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EDITORI AL

What Makes a “Good” Theological 
Article? 

— Brian J. Tabb —

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

What makes a “good” theological article? What qualities do journal editors and peer review-
ers look for when evaluating submissions? Having served as managing editor and general 
editor of Themelios since 2013, I have received more than a thousand article submissions 

on various topics related to biblical, historical, systematic, and pastoral theology. What distinguishes 
the minority of published essays from the majority that are declined? In this column, I offer an editor’s 
perspective on the substance, style, and significance of excellent theological articles that align with the 
aims of Themelios. Such essays are marked by fidelity, freshness, fitness, focus, rigor, readability, and 
relevance.

The Substance of Theological Articles

Every honest academic journal seeks to publish readable, responsible, and original work that 
contributes meaningfully to scholarship. Editors and peer reviewers look for these and other qualities 
while also keeping in mind the particular readership, commitments, and scope of the specific publication 
that they oversee.1 Themelios is an international, evangelical, peer-reviewed theological journal that 
expounds and defends the historic Christian faith.2 Its target readers are theological students and 
pastors, though scholars, missionaries, and thoughtful laypeople around the world regularly benefit 
from the journal’s content. For decades, RTSF/UCCF operated Themelios as a print journal, and in 
2008 The Gospel Coalition began operating it as a print journal. Successful submissions to Themelios 
typically come from authors who are familiar with and appreciate the journal’s content and aims. Fidelity, 
freshness, and fitness are three key qualities we look for in Themelios articles. Let’s consider each in turn.

1.1. Fidelity 

Themelios articles should be marked by biblical and doctrinal fidelity. The journal maintains its 
commitment to promote and preserve what its first editor called “the bed-rock foundation of the historic 

1  As one editor insists, “There’s no such a thing as ‘a good paper.’ ... A good article is always good for a certain 
journal.” Eloísa Martín, “How to Write a Good Article,” Current Sociology 62 (2014): 949.

2  For an explanation of the journal’s legacy and aims, see Brian J. Tabb, “Themelios Then and Now: The Jour-
nal’s Name, History, and Contribution,” Themelios 44.1 (2019): 1–5.
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faith ... in Holy Scripture.”3 The Word of God written is the infallible and inerrant standard for faithful 
theological inquiry as well as its principal source. Thus, Themelios regularly publishes articles that probe 
various exegetical, historical, and biblical-theological questions while submitting to the authority and 
integrity of the Bible. For example, the 2023 and 2024 issues have featured articles on Genesis, Exodus, 
Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Matthew, Mark, John, Acts, Paul’s letters, Hebrews, 1 Peter, 3 John, 
Revelation, the use of the OT in the NT, and Bible translation.  

Moreover, the journal is explicitly evangelical and reformed in its doctrinal standards, as set forth 
by The Gospel Coalition’s Confessional Statement.4 Themelios editors gladly affirm this confession. 
While contributors are not required to subscribe to the TGC’s Foundation Documents, these doctrinal 
commitments inform which articles and reviews are published in the journal. Thus, Themelios authors 
over the past six issues have explored perennial theological issues including the Trinity, the doctrine 
of Scripture, the imago Dei, the cultural mandate, the noetic effects of sin, the atonement, the role of 
the State, eschatology, and more. These articles have also engaged deeply with historical and modern 
theologians such as Augustine, Aquinas, Bavinck, Bonhoeffer, Calvin, Flavel, Henry, Irenaeus, Kuyper, 
Owen, Packer, Spurgeon, Webster, Wesley, Vos, and even Yong.

1.2. Freshness

As a general rule, peer-reviewed academic publications aim to publish original research that 
contributes meaningfully to scholarship in some way. Originality in academic terms is not the same as 
novelty, saying something new just to say something new like the Athenians in Acts 17:21. Originality 
simply means that the author moves beyond summarizing the views and arguments of other scholars 
and contributes something to the scholarly discussion.5 As The Craft of Research asserts, “Readers will 
look for originality in your problem, claim, and evidence.”6 This can achieved (a) by asking fresh research 
questions; (b) by comparing authors or texts in distinctive ways; (c) by bringing two disciplines into 
conversation; (d) by probing primary sources to shed new light on exegetical, historical, or theological 
issues; and (e) by reexamining scholarly positions or assumptions in light of fresh evidence. So Themelios 
authors have examined Christopher Nolan’s films in light of Pauline theology,7 retrieved Augustine 
and Aquinas for guidance on Christian military and intelligence work,8 and drawn on legal and 
medical expertise to examine contemporary ethical questions related to marijuana and birth control, 

3  Andrew F. Walls, “Themelios—a New Journal,” Themelios 1.1 (1962): 1. 
4  “Confessional Statement,” The Gospel Coalition, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/about/foundation-

documents/#confessional-statement. 
5  Cf. Nijay K. Gupta, Prepare, Succeed, Advance: A Guidebook for Getting a PhD in Biblical Studies and Be-

yond, 2nd ed. (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2019), 64. For reflections on publishing journal articles, see pp. 118–25.
6  Wayne C. Booth et al., The Craft of Research, 4th ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), 93. 
7  EJ Davila, “Love, Hope, Faith: Christopher Nolan and the Apostle Paul in Dialogue,” Themelios 47.2 (2022): 

303–15.
8  Ed Wright, “Live and Let Spy? Thomas Aquinas and the Basis for Christian Engagement in Intelligence 

Work,” Themelios 48.2 (2023): 381–94; Nathan Cantu, “‘Do Not Think It Is Impossible for Anyone to Please God 
While Engaged in Active Military Service’: An Augustinian Critique of the Narrative of the American Military,” 
Themelios 49.2 (2024). 296–309.
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respectively.9 Others have carefully examined the Greco-Roman background of the New Testament’s 
sports metaphors and Paul’s charge to “fight the good fight.”10 

1.3. Fitness

By fitness I don’t have in view contributors’ strength training programs (though “bodily training 
is of some value,” 1 Tim 4:8), but an essay’s suitability or alignment with a particular journal’s scope, 
style, aims, and confession. Sometimes an article submission may demonstrate scholarly erudition, 
but its technical subject matter and dense arguments make it better suited for a specialized periodical 
consulted by experts in that field rather than for Themelios, a journal with a broader, international 
readership in view. We look for articles that are not only academically excellent but also accessible and 
appealing to pastors and seminary students from Jackson to Jos, Louisville to London, Sydney to Seoul. 

Doctoral students frequently seek to publish their seminar papers and dissertation chapters 
in Themelios and other journals.11 While this is often a promising pursuit, many budding scholars 
underestimate that such material typically requires substantive revision in its style and framing.12 For 
example, an article submission should not include a cover page that reads, “A final paper submitted to 
Dr. Smith in partial fulfillment of the requirements for BITH 800.” Likewise, an article should not say, 
“As will be demonstrated in chapter 2...,” nor should it include the sections entitled “Aims and Scope” 
or “Review of Literature” that are customary in a dissertation or thesis. From the opening sentences to 
the concluding synthesis, a submission should hang together as a discrete contribution intended for the 
readers of a specific journal. 

Thus, fidelity, freshness, and fitness are three hallmarks of excellent articles. 

2. The Style of Theological Articles

Having commented on the substance of theological essays, I now turn to reflections on style. The 
best theological articles address a focused research question in a way that is both academically rigorous 
and highly readable. 

2.1. Focus 

Themelios publishes academic essays between 4,000 and 10,000 words in length (including 
footnotes), and this word count requires authors to focus their inquiry with a specific thesis and sustained 
argument. To use a gardening analogy, a general survey essay is like raking a large patch of dirt, while 

9  Melvin L. Otey, “What Christians Need to Know about ‘Legalized’ Marijuana,” Themelios 48.2 (2023): 395–
403; Dennis M. Sullivan, “Contraception and the Church: Making Sense of the Debate and Some Pastoral Advice,” 
Themelios 49.2 (2024). 388-409.

10  Andreas-Christian Heidel, “The Agonistic Imagery of the New Testament and the Paradox of the Cross,” 
Themelios 48.2 (2023): 342–53; G. K. Beale, “The Greco-Roman Background to ‘Fighting the Good Fight’ in the 
Pastoral Epistles and the Spiritual Life of the Christian,” Themelios 48.3 (2023): 541–51.

11  I published two articles related to my PhD research and revised my thesis as a monograph: Brian J. Tabb, “Is 
the Lukan Jesus a ‘Martyr’? A Critical Assessment of a Scholarly Consensus,” CBQ 77 (2015): 280–301; “Salvation, 
Spreading, and Suffering: God’s Unfolding Plan in Luke–Acts,” JETS 58 (2015): 43–61; Suffering in Ancient World-
view: Luke, Seneca, and 4 Maccabees in Dialogue, LNTS 569 (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017).

12  Martín lists “too school-ish submissions or articles formatted as a dissertation” as among the most common 
blunders in academic publishing (“How to Write a Good Article,” 951) 
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a focused article is like digging a 2’ x 2’ hole to plant a rose bush. To write a good theological article, 
authors need to have a firm grasp of the lay of the land and then trade in the rake for the shovel to dig 
with precision and care.     

For example, I once quickly declined a submission on “The Trinity: Father, Son, Holy Spirit” because it 
offered a cursory survey of a very complex theological topic without clearly advancing academic inquiry. 
This illustrates the principle: “If a writer asks no specific question worth asking, he can offer no specific 
answer worth supporting.”13 Alternatively, Scott Swain’s article “B. B. Warfield and the Biblical Doctrine 
of the Trinity” critically engages a single influential essay by the Princeton theologian to demonstrate 
the importance of a traditional interpretation of the revealed personal names for Trinitarian theology.14 

2.2. Rigor

Each sentence, paragraph, and section of an exemplary theological article contribute to the whole. 
Most theological essays follow a three-part structure: introduction, body (with three or more main 
sections), and a conclusion. 

A good introduction typically includes at least three elements: it provides essential context, raises 
a specific problem, and proposes the author’s solution.15 The first sentences of the article establish the 
author’s credibility, draw readers in, and set up the argument to follow. Authors should keep in mind 
that readers are often busy and easily distracted, so introductions should hook their attention and be 
“crystal clear, compelling, and easy to read.”16 

For example, the introductory section of Will Timmins’s “Why Paul Wrote Romans” is a model 
of clarity.17 He opens with a well-chosen quotation of Wedderburn: “no one, single reason or cause will 
adequately explain the writing of Romans.” Timmins distinguishes between the letter’s occasion and the 
apostle’s “interlocking purposes.” He then contends that Paul had missionary, pastoral, and apologetic 
aims for Romans and that these three purposes are intertwined and related to the letter occasion. 

