escape persecution, they understood difficulty and opposition’s role in God’s purposes. Our
congregational prayer times are precisely when we should sensitively reflect upon God’s plans for the
church and resubmit to furthering his glory among the nations, even through suffering.

Unless simultaneous prayer is highly regulated, it fails to rise to the example of corporate prayer in
Acts 4:23-31. Psalms, Old Testament patterns, and an emphasis on the sovereign purposes of God may
occasionally occur, but ultimately, simultaneous prayer does not reach the same quality of unity. While
we cannot absolutely invalidate simultaneous prayer or how God has worked through it, let us pursue
the apostolic example as we gather in prayer, that we may attain the fullness of unity.
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Two Types of Work: Work for the Lord
and Work for the Kingdom of God

— Peter Orr —

Peter Orr is lecturer in New Testament at Moore Theological College in Sydney,
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Abstract: This article explores Colossians, a letter in which Paul says a considerable
amount about work. It suggests that Paul speaks about two different types of work—
“work for the Lord” (3:23-24) and “work for the kingdom” (4:11)—and that this
distinction provides a paradigm for thinking about the difference between “ministry”
and “non-ministry” work. While Paul affirms the theological and eschatological value
of all work that Christians do, he nevertheless can make a distinction between different
types of work in their relationship to the kingdom of God.
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vangelical theology has moved away from making value distinctions between “Christian” work
E (connected to the church and the proclamation of the gospel) and “secular” work (all other good

but “non-spiritual” labor). There is a recognition that all work done by a Christian can and should
be done for God’s glory. Whereas earlier generations of evangelicals lacked material go help them navi-
gate life as a Christian at work, we are now well served by a number of very helpful books.!

My aim in this article is not to return to the unbiblical idea that only gospel related work has any
eternal value. However, I want to examine one of Paul’s letters in which he says a surprising amount
about work and in which he, I think, provides a paradigm for thinking about the distinction between
two different types of work. In short, we will see that while Paul does affirm the theological and
eschatological value of all work that Christians do, he nevertheless also distinguishes between two
different types of work.

This distinction is not sacred/secular but general/specific. Paul affirms that all work has intrinsic
theological value before God, but that not all work is the same in relation to the kingdom of God. We
will see that all work done by a Christian can and should be done to God, only some work is done for
the kingdom of God. This distinction helps us to be clear that there is a distinction between, for want
of a better word, “ministry” and “non-ministry” work. That is, while all work done by a Christian is

! E.g., Timothy Keller, Every Good Endeavor: Connecting Your Work to God’s Plan for the World (New York:
Penguin, 2012); Sebastian Traeger and Greg Gilbert, The Gospel at Work: How the Gospel Gives New Purpose and
Meaning to Our Jobs, revised ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018); Daniel M. Doriani, Work: Its Purpose, Dignity
and Transformation (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2019).
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glorifying to God and has intrinsic value, and even, as we will see, intrinsic eschatological value, not all
work is kingdom work. This latter category is a narrower, distinct type of work.

1. Work in Colossians: A Survey

The letter of Colossians contains a high frequency of words related to “work” Following his greeting
(1:1-2) and opening thanksgiving (1:3—8), Paul recounts his prayer for the Colossians. The goal of Paul’s
prayer in 1:9-10 is that the Colossian Christians be filled with the knowledge of God’s will, that they
might bear fruit “in every good work” (¢v mavti €pyw ayad®).> His description of their pre-Christian
state is that they were “alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil works [€pyo1¢]” (1:21).> An essential
difference, then, between the Christian and the non-Christian is the character of the “works” they do
(good or evil). Further, the faith of the Christian is directed to the God who has raised them to new life
by his “powerful working [évépyela]” (2:12).* The whole of the Christian life is encapsulated when Paul
says, “whatever you do, in word or work [év Adyw 7 év €pyw],” all of it is to be done “in the name of the
Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (3:17).

Paul uses “work” language to refer to his own ministry of proclaiming Christ, “warning everyone
and teaching everyone with all wisdom, that we may present everyone mature in Christ” (1:28). This is
the end for which he “toil[s] struggling with all his energy that he powerfully works within” Paul (1:29).
Although the language of “toil” (komi®) can refer to any kind of work, it is frequently used by Paul,
as here, to refer to the work of ministry.” Similarly, Paul’s language of “struggling” (dywvilopat) was
originally used in an athletic context but came to mean “contend” or “fight” in a more general sense.
As Moo suggests, the word combined here with “toil” “likely refers to the general work of ministry:

preaching the gospel, admonishing converts, resisting false teachers”® He notes that only here and

2 Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are from the ESV. The meaning of ndg here is probably “every
kind of}” so Douglas J. Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, PN'TC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008),
97.

3 ESV adjusted. It is possible that the two dative expressions (tf] Siavoiq and €v toi¢ €pyoig toig Tovnpoic)
both express “means”—that is, they were at enmity with God “by means” of their mind and “by means” of their
evil deeds. So G. K. Beale, Colossians and Philemon, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019), 113; Moo,
Colossians, 140.

* To be more specific, Beale suggests that we should understand that the resurrection came about by “faith
in the working of God” understanding tj¢ évepyelag to0 0e00 as an objective genitive (the object of faith). He dis-
cusses the possibility that the genitive is subjective “faith by God’s working”—that is, God has produced their faith
by his activity. However, the genitive case following niotig in Paul’s writings “typically describes the object of faith
and not its source,” according to Beale, Colossians and Philemon, 193.

5 ESV adjusted. So Paul Foster, Colossians, BNTC (London: T&T Clark, 2016), 364; cf. Moo, Colossians, 291.

¢ Moo (Colossians, 162) references the following texts: Luke 5:5; 1 Cor 4:12; Eph 4:28; 2 Tim 2:6; cf. James
D. G. Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 126.

7 Moo (Colossians, 162) notes Rom 16:6, 12; 1 Cor 15:10; 16:16; Gal 4:11; Phil 2:16; 1 Thess 5:12; 1 Tim 4:10;
5:17.

8 Moo, Colossians, 162.
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in 1 Timothy 4:10 are both words used together “to denote his apostolic ministry, and it is surely no
coincidence that both contexts deal with false teaching™

The language of “toil” seems to be an expansion of the nature of Paul’s suffering in verse 24: “Now I
rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions
for the sake of his body, that is, the church”"* However, Paul is very quick to emphasize that his “struggle
for his readers is not rooted in his own ability but in God’s power working through him?> That is, he
is “struggling with all his energy that he powerfully works within me” (gi¢ 0 kal kom® aywvi(ouevog
KATA TNV EVEpyelav abToD TNV €vepyoupévny €v Euol év duvdpet; 1:29). Similarly, he describes Epaphras
as always “struggling on your behalf in his prayers, that you may stand mature and fully assured in all
the will of God” (4:12). As such, Paul tells the Corinthians that Epaphras has “worked hard [€xe1 ToAbV
névov] for you and for those in Laodicea and in Hierapolis” (4:13). He uses the same language in the
context of his instruction to slaves, telling them that “whatever they do they are to work [€épyalouat]
heartily” (3:23).

Work language then is applied to everything that a Christian might do—from the good “deeds”
done because they are a Christian, to the labor they do because they live in the world through to specific
ministry labor—whether done by Paul or others.

2. Work in Colossians: A Distinction

However, if we examine two verses more closely, we can see an important distinction emerge. In
3:23 when he tells the Colossians® that “whatever” they do, they are to “work heartily” (ék Ypuxfig),* the
rationale is that this is to be done “as for the Lord and not for men” (wg T@® kvpiw Kai oUK AvOPWTOICG). As
such, this verse is a “particular application” of 3:17: “Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything
in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him** We will examine the
details of this verse below, but at this stage we can note that all work is to be done “for the Lord”—it
has theological significance in other words. Further, it also has eschatological significance since, as Paul
tells them, it is “from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord
Christ” (3:24).

In 4:10-11, Paul gives greetings to the Colossians from Aristarchus, Mark and Jesus (“who is called
Justus”). He then identifies these as “the only men of the circumcision among my fellow workers for the
kingdom of God” (cuvepyot €ig thv PBactAeiav Tod Oeov; 4:11). We will examine below what Paul means

® Moo, Colossians, 162.
10 Beale, Colossians, 153.

11 The Greek of 1:29 is “dense with synonym and repetition for emphasis,” according to Scot McKnight, The
Letter to the Colossians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), 204 n. 564.

12 Beale, Colossians, 153, who notes the parallel with 1 Corinthians 15:10 to underline the fact that “Paul’s
ministry is not performed by a synergistic activity involving his own independent contribution together with the
help of God’s grace”

13 For a rationale for widening the applicability of this to believers more generally, see David Pao, Colossians
and Philemon, ZECNT (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 274.

14 Soul here is a stylistic synonym for “heart” used in the previous verse—“both denote the correct inner at-
titude to be displayed by slaves” (Foster, Colossians, 388).

15 Beale, Colossians, 323.
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by his restriction “the only men of the circumcision,” but at this stage it is enough to note the distinction
between work “for the Lord” (3:23) and “work for the kingdom of God” (4:11).