Or consider the bold opening salvo of Rob Golding’s recent essay:

We are awash in the Western world’s tides of anger and polarization. The white caps of 
dissent arose decades ago, and the recourse was called postmodernism—rather than 
fight for the truth, let’s all believe what we want to. Live and let live. This provided floating 
rubble (i.e., subjective beliefs) to amass and combine as we swam in the increasing storm. 
Now, decades later, our rubble-dinghies have been transformed into capable ships—not 
just capable of keeping us afloat, but of warring against the constructions of others. The 
choice of young people today is not how to find the truth, but which truth (or boat, to 
keep the analogy) to select. Once the selection has been made, smooth sailing is not 
an option. A fight for truth dominance must ensue. We have sailed past the primitive 
age of postmodernism. We are now in the murky waters of post-post-modernism—the 

13  Booth et al., The Craft of Research, 39 (emphasis original).
14  Scott R. Swain, “B. B. Warfield and the Biblical Doctrine of the Trinity,” Themelios 43.1 (2018): 10–24.
15  Similarly, Michael P. Jensen, How to Write a Theology Essay (London: Latimer Trust, 2012), 54–55; Booth et 

al., The Craft of Research, 232–45.
16  Nijay Gupta, The Writer: A Guide to Research, Writing, and Publishing in Biblical Studies (Eugene, OR: Cas-

cade, 2022), 58. While his comments focus on writing books, the point applies to articles as well.
17  Will N. Timmins, “Why Paul Wrote Romans: Putting the Pieces Together,” Themelios 43.3 (2018): 387–88.
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idea that we may select various truths according to our subjective experiences, but that 
those selected truths are objectively true. I and others call this metamodernism. In what 
follows, we will examine these ships and seek to determine the best way to interact with 
them from our own. In other words, how does a Christian modernist interact with a 
non-Christian metamodernist when both believe that “their truth” is the truth?18

Golding’s introduction is brief and arresting. His title, “Swimming in a Sanctimonious Sea of 
Subjectivity,” not only employs catchy alliteration but also introduces sea imagery that is sustained 
throughout the introduction: “awash ... tides... white caps ... floating ... swam ... dinghies ... ships” and 
so forth. The final sentence raises a probing question that the rest of the article addresses: “How does a 
Christian modernist interact with a non-Christian metamodernist when both believe that ‘their truth’ is 
the truth?” Golding does not provide his answer in the introduction proper but at the outset of section 
3, arguing that “meek anger” is often the Christian’s best response to metamodernism.19  

The body is the “meat and potatoes” of the article where the author makes a convincing case for his 
or her thesis. The argument progresses step-by-step, acknowledging and responding to alternatives and 
objections while offering rigorous, responsible evidence for the author’s proposal. While there are many 
stylistic features of excellent articles to note, here I briefly comment on the importance of signposting 
and the use of footnotes.

Signposting refers to strategies writers employ to help readers track with their argument. Where are 
we going? What have we seen thus far? How does this part relate to the whole? Overview and summary 
statements answer these sorts of questions, while well-crafted, numbered headings and subheadings 
aid readers as they progress through an essay. For example, consider how Paul House summarizes his 
argument in “J. I. Packer and the Next Wave of Evangelicalism”: 

This article will outline the first three of these waves and Packer’s place in them before 
focusing on the fourth. It will then offer some foundations for future renewal based 
on Packer’s life. My goal is to suggest how Packer’s life bears witness to enduring 
foundations for renewal within evangelicalism in a possible next wave.20

House effectively uses headings to guide readers through the progression of the different “waves” of 
evangelicalism introduced in the introduction:

•	 1. First Wave: Rekindling the UK Evangelical Heritage (1944–1954)
•	 2. Second Wave: Expansion and Limits of UK Evangelicalism and Its Institutions (1954–

1979)
•	 3. Third Wave: Expansion and Limits of North American Evangelicalism (1979–1999)
•	 4. Fourth Wave: Seeds for Renewal (1999–2020)
•	 5. Foundation Stones for the Next Wave of Evangelicalism

He also signposts his argument with summary statements. For example, House concludes section 
1 this way: “He [Packer] never separated writing, teaching, and church ministry—the three areas in 

18  Robert Golding, “Swimming in a Sanctimonious Sea of Subjectivity: A Proposal for Christian Authenticity 
in a Made-Up World,” Themelios 49.1 (2024): 159.

19  Golding, “Swimming in a Sanctimonious Sea of Subjectivity,” 166.
20  Paul R. House, “J. I. Packer and the Next Wave of Evangelicalism: Foundations for Renewal,” Themelios 47.3 

(2022): 527.
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which evangelicalism made the most strides during the first wave.”21 He likewise opens section 3 with an 
effective transition: “When Packer moved to Vancouver in 1979, North American evangelicalism was 
experiencing the sort of expansion that UK evangelicalism had enjoyed from 1944–1979.”22 

While signposting guides readers through the argument, well-chosen footnotes contribute to the 
article’s ethos and bolster readers’ confidence in the accuracy and thoroughness of the evidence provided. 
The most essential function of footnotes is to document the sources of the author’s quotations and ideas 
to prevent plagiarism and allow interested readers to consult those sources for themselves. So the source 
information should be accurately presented and consistently formatted according to the journal’s house 
style. If readers (and editors!) encounter sloppy, inaccurate, or outdated footnote references, they will 
naturally wonder whether the author has done his or her homework. Moreover, footnotes enhance an 
essay’s ethos by signaling that the author has command of relevant primary sources and is conversant 
with the best contemporary works on the topic. 

Hallur Mortensen exemplifies effective use of sources in his essay “Seeing Is Not Believing: 
Apocalyptic Epistemology and Faith in the Son of God in Mark’s Gospel.”23 The two modest footnotes 
on the opening page reference the author’s own work published by Mohr Siebeck, three other major 
monographs, and representative articles from Biblica and Revue biblique. Mortensen demonstrates a 
strong grasp of English, French, and German scholarship; appropriately cites supporting and alternative 
views; and provides nuance and clarifications along the way.

Finally, a strong conclusion brings appropriate resolution to the article. The conclusion is not the 
place for introducing new information or arguments but for tying up loose ends. It leaves readers “with 
a clear statement of your point and renewed appreciation of its significance.”24 It not only summarizes 
the author’s thesis and essential argument but presses into why it matters. As Jensen writes, a good 
conclusion “bring[s] home the bacon.”25

Here are two examples of excellent conclusions. First, Hans Madueme and Robert Barham close 
their case for Christian fiction this way: “Ours is a prompt to consider this kind of fiction: stories that 
open up windows into the world as it really is, a world of angels and demons, a world of good and 
evil, a world of heaven and hell, a world charged with the grandeur of God, like shining from shook 
foil, a world without end.”26 Second, Kevin DeYoung presses home the implications of his study of 
the alternate accounts on the civil magistrate in British and American versions of the Westminster 
Confession of Faith: “If American Presbyterians in particular want to look to their confessional past for 
a model of church-state relations, they will have to determine if they are going back to London or back 
to Philadelphia. They cannot be in both places at the same time.”27

21  House, “J. I. Packer and the Next Wave of Evangelicalism,” 529.
22  House, “J. I. Packer and the Next Wave of Evangelicalism,” 532.
23  Hallur Mortensen, “Seeing Is Not Believing: Apocalyptic Epistemology and Faith in the Son of God in 

Mark’s Gospel,” Themelios 48.1 (2022): 92–105.
24  Booth et al., The Craft of Research, 232.
25  Jensen, How to Write a Theology Essay, 66.
26  Hans Madueme and Robert Erle Barham, “Stories That Gleam like Lightning: The Outrageous Idea of 

Christian Fiction,” Themelios 46.2 (2021): 390. The authors here deftly allude to Gerald Manley Hopkins’s “God’s 
Grandeur.”

27  Kevin DeYoung, “A Tale of Two Texts: How the Westminster Confession of Faith Was Changed by Ameri-
can Presbyterians to Reflect a New Understanding of the Civil Magistrate,” Themelios 49.2 (2024). 281–95.
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2.3. Readability 

Regrettably, “scholarly writing” is associated with dense, complex prose and half-page footnotes 
(or worse, endnotes). Yet in a boldly titled book Stylish Academic Writing, Helen Sword argues “that 
elegant ideas deserve elegant expression; that intellectual creativity thrives best in an atmosphere of 
experimentation rather than conformity; and that, even within the constraints of disciplinary norms, 
most academics enjoy a far wider range of stylistic choices than they realize.”28 She calls scholars to 
blend style and substance, jettisoning jargon and expressing complex concepts with clarity, care, and 
even creative flair.29 Current and aspiring writers can hone their craft by consulting classic works like On 
Writing Well by William Zinsser or Elements of Style by William Strunk and E. B. White and by reading 
great writers like C. S. Lewis and Marilynne Robinson. In general, employing the active rather than 
passive voice, eliminating unnecessary words, and preferring short, crisp sentences to long, complex 
ones will go a long way towards improved writing. 

With admittedly varied success, Themelios aims for such substantive, “stylish” academic writing. 
Daniel Strange’s editorial column regularly blends theological depth with witty turns of phrase. Take 
thought-provoking titles like “A Wiser Idiot” or “Praise and Polemic in Our Global Pandemic” or 
“Coming to Our Senses: The Case for a Civil Elenctics and an Elenctic Civility” or “Dr Strange in the 
Multiperspectival Paradox” (distinct from the Marvel multiverse). Of course, the journal’s longtime 
editor D. A. Carson has for decades masterfully written probing biblical reflections with straightforward 
clarity of expression. Consider the closing lines of one column on pastoral leadership: 

Just because a person is an able preacher does not necessarily make him an able pastor/
elder/overseer. Indeed, if he shows no propensity for godly oversight, then no matter 
how good a teacher he may be, he is not qualified to be a pastor/teacher/overseer. It is 
not for nothing that Scripture applies all three labels to the one office.30

I conclude this section on style with John Frame’s sound counsel to aspiring theologians: “Learn to 
write and speak clearly and cogently. The best theologians are able to take profound ideas and present 
them in simple language. Don’t try to persuade people of your expertise by writing in opaque prose.”31

3. The Significance of Theological Articles

So what? This question of relevance should linger in the minds and hearts of each author, editor, 
and reader of theological articles. I do not have in mind formulaic conclusions with three points of 
application that begin with P (though I appreciate apt alliteration) but deep thinking about why and 
how careful and biblical-theological scholarship matters for the church. What is the significance of this 
study? What should readers take away from this article? How might it encourage or challenge how we 
read our Bibles, retrieve the wisdom of the past, reflect on God’s character and ways, respond to critics 
of the Christian faith, faithfully live as the people of God, and carry out Christ’s mission in the world? 
Does the prophet’s prayer—“Let us know; let us press on to know the Lord” (Hos 6:3)—express the 
longing of our hearts as we read and write works of theology?

28  Helen Sword, Stylish Academic Writing (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), vii.
29  Sword, Stylish Academic Writing, 5, 7.
30  D. A. Carson, “Editorial: Some Reflections on Pastoral Leadership,” Themelios 40.2 (2015): 197.
31  John M. Frame, On Theology: Explorations and Controversies (Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2022), 4.
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Theology is, after all, the study of God—the true, living, triune God who has revealed himself in the 
sacred Scriptures as Creator and Redeemer that we might know him, glorify him, and enjoy him forever. 
Theologians who work with words should consider Pierce Taylor Hibbs’s challenge: “God gave his Word 
for the world; the least we can do in attendant response is give our words, ourselves, to our readers by 
striving to faithfully image the Triune God in our prose.”32

Many Themelios articles effectively show the significance of theological study. Here I limit myself to 
two complementary essays—one exegetical, the other dogmatic—that reflect deeply on human speech. 