Here, then, is a basic distinction we can make. All work is “for the Lord” Whatever you are doing,
you are “serving the Lord Christ” (3:23-24). And all work has eschatological significance since work
carried out faithfully like this will lead to receiving and inheritance as a reward (3:24). However, only
some work is work “for the kingdom of God” (4:11).

The rest of this article examines this distinction in more detail and draws some practical implications.

3. Work for the Lord

What we have in Colossians 3 is Paul’s clear teaching that a// work has theological significance if
it is done “in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (3:17). Such
work, even the work of a slave, can be done with the knowledge that “from the Lord you will receive the
inheritance as your reward” since one is “serving the Lord Christ” (3:24).

What does Paul mean when he says in 3:24 that work is to be done “as for the Lord and not for men”
(g T@ xLpiw Kal o0k GvOpWTO1G)”? What is the nature of the “as” (wg) here? Does he mean they are to
think of themselves “as if they were working for the Lord” (even though they are not—they are working
for an earthly master)? Or does he mean that they are to work in a way that reflects the reality that they
are, ultimately, working “for the Lord”? Either sense is within the scope of meaning of the particle wg.

The use of wg in this verse is described in BDAG entry 3: “marker introducing the perspective from
which a pers[on], thing, or activity is viewed or understood as to character, function, or role, as’ In
other words, wg explains the perspective through which they are to view their work—“to the Lord”
However, the particle can express a real or unreal perspective. A few examples illustrate this. Paul writes
in 1 Corinthians 4:1, “This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ [w¢ UTtnpétag Xptotov]
and stewards of the mysteries of God” Here the Corinthians are to regard Paul and his colleagues
in a particular way: “as servants of Christ,” which they really are. Similarly, in Colossians 3:12, Paul
commands the believers, “Put on then, as God’s chosen ones [w¢ ékAektol tol 8eo0], holy and beloved,
compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience” They are to clothe themselves in
light of their true identity—“God’s chosen ones” However, sometimes the comparison is “unreal” So, in
2 Corinthians 6:8 Paul laments that he and his colleagues “are treated as impostors [wg TAdvo1], and yet
are true”” They are being treated as if they are imposters, which they are not. Similarly, in Colossians 2:20
he tells them: “If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive
in the world [w¢ (@vTeg év kK6oUw], do you submit to regulations”” Spiritually the Colossians are dead
to the elemental forces of the world, but they are living as if they are alive to them (which they are not).

We see the same variety in the precise construction that we have here in Colossians 3:23: an
imperative qualified by a phrase introduced by wg. In 1 Timothy 5:1 Paul tells Timothy “not to rebuke
an older man but encourage him as you would a father” (w¢ matépa)—that is, as if he were a father. In
2 Thessalonians 3:14, Paul tells the church to not associate with the congregation member who ignores
what Paul says so that they might feel ashamed. In the next verse he qualifies this by telling them not to
regard this recalcitrant brother “as an enemy” (w¢ €x0pov). Again, the idea is that they are not to regard
him as if he were an enemy (which he is not). However, Paul immediately adds that they are to “warn
him as a brother” (wg adeA@dv). Here we see the qualification reflecting reality—this man is a brother

1 BDAG 1104.
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(in Christ) and so he is to be warned as a brother. Similarly, James tells his readers that they are to “speak
and so act as [w¢] those who are to be judged under the law of liberty” (Jas 2:12). They are going to be
judged by the law of liberty, and so they are to act in line with that reality.

So, what is the sense of w¢ in Colossians 3:23? Does Paul mean, “the right way to work for your
earthly master is as if you were working for the Lord”; or is he saying, “work for your earthly master
understanding the reality that you are, in fact, working for the Lord”? Either is possible. However, given
the statement in 3:24 where Paul tells the slaves that they are enslaved to Christ (t® kvpiw Xpiot®
dovAevete),” when he tells them to work wg t@ kvpiw, it would seem that this reflects reality. Though
they are working for a human master, even in doing so they are actually working for the Lord.

Paul continues in the following verse to the effect that the motivation for their working for the
Lord is that they know?s that they “will receive the inheritance [kAnpovopia] as your reward”” In the first
century world into which Paul was writing, slaves did not receive inheritances (cf. Gal 4:7; Rom 8:15—
17). Although the inheritance in view here is the spiritual reward® for their faithful labor for Christ, this
language continues to give dignity to the labor of the Christian slave.

What inheritance does Paul have in mind? He has already used the language of inheritance (using
the related Greek word kAfjpog) in 1:12 when he gave thanks to the Father who had “qualified” the
Colossians “to share in the inheritance of the saints in light” The nature of this inheritance is expanded
in the next verse when Paul describes how God has “delivered us from the domain of darkness and
transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son” (1:13). Reading the two verses together, the inheritance
is participation in the kingdom. This connection between inheritance and kingdom is seen elsewhere in
Paul’s letters (e.g., 1 Cor 6:9; 15:50; Eph 5:5). Understanding the inheritance as the kingdom means that
the slaves who work faithfully (for the Lord), will inherit the kingdom as a reward for their labor. This is
not “salvation by works,” but a dignifying of their labor. Done in faithfulness it ends in the kingdom of
God even if, on earth, slaves would have no inheritance.

Paul finishes 3:24 with what most English translations render as a statement: “You are serving the
Lord Christ” (ESV; cf. NIV; CSB; RSV; NASB; KJV; NKJV). However, the NET Bible agrees with some
commentators® that the verb dovAevete should be understood as an imperative: “Serve the Lord Christ”
In either case, the work that the slave does work for an earthly master which would receive no earthly
inheritance or reward, is faithfully rewarded by the Lord whom they are serving—they will inherit the
kingdom.

Any work, even work done by a first century slave, is work of deep significance. It has theological
value. It is work done “in the name of the Lord Jesus” (3:17) and it is done “for the Lord” (3:23) with the
worker “serving the Lord Christ” (3:24). It has eschatological value since the one who works faithfully
this way will receive an inheritance from the Lord.

17 It may be that this is an imperative, an interpretation I consider below.
18 Understanding the £id6teg as a causal participle with Pao, Colossians, 274.

1 That the inheritance is the reward (i.e., understanding the genitive to be epexegetical with Moo, Colossians,
313, and Pao, Colossians, 274).

2 For example, Pao, Colossians, 275-76. McKnight (Colossians, 363) is unsure, while Beale (Colossians, 332)
argues that an indicative is to be understood.
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4. Work for the Kingdom of God

Turning to 4:10-11, Paul tells the Colossians that Aristarchus, Mark and Jesus (called Justus) “are
the only men of the circumcision among [Paul’s] fellow workers for [gig] the kingdom of God” (4:11). In
this section we will examine a number of aspects in this verse.

4.1. For the Kingdom or in the Kingdom?

Most modern commentators render the phrase €i¢ thv faciAeiav to0 Oeod as “for the kingdom of
God” indicating that Paul’s co-workers are laboring with him to advance or “bring about” the kingdom.>
More specifically, McKnight understands Paul to be commending his co-workers for working to “to
spread the redemptive reign of God in Christ by forming churches throughout the Roman Empire”»
However, recently Paul Foster has suggested a different understanding of the preposition &ig in 4:11:
these co-workers are “in” the kingdom of God. He argues that given Paul’s description of the kingdom
in 1:13 where believers are described as having been transferred into (gic) “the kingdom of his beloved
son,” a “spatial” meaning is more likely in 4:11. As such, Foster suggests, the verse is stating that “the co-
workers, like Paul, are those who now ultimately exist in the sphere of God’s rule”

Although to an extent true of any word in any language, the particular meaning of a preposition in
Greek is especially determined by its context. The phrase €ig tnv faciAelav is common in the Gospels
and it is usually preceded by a verb of motion, particularly “to enter” (eic€pxouatr).”* However, a brief
survey of the NT’s use of €i¢ in the context of “work” language (€py&lopat and cognates; komidw) shows
that €i¢ is used to connect the work to the goal or end of the work. So, for example, in Colossians 1:28
Paul describes his ministry as proclaiming Christ and “warning everyone and teaching everyone with
all wisdom, that we may present everyone mature in Christ” He then adds “for [gic] this I toil [kom®],
struggling with all his energy that he powerfully works within me” (1:29). The preposition €ig indicates
the goal of his labor. This is consistent across the NT. In Romans 8:28, Paul states that “for those who
love God all things work together for [gig] good” In Romans 16:6, Paul asks the believers to “Greet Mary;,
who has worked hard for you” (éxomiacev €i¢ Oudc). In Galatians 4:11, Paul expresses his fear that he
“may have labored over you [kekomiaka €i¢ Oudg] in vain” In 2 Corinthians 5:4, Paul reflects on the future
bodily resurrection. He continues in the next verse that “he who has prepared [katepyasdpevog] us for
[eic] this very thing is God, who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee” (5:5). Three chapters later he
describes Titus as his “partner and fellow worker [cuvepydg] for [€ig] your benefit” (8:23). In Ephesians
4:11-12, Paul reflects on how God gave “apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and
teachers” to equip God’s people “for [gig] the work of ministry, for [€ic] building up the body of Christ”
In 1 Timothy 4 Paul reflects on the value of godliness which “is of value in every way, as it holds promise
for the present life and also for the life to come” (4:8). This shapes his ministry as he states “to this end
[elc toDto] we toil and strive, because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Savior of all
people, especially of those who believe” (4:10). John, as he writes to Gaius commends him that “it is a

1 So, for example, Moo, Colossians, 343; Dunn, Colossians, 279.
2 McKnight, Colossians, 391.
» Foster, Colossians, 427.

2 Matthew 5:20, 7:21, 18:3, 19:23, 19:24; Mark 9:47, 10:23, 10:24, 10:25; Luke 18:25; John 3:5; Acts 14:22. Cf.
elomopevopat (Luke 18:24); €pxouat (Luke 23:42); tpodyw (Matthew 21:31).
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b1 I

faithful thing you do in all your efforts [0 ¢av €pydon] for [gig] these brothers, strangers as they are” (3
John 5).