First, Eric Ortlund explores the pastoral implications of wise and foolish speech in Proverbs. 
Ortlund recognizes that Christians may speak and act foolishly by gossiping, by spinning things in 
their favor, by avoiding reconciliation, and by graceless interactions. Yet “the righteous-wise of the 
new covenant” do not pursue self-justification or senseless quarrels about his or her relative merits 
“because doing so amounts to swimming upstream against God’s redemption of all things.”33 Instead 
of justifying themselves in the court of public opinion, those who are wise “wait for God to intervene 
among his people as King, to establish his kingdom, to purge his people. And when wise people do so, 
they do nothing more than mimic Jesus, who went as a sheep to the slaughter silent, who trusted God 
to vindicate him when unjustly condemned. This is how God wins victories for his kingdom.”34

Second, we turn to Robb Torseth’s careful study of the late John Webster’s work, “Sins of Speech.” 
Torseth explains, “Spoken language and truth claims must be weighed against the character of God 
and what is known about his presence and self-revelation in the world and in humanity.”35 Further, our 
speech should be marked by “edification and moderation” flowing from a love of neighbor and from the 
virtue of humility. Torseth concludes that as Christians seek to speak the truth with love, “the speech 
of the church is further sanctified in accordance with the nature of its Creator, and the character of the 
gospel of Christ is better clarified and vindicated before God and neighbor.”36

4. Conclusion

One of my colleagues sometimes explains that as a professor of theology he teaches students how to 
read.37 In the same vein, we could say that editors teach people how to write, how to communicate their 
research clearly and compellingly for the benefit of their readers. 

This column has reflected on the substance, style, and significance of theological articles. I have 
chosen to focus, under three headings, on seven characteristics of “good” theological articles: (1) fidelity, 
(2) freshness, (3) fitness, (4) focus, (5) rigor, (6) readability, and (7) relevance. Of course, I write as the 
editor of one journal with particular doctrinal commitments, past and present affiliations, and aims, 
and I deliberately draw examples from the pages of Themelios. Editors of most academic journals would 

32  Pierce Taylor Hibbs, “We Who Work with Words: Towards a Theology of Writing,” Themelios 41.3 (2016): 
463.

33  Eric Ortlund, “The Pastoral Implications of Wise and Foolish Speech in the Book of Proverbs,” Themelios 
38.1 (2013): 17. 

34  Ortlund, “The Pastoral Implications of Wise and Foolish Speech,” 17. 
35  Robb Torseth, “‘The Sanctification of Our Speech’: The Theological Function of Truth and Falsehood in 

John Webster’s ‘Sins of Speech’,” Themelios 47.3 (2022): 579. His essay engages John Webster, “Sins of Speech,” in 
God without Measure: Working Papers in Christian Theology (London: T&T Clark, 2016), 2:123–40.

36  Torseth, “The Sanctification of Our Speech,” 580.
37  Andrew David Naselli, How to Read a Book: Advice for Christian Readers (Moscow, ID: Canon, 2024), 1.
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similarly insist that authors have a defined thesis, a rigorous argument, a distinctive contribution to 
scholarship, and alignment with the standards and scope of their publication. They would also likely 
prefer readable, well-written essays to opaque, jargon-laced prose. Editors of premier technical journals 
might protest my emphasis on biblical, doctrinal, and missional fidelity in order to expound and defend 
the historic Christian faith. Yet remaining faithful to biblical doctrine and building up the church of 
the Lord Jesus is (or should be) fundamental to the vocation of all theologians and biblical scholars. As 
the apostle reminds us, we are “servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God. Moreover, it is 
required of stewards that they be found faithful” (1 Cor 4:1–2). As scholar-stewards, we seek above all 
what is πιστός and ἀληθινός, not just what is καινός, because our Lord and his word are “faithful and 
true” (Rev 3:14; 19:11; 21:5; 22:6). 
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The Tightrope of Teaching Typology
— Daniel Strange —

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

He is a fellow of The Keller Center for Cultural Apologetics.

“With great power comes great responsibility.” 
Uncle Ben to Peter Parker, in Spider-Man1

In the last few months, I have had the privilege of teaching simultaneously two intensive seminary 
PhD seminars, one on the theology of religions, and one on the theology of culture. In survey-
ing both the history and current state of play of these fields in such close proximity, I have been 

reminded that they each have classificatory typologies that cast long shadows over their disciplinary 
landscapes, or to be more accurate, typologies which have created our maps by which we orientate and 
navigate the terrain itself. Whether one ultimately finds them a pedagogical help or a hindrance, any 
responsible teaching and learning within these subjects at both undergraduate and postgraduate level 
have to engage with them, for they have largely set the terms of the debate and still continue to attract 
attention even if it is to critique and contest their continued usefulness.

Concerning the theology of religions, I am referring to Alan Race’s threefold typology of ‘exclusivism’, 
‘inclusivism’ and ‘pluralism’ laid out in his 1983 book, Christians and Religious Pluralism.2 In a relatively 
new discipline, Race hoped to ‘bring order out of what is a potential chaos’,3 describing approaches to 
the religious Other across Christian history. For him exclusivism ‘counts the revelation in Jesus Christ 
as the sole criterion by which all religions, including Christianity, can be understood and evaluated.’4 
Inclusivism locates salvation in Christ but what is distinctively inclusive ‘is to believe that all non-
Christian religious truth belongs ultimately to Christ and the way of discipleship that springs from 
his way.’5 Pluralists, on the other hand, believe that ‘knowledge of God is partial in all faiths, including 

1  Spider-Man, directed by Sam Raimi (2002). Its first appearance was in the Marvel comic Amazing Fantasy 
#15 (1962) written by Stan Lee. 

2  Alan Race, Christians and Religious Pluralism: Patterns in the Christian Theology of Religions (London: 
SCM, 1983). 

3  Race, Christians and Religious Pluralism, x.
4  Race, Christians and Religious Pluralism, 11.
5  Race, Christians and Religious Pluralism, 38.
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the Christian. Religions must acknowledge their need of each other if the full truth about God is to be 
available to mankind.’6

Concerning the theology of culture, I am referring to H. Richard Niebuhr’s five-fold typology 
described in his 1951 work, Christ and Culture, which ‘answers’ the ‘enduring problem’7 of ‘the relations 
of Christianity and civilization’:8 ‘Christ Against Culture’, ‘The Christ of Culture’, ‘Christ Above Culture’, 
‘Christ and Culture in Paradox’, and ‘Christ the Transformer of Culture’. 

The occasion of teaching about both of these typologies and their reception in some detail and in 
quick succession, coupled with my own continuing vacillation and wrestling on where I stand regarding 
their usefulness, has prompted me to reflect a little on the nature of typology in the task of theology 
and theological education.9 As Arthur Miller said, ‘Man must shape his tools lest they shape him.’10 
It is helpful to clearly conceive of typologies as tools. In order to effectively use any tool you need to 
understand what it is, what it was created to do (including its necessary limitations) and then decide 
whether it can be of use. While the purpose of this column is not to rehearse debates around the validity 
and usefulness of the aforementioned typologies per se, it’s worth starting with these case-studies. Both 
typologies continue to have their defenders and detractors. All the main players writing in these two 
fields seem to have something to say on the matter.

1. A Tale of Two Typologies

In terms of Race’s three-fold typology, John Hick could say, ‘To my mind the simplest and least 
misleading classification’,11 and yet Gerald McDermott states that ‘the typology has collapsed’.12 Somewhat 
ironically, Paul Hedges offers his own typology in classifying objections to Race’s typology(!), attempting 
to counter the criticism that Race’s ‘exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism’ typology misconstrues the 
diversity of religions; that more or less options exist; that the categories are incoherent; that it cannot 
cope with the varieties of positions that exists; and that the terms are polemical.13 Believing he has 
countered these objections, and not persuaded by a number of new typologies-on-the-block, Hedge’s 
conclusion is for a continuation of the original typology with clarifications, plus the addition of a fourth 
category (which he calls ‘particularities’).14

6  Race, Christians and Religious Pluralism, 72. It’s interesting to note that Race’s original focus is on revelation 
and truth, and not as commonly supposed, focusing just on salvation. The conflation of these two loci has led to 
some of the confusion and debate concerning the typology. 

7  The title of chapter 1. 
8  H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 50th anniversary expanded ed. (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 

2001), 1. 
9  As the reader, I hope, will have already realised, the focus of this editorial is not ‘typology’ in the ‘biblical 

hermeneutical typology’ sense.
10  From Arthur Miller’s play The Price (1968).
11  John Hick, review of Towards a Theology of Religions, by Glyn Richards, RelS 26 (1990): 175.
12  Gerald R. McDermott, God’s Rivals: Why Has God Allowed Different Religions? Insights from the Bible and 

the Early Church (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2007), 23.
13  Paul Hedges, ‘A Reflection on Typologies: Negotiating a Fast-Moving Discussion’, in Christian Approaches 

to Other Faiths, ed. Alan Race and Paul M. Hedges (London: SCM, 2008), 17–33.
14  Hedges, ‘A Reflection on Typologies’, 27–29. 
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While H. Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture and his five-fold typology is no doubt a Christian 
‘classic’ and part of the theological ‘canon’ of twentieth-century works on social ethics, for some its 
status is that of infamy. ‘Few books have been a greater hindrance to the accurate assessment of our 
situation than Christ and Culture’, state Stanley Hauerwas and William Willamon.15 Drawing on John 
Howard Yoder’s criticism of the typology, Craig Carter notes that Christ and Culture ‘has persuaded 
many individuals from pietistic, Anabaptist and fundamentalist backgrounds to view their heritage 
of opposition to major aspects of the majority culture as something of which to be ashamed, and as 
something that needs to be discarded in order to become culturally responsible.’16 Conversely, in the 
fiftieth anniversary edition of Christ and Culture (again noting its longevity), James Gustafson, a former 
colleague and friend of Niebuhr writes ‘An Appreciative Interpretation’ as a preface, responding to 
the criticisms of Yoder and historian George Marsden (who himself had recently given an anniversary 
lecture on the book).17 Gustafson’s defence is written with some brio: ‘John Howard Yoder, whom 
Marsden cites so approvingly, for years circulated versions of a critique of Christ and Culture which is 
laced with more ad hominem arguments and fortified with more gratuitous footnotes than anything I 
have read by scholars in the field of Christian ethics.’18

To re-iterate, I am not concerned here with the debates that continue to swirl around these particular 
typologies in these particular disciplines. One can go and do the requisite reading and come to one’s 
own conclusions as to whether we should retain, amend, or discard Race and Niebuhr’s modelling. I am 
interested in taking a series of steps back to look at typology more generally. Of course, such reflection is 
far more common in both the social sciences and biological sciences. You and I may never have thought 
much about the methodology of typology, but don’t worry, others have, and in great detail. There’s a 
lot of iceberg below the surface. In fact, there is so much detail that, as someone who is not a trained 
social scientist or biological scientist, one can very quickly get lost down the rabbit-hole. While much 
of this subject matter doesn’t impinge on us as theological educators, periodically a little self-inspection 
is necessary for all of us, to act as methodological hygiene in remembering why we use typology, how 
we use it responsibly, and making sure we don’t abuse it given our God-given responsibilities. My 
apologies if the following is obvious to you and simplified, although given that typology is a tool to aid 
simplification, my comments might well be apposite.