The pattern across the N'T then is that €ig is used with “work” language to indicate the goal or the
purpose of the work. We will examine more fully what Paul means by working “for the kingdom” below,
but before doing we will examine the reference to his co-workers.

4.2. Co-workers

This understanding of €ig is confirmed when we examine the use of the term “co-worker” or “fellow
worker” (ouvepydg). Paul does not use the word cuvepydg very frequently. However, in Romans 16
he asks the church at Rome to greet “Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in [¢v] Christ Jesus” and
“Urbanus, our fellow worker in [év] Christ” (16:3, 9). In 2 Corinthians 1:24 Paul describes himself and
his colleagues as “co-workers ... for your joy, > the latter phrase expressed with the genitive (tfig xapdg
Vu@v). In 2 Corinthians 8:23 he speaks of Titus as his partner and co-worker “for your benefit” (gig
UUAG). In 1 Thessalonians 3:2, Paul describes Timothy as “our brother and God’s co-worker in [év] the
gospel of Christ” Admittedly, we are not dealing with a large number of texts but the tendency seems to
be to use €v when he wishes to speak of the position of his co-workers “in Christ” and to use the genitive
or €ig when he wishes to express the purpose to which the co-workers labor. Again, this confirms the
idea that Paul is describing his co-workers as people who are working with him to somehow further the
kingdom of God.

4.3. Paul’s Only Co-workers?

«

What is significant is that Paul views only a certain number of people as “workers for the
kingdom” (o1 8vteg éx mepitopfic obtor uévot cuvepyoi) in Colossians 4:11. However, it is not altogether
straightforward to identify what Paul means. Three interpretations are generally offered for ot &vteg
éx Tep1Topfg oUTol uévor cuvepyoi. The first understands Paul to be contrasting his Jewish co-workers
(Aristarchus, Mark, and Jesus Justus) with his Gentile co-workers, as in the ESV rendering: “These are
the only men of the circumcision among my fellow workers” The second interpretation understands
Paul to be contrasting his Jewish co-workers with other Jews, as reflected in the CSB: “These alone of
the circumcision are my co-workers for the kingdom of God” The third interpretation understands
Paul to be saying: “these Jewish men, these are my only co-workers” The third option is sometimes
qualified so that Paul is saying “these are the only co-workers presently with me” However, even with
this qualification it is frequently ruled out because in the context, Paul “certainly seems to present
Epaphras, Luke, and Demas (vv. 12—14) as three other co-workers who are with him (and he does so
explicitly in Phlm. 24)7

% My translation.

% For more options, see Moo, Colossians, 341. A recent significant option has been expressed by Lionel
Windsor. He suggests the possibility that Colossians 4:10—11 may reflect “the possibility that Israel’s special place
in the apostolic mission is in the background here,” as Paul’s language echoes the Synoptic Gospels (e.g., Luke 4:43;
8:1; 9:2, 60; 16:16). See Lionel Windsor, Reading Ephesians and Colossians after Supersessionism (Eugene, OR:
Cascade, 2017), 222. Whether or not this is correct this does not change the overall thrust of my argument that
“work for the kingdom” is being used to refer to specific gospel related work.

¥ Dunn, Colossians, 279.

2 Moo, Colossians, 341.
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Although the second interpretation is gaining popularity,” most commentators and English versions
opt for the first interpretation implying that these men were the only Jews among Paul’s co-workers for
the kingdom.* In any case, Paul cannot be saying that these three men are not the only Jewish Christians.
No, the restriction comes with respect to their work for the kingdom of God. In short, for Paul, not
everyone can be described as a “co-worker” for the kingdom.

4.4. Working for the Kingdom

What does Paul mean that these are his co-workers for the kingdom of God (gig trjv PaciAeiav
100 Oe00)? Paul has already spoken of God delivering people “from the domain of darkness” and
transferring them to “the kingdom of his beloved Son” (Col 1:13).# This is experienced in practice in
terms of “redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (1:14).

Paul does not specify what working “for the kingdom” entails, but if we read 4:11 in light of 1:13-14
it would seem that it involves work that brings people into the kingdom—that is, work that is connected
to the proclamation of the Gospel. Acts speaks about Paul proclaiming the kingdom (Acts 20:25; 28:31;
cf. 19:8; 28:23). Paul can also speak about God calling people into his kingdom (1 Thess 2:12; cf. the
appearance of the kingdom as a motivation for preaching the word in 2 Timothy 4:1).

These fellow-workers are involved in the work of proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom. This is
not necessarily their only occupation any more than it was always Paul’s own occupation (tent-making,
according to Acts 18:3; cf. 1 Cor 4:12), but they engaged together in the labor of the proclamation of the
gospel to an extent that they could be identified as co-workers with Paul “for the kingdom”

4.5. Workers for the Kingdom of God: All Christians?

When Paul identifies only these three men as his Jewish co-workers for the kingdom of God, does
that mean that only these men were working for the kingdom of God?

To help answer this question, we first need to return to Paul’s first reference to work in his prayer
in Colossians 1:9-10. Paul describes his constant prayer that these believers “may be filled with the
knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so as to walk in a manner worthy of the
Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God” G.
K. Beale has helpfully shown that despite common consensus,® the letter to the Colossians draws deeply
on the Old Testament. For 1:9-10, he observes the parallels with Exodus 31:3; 35:31-32 and 1 Kings
7:14.* He notes that these are the only OT texts which combine the language of “Spirit” and “filling”
with the language of “wisdom and understanding” and “knowledge.” In each case “the effect of the filling
[is] that of doing God’s will in ‘every good work’ (Exod. 31:3; 35:31-32; 1 Kings 7:14).* The specific
work mentioned is either the building of the tabernacle (Bezalel and Oholiab in Exodus) or the temple

» As shown by its adoption in the CSB.
% Cf. NIV: “These are the only Jews among my co-workers.
31 On the interchangeability of kingdom of Son and kingdom of God, see Dunn, Colossians, 280.

2 See G. K. Beale, “The Old Testament in Colossians: A Response to Paul Foster,” JSNT 41 (2018): 1-14. See
also the work of Beale’s former student Christopher A. Beetham, Echoes of Scripture in the Letter of Paul to the
Colossians, reprint ed. (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2010).

3 Beale, Colossians, 55; Isaiah 11:2—-3 is another possible parallel.

3 Beale, Colossians, 55.
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(Solomon in 1 Kings). Thus, the reference to “every good work” in Colossians 1:10 with its potential
allusion to tabernacle/temple building suggests that Paul is praying that the Colossian believers might
take their part in “building up the body of Christ,” “the new spiritual temple”* Broadly understood, we
can view this as a prayer that all of the Christians in Colossae do work that is equivalent to “work for the
kingdom,” that which advances the cause of the gospel of the kingdom.

We see a similar dynamic in 1 Corinthians and the language of the “work of the Lord” I have
elsewhere sought to demonstrate that the “work of the Lord” is specific “gospel” related work.* In 15:58,
Paul calls on every Christian to be “abounding in the work of the Lord” Every Christian, then, is to give
themselves (as they are able) to “gospel work” However, in the very next chapter Paul identifies a group
of Christians including “the household of Stephanas” who have “devoted themselves to the service of
the saints” (16:15). This work and service, though, seems to be of a different order than that of every
Christian envisioned in 1 Corinthians 15:58, since the Corinthians are told to “be subject to such as
these, and to every fellow worker and laborer” (16:16). In other words, every Christian is to do the “work
of the Lord,” but there are some whose activity is more closely bound up with this work so that they can
be identified as a “worker” We can speak—perhaps somewhat anachronistically—of those in full-time
ministry (some Christians) and those who do ministry (every Christian).

Returning to the language of Colossians, we can say that not every Christian is a “worker” for the
kingdom of God (4:11). There were many Jewish Christians but only Aristarchus, Mark, and Jesus Justus
were Paul’s Jewish “co-workers” for the kingdom. However, every Christian can do fruitful work for the
kingdom of God (1:10). We can state it as follows: every Christian can do kingdom related work (1:9—
10); some Christians’ activity is so dominated by this type of work that they can be described as “(co-)
workers for the kingdom of God” (4:11); those Christians whose time is dominated by other activity,
such as slaves who still work “for the Lord” (3:23) even though their service of their earthly masters is
not “work for the kingdom” per se.

5. Conclusions and Implications

There is a lack of precision with regard to this distinction in popular writing on work. Often the
distinction between work done “for the king” is collapsed into work done “for the kingdom” For example,
Ben Witherington states this about Christians working in general:

Certainly one of the most miserable things a human can experience is the feeling of
not knowing what she ought to be doing with her life. To avoid this feeling, we must
grasp that our God-given purpose has a goal, a telos, to use the Greek term, not merely
a terminus, and it most certainly involves us working, indeed working hard, for the
Kingdom.”

He expresses his point even more directly:

3 Beale, Colossians, 55.

% Peter Orr, “Abounding in the Work of the Lord (1 Cor 15:58): Everything We Do as Christians or Specific
Gospel Work?,” Themelios 38 (2013): 205-14.

% Ben Witherington III, Work: A Kingdom Perspective on Labor (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 9, emphasis
original.
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The truth is that even when work seems like drudgery;, if it is done God’s glory it is

good in character, and if it is done for the edification of others it is at the very least

divine drudgery, not mere toil, not mere activity. It has meaning, purpose, direction. It

is Kingdom-bringing.*
As such, Witherington argues, “The sacred-versus-secular dichotomy doesn’t work when it comes to
defining Christian work. Any work that is good and godly, any work worth doing, can be done to the
glory of God and for the help of humankind. And while we are at it, any such work is full-time ministry”®

This thinking is common. So, in his foreword to Daniel Doriani’s book Work: Its Purpose, Dignity,
and Transformation, Brian Chapell suggests that work “is not merely about making a living while
avoiding sin; it is about extending the kingdom rule of the Lord Jesus Christ*

Similarly, in an earlier work Miroslav Volf suggests that as Christians “do their mundane work, the
Spirit enables them to cooperate with God in the kingdom of God that ‘completes creation and renews
heaven and earth”

Ken Costa argues as follows:

The kingdom of God is “the sphere of God’s goodness” in the world. We are called to
advance that kingdom, sharing the “sphere of goodness” and extending it as we operate
with God’s values. Our actions at work have the potential to advance the kingdom of
God and his “sphere of goodness,” or to hinder it.

When we declare truth even in small measures, the kingdom of God is advanced. This
can be true when we draft documents, sell products or mark exams—indeed in any
activity we do in our working day.®

Consider a final example from Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch: “We partner with God in the
redemption of our world.... We do extend the kingdom of God in daily affairs and activities and actions
done in the name of Jesus.#

The sentiments behind these quotations are entirely commendable. They reflect a right desire to
remind Christians that their work has dignity, that it is not a waste of time. However, I think these
writers are trying to find this dignity in the wrong place—namely the kingdom of God. Paul sees work
for the kingdom of God as specific work.

3 Witherington, Work, 21. Witherington does acknowledge that “we need to be wise enough to see the dif-
ference between work of temporal and of enduring value” and that, for example, it would not be the best use of
his time to mow his grass if it meant he neglected his “higher calling to write and teach and preach” (Work, 90).

% Witherington, Work, 126.

4 Brian Chapell, foreword to Doriani, Work, xi. Doriani himself is more circumspect on this issue: “We show
that Christ, the King, has come and that his kingdom has arrived, even in our work, in every realm of life” (Work,
186).

“ Miroslav Volf, Work in the Spirit: Toward a Theology of Work (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 115,
citing Jiirgen Moltmann, “The Right to Work,” in On Human Dignity: Political Theology and Ethics (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1984), 45.

# Ken Costa, God at Work: Living Every Day with Purpose (London: Continuum, 2007), 28.
% Costa, God at Work, 30.

“ Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission for the 21st-Century
Church, revised ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2013), 146.
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What I hope this study has shown is that Paul can think about work in two ways: there is a general
sense in which all work that a Christian does is done to the Lord and there is a more specific, narrow
sense in which work can be done for the kingdom of God. All work that a Christian does has value—it
is theologically significant (it is done to the Lord) and it is eschatologically significant (it results in an
inheritance). However, this does not mean all work is kingdom work. This is a narrower range of activity
which is expressly focused on the extension of the kingdom.

I think confusion has come when Christians who have rightly wanted to affirm the value of all work
that Christians do have done so by attributing the wrong type of eschatological significance to work®
or by suggesting that all work that Christians do is kingdom work. What we have seen in Colossians is
that Paul affirms the value of all work but can still distinguish different types of work—not all work is
kingdom work.

In this article I have argued that work “for the kingdom” is specific so that only certain Jewish
men can be described as having the time to devote to it so that they can be designated “co- workers for
the kingdom” (4:11). I have also argued that 1:9-10 hints that every Christian can be involved in this
type of work. However, even their other activity which is not directly “work for the kingdom” is still of
theological and eschatological value (3:23—-24)—it is “for the Lord,” and it results in an inheritance.

The language of “sacred” and “secular” work is ultimately not helpful. Because a Christian
is sanctified, all legitimate work they do is sacred. However, perhaps with Paul, we can and should
distinguish work done “for the Lord” and work done “for the kingdom.”

% As argued in Orr, “Abounding in the Work of the Lord,” 205-14.
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Abstract: Within the Reformed tradition John Calvin has previously earned the label
“Theologian of the Holy Spirit,” with the Lord’s Supper standing out as one aspect of
his theology which places a particularly heavy emphasis on the Spirit’s activity. Despite
his robust pneumatology, however, Pentecostal engagement with Calvin remains quite
limited on this matter, despite the young movement’s insistent desire to highlight the
Holy Spirit’s work. This paper, therefore, addresses this question by discussing the
historical context in which Calvin lived and outlining his doctrine of the Lord’s Supper.
It discusses what makes Calvin’s position unique, and how his robustly pneumatological
position may help Pentecostals recover the sacramental roots of their own movement
and contribute to the development of a truly Spirit-filled theology of the Eucharist.
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ew doctrines have evoked more passionate debate than the Lord’s Supper; while virtually all
Christian traditions have a theology of the Eucharist, intense debate persists over its meaning,
nature, and proper administration. During Reformation era, one only need look at the polemical
interactions of Martin Luther, not only with the Roman Catholic Church,' but even with other Protes-
tants over the presence of Christ in the Supper to get a sense of this tension.” In his treatise against the
Zwinglian position, he labels it a heresy concocted by Satan, claiming that its proponents had made a
mockery of the sacrament and were therefore responsible for the ongoing division within Protestant-
ism.? It was in this highly polarized environment that John Calvin articulated his doctrine of the Lord’s
Supper, which represented a mediating path between Luther and Zwingli.* For Calvin, the presence of

! Martin Luther, “The Babylonian Captivity of the Church-Part I,” in Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writ-
ings, ed. William R. Russell (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012).

2 See Amy Nelson Burnett, ed., “That These Words of Christ, “This Is My Body;, etc., Still Stand Firm Against
the Fanatics, 1527, in The Annotated Luther: Volume 3, Church and Sacraments, ed. Paul W. Robinson (Minne-
apolis: Fortress, 2016), 163-274.

3 Burnett, “That These Words of Christ,” 170-79.

* See Anthony N. S. Lane, “Was Calvin a Crypto-Zwinglian?,” in Adaptations of Calvinism in Reformation
Europe: Essays in Honour of Brian G. Armstrong, ed. Mack P. Holt, St. Andrews Studies in Reformation History
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Christ in the Supper is not physical, but is nevertheless true; his body remains in heaven, yet through
the ministry of the Holy Spirit, his followers are united with him and partake of his body and blood.> As
John Hesselink explains, the Spirit “unites that which is separated by time and space ... and in the action
of the sacrament feeds the believer with the flesh and blood of Christ” He is really present, albeit in a
spiritual sense, which Calvin declared a mystery beyond comprehension.

That Calvin describes Christ’s presence as beyond the understanding of humanity was not lost on
many later Reformed theologians, some of whom flatly rejected Calvin’s position as overly mystical,
incomprehensible even.” While this element of mystery has made some Reformed evangelicals
skeptical, the emphasis Calvin places on the Spirit may prove relevant to a contemporary discussion
in a different subset of evangelicalism,® the Supper in Pentecostal theology. Most classical Pentecostal
bodies have historically held to a strictly memorial view of the Supper. Stanley Horton and William
Menzies, both of the Assemblies of God USA, describe communion as “commemorative,” explicitly
denying transubstantiation as well as Protestant views of real/true presence.’ Yet, given the highly
pneumatological emphasis that permeates Calvin’s understanding, a strong case can be made that he
is solid resource to whom Pentecostals should look in further developing their theology of the Lord’s
Supper. As Julie Canlis asserts, “The radical—even watershed—role that Calvin gave to the Spirit in the
Lord’s Supper cannot be overstated,”® an assessment that would be true of Pentecostal theology more
broadly. This paper will therefore outline Calvin’s theology of the sacrament, detailing the historical
context in which his position developed. It will also detail the alternatives within the Roman Catholic
and Protestant traditions that Calvin rejected, and how his pneumatology played a key role. Finally,
it will analyze the ways in which his theology of communion holds the potential to contribute to the
development of a more pneumatologically robust theology of the Lord’s Supper within the Pentecostal
tradition. While Calvin has attracted little attention from Pentecostals as a dialogue partner thus far,
common ground on this topic might encourage the movement toward sustained interaction with this
“theologian of the Holy Spirit”"

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 21-24.