2. Towards a Theology of Typology

Let’s take that first step back. Typology is a particular form of classification, ‘the general process of 
grouping entities by similarity.’19 As Bailey notes, ‘Classification is a very central process in all facets of 
our lives. It is so ubiquitous that not only do we generally fail to analyze it, we often even fail to recognize 

15  Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon, Resident Aliens (Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 40.
16  Craig A. Carter, ‘The Legacy of an Inadequate Christology: Yoder’s Critique of Niebuhr’s Christ and Cul-

ture’, Mennonite Quarterly Review 76 (July 2003), https://www.goshen.edu/mqr/2003/07/july-2003-carter/. 
17  George Marsden, ‘Christianity and Cultures: Transforming Niebuhr’s Categories’, Religion Online, https://

www.religion-online.org/article/christianity-and-cultures-transforming-niebuhrs-categories/. 
18  James Gustafson, ‘An Appreciative Interpretation’, preface to Christ and Culture, by H. Richard Niehbuhr, 

xxi–xxxvi. 
19  Kenneth D. Bailey, Typologies and Taxonomies: An Introduction to Classification Techniques (London: Sage, 

1994), 1.

https://www.goshen.edu/mqr/2003/07/july-2003-carter/
https://www.religion-online.org/article/christianity-and-cultures-transforming-niebuhrs-categories/
https://www.religion-online.org/article/christianity-and-cultures-transforming-niebuhrs-categories/
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its very existence.’20 Although I have come across different definitions, ‘typology’ is distinguished from 
generic classification in that ‘a typology is generally multidimensional and conceptual’,21 whereas its 
close relative, ‘taxonomy’ (and the two are often used interchangeably), is distinguished from generic 
classification in that its focus is empirical, ‘the term taxonomy is more generally used in the biological 
sciences, while typology is used in the social sciences.’22 

Typologies—defined as organised systems of types—are a well-established analytic tool in the social 
sciences. They make crucial contributions to diverse analytic tasks: forming and refining concepts, 
drawing out underlying dimensions, creating categories for classification and measurement, and sorting 
cases.23 

But we might be getting ahead of ourselves.
Let’s take another step back and play the three-year old: Why is classification so central to our lives 

and why with something like typology do we find it necessary ‘to simplify and codify a considerable 
amount of nuanced, slippery, multi-faceted and varied data into simpler segments with common 
characteristics’?24 To help us teach and communicate? Yes, but why? Such questioning takes us another 
step back to the apparent universal human need for order and meaning in what might seem like a chaotic 
and meaningless universe. And now we can start getting philosophical and talk about the perennial 
questions concerning the relationship between the noumenal and the phenomenal, between unity and 
diversity, between the one and the many. And at this point Christians have a solid place to stand to 
attempt to address such issues, for we can take a further step back into theological anthropology and 
into the Garden in Genesis. It is there that we will find the building blocks, blueprint and bassline that 
will help us, ontologically, epistemologically and ethically, to move towards a Christian foundation for 
conceptualising and employing classification and typology.

God creates ex nihilo, brings order out of chaos and names. He creates human image-bearers 
who are mandated analogically as creatures to sub-create, to bring order out of chaos and to name. 
Watkin notes that ‘to name something is to call it out from the flux of the world as a figure, not just a 
background; it is to recognise in it the dignity of identity. This is the task and the privilege that God sets 
before Adam.’25 The cultural mandate to which humanity is called is the delegated God-given authority 
to fill and subdue the earth, to have dominion, to both tend (implying a measure of cultivation) and keep 
(implying a measure of conservation) the garden.

Most relevant for our enquiry is, of course, Genesis 2:19–20: 

Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the wild animals and all the birds 
in the sky. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever 
the man called each living creature, that was its name. So the man gave names to all the 
livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals.

In terms of a theology of classification, we can make a number of observations. 

20  Bailey, Typologies and Taxonomies, 1.
21  Bailey, Typologies and Taxonomies, 4. 
22  Bailey, Typologies and Taxonomies, 6. 
23  David Collier, Jody LaPorte, and Jason Seawright, ‘Putting Typologies to Work: Concept Formation, Mea-

surement, and Analytic Rigor’, Political Research Quarterly 65.1 (2012): 217–32.
24  Hedges, ‘A Reflection on Typologies’, 21.
25  Christopher Watkin, Biblical Critical Theory (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2022), 99. 
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First, this naming is surely to be patterned and related to God’s naming ‘according to its kind’ in 
Genesis 1:11, 12, 21, 25. Here we see in beautiful harmony both unity and the One (all creation is unified 
under the same Creator God, and held together in Christ), and diversity and the Many (creation is 
separated and subdivided into heaven and earth, land and sea, etc., and there is taxonomy established).

Second, Adam as sub-creator, is given an amazing privilege to be involved in the task of naming and 
classification, remembering, though, that he does this as a creature, image bearer, and vice-gerent, not 
as God. Concerning Adam’s task, Watkin notes:

It is neither completely passive nor active in an unconditioned way. Adam is not 
reduced to writing down names dictated to him by God, nor does he invent the different 
sorts of animals himself…. Modern accounts can have a tendency to see meaning as 
either fully formed and ready to be discovered, or as a product of human invention. 
A Christian philosophy of meaning could do worse that go via Adam’s naming of the 
animals, which is neither an unconstrainedly active creation of meaning ex nihilo nor 
an utterly passive reception of meanings that come to him from the outside. The world 
is neither meaningless or replete with meanings; God has created a world of meanings 
that human beings are invited to paracreate, under his authority and guidance.26

Third, such sub-creation should be recognised as an awesome, fearful responsibility to be 
proceeded upon with great care, given the authority and power one wields in the classificatory process. 
There is supressed truth in our late modern zeitgeist that classification is an exercise in power and 
dominion (although counter-culturally we would want to say, not necessarily an abuse of power and an 
exercise in domination). As speech-act theory tells us, our words are never purely descriptive but have 
a performative function that brings into being a new situation, where reality is reconstructed for hearer, 
reader, and student in a new way. Our words build worlds. This late modern suspicion of power is a 
God-given recognition of our sinful tendency to mis-classify and construct a false reality, sometimes 
out of ignorance and often for our own selfish ends. Both unregenerate non-Christians and regenerate 
Christians who are battling indwelling sin are always susceptible to this. Our neighbour who ought 
to be loved is easily sinned against in the process of being categorized wrongly. Conversely, the sinful 
nature will seek to serve itself by either choosing favourable nomenclature or resisting categorization at 
all.27 That last option might be taken for the sake of autonomy, just as the forbidden fruit was, resisting 
creatureliness and its common share in the created order. Alternatively, resisting categorization can be 
motivated by fear, for to accept a category would be to come into the light and acknowledge a position 
that is shamefully held. It was not for nothing that Adam and Eve hid from God. Once this is added 
to the recognition that there is no objective standpoint from which to dispassionately describe any 
aspect of human life or thought, then the creation of typologies can be seen to be complicated both 
theoretically and theologically.28

Fourth, as humans we seem compelled to make meaning, order, and classify. It’s hard-wired into 
us and inescapable. I suppose, in our vocations as teachers and learners, we could ‘down tools’ (which 
would involve winding-up Themelios, together with the market that provides its readers), but then we 

26  Christopher Watkin, Thinking through Creation (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2017), 109. 
27  In his defence of exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism, Hedges notes that ‘it is intellectually fashionable to 

claim to be outside these categories’ (‘A Reflection on Typologies’, 21). 
28  I am indebted to my former student and colleague, Dr David Shaw, for his insights in this paragraph. 
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would be resisting that God-given cultural mandate, which itself would be selfish and sinful. While the 
dangers of succumbing to caricature, being simplistic, and skewing are always near, typology in our 
teaching can be the gift of bringing some measure of order to what can seem a morass of material, the 
gift of communication in being able to simplify that which is complex in order to aid understanding, 
the gift of orientation in giving a sense of stability to a discipline, the gift of exploration and creativity 
in constructing models to test hypotheses and further knowledge. Typology is the recognition that 
abstraction and generalization are features of our finitude, in time and space. For example, in teaching 
a course on worldview, while I fully recognize the unique dignity and individuality of every image-
bearer in the world, I shouldn’t and can’t itemize and atomize eight billion instantiations of worldview. 
Neither I nor my students have the knowledge, the capacity, the patience, or the credit hours! And so, 
we classify. In classifying we clearly demonstrate we are human, not God, and yet in classifying we also 
demonstrate that we are images of God.

3. Guidelines and Guardrails for Typological Usage

Moving from the Garden and returning to the present, we are in a better position to trace some 
guidelines and guardrails in an ethical, and yes, Christian deployment of typology. To do this I want to 
return to Gustafson’s ‘appreciative interpretation’ of Niebuhr’s five-fold typology in Christ and Culture. 
Even if one doesn’t agree that Niebuhr does (or doesn’t do) what Gustafson says he does (or doesn’t do), 
Gustafson raises some characteristics of the deployment of typology which chime with our reflections in 
Genesis concerning our human finitude and fallenness and which make typology an inevitable, crucial, 
but ‘high-wire’ activity. The setting up of a typology, together with an explanation of our typological 
set-up is important. To return to our metaphor of typology as tools, it would not be fair to critique a 
tool because it fails to do y when it was created to do x. Countering his critics, Gustafson states that 
Niebuhr’s typology is not ‘a history of Christian theology’, nor is it ‘a systematic statement of Niebuhr’s 
theological ethics’, nor is it a ‘taxonomy of the writings of the authors used in the book’.29 Rather, Niebuhr 
is using a particular method of typology originated by the godfather of modern sociology, Max Weber 
(1864–1920), called the ‘ideal-typical’ method.30 Ideal-types are not ideal in the sense of being morally 
excellent, nor are they a mean, but are a constructed ideal to allow for analysis and comparison. They are 
heuristic devices helping readers to understand material to which they refer. I realise this may prompt 
a further definition concerning the nature of a ‘heuristic’:31 ‘a heuristic is a strategy that ignores part 
of the information, with the goal of making decisions more quickly, frugally, and/or accurately than 
more complex methods.’32 Unsurprisingly, heuristics is a field of study itself but for our theological and 
pedagogical purposes, we might say that a heuristic is both a ‘start’ and a ‘shortcut’ and need to be 

29  Gustafson, ‘An Appreciative Interpretation’, xxvi.
30  See for example, Max Weber, ‘The “Objectivity” of Knowledge in Social Science and Social Policy’, in Col-

lected Methodological Essays, ed. Hans Henrik Bruun and Sam Whimster (London: Routledge, 2012), 100–138. 
The original essay was published in 1904. There appears to be extensive literature concerning ideal-types. For 
a helpful summary see ‘Appendix 1’ in Richard Swedberg, ‘How to Use Max Weber’s Ideal Type in Sociological 
Analysis’, Journal of Classical Sociology 18.3 (2017): 1–16. 

31  From the Greek εὑρίσκω, meaning ‘serving to find out, or discover’, Gerd Gigerenzer and Wolfgang 
Gaissmaier, ‘Heuristic Decision Making’, Annual Review of Psychology 62 (2011): 451–82, at 454.

32  Gerd Gigerenzer and Wolfgang Gaissmaier, ‘Heuristic Decision Making’, Annual Review of Psychology 62 
(2011): 451–82, 454. Interestingly, two of the summary points of this paper are as follows: (1) Heuristics can be 
more accurate than more complex strategies even though they process less information (less-is-more effects); (2) 
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treated as such in terms of its introductory and provisional nature.33 In a similar vein, consider again Paul 
Hedges’s defence of the threefold typology in the theology of religions. To the criticism that ‘exclusivism, 
inclusivism, and pluralism’ can’t cope with the varieties of positions that exist, he notes that,

If it were presented as the be-all-and-end-all of everything that could be said, then I 
would concur with this critique. However, as a gently guiding analytic tool, seen to 
have hazy edges, and used primarily for heuristic purposes, to get to grips with the 
complexity of the subject area, then, I believe, the typology has a place.34

I think this is helpful, recognising that typologies are not set in stone but can be developed or 
discarded.35 They must not be held onto too tightly or dogmatically, with a pedagogical posture that 
reflects what we noted earlier about Adam’s classificatory creaturely task as sub-creator being neither 
‘an unconstrainedly active creation of meaning ex nihilo nor an utterly passive reception of meanings 
that come to him from the outside.’36

Gustafson’s contention in his defence of Niebuhr is that his critics have not understood the ideal-
type methodology and so have misunderstood his use of the typology.37 To further aid understanding, 
and admitting he cannot know Niebuhr’s motivation in writing Christ and Culture, Gustafson references 
an earlier 1942 essay by Niebuhr, ‘Types of Christian Ethics’,38 which Gustafson believes illuminates how 
Niebuhr is using his typology in the later Christ and Culture, thus answering some of the criticisms 

a heuristic is not good or bad, rational or irrational; its accuracy depends on the structure of the environment 
(ecological rationality).

33  George Marsden perhaps somewhat begrudgingly admits this in the conclusion of his own lecture (‘Chris-
tianity and Cultures’): ‘I should say in closing that they are introductory tools. They are useful primarily for getting 
people to begin thinking more clearly about these issues. Once that has happened they may want to modify the 
tools to suit their purposes and will likely want to keep them out of sight in their finished work. Like any typology 
they invite simplistic thought and too easy categorizing of other Christians. Nonetheless, if used properly, they 
can continue to be a rich resource for helping Christians think about their relationships to the world.’

34  Hedges, ‘A Reflection on Typologies’, 21. A paragraph later he writes, ‘It was never the point of the typol-
ogy to make everyone fit within it; the categories are fluid approaches, with permeable membranes, rather than 
restrictive and closed essences…. The categories are not mutually exclusive’ (p. 21). This too is Harold Netland’s 
conclusion on the typology: ‘we should not think of these as three clear-cut categories so much as three points on 
a broader continuum of perspectives.’ Harold Netland, Encountering Religious Pluralism: The Challenge to Chris-
tian Faith and Mission (Leicester: Apollos, 2001), 24. Weber himself calls ideal-types an ‘emergency safe havens 
until one has learned to find one’s bearings while navigating the immense sea of empirical facts’ (‘The “Objectivity” 
of Knowledge’, 133).

35  Again, concerning the ‘exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralist’ paradigm, Gavin D’Costa (who was an early 
adopter of the typology) has more recently become critical of it. ‘The typology has been useful, like a raft crossing a 
river, to get to where we are now. But is the raft still useful?’ Christianity and World Religions: Disputed Questions 
in the Theology of Religions (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 34.

36  Watkin, Thinking through Creation, 109. 
37  ‘Evaluation of the method requires knowledge of the method: of historical methodological controversy be-

tween the human and the natural sciences in which it was formed, and the precise claims that are made for what 
the method can and does not know.’ Gustafson, ‘An Appreciative Interpretation’, xxx. Again, and just to track with 
our other example of typology in the theology of religions, it might be said that it’s unfair to criticize the ‘soterio-
logical’ focus of Race’s ‘exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism’ when, as I noted above, his original questions were 
broader questions concerning truth and revelation, not just ‘salvation’. 

38  Niebuhr’s essay is helpfully included in the fiftieth anniversary edition of Christ and Culture, xxxvii–lv.
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the later book faced. ‘Types of Christian Ethics’ opens with a section on ‘The Typological Method’. In 
Christian ethics, given the ‘confusion pluralism of principles and even greater multiplicity of historic 
individuals’,

[T]ypology seeks to understand these unique individuals, with the aid of ideal figures of 
types, that is, of relatively concrete models of combinations of interests or convictions. 
First of all, a type is a mental construct to which no individual wholly conforms. It must 
be used, therefore, not as a statement of necessary connections, so that the rational is 
given precedence over the empirical. Secondly, these mental constructs, if there are 
to be useful towards understanding, must be of one sort—that is to say: among the 
many variable factors which may be discerned in any concrete historical event, only 
one set can be chosen at a time to furnish material for the mental model…. Again, the 
typologist needs to remember that he is not constructing a value scale. His enterprise 
is directed toward neither explanation nor evaluation, but towards understanding and 
appreciation. If his types are well constructed, and so, empirically relevant, he will 
belong to one of the types himself and will have preference for it; but one purpose 
of typology is that of helping him understand his own type as one of many and so to 
achieve some measure of disinterestedness.39

Gustafson is of the firm opinion that Niebuhr, the genius theological educator, constructed his 
typology in Christ and Culture from ‘vast historical learning’40 to aid understanding, ‘his was an 
undogmatic mind, supported in part by his vast knowledge, by his sense of historical relativity, and by 
his personal scholarly humility’:41 

Unlike many contemporary scholars, including theologians, Niebuhr consistently read 
first with a hermeneutic of appreciation, and then a ‘hermeneutic of suspicion’. The 
empathetic read can grasp both the positive contributions and the limitations for each 
of the types, the reasons why each type is supported and supportable from the tradition, 
as well (in comparison with the other types) as why it is unacceptable to other Christian 
theologians and believers.42

Gustafson’s appreciation of Niebuhr may itself be an idealised portrait, but one from which the 
theological educator can learn and indeed might wish to emulate. One does not have to reject the myth 
of epistemological neutrality, nor does one have to forgo confessional prescription and normativity (and 

39  Gustafson, ‘An Appreciative Interpretation’, xxxviii. Again, at the end of this essay he writes, ‘Typology helps 
us to understand the infinite variety of creative morality in Christianity but every individual man or movement has 
a unique character which is inexplicable in terms of type alone the types of Christian morality are not measures 
of value’ (p. lv). Race himself acknowledges something similar in the setup of his three-fold typology: ‘Though the 
main intention of this study is to classify and arrange its material in a typological pattern, thereby concentrating 
on major selected theologians for that purpose, it is impossible for me to conceal my own predilections in the pro-
cess ... it cannot be avoided in a study of this kind, so it is as well to mention it at the outset.’ Alan Race, Christians 
and Religious Pluralism: Patterns in the Christian Theology of Religions (London: SCM, 1983), 8.

40  Gustafson, ‘An Appreciative Interpretation,’ xxxiii.
41  Gustafson, ‘An Appreciative Interpretation,’ xxxii.
42  Gustafson, ‘An Appreciative Interpretation’, xxxii.
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the categorisations of orthodoxy, heterodoxy and heresy with their implications for pastoral ministry43), 
to recognise that Christian classificatory description that loves the other well will try as much as possible 
to achieve that measure of appreciative disinterest, will characterise rather than caricature (obeying the 
Golden Rule44), and will be constantly on guard so as not to confuse description with prescription. 

Go forth and typologise!

43  From a confessionally evangelical starting point, this is where Carson’s critique of Niebuhr’s typology is par-
ticularly strong: he notes the strengths and weaknesses of Niebuhr’s comprehensiveness, his handling of Scripture, 
Niebuhr’s assignment of historical figures, and Niebuhr and his relationship to the canon of Scripture. See D. A. 
Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited (Nottingham: Apollos, 2008), 31–66.

44  ‘So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the 
Prophets.’ Working out whether this Golden Rule has been broken is at the nub of the critique against the ‘exclu-
sivism, inclusivism, pluralism’ typology particularly by those labelled ‘exclusivist’ who protest that the typology is 
pejorative and unflattering. Who would want to be an exclusivist today? However, Hedges defends this nomencla-
ture: ‘If we employ a common advertising phrase, ‘it does exactly what it says on the tin’, then exclusivism excludes 
from salvation other faiths and their members and so should be termed as such. It is not the job of academic de-
scription to whitewash approaches and paint them in the best possible light that will keep their exponents happy’ 
(‘A Reflection on Typologies’, 22). Hedges may have a point, but isn’t it important that those labelled with a title 
feel some measure of comfort with it? 
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Abstract: In 1788, American Presbyterians meeting in Philadelphia approved a revised 
version of the Westminster Confession of Faith. The most significant change to the 
original 1646 version concerned the doctrine of the civil magistrate in Chapter 23. In 
the century and a half following the Westminster Assembly, many Presbyterians grew 
wary of granting coercive powers to the civil magistrate and were drawn to more robust 
notions of religious liberty. In revising the Westminster Confession, Presbyterians in 
America rejected an older, European model of church/state relations whereby the 
magistrate was obligated to suppress heresies, reform the church, and provide for 
church establishments. As new debates about the proper relationship between church 
and state continue to multiply, it is important to recognize that the two versions of 
WCF 23 represent two different and irreconcilable views of the civil magistrate.

*******

The version of the Westminster Confession of Faith used by most Presbyterians in America is 
not identical with the version approved by the Westminster Assembly in 1646. Most of the 
differences between the historic text and the text used by the Orthodox Presbyterian Church 

(OPC) and the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA) are small—a change related to marrying the 
relative of a deceased spouse, a softened stance toward the swearing of oaths, and removing a refer-
ence to the pope as the antichrist. Without a doubt, the most substantial changes—really, the only sub-
stantial changes—have to do with the relationship between church and state. When the Presbyterian 
Church in the United States of America adopted the Westminster Standards in 1788, they amended 
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the Standards in four places: WCF 20:4, 23:3, 31:3; WLC 109.1 The most significant change is in Chapter 
23, where the third article was almost completely rewritten, reflecting a new understanding of church 
and state that allowed for more toleration and gave much less power to the magistrate over the realm 
of religion.