> Henri A. G. Blocher, “Calvin on the Lord’s Supper: Revisiting an Intriguing Diversity, Part 27 WTJ 76 (2014),
416-17.

¢ John I. Hesselink, “The Role of the Holy Spirit in Calvin’s Doctrine of the Sacraments,” AcT 3 (2002): 66.
7 Blocher, “Calvin on the Lord’s Supper;,” 415.

¢ Engaging Calvin on this point may remind Pentecostals and other evangelicals of their common roots; as
Robert Menzies notes, “At its heart, the Pentecostal movement is not Spirit-centered, but rather Christ centered.
The work of the Spirit, as Pentecostals understand it, centers on exalting and bearing witness to the Lordship
of Christ” This framework, wherein the Holy Spirit’s work is integral to the believer’s encounter with the living
Christ, appears to be fertile ground for a pneumatological view of the Supper like Calvin’s. See Robert P. Menzies,
Christ-Centered: The Evangelical Nature of Pentecostal Theology (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2020), xix.

° William W. Menzies and Stanley M. Horton, Bible Doctrines: A Pentecostal Perspective (Springfield, MO:
Logion, 2015), 116.

1 See Julie Canlis, Calvin’s Ladder: A Spiritual Theology of Ascent and Ascension (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2010), 239.

1 Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield, Calvin and Augustine (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1956), 484—85.
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1. Pentecostalism: Recovering Real Presence?

The Lord’s Supper is a topic ripe for further dialogue within classical Pentecostalism; numerous
scholars have expressed interest in furthering their tradition’s theology of the Supper beyond the
commemorative position, and see the Eucharist as a prime area for dialogue with other Christian
traditions.”? Chris Green, for example, has argued that “the earliest Pentecostals prominently celebrated
the sacraments” and lauds the return “to the idea that Pentecostal theology is already inherently
sacramental”* Moreover, Daniel Tomberlin also appeals to early Pentecostalism’s sacramental instincts:

It seems that early Pentecostal leaders intuitively knew that there is a “presence” inherent
in the holy meal. Baptism in the Holy Spirit brought into their lives a real presence,
an active presence, that anointed the sacred acts of worship. This understanding of
real presence became associated with the Lord’s Supper. It is evident that Pentecostals
understood that at the Table, through the power of the Holy Spirit, Christ is present.**

Pentecostals scholars thus argue that their movement is already sacramental by its very nature, claiming
that its founders held to a form of real presence via the Spirit’s work.'s

This raises a crucial point. Much has been made of the fact Pentecostal theological method places
a high premium on the believer’s experience of the Holy Spirit.’* Amos Yong, in his work on theological
hermeneutics, asserts, “Christian theological reflection in a postmodern world starts with the experience
of the Holy Spirit,” and that, “it is time for the West to consciously resist the subordination” of the Spirit
in its approach to theology.” It would appear, then, that if theological reflection within the Pentecostal
tradition is thoroughly pneumatological, a distinctly Pentecostal theology of the Lord’s Supper ought
to be as well. It is on this point that John Calvin’s eucharistic theology, with its unrelenting emphasis on
the Holy Spirit’s work, holds fascinating potential. This has been hinted at in the past; as Simon Chan

12 “T contend,” says Johnathan Alvarado for example, “that the greatest opportunity for dialogue between
Pentecostals and liturgical theologians of other traditions exists within the context of the Eucharist” (Johnathan
E. Alvarado, “Pentecostal Epiclesis: A Model for Teaching and Learning,” in Pentecostal Ecclesiology: A Reader, ed.
Chris E. W. Green [Leiden: Brill, 2016], 178).

13 Chris E. W. Green, “Sacraments: Rites in the Spirit in the Spirit for the Presence of Christ,” in The Routledge
Handbook of Pentecostal Theology, ed. Wolfgang Vondey (Abingdon: Routledge, 2020), 311.

14 Daniel Tomberlin, Pentecostal Sacraments: Encountering God at the Altar, revised ed. (Cleveland: Chero-
hala, 2015), 195.

15 As will be discussed in depth at a later point, using the term “real presence” when describing Calvin’s ap-
proach is potentially misleading. Joseph Tylenda contends that Calvin believed real presence “involves the follow-
ing: Christ’s body must leave heaven and be enclosed in the bread so that the bread is said to be the body of Christ;
if Christ’s body be so enclosed, it follows that it is corporeally present, and if the body is present, it is locally pres-
ent” (Joseph N. Tylenda, “Calvin and Christ’s Presence in the Supper—True or Real?” ST 27 [1974]: 71). Thus, if
one uses the term “real presence” to refer to Calvin’s view, it must be noted that he did not believe in a physical or
corporeal presence in the Roman Catholic or Lutheran sense as detailed above.

1 See, for example, Mark. J. Cartledge, “Pentecostal Theological Method and Intercultural Theology,” in In-
tercultural Theology: Approaches and Themes, ed. Mark. ]. Cartledge and David Cheetham (London: SCM, 2011),
62—74. Scholars within the tradition, Cartledge asserts, “have argued for a method of doing theology that works
with a triad of sources: the text of Scripture, the community of the Church and the person of the Holy Spirit”

7 Amos Yong, Spirit-Word-Community: Theological Hermeneutics in Trinitarian Perspective (Eugene, OR:
Wipf & Stock, 2002), 18.
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proposes, “The fact that in the eucharist we celebrate, as Calvin believed, the ‘spiritual presence’ of
Christ is itself a reminder that salvation history and world history have not yet converged.”® Although
the conversation with Calvin has advanced little further as of yet, the potential seems clear. To help
facilitate this conversation, it will be necessary to first explain the reformer’s position, including the
medieval context which gave rise to Reformation controversies surrounding the Eucharist.

2. Calvin in Context: The Historical Background

Of central importance in Roman Catholicism, visible daily within the local church, the Mass quickly
came under fire from the Reformers as a distortion of the Lord’s Supper to be adamantly rejected. To
some observers their relentless attack on the Catholic sacramental system might seem like a strange
obsession. However, as Alister McGrath notes, “the sacraments represented the publicly visible face of
the church. For most laypersons the main point of contact with the church, as well as the wider world,
was through church services on Sundays Thus, to reform the sacramental system meant nothing
less than to reform the church in the eyes of the laity. This not only meant reducing the number of
sacraments from seven to two—baptism and communion—but offering an alternative understanding
of them. It also meant wading into a debate fraught with serious pastoral implications;* if the meaning
of the Lord’s Supper were reimagined, the salvation it represented would also have to be reconsidered.
Calvin was keenly aware of this; rejecting the Catholic position that participating in the Mass is vital for
the forgiveness of one’s sins, he inquires:

Who can think he has been redeemed by the death of Christ if he sees a new redemption
in the Mass? Who can feel confident that his sins have been remitted when he sees
a new remission? It will not do to say that the only ground on which we obtain the
forgiveness of sins is in the Mass is, because we have already been purchased by the
death of Christ.

In other words, one cannot hold that believers are saved by Christ’s once for all sacrifice while
simultaneously affirming the salvific efficacy of the Mass; nor can one be assured of the forgiveness of
their sins if they place their hope of remission in the sacrament, which must be administered to them
repeatedly. Further detailing his position in his nearly 200-page treatise on the Supper and baptism,
he declared that, contra the medieval Roman Catholic position, the “bread and wine are signs, which
represent unto us the invisible food which we receive of the flesh and blood of Christ> For a pastor
like Calvin, who was responsible for administering the Supper, the theological implications of such a

18 Simon Chan, “Mother Church: Toward a Pentecostal Ecclesiology,” in Pentecostal Ecclesiology: A Reader,
ed. Chris E. W. Green (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 39.

¥ Alister E. McGrath, Reformation Thought, 4th ed. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 164.

2 For a brief overview of Calvin’s vocation as a pastor, all too often overlooked in favor of his accomplish-
ments as a theologian, see Victor A. Shepherd, A Ministry Dearer Than Life: The Pastoral Legacy of John Calvin
(Toronto: Clements, 2009).

2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. Henry Beveridge, reprint ed. (Peabody, MA: Hendrick-
son, 2017), 4.18.6.

2 John Calvin, A Treatise on the Sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper (Edinburgh: John Johnstone,
1837), 108.
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statement are many—as are the questions that could arise from the congregation. How exactly do the
elements function as a sign? How often should they be administered? And when they are, who should
participate?

One of the first Protestant polemics against the Roman Catholic Mass was Martin Luther’s 1520
work, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, in which he attacked the doctrine of transubstantiation,
the understanding of the Mass as a sacrifice, and withholding the cup from members of the congregation.”
Yet, due to his claim that the elements contained the body and blood of Christ “in, with, and under”
them, some Protestants did not believe that he sufficiently distanced himself from transubstantiation.
Just five years later Huldrych Zwingli penned his Commentary on True and False Religion in which he
claimed that the Lord’s Table did not entail the actual consumption of his body and blood, but that to
feed on Christ simply meant to exercise faith.”* In Zwingli’s estimation, the notion Christ’s body and
blood could be orally consumed in any sense, “smacked of cannibalism on the one hand and of the pagan
mystery religions on the other”» Moreover, Luther’s tendency to connect salvation with participation in
the Supper caused Zwingli to fear his position implicitly endangered justification by faith alone.