The purpose of this article is to show what changed in the American revision of WCF 23:3 and 
why the changes were made. In exploring these changes, it will become clear that the two versions of 
WCF 23:3, though overlapping in some areas, are, in significant ways, contradictory. In addition to 
examining the historical record, this article aims to make a point of contemporary relevance, namely, 
that there is more than one Reformed view of the civil magistrate and that those who want to subscribe 
to the Westminster Confession—either in general spirit or in an official capacity—should think carefully 
about which version they believe is correct. A church officer in the OPC or PCA, for example, who 
subscribes without exception to their denomination’s version (the American version) of WCF 23 is 
implicitly rejecting the view that the civil magistrate has the duty to purify the church, to suppress 
heresies, and to call ecclesiastical synods. He is, instead, affirming a different view of the civil magistrate 
which does much more to restrict the power of the magistrate and gives members of the commonwealth 
much more freedom and liberty in the realm of religion (even to the point of practicing no religion 
at all). In short, what the Westminster Assembly confessed in London about the civil magistrate in 
1646 is not what American Presbyterians confessed in Philadelphia in 1788. The two versions of the 
Westminster Confession do not say the same thing, and they cannot both be right.

1. What Did Not Change

We can see what changed and what did not change by looking at a side-by-side comparison of 
the two versions of WCF 23:3. What is underlined is the same in both versions (except moving from 
singular to plural); everything else was a change from 1646 to 1788.

1  Chad Van Dixhoorn, ed., Creeds, Confesions, and Catechisms: A Reader’s Edition (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2022). Changes to the Standards are indicated by noting the original wording in the footnotes. For an edition with 
proof texts printed in full, see The Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms (Lawrenceville, GA: Christian 
Education and Publication, 2007). The is the PCA printed version, which is simply a reprint of the book prepared 
by the OPC. In citations of the Westminster Standards, WCF refers to the Westminster Confession of Faith, WSC 
to the Westminster Shorter Catechism, and WLC to the Westminster Larger Catechism.

Historic Text (1646)
Chapter XXIII
Of the Civil Magistrate

III. The civil magistrate may not assume to 
himself the administration of the Word and 
sacraments, or the power of the keys of the 
kingdom of heaven: yet he hath authority, and it 
is his duty, to take order, that unity and peace be 
preserved in the Church, that the truth of God 
be kept pure and entire; that all blasphemies and 
heresies be suppressed; all corruptions and

American Revision (1788)
Chapter 23
Of the Civil Magistrate

3. Civil magistrates may not assume to 
themselves the administration of the Word and 
sacraments; or the power of the keys of the 
kingdom of heaven; or, in the least, interfere in 
matters of faith. Yet, as nursing fathers, it is the 
duty of civil magistrates to protect the church of 
our common Lord, without giving the preference to 
any denomination of Christians above the rest, in
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As we can see in the table above, the first sentence was unchanged from the historic text up until 
the word “or.” The Westminster divines and their eighteenth-century American counterparts agreed 
that “civil magistrates may not assume to themselves the administration of the Word and sacraments,” 
and that they must not exercise “the power of the keys” in the courts of the church. The Confession 
rejected any species of Erastianism—named after the Swiss physician and theologian Thomas Erastus 
(1524–1583)—that insisted upon the state’s authority in ecclesiastical affairs.2 The Westminster divines 
may have thought that the magistrate was afforded a power about religion (circa sacra), but he was not 
to exercise power in religion (in sacris).

The Scottish commissioner George Gillespie figured prominently in this debate. True, the lore 
surrounding Gillespie’s role at the Assembly is sometimes more legend than fact. The nineteenth-
century historian William Hetherington has Gillespie single-handedly vanquishing Thomas Goodwin 
(1600–1680), Philip Nye (d. 1672), Thomas Coleman (1597/8–1646), and John Lightfoot (1602–1675); 
toppling John Selden (1584–1654) in a single speech; and thoroughly demolishing Erastianism for 
all time with Aarons Rod Blossoming (1646). At the same time, it is true that Gillespie, the youngest 
member of the Assembly, was an intellectual prodigy and one of the most frequent speakers and most 
effective debaters.3 In print, Gillespie argued that while the civil and ecclesiastical powers agreed in 
many respects (e.g., both are from God, both must obey the commandments of God, both ought to be 

2  For more on the Assembly’s conflict with Erastianism see William S. Barker, “Lord of Lords and King of 
Commoners: The Westminster Confession and the Relationship of Church and State” in The Westminster Confes-
sion into the 21st Century, ed. Ligon Duncan (Ross-Shire, Scotland: Mentor, 2005), 1:413–28.

3  See William Maxwell Hetherington, History of the Westminster Assembly of Divines, 4th ed. (Edinburgh: 
Gemmell, 1878), 411–15. For a more reasonable, but still favorable assessment, of Gillespie’s contribution see Van 

abuses in worship and discipline prevented or 
reformed; and all the ordinances of God duly 
settled, administered, and observed. For the 
better effecting whereof, he hath power to call 
synods, to be present at them, and to provide 
that whatsoever is transacted in them be 
according to the mind of God.

such a manner that all ecclesiastical persons 
whatever shall enjoy the full, free, and 
unquestioned liberty of discharging every part 
of their sacred functions, without violence or 
danger. And, as Jesus Christ hath appointed 
a regular government and discipline in his 
church, no law of any commonwealth should 
interfere with, let, or hinder, the due exercise 
thereof, among the voluntary members of any 
denomination of Christians, according to their 
own profession and belief. It is the duty of civil 
magistrates to protect the person and good name 
of all their people, in such an effectual manner as 
that no person be suffered, either upon pretense 
of religion or of infidelity, to offer any indignity, 
violence, abuse, or injury to any other person 
whatsoever: and to take order, that all religious 
and ecclesiastical assemblies be held without 
molestation or disturbance.
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honored, both can issue censures and correction), they also differed in “their causes, effects, objects, 
adjuncts, correlations, executions, and ultimate terminations.”4 As he wrote several pages later, “The 
Magistrate himself may not assume the administration of the keys, nor the dispensing of Church-
censures; he can but punish the external man with external punishments.”5 In short, the church was to 
be the object of the magistrate’s care but not of his operation.

Gillespie’s views on the civil magistrate, if not entirely convincing to every member of the Assembly, 
represented the kind of two kingdom thinking that had been dominant in Scotland for three-quarters of 
a century. In 1578, the General Assembly in Scotland approved a brief manual on church government 
called the Second Book of Discipline, what has since been called “the first explicit statement of Scottish 
Presbyterianism.”6 A central theme throughout the document is that the Kirk and the civil magistrate 
may work toward some of the same ends, but “always without confounding the one jurisdiction with 
the other.”7 The magistrate can only deal with external things; he cannot make laws that demand 
affections or compel the conscience to believe certain things. Crucially, the Second Book of Discipline 
also stipulated that the “magistrate neither ought to preach, minister the sacraments, nor execute the 
censures of the kirk, nor yet prescribe any rule how it should be done.”8 

Unlike its neighbor to the south, Scotland insisted that the head of the church and the head of the 
state were not the same. When Reformed and Presbyterian pastors make a declaration in the name of 
“Jesus Christ, the only King and Head of his Church,” they are denying not only the authority of the 
pope, but also the authority of any earthly monarch over the church. The Westminster Confession 
stands in the same tradition, believing that the civil realm and the ecclesiastical realm are both under 
the authority of God, but with different officers, different responsibilities, and different aims. As Calvin 
put it, “But whoever knows how to distinguish between body and soul, between this present fleeting 
life and that future eternal life, will without difficulty know that Christ’s spiritual Kingdom and the civil 
jurisdiction are things completely distinct.”9

2. Civil Magistrate as Guardian and Avenger

Of course, “completely distinct” did not mean for Calvin, or for the Second Book of Discipline, 
or for Gillespie, or for the Westminster divines that the civil magistrate had no role to play in the 
establishment, defense, and promotion of true religion. On the contrary, they all believed that the civil 
magistrate was responsible for enforcing both tables of the law. These responsibilities did not mean the 
state was ushering in the kingdom of Christ. That was the work of the gospel and the church. But the 

Dixhoorn, Minutes and Papers of the Westminster Assembly (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 1:23–27, 
119–20.

4  George Gillespie, Aarons Rod Blossoming, or the Divine Ordinance of Church-Government Vindicated, re-
print ed. (1646; London: Sothis Press, 2023), 184–85.

5  Gillespie, Aarons Rod Blossoming, 191.
6  James Kirk, The Second Book of Discipline (Glasgow: Covenanters, 2005), 3.
7  Kirk, The Second Book of Discipline, 214 (quotation is given in modern English, found in 10:4 in modern 

editions).
8  Kirk, The Second Book of Discipline, 171 (quotation given in modern English, found in 1:14 in modern edi-

tions).
9  Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 4.20.1.
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magistrate did have a responsibility to reform the church, to suppress false teaching, and to ensure that 
the moral law was honored by all.

Until recently, most Reformed Christians, especially in America, would have quickly dismissed the 
historic text as tragically mistaken and embraced the 1788 revision as obviously correct. In recent years, 
however, as republican virtue has waned and as the democratic-liberal consensus has broken down, 
some Christians have wondered anew if the magisterial Reformers and the confessional documents 
from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries may have been right after all.10 Stephen Wolfe, for example, 
has argued for a “Christian prince” in our day to do the following: “If the ministry degrades, he should 
reform it. He should correct the lazy and erring pastor but not perform the duties of pastor. He should 
protect the church from heretics and disturbers of ecclesiastical peace, ensuring tranquil spiritual 
administration.” Wolfe insists that the Christian prince “has the power to call synods in order to resolve 
doctrinal conflicts and to moderate the proceedings. Following the proceedings, he can confirm or deny 
their theological judgments; and in confirming them, they become the settled doctrine of the land.” 
According to Wolfe, the prince may look to pastors for theological advice as a father seeks advice from 
his son, but the prince “still retains his superiority.”

The Westminster divines thought about the relationship between church and state in the way that 
most Reformed Christians did at the time: the civil magistrate has a duty to keep the church pure, to 
suppress blasphemies and heresies, to ensure that the church’s worship and discipline are properly 
reformed, to maintain a settled church establishment, to call for church synods, and (like Constantine 
of old) to provide for them if necessary. The Belgic Confession (1561), for example, declared that the 
“government’s task is not limited to caring for and watching over the public domain, but extends to 
upholding the sacred ministry, with a view to removing and destroying all idolatry and false worship of 
the Antichrist; to promoting the kingdom of Jesus Christ; and to furthering the preaching of the gospel 
everywhere; to the end that God may be honored and served by everyone, as he requires in his Word.”11

Sixty years later, the Dutch theologians were still staying the same thing. The Synopsis of Purer 
Theology—often called the Leiden Synopsis because it originated in 1624 as a series of disputations 
among faculty members at the University of Leiden—argued that the duties of the civil magistrate fell 
into two broad categories: (1) the magistrate must make sure that the civil laws are in agreement with 
the law of nature and with the recorded moral law; (2) the magistrate should establish and keep pure 
the worship of God in his region, reform what has become corrupt in the church, and “as far as he is 
able” go against heterodox teachers and those who block the way of progress of true religion.12 While 
the Synopsis does espouse a basic two kingdoms philosophy, it also argues for “the greatest possible 

10  Stephen Wolfe, The Case for Christian Nationalism (Moscow, ID: Canon, 2022), 312–13). For an overview 
and critique of Wolfe’s proposal see Kevin DeYoung, “The Case for Christian Nationalism: A Review Article,” 
Themelios 48.1 (2023): 174–88.