Bornin 1509, a generation later than Luther and Zwingli, Calvin was not a part of this first-generation
Protestant controversy. His own view, in fact, was formed as a mediating position in response to earlier
division,” and was later adopted by various Reformed confessions such as the Heidelberg Catechism
and the Westminster Confession of Faith.” His statements concerning the real presence* make clear he
was no Zwinglian; Calvin, again according to Hesselink, “had a high view of the sacraments, as high in
most respects as Luther’s”” In his commentary on 1 Corinthians 11, he charges that the Christian should
“not doubt that the Lord accomplishes what his words intimate—that the body, which thou dost not
at all behold, is given to thee, as a spiritual repast. It seems incredible, that we should be nourished by
Christ’s flesh, which is at so great a distance from us* Yet, as previously discussed, he also took great
pains to distance himself from Roman Catholic and Lutheran positions; in the very same commentary,
addressing the same text, Calvin explicitly denies transubstantiation. On such a view, he charges, there
is “no correspondence between the visible sign and the spiritual reality,” and thus the notion of the
Supper being a sign becomes meaningless—a deception, even.* Having briefly demonstrated the major
alternatives to Calvin’s position, and given his historical context, we turn our attention to what made
Calvin’s view of the Supper unique, and how he distinguished his position from his contemporaries.

» Hans J. Hillerbrand, ed., The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation (New York: Oxford University Press,
1996), s.v. “Eucharist”

2 Hillerbrand, s.v. “Eucharist”
» Timothy George, Theology of the Reformers, revised ed. (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2013), 156.
% Wim Janse, “Calvin’s Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper;,” Perichoresis 10 (2012): 139.

7 John I. Hesselink, “Reformed View: The Real Presence of Christ,” in Understanding Four Views on the Lord’s
Supper, ed. Paul Armstrong and Paul Engle, Counterpoints (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 59.

» “As Calvin stated repeatedly;,” Keith Mathison notes, “his argument with the Roman Catholics and the Lu-
theran’s was over the mode of Christ’s presence, not the fact of that presence” (Keith A. Mathison, Given for You:
Reclaiming Calvin’s Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper [Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2002], 27).

2 Hesselink, “Reformed View;’ 60.

% John Calvin, Commentary on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians, trans. John Pringle (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948), 380.

31 Calvin, Corinthians, 378.
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3. Calvin in Contrast: Objections to Roman Catholic and Protestant Alternatives

Not one to shy away from controversy, Calvin’s differences with both the Roman Catholic Church
of his day, in addition to various strands of Protestantism, are well documented. In Catholicism, so
entrenched was the belief that the elements of bread and wine became the body and blood of Christ
during the Mass that the 16th century Council of Trent declared,

If anyone denies that in the sacrament of the most holy Eucharist the body and blood
together with the soul and divinity of our Lord Jesus Christ and therefore the whole
Christ are really, truly, and substantially contained, but says that he only as in a sign or
figure or by his power, let him be anathema.»

Thomas Baima, explaining the Council’s response to Protestant theologies of the Supper, notes
the delegates were attempting to correct three major errors, each characteristic of a major Protestant
position. The Zwinglian error was that Christ is present in the Eucharist “only as a sign or figure”; the
Lutheran error that his presence in the Eucharist was limited simply to the sacrament itself with no
continued presence after participants had partaken; and Calvin’s error that the “Lord was present only
by his power”® Yet, while Calvin may have vehemently denied transubstantiation, it seems that the
claim that Christ is present “only by his power” is misleading in light of his statements strongly affirming
that believers truly feed on Christ in the sacrament and, even more importantly, that the mediating
presence of the Holy Spirit allows the Christian to be nourished by his flesh and blood.** Calvin wrote
that he was “not satisfied with those who, while acknowledging that we have some kind of communion
with Christ, only make us partakers of the Spirit, omitting all mention of flesh and blood”* The distance
between the people of God and Christ’s physical body, located in heaven, was of little consequence
in light of the ministry of the Holy Spirit; his activity in the Eucharist transforms it from the mere
consumption of bread and wine into one where Christ “transfuses his life into us** Understanding
the connection between Calvin’s pneumatology and sacramentality is key; he had no problem with the
idea of Christ’s presence in the Supper per se, but rather the Catholic interpretation of it. The key link
in Calvin’s theology of the Supper—the presence of the Holy Spirit—is a theme virtually absent from
the medieval Catholic conception of the Mass. There was no need; why leave room for the mystery
of the Spirit’s work if the elements are miraculously changed into the body and blood prior to being
consumed? For Calvin, the presence of Christ in the Supper was a “great mystery” that he was “unable to
comprehend with [his] mind”¥ This is no small admission for an intellect of Calvin’s stature; but perhaps
this, too, points to the wonder of the sacrament itself.

While in some ways his position on the Supper may appear similar to that of Luther, the Calvin’s
first edition of the Institutes strongly challenged Luther’s understanding, with some sensing he was

% Thomas A. Baima, “Roman Catholic View: Christ’s Real, True, and Substantial Presence,” in Understanding
Four Views on the Lord’s Supper, ed. Paul Armstrong and Paul Engle, Counterpoints (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2007), 126.

3% Baima, “Roman Catholic View;” 127.
% Calvin, Institutes 4.17.7.

% Calvin, Institutes 4.17.7.

% Calvin, Institutes 4.17.10.

3 Calvin, Institutes 4.17.7.
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more favourable toward Zwingli’s.® Whether or not this was due to a fear Luther had not made a clean
enough break with the Catholic Church, from Calvin’s earliest editions of his Iustitutes and his treatises
on the Supper, he often makes statements that appear critical of both Lutheran and Zwinglian positions.*
On the other hand, Calvin’s 1541 treatise on the Supper, intended to mediate between their positions,
was so well received by Luther that he claimed had Zwingli wrote in the same manner as Calvin much
of the intense dispute over the sacrament could have been averted.* Again, however, the Genevan did
not hesitate to criticize Luther. Of particular concern was Luther’s view that the elements ought to be
worshipped when elevated during the Supper; after all, he argued, if Christ were physically present
within them, how could this be an inappropriate response?* For Calvin, however, this was another
grave error which stemmed from the faulty doctrine of corporeal presence. The disagreement with
Luther and his followers thus was not the reality of Christ’s presence, but the nature of it. The former
insisted, as their Catholic counterparts, that Christ was present in a corporeal sense. Calvin insisted his
presence was spiritual; no less real, but also not physical.? Indeed, from a Roman Catholic or Lutheran
perspective, it may be tempting to equate Calvin with Zwingli. Yet, while some have tried to find a place
in the latter’s Eucharistic theology for Christ’s presence in the meal, his own statements—such as his
adamance that the elements were signs and the Supper a memorial—make his and Calvin’s position
irreconcilable.® Thus, Calvin’s rejection of transubstantiation and consubstantiation should not be taken
as an endorsement of Zwingli.

In short, Calvin’s position on Christ’s presence in the Supper asserts that Christ is truly present in
the sacrament, yet not in the sense that the elements either become his physical body and blood nor
contain the body and blood “in, with, and under” the elements. If this seems somewhat mystical, this is
because it does, in fact, in intentionally leave room for mystery. One must recall Calvin’s admission that
the matter was too great for human comprehension. Thus, to adopt Calvin’s view is to live with a degree
of unresolved tension regarding Christ’s presence—and to allow for a thoroughly pneumatological
conception of the sacrament, in which the secret operation of the Spirit remains a primary focus. In his
own words,

Hence, the bread is Christ’s body, because it assuredly testifies, that the body which it
represents is held forth to us, or because the Lord, by holding out to us that symbol,
gives us at the same time his own body; for Christ is not a deceiver, to mock us with
empty representations.... We do not less truly become participants in Christ’s body in
respect of spiritual efficacy, than we partake of the bread.*

3 Larry Daniel Siekawitch, “Calvin, Spirit, Communion and the Supper,” Journal of the European Pentecostal
Theological Association 29.2 (2009): 17.

» Siekawitch, “Calvin, Spirit, Communion and the Supper; 17.
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For Calvin, that the bread and wine are the body and blood of Christ need not entail an actual
transformation of the elements, but simply that the partaker of the sacrament be nourished by the body
through this “spiritual efficacy”; this, he asserts, can be true only by the work of the Holy Spirit, who
allows the believer to receive the benefits of such an action through faith.*

Yet, the distinctiveness of Calvin’s position extends beyond Christ’s presence; also significant are
his statements regarding who ought to partake of the Supper, and how this is intrinsically linked to
the way it is made effective. The exclusivity of the medieval Mass is highlighted in the fact that the
liturgy was performed in Latin—a language incomprehensible to the vast majority of the laity. While
the congregation may have been present during the event, the chances of them comprehending it were
virtually non-existent. It is for this reason that Calvin’s contemporary Zwingli, for example, would either
write on the subject in German or have his works quickly translated from Latin.* Calvin, for his part,
substituted the traditional words of the Latin Mass with prayers in the vernacular French, a practice
that would later influence Reformed churches across Europe who followed suit in their languages.* In
Calvin’s view, the Supper is intended to strengthen the faith of those that the medieval church often
overlooked. The knowledge of one’s sin and need of salvation is highlighted by the preaching of the
gospel; receiving the body and blood of Christ, therefore, reminds the recipient of their hope in Jesus.*
For Calvin, the Supper should bring “knowledge and assurance to those who have been justified by
God’s Word”® His 1541 Short Treatise lists three major reasons why the Lord instituted the Supper. The
first, to serve as a “sign and seal” to remind believers of the promises of Christ; the second, to encourage
believers to recognize the goodness of God so they worship him wholeheartedly; and, finally, to “exhort”
believers toward unity, charity, and holiness.” Such purposes are obscured in the Mass, he claimed,
which is not a reaffirmation of the promises of God to the believer, but a sacrifice offered to God by the
people. Moreover, the purposes of the Supper—all related to growth in Christ—as outlined by Calvin
explain his conviction that only those professing faith in Christ should partake. Again, in his 1541 Short
Treatise he notes,

For whoever approaches this holy sacrament with contempt or indifference, not
caring much about following where our Lord calls him, perversely misuses it and
thus contaminates it. Now to pollute and contaminate what God has so sanctified
is intolerable sacrilege. It is, then, not without reason that Paul passes such grave
condemnation on those who take it unworthily. For if there is nothing in heaven or
earth of greater value and dignity than the body and blood of our Lord, it is no small
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fault to take it inconsiderately and without being well prepared. Therefore he exhorts us
to examine ourselves well, in order to use it properly. When we understand what kind
of examination this should be, we shall know the use for which we seek.

Calvin is not demanding perfection of those who partake of the sacrament; the very fact that he
speaks of the sacrament’s design to strengthen the believer in faith and help the grow in holiness assumes
a degree of weakness. He goes so far as to declare that a knowledge of one’s flaws should only encourage
them to desire the Lord’s Supper, as it reminds God’s people how he helps them in their weakness.®
While maintaining that all believers must examine themselves prior to receiving the elements, and that
in so doing one “cannot be too diligent,” he also blasts “sophistical doctors” who trouble the consciences
of individuals so that they fear receiving the sacrament, lest they inadvertently take it in an unworthy
manner. For Calvin, herein lies the heart of the matter: Do you possess repentance and faith? Do you
trust in the promises of Christ? Are you willing to forsake your sins and exercise faith in him alone for
salvation? If so, the Supper is for you. All who come “must renounce all that is our own,’* and while no
believer possesses a perfect repentance, this basic disposition is a prerequisite without which no one
ought to partake of Christ’s body and blood. In short, perhaps it is best to let Calvin summarize in his
own words:

If we would worthily communicate in the Lord’s Supper, we must with firm heart-felt
reliance regard the Lord Jesus as our only righteousness, life, and salvation, receiving and
accepting the promises which are given us by him as sure and certain, and renouncing
all other confidence, so that distrusting ourselves and all creatures, we may rest fully in
him, and be contented with his grace alone.”

It is also worth noting that, unlike in some other Christian traditions—and again, owing a great
deal to his pneumatology—the benefits of the sacrament may only be apprehended through faith, in
Calvin’s view. Thus, in common with Zwingli and in opposition to proponents of the Lutheran and
Catholic positions, Calvin held that unbelievers who partake of the Supper do not “feed” on Christ at
all, because in order for one to be nourished by his body and blood, it must be received in faith.>** Herein
lies a crucial distinction between affirming the true presence and the physical presence; to insist on
the latter means that, if an unbeliever takes the sacrament, they have consumed in vain the flesh and
blood of the Lord. For Calvin, the benefits of the Supper are procured through faith and the work of the
Spirit; thus, it is impossible for unbelievers to truly partake of the body and blood of Christ. Indeed, the
importance of faith in making the sacrament effective is one primary reason for Calvin’s adamance that
only believers ought to participate. In his chapter on the Supper in his Institutes, Calvin explains that
what are “separated by space”—the body and blood of Christ in heaven and his church on earth—are
nevertheless united by the Spirit, encouraging his readers to grasp this truth by faith if they cannot do so
by reason.” The sacrament, according to Calvin, is a “mystical blessing,” and thus we should not be taken
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aback if Spirit’s work therein may seem incomprehensible at times.* Faith, then, is key to this position.
It is impossible to receive the benefits of the sacrament without it, and it is essential when human
explanation fails to grasp the complexities of it. Calvin himself provides a succinct summary of the
relationship between the body, blood, and work of the Spirit at the end of his Short Treatise, explaining
his view of Christ’s presence and in doing so concludes,

Be this as it may, on the one hand, in order to exclude all carnal fancies, we must raise
our hearts upwards to heaven, not thinking that our Lord Jesus is so debased as to be
enclosed under some corruptible elements; and, on the other hand, not to impair the
efficacy of this holy ordinance, we must hold that it is made effectual by the secret and
miraculous power of God, and that the Spirit of God is the bond of participation, this
being the reason why it is called spiritual.”

Finally, if there is a way Calvin and his Roman Catholic contemporaries could have reached common
ground relatively quickly, it is on the frequency of celebration. In Calvin’s view, the Supper should be
celebrated often; it is indeed noteworthy that in his strongly worded rebuke of the Council of Trent,
particularly its conclusions regarding the Mass, he does not disagree with its claim that the Supper
should be celebrated weekly.® Indeed, had it not been for the resistance he faced from the Geneva City
Council, he would have served his congregation the Supper every Sunday.®* His proposition rejected by
the council, Calvin eventually agreed to the compromise of once per month. It is clear, however, that had
Calvin gotten his way, the Supper would have been given such a place of prominence in the local church
that each time the people of God assembled they would have participated. Indeed, a number of later
Reformed theologians lament this compromise in light of the sound argument that Calvin offered in
favor of its weekly practice, and suggest that more congregations ought to follow his original directive.*
While this may sound excessive to believers today, it underscores the fact that evangelical convictions
and a commitment to biblical preaching as the centre of church life are not at all incompatible with
a high view of the sacraments—a reality with far reaching implications for the most rapidly growing
segment of the evangelical church in the modern era, the Pentecostal movement.

4. Calvin in Conversation: Pentecostalism and the Supper

Though little support for a high sacramental theology remains in many classical Pentecostal circles,
Green has repeatedly demonstrated that in the early stages of the movement a sacramental view of the
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Eucharist—including a belief in the real presence—was not unheard of.® The widespread popularity
of bare memorialism in contemporary Pentecostalism hardly represents the unanimous, historical
consensus. This bears asking: if early Pentecostalism included among its adherents those with deeply
sacramental convictions, could there not be a place for such a view of the Supper to be retrieved within
contemporary Pentecostal theology? And if so, would not a theology of the Supper which places such a
high premium on the work of the Holy Spirit, as does Calvin’s, be a natural fit in such a pneumatologically
driven movement? Larry Siekawitch points this out in his 2009 article “Calvin, Spirit, Communion and
the Supper”:

Calvin could not be considered a Pentecostal, but his experiential doctrine of the
Supper should be seen as a resource for further encounter with the Spirit. Pentecostal
churches have excelled in highlighting the work of the Spirit in experiential encounter
with Christ in the worship service, especially during the singing of praises and practice
of the spiritual gifts. Promoting another avenue for intimate communion with Christ
as experienced in the Lord’s Supper would seem to be a natural fit for the Pentecostal
movement.*

If the worship service and practice of gifts are expected to serve as powerful experiences with
Christ via the power of the Spirit, why not the Supper as well? Though Pentecostalism may not primarily
lie in the vein of the continental Reformation that Calvin shaped so profoundly, his theology of the
Lord’s Supper may be much more at home within the context of a Pentecostal systematic than either the
Reformed or Pentecostal traditions may have previously imagined.

The most obvious reason Calvin’s position holds the potential for further conversation with
Pentecostalism has already been noted in detail: his emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit. The section
in his Institutes devoted to the Lord’s Supper makes this clear:

The sacraments duly perform their office only when accompanied by the Spirit, the
internal Master, whose energy alone penetrates the heart, stirs up the affections, and
procures access for the sacraments into our souls. If he is wanting, the sacraments can
avail us no more than the sun shining on the eyeballs of the blind, of sounds uttered in
the ears of the deaf.®

Unlike some other Christian traditions, Pentecostalism has never shied away from accepting that
doing theology requires learning to live with a degree of tension; whether or not believers will have
to be satisfied with a measure of mystery concerning the things of God is not so much a question as a
foregone conclusion for a movement that so cherishes the power of experience. For example, in an article
calling for a deeper Pentecostal reflection on the Supper, Green notes that the fact Jesus is not physically
present with the church on earth during the Supper should not lead believers to jump to the conclusion

 Chris E. W. Green, Toward a Pentecostal Theology of the Lord’s Supper: Foretasting the Kingdom (Cleveland:
CPT Press, 2012). See especially Green’s analysis of primary sources in chapter 3, “(Re)Discovering the Sacramen-
tality of Early Pentecostalism: An Exploration of the Early Periodical Literature,” which argues convincingly that
not all of the early Pentecostals articulated a strictly commemorative view of the Supper.