11  Article 36. In 1958, the Synod of the Christian Reformed Church deemed this original statement to be 
unbiblical and replaced it with the following: “They [the civil rulers] should do it in order that the Word of God 
may have free course; the kingdom of Jesus Christ may make progress; and every anti-Christian power may be 
resisted.” The Synod of 1985 also removed a paragraph denouncing the Anabaptists and placed it in a footnote. See 
Ecumenical Creeds and Reformed Confessions (Grand Rapids: Faith Alive, 1988), 117–18. 

12  William den Boer and Reimer A. Faber, eds., Synopsis of a Purer Theology, 2 vols. (Landrum, SC: Davenant, 
2023), 50.40.
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harmony … between the two administrations, i.e., the political and ecclesiastical one.”13 The civil 
magistrate is lauded as nothing less than the “guardian and avenger of both tables of the Law.”14 Given 
this broad consensus about the role of the magistrate, it is little wonder that when the Westminster 
Assembly met on September 10, 1644, to investigate the sins that could be provoking the wrath of God 
in the current conflict with the king, they listed among the sins of Parliament that it was “not active in 
suppressing Anabaptists and Antinomians,” it was “not seeking religion in the first place,” and “it was 
“not suppressing stage plays, taverns, profaneness, and scoffing of ministers.”15

It should be clear from even this brief sampling of Reformed opinion that the American revision 
of 1788 represents a substantial change from the doctrinal assumptions of the sixteenth century and 
first half of the seventeenth century. Those who want to argue for a single Reformed view of church and 
state do not have the facts on their side. The American Presbyterians in 1788 were not saying the same 
thing that the Westminster Assembly had said in 1646. It will not do to say (anachronistically) that “both 
are basically Kuyperian, although they are obviously leaning in different directions.”16 Gone from WCF 
23:3 in the American revision are any references to the civil magistrate’s role in suppressing heresies 
and blasphemies, in reforming the church, in maintaining a church establishment, and in calling and 
providing for synods. In its place, the American revision lists four basic functions for the civil magistrate 
relative to the church: (1) protect the church so that its ministry and its assemblies are not disturbed, (2) 
give no preference to any denominations of Christians above the rest, (3) ensure that no law infringes 
upon the free exercise and free association of Christians, and (4) protect all people so that no one is 
injured or maligned based on their religion or their lack of religion.

To be sure, the civil magistrate in the American revision is still accountable to God (note the 
language of “our common Lord”), but he is now a “nursing father” (Isa 49:23) who provides parental 
protection for the church to flourish rather than a “a guardian and avenger of both tables of the Law.” 
The phrase “nursing father” was a common designation for kings and other magistrates, going back 
centuries in Protestant political thought. The label could encompass many different functions, but the 
general idea was that the magistrate would have a supportive role to play relative to true religion.17 

13  den Boer and Faber, Synopsis, 50.46–49.
14  den Boer and Faber, Synopsis, 50.50.
15  Chad Van Dixhoorn, ed., John Lightfoot’s Journals of the Westminster Assembly (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2023), 459. I have modified some of the spelling and punctuation from the original text.
16  Douglas Wilson, Empires of Dirt: Secularism, Radical Islam, and the Mere Christendom Alternative (Mos-

cow, ID: Canon, 2016), 50. Curiously, Wilson speaks of the Confession being modified by American Presbyterians 
“in the downgrade of 1789” (Empires of Dirt, 49). The first General Assembly met in 1789, while the amended 
Confession was approved a year earlier in 1788, so the date is incorrect. More to the point, it is unclear why the 
occasion—usually celebrated in American Presbyterianism as a triumphant moment of national ecclesiastical 
identity, is called “the downgrade of 1789,” unless Wilson means to indicate that amending the Confession’s views 
on the civil magistrate amounted to a downgrade of Presbyterianism. 

17  For a brief history of the phrase see James H. Hutson, Church and State in America: The First Two Centu-
ries (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 7–10. Hutson argues that by 1787, “Everyone agreed that the 
spiritual realm must be walled from government,” and most Americans believed “that some connection between 
government and religion was not only possible but desirable.” But when it came to the specifics of this connection, 
Hutson insists that “disagreement reigned,” with dissenters passionately opposing tax-supported church estab-
lishments. Instead, dissenters favored “a more restrained nursing father” who could assist religion in less coercive 
ways (Church and State in America, 137–38).
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Here that role is described as protecting the church so that she is free to perform her ministry without 
hindrance. Crucially, in the American edition of the Standards, the propagation of erroneous opinions 
and practices are no longer to be proceeded against by the power of the civil magistrate (as the original 
wording of WCF 20:4 put it), and the sins forbidden in the second commandment no longer include 
“tolerating a false religion” (as the original wording of WLC 109 put it). Moreover, the establishment 
principle has been removed in favor of the voluntary principle of church membership.18 If the burden of 
the historic text is to assert the authority and duty of the civil magistrate to overthrow idolatry among 
his people and to reform the church, the burden of the revised text is to assert that the civil magistrate 
has no authority to punish his people based on religion (or irreligion) and must not “in the least, interfere 
in matters of faith” (WCF 23:3). These are two different conceptions of what the civil magistrate should 
(and should not) do, not simply the same idea leaning in two different directions.

3. Of Toleration, Oaths, and Patronage

The fact that the 1788 version of WCF 23:3 was an almost complete revision of the 1646 text is well 
known (or should be). What is less well known, and has been much less explored, is why the Presbyterians 
gathering in Philadelphia in 1788 considered, without any controversy, the original version so strikingly 
untenable and the amended version of their beloved Confession such a marked improvement. What 
happened from 1646 to 1788 that led most American Presbyterians to conclude that a thorough re-
thinking of the relationship between church and state was necessary?

The first answer we must give is to make clear that the re-thinking happened long before 1788. 
The vision of the civil magistrate in the Confession was never successfully implemented in England 
and only frustratingly implemented in Scotland. Protestant social thought was not static. By the end of 
the seventeenth century, leading Protestant moral philosophers and natural law thinkers were already 
rethinking the effectiveness of enforced religious uniformity. They also questioned whether the biblical 
justification for giving the magistrate such far-reaching power in the area of religion was truly warranted, 
seeing as how most of the biblical rationale came from the example of Israel in the Old Testament.

In 1687, in his work, Of the Nature and Qualification of Religion in Reference to Civil Society, 
Samuel Pufendorf argued that the state was not founded for the sake of religion and that religion, as 
a part of natural human freedom, could not be delegated to the sovereign. According to Pufendorf, 
the magistrate’s chief duty was not the heavenly ordering of his society, but the safety and security of 
his people. That was the end for which civil government was instituted.19 To be sure, Pufendorf didn’t 
argue for disestablishment, and he didn’t think that the sovereign had to tolerate every kind of religious 
deviation, but he pushed the Protestant world toward toleration and tried to make the case (rooted in 

18  WLC 191 speaks of the church being “countenanced and maintained by the civil magistrate.” It may have 
been an oversight on the part of the 1788 Assembly to keep this language in place, or they may have understood 
“countenanced and maintained” to mean the same thing as providing sufficient legal status and protection so that 
the church’s assemblies can be freely carried out and her ministry can flourish.

19  Samuel Pufendorf, Of the Nature and Qualifications of Religion in Reference to Civil Society, ed. Simone 
Zurbuchen (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2002), 17–21.
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hundreds of biblical texts) that the civil magistrate should not enforce anything more than the basics of 
natural religion. 

Pufendorf was far from the only thinker moving in this direction. In 1689, John Locke argued 
in his famous Letter Concerning Toleration (1689) that the magistrate was permitted to tolerate false 
religion. Locked asked the question: “What if a Church be idolatrous, is that also to be tolerated by 
the magistrate?” Locke’s answer proved influential: “What power can be given to the magistrate for 
the suppression of an idolatrous Church, which may not in time and place be made use of to the ruin 
of an orthodox one?”20 Both Pufendorf and Locke were writing in response to the Revocation of the 
Edict of Nantes (1685), which forced French Huguenots to convert to Catholicism, face life in prison, 
or flee the country. Toleration looked better and more conducive to the aims of Christianity than giving 
the sovereign final say over the teaching and worship of the church. The move away from the strict 
enforcement of religious nationalism was promoted most powerfully not by free thinkers and atheists 
but by committed Protestants. There’s a reason that Thomas Aikenhead, the 20-year-old student who 
died by hanging in 1697, was the last person to be executed for blasphemy in Great Britain. Increasingly, 
Protestants believed there was a better way for diverse religious populations to coexist.21

Colonial Presbyterians had already broken with their Westminster forefathers in the matter of 
church-state relations by the time of the Adopting Act in 1729. When the ministers of the Synod of 
Philadelphia adopted the Westminster Confession of Faith and the Larger and Shorter Catechisms to 
be “the Confession of their faith” on May 19, 1729, they did so 

excepting only some Clauses in the 20 and 23 Chapters, concerning which Clauses, the 
Synod do unanimously declare, that they do not receive those Articles in any such sense 
as to suppose the civil Magistrate hath a controlling Power over Synods with Respect to 
the Exercise of their ministerial Authority; or power to persecute any for their Religion, 
or in any sense contrary to the Protestant succession to the Throne of Great-Britain.22 

In other words, at the very first moment that confessional subscription became an official reality 
in American Presbyterianism, Westminster’s doctrine of the civil magistrate had already been rendered 
null and void.23

20  John Locke, Two Treatises of Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration (New York: Classic Book 
International, 2010), 175.

21  See Michael F. Graham, The Blasphemies of Thomas Aikenhead: Boundaries of Belief on the Eve of the 
Enlightenment (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008). The two paragraphs on Pufendorf and Locke are 
adapted from DeYoung, “The Case for Christian Nationalism: A Review Article,” 181–82.

22  Guy S. Klett, ed., Minutes of the Presbyterian Church in America 1706–1788 (Philadelphia: Presbyterian 
Historical Society, 1976), 104.

23  For more on the Adopting Act in particular and the development of colonial Presbyterianism more gener-
ally, see S. Donald Fortson III, “The Adopting Act Compromise,” in Colonial Presbyterianism: Old Faith in a New 
Land, ed. S. Donald Forston III (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2007), 63–85; Luder G. Whitlock Jr., “The Context of the 
Adopting Act” in The Practice of Confessional Subscription, ed. David W. Hall (Oak Ridge, TN: Covenant Founda-
tion, 1997), 93–103; Leonard J. Trinterud, The Forming of an American Tradition: A Re-Examination of Colonial 
Presbyterianism (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1949); Charles Augustus Briggs, American Presbyterianism: Its Ori-
gin and Early History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1885); Charles Hodge, The Constitutional History of the 
Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, Parts 1–2 (Philadelphia: Martien, 1839, 1840).
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Given that colonial Presbyterians were usually Scottish or Scotch-Irish, it should not be surprising 
that they were instinctively wary of governmental intrusion into the life of the church and nervous 
about the government’s authority to suppress dissent. In explaining his reasons for dissenting from 
the established Church in Ireland, William Tennent explained to the Synod of Philadelphia in 1718 
that the episcopal system of church government he had left was “wholly anti-scriptural” and that the 
involvement of “Surrogates and Chancellors in their Courts Ecclesiastic [is] without a foundation in the 
word of God.”24 Likewise, in 1722 the Synod declared that the affairs of church government, including 
the “mere circumstantials of church discipline,” belong to the church and its officers.25

The reference in the Adopting Act to “the Protestant succession to Throne of Great Britain” deserves 
careful attention. This curious phrase is almost certainly an allusion to the Abjuration Oath (1715) that 
had been a major source of heartache and division over the previous decade and a half in Scotland. 
In 1707, the Act of Union brought together England and Scotland under the name of Great Britain. 
Many Presbyterians opposed the union as inconsistent with the principles celebrated in the National 
Covenant (1638) and the Solemn League and Covenant (1643) and as undermining the Revolution 
Settlement (1690) which restored Presbyterian government to the Established Church in Scotland. More 
concerning than the union of 1707 was the legislation passed by the British Parliament in 1712. Not only 
did this new legislation reintroduce the practice of patronage, it also required that all Scottish ministers 
swear an oath abjuring (i.e., solemnly denouncing) the claim of the Stuarts to the British throne and 
approving the Hanoverian succession. Around one-third of the Presbyterian ministers refused to take 
the oath, earning the label non-jurors (from the Latin jurare, meaning “to swear”). The divisions in 
Scotland were especially strong in the southwest where separatist groups threatened the unity of the 
Kirk. Lay members often looked down on jurors, believing their pastors to have compromised with 
English episcopalian culture and betrayed the ideals set forth in the national Covenants.26

The issue for most clergy in the Kirk was not that they were clandestine Jacobites pining for the 
return of the Old Pretender (the Catholic monarch James Francis Edward Stuart). The new king, George 
I, came from the Lutheran House of Hanover, so at least he was a Protestant. The problem was that the 
Abjuration Oath also stipulated that the British monarch should be in communication with the Church 
of England and swear the Coronation Oath in its defense. What’s more, the amended Coronation Oath 
included a promise to “maintain and preserve inviolably the said settlement of the Church of England 
and the doctrine, worship, discipline, and government thereof.” Many Presbyterians took this language 
as an affront to Presbyterianism itself.

Robert Wodrow, the Kirk minister and voluminous letter writer, probably spoke for many when he 
explained his stance toward the Abjuration Oath in a letter dated December 6, 1715:

I came to determine myself so far as to state my sufferings anew, if the Lord order them 
out upon a refusal of the Abjuration in this new form of it. And in yours you point 
out what is indeed my real strait, not to evade the penalties which, with much more, I 
cheerfully leave to Providence; but how to give real and sufficient evidences of loyalty 

24  Klett, Minutes of the Presbyterian Church in America 1706–1788, 34.
25  Klett, Minutes of the Presbyterian Church in America 1706–1788, 57–58.
26  For an excellent overview of the controversy see Alasdair Raffe, “The Hanoverian Succession and the Frag-

mentation of Scottish Presbyterianism” in Negotiating Toleration: Dissent and the Hanoverian Succession, 1714–
1760, ed. Nigel Aston and Benjamin Bankhurst (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 147–67.
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to King George, for want of which my heart does not reproach me, and to distinguish 
myself from the refusers upon a Jacobite lay, and yet to manage both so as I may not be 
involved in approbation of what I reckon sinful.27

Later, writing in 1720, Wodrow reiterated the same position:

That which is most grievous to me, and such as are in my circumstances hereabouts, is 
that we have no opportunity to distinguish ourselves (since public praying, and acting 
upon all occasions for his Majesty and the Protestant Succession, are not reckoned 
much upon) from those who decline the oaths, upon principles we loathe and abhor, in 
the event of our being called upon to suffer upon what we reckon matter of conscience.28

The Abjuration Oath required Presbyterian ministers to profess allegiance to King George and 
support the Protestant succession to the throne of Great Britain. Most ministers were happy to swear to 
these things. What many could not abide was any notion, implicit or explicit, that they were in favor of 
episcopacy and approved of the British monarch never again being a Presbyterian.

The reference in the Adopting Act of 1729 to the Protestant succession was likely a way for the 
transplanted Scots to make the same distinctions that Wodrow tried to make in Scotland. While colonial 
Presbyterians were willing to support the Hanoverians and foreswear any loyalty to Catholic monarchs, 
they felt obliged to make clear that they did not believe the civil magistrate had any right to impose what 
amounted to a religious oath. In their minds, if the original wording of the Westminster Confession 
could be construed as giving Parliament the authority to make Presbyterians commit themselves to the 
principles of Anglicanism, then the Confession needed to be changed. They reckoned that the power 
given to the civil magistrate by the Westminster divines was too great and too dangerous. Perhaps the 
Westminster divines did not rid themselves of Erastianism as fully as they thought?

The other disappointment with Parliament’s legislation of 1712 is that it restored “the Patrons to 
their ancient rights of presenting Ministers to the churches vacant in that part of Great Britain called 
Scotland.”29 In essence, this meant that wealthy landowners and noblemen would have a significant 
say—sometimes the decisive vote over against the congregation—in filling pastoral vacancies. The 
Westminster Assembly debated the issue of patronage but without any clear resolution. The Assembly 
certainly did not condemn the practice as the Scottish commissioners would have liked.30 In 1649, the 
Scottish Parliament abolished patronage, only for it to be reintroduced during the Restoration in 1660, 
then abolished again in 1690, and finally reintroduced for good in 1712.

As problematic as the Abjuration Oath proved to be in the short term, the reintroduction of 
patronage inflicted a blow on the Church of Scotland from which it has never recovered. Virtually 
every schism in the Church of Scotland—from the Seceders in 1733, to the Relief Church in 1761, to 
the Disruption of 1843—was prompted by dissatisfaction with lay patronage. The division between 
the Moderate Party and the Popular Party in the Kirk in the middle part of the eighteenth century was 

27  Thomas M’Crie, ed., The Correspondence of the Rev. Robert Wodrow, 3 vols. (Wodrow Society, 1842–1843), 
2:97.

28  M’Crie, The Correspondence of the Rev. Robert Wodrow, 2:514–15. See the “Proposed Address to the King 
on the Abjuration Oath” in Appendix 1 (2:687–90).

29  The text of the Act can be found in Laurence A. B. Whitley, A Great Grievance: Ecclesiastical Lay Patronage 
in Scotland until 1750 (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013), 287–90.

30  Whitley, A Great Grievance, 45–51.
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also a division owing in large part to patronage. Moderates accepted patronage, believing it was part 
of good order and social cohesion, while the evangelicals in the Popular Party opposed it as grievous 
intrusion into the affairs of the church and the right of congregations to choose their own ministers. The 
significance of patronage in the American context is not that colonial Presbyterians were subject to it, 
but that they all knew of it and wanted it—and every entanglement like it—kept far from them.

4. What Hath Witherspoon Wrought?

John Witherspoon (1723–1794) may be most remembered as the president of the College of 
New Jersey (Princeton) and as one of the Founding Fathers (famously, the only clergyman to sign the 
Declaration of Independence), but he was also the most important leader in the American Presbyterian 
church in the second half of the eighteenth century. According to Ashbel Green, Witherspoon’s 
protégé and first biographer, Witherspoon’s influence in the courts of the church was greater than any 
other member.31 It is hard to argue with Green’s assessment. Witherspoon served on every important 
committee (and at times, it seems, almost every committee), including the committee charged with 
drafting a Plan of Government and Discipline for the soon-to-be-formed Presbyterian Church in the 
United States of America. Witherspoon drew up the eight Preliminary Principles that continue to serve 
several Presbyterian denominations to the present day. Witherspoon preached the opening sermon at 
the first General Assembly in 1789, and of the 188 ministers at that assembly, 52 had been personally 
taught by Witherspoon.32 Green even records that after Witherspoon joined the American Presbyterians 
in 1769, the published acts of the Synod came mostly from the Scotsman’s pen.33

It is not insignificant that the architect of the national Presbyterian church in America made his 
name in his native country as the most formidable opponent of the Moderate Party and of patronage. 
For as well-respected as Witherspoon was among evangelicals in Scotland, he was often a pariah to 
the powerbrokers in the Kirk. His traditional Calvinism, his political maneuverings against patronage 
(usually unsuccessful), and his satirical writings directed against Moderate men and the Edinburgh 
literati made him the object of frequent derision and attack.34 Witherspoon may have loved the Kirk, 
but he was under no illusion that an established church, even a Presbyterian one, would bring about the 
civil and ecclesiastical purity that the Westminster divines longed for. And patronage was a big part of 
the problem. Surely, it was not lost on Witherspoon that all his ecclesiastical opponents had either been 
supported or promoted according to the patronage of the impious and massively influential Duke of 
Argyll.35 When Witherspoon landed in America in 1768, he may not have abandoned the establishment 
principle in his head, but he had already experienced firsthand the meddling influence and high 
handedness of the state into the affairs of the church.

In 1776, the New Jersey Provincial Congress, which included John Witherspoon, approved a 
new state constitution. While the constitution restricted office holding to Protestants, the document 

31  Ashbel Green, Life of the Rev. John Witherspoon, ed. Henry Littleton Savage (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1973), 151.

32  Kevin DeYoung, The Religious Formation of John Witherspoon: Calvinism, Evangelicalism, and the Scottish 
Enlightenment (London: Routledge, 2020), 50–57.

33  Green, Life of the Rev. John Witherspoon, 152.
34  See DeYoung, The Religious Formation of John Witherspoon, 88–117.
35  Roger L. Emerson, An Enlightened Duke: The Life of Archibald Campbell (1682–1761), Earl of Ilay, 3rd Duke 

of Argyll (Kilkerran, UK: Humming Earth, 2013), 163–85, 317, 353–54.
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vigorously defended religious freedom and opposed religious establishments. Article XVIII of the 
constitution they approved prohibited church establishments:

That no person shall ever within this colony be deprived of the inestimable privilege of 
worshipping Almighty God in a manner agreeable to the dictates of his own conscience; 
nor under any pretence whatsoever compelled to attend any place of worship, contrary 
to his own faith and judgment; nor shall any person within this colony ever be obliged 
to pay titles, taxes, or any other rates, for the purpose of building or repairing any 
church or churches, place or places of worship, or for the maintenance of any ministry 
or ministry, contrary to what he believes to be right or has deliberately or voluntarily 
engaged to perform.36 

Of the ten men responsible for drafting the New Jersey Constitution, seven were Presbyterians, 
with the leadership falling to the prominent Presbyterian pastor Jacob Green. If the Presbyterians in 
New Jersey were representative of the whole (and there’s every reason to think they were), then the 
Westminster-subscribing Presbyterians in America clearly believed in a different relationship between 
church and state than had been assumed at the Westminster Assembly a century earlier.

To be sure, Witherspoon was no mere proceduralist when it came to church-state relations. Neither 
he nor his fellow Presbyterians in America conceived of an entirely neutral magistrate who presided 
over a secular people and considered all religions equally appropriate. The magistrate was to give no 
preference to any denomination of Christians even as he protected