¢ Siekawitch, “Calvin, Spirit, Communion and the Supper;” 35.
¢ Calvin, Institutes 4.17.8.

o1



Themelios

that he is absent from the event.® On the contrary, just as Christ appeared to his disciples in a different
form after his resurrection than he did prior, so he appears to us differently after the ascension than he
did prior—including in the Supper. Green refers to this as “Christ’s sacramental presence” and, in true
Pentecostal form, notes that the mystery or “strangeness” of this reality does not make it any less real.
Here, Green sounds little different from Calvin in his discussion of Christ’s presence. The Spirit’s work
is highlighted; the presence is no less real because it is not physical; and the sacrament, in a mysterious
way, unites the Lord Jesus with his people. Indeed, apart from their respective denominations and
historical contexts, there seems to be little separating them. Green also quotes Church of God scholar
French Arrington as an example of a Pentecostal whose perspective seems to leave room for some view
of the real presence: according to Arrington, Christ is “present to give us the spiritual blessings signified
by the bread and cup”® Calvin would not employ the term “ordinance” as Arrington does to describe the
Supper, yet Green repeatedly demonstrates that the seeds for a Pentecostal conversation on the matter
beyond the memorial view have been planted long ago.

Also of interest are the eschatological implications inherent in the link Calvin draws between the
Supper and the presence of Christ. Pentecostalism has been an eschatologically driven movement from
its inception.® If pneumatology has been its defining characteristic, eschatology must be considered a
close second, as since the days of the Azusa Street Revival Pentecostals have interpreted their experience
in light of Joel 2:28—the last days in which the Lord promised to pour out his Spirit on his people.®
While overall classical Pentecostalism, particularly in North America, has closely aligned itself with
a dispensational eschatology for the better part of its history, an emerging generation of Pentecostal
scholars has demonstrated a willingness to move beyond traditional debates such as the timing of the
rapture or the nature of the millennium and into a broader eschatological conversation that dialogues
with other aspects of theology as well—including sacramentality.” At this point, Calvin’s position on the
true presence may serve to induce a fascinating dialogue. In response to the problem of how Christ can
be present with his people during the Supper while his physical body remains in heaven, Calvin posits
that in the Eucharist the people of God are, by the power of the Spirit, “lifted up to heaven with our eyes
and minds, to seek Christ there in the glory of his Kingdom””* Thus, every time the Supper is served, the
second coming is foreshadowed as the people of God are gathered to him. Christ communes with them
as they share a meal in his presence, and believers, by faith, behold the glorious kingdom which has been
promised. Given its nature as an eschatologically driven movement, Pentecostals would appear well
positioned to further highlight this in their own theology of the Supper—perhaps drawing on Calvin’s
views in so doing.

The emphasis Calvin places on the Holy Spirit, coupled with the eschatological vision inherent
in his view of the Supper, also appears to be a natural fit within the communal ethos of Pentecostal
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spirituality.” Particularly in the West, where consumerism and individualism run rampant in society—
and, all too often, the church—an approach to the Lord’s Supper that emphasizes the corporate unity
of believers would not only be faithful to Scripture but would also serve as a timely antidote to this
individualistic sentiment. Pentecostal scholar Daniela Augustine, lamenting the Western church’s often
uncritical support of the neoliberal economic system, asserts,

[The Eucharist] instructs us toward disciplining our desires in prioritization of
the well-being of others and points us to the practice of liturgical asceticism of
reverent consumption (1 Cor 11:27-34). Indeed, the Eucharist detoxifies us from the
dehumanizing poisons of unrestrained consumerism and helps us build immunity
toward its seductive lure. It cultivates the community of faith as a dissident force of
resistance against the commodification of market logic and forms it as an incarnated
critique of the utilitarian objectification of God’s creation.”

If the aim is a eucharistic theology which emphasizes the unity of believers, one would struggle
to find a view more robust than Calvin’s. His position is resistant to individualism due to his sustained
emphasis on the believer’s union with Christ; a full section of his Iustitutes is given to this subject,
including how the sacraments of baptism and the Supper are an expression of this union.” “The concept
of union with Christ,” Keith Mathison says, “is crucial to Calvin’s doctrine of the Lord’s Supper. Unless
the connection is understood, very little of what the says about the Supper will make sense”” Just as
baptism signifies the believer’s ingrafting into Christ’s body, the Supper signifies continued communion
with him. Calvin himself explains,

But as this mystery of the secret union with Christ with believers is incomprehensible
by nature, he exhibits its figure and image in visible signs adapted to our capacity, nay,
by giving, as it were, earnests and badges, he makes it is certain to us as if it were seen
by the eye.... The body which was once offered for our salvation we are enjoined to take
and eat, that, while we see ourselves made partakers of it, we may safely conclude that
the virtue of that death will be efficacious in us.”

Recall, once again, Calvin’s assertion that as it partakes of the Supper, the church of Christ is lifted up
into heaven for the purpose of communion with him. It seems that a movement such as Pentecostalism,
whose spirituality is not only eschatological but communal, would be a natural home for such a view;
it “cultivates the community of faith” to borrow Augustine’s description, and is quite resistant to the
individualism that characterizes far too many contemporary churches.
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Remarkably, Calvin’s theology of the Supper, if taken to its logical conclusion, may even hold the
potential to inject fresh insight into the cherished Pentecostal distinctive of divine healing.” Rubén
Arjona, a Presbyterian pastor and theologian, has documented how he believes Calvin’s theology of the
Supper could hold significant potential to “contribute to the healing of traumatized persons.””* Claiming
the Reformer’s position provides “an adequate theological and pastoral framework” for this end, he
asserts that the emphasis Calvin placed on the nourishing power of the Supper, and the ministry of the
Spirit therein, provides a means by which those struggling with past traumatic experiences may find
restoration. The Supper, after all, reminds believers not only of the suffering of Christ on their behalf,
but their responsibility to care for fellow believers.” Given the place of prominence Pentecostals have
granted to divine healing since its earliest days, it seems they, of all people, would be open to dialogue
on this point,® particularly given its pastoral implications.

5. Conclusion

It is indeed ironic that Calvin’s mystical view on the Supper, which has been flatly rejected by
many adherents of his own tradition, might hold great potential for dialogue with those who, on the
surface, would seem to hold relatively little in common with him. When one reads those portions of the
Institutes in which Calvin considers the work of the Spirit in the Supper and the nourishment believers
receive as they remember the sacrifice made on their behalf at Calvary, one can almost imagine him as
a modern Pentecostal speaking of his own dynamic spiritual life. When the eschatological implications
of his doctrine of the Eucharist are brought to light, there is no question many Pentecostals could offer
a hearty “amen” to his statements. And, when he appeals to mystery and admits to the limitations of
his own intellect, Calvin is simply offering a frank admission as many Pentecostals are quick to do
when discussing their own encounter with the living God. Therefore, the Pentecostal movement, in
constructing their own theology of the Supper, would do well to draw on the wisdom of this ancient
voice to strengthen its own.
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Abstract: This essay explores Samuel Miller’s understanding of the epistemological
capacity of the mind that has been regenerated by God’s Spirit and sanctified by
God’s Word. In response to those who would argue that Miller—as an early advocate
of the Princeton Theology—accommodated an epistemological paradigm that was
compromised by the naive realism of the Scottish Enlightenment, this essay analyzes
the works of Miller that are stored in the archives of Princeton Seminary and
establishes that despite what the consensus of critical opinion would have us believe,
he in fact stood squarely in the epistemological mainstream of the Reformed wing of
the Augustinian tradition. In so doing this essay offers a fresh perspective not just on
Miller’s understanding of the relationship between piety and learning, but also on the
understanding of enlightened education that likely animated the founding of Princeton
Theological Seminary in 1812.
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1. Introduction: Old Princeton and “The Ahlstrom Thesis”

”

n his “ground-breaking™ analysis of the impact that the Scottish Enlightenment had on American

theology from the middle of the eighteenth to the beginning of the twentieth centuries, Sydney Ahl-

strom argues that John Witherspoon—who emigrated from Scotland in 1768 to become the sixth
president of the College of New Jersey—was “the first real ambassador” of the “Scottish Philosophy” in
the developing Republic even though his “Evangelical bias blinded him to the real genius” of the Scottish
intellectual tradition.> According to Ahlstrom, shortly after Witherspoon arrived on the shores of the
emerging nation he accommodated the most mature articulations of the Scottish Philosophy in order
“to defend orthodox theology” against the rising tide of religious skepticism, and in so doing he intro-
duced “the anthropocentrism” of the Scottish Enlightenment—including its endorsement of a form
of naive realism that was grounded in its rejection of the noetic effects of sin—not just into the main-
stream of American culture more generally, but more specifically “into the nerve-center of American
Presbyterianism”—the College of New Jersey.? When Witherspoon’s accommodation of the Scottish
Philosophy was eventually appropriated not just by his associates at the college but also by those who
taught at Princeton Seminary from the time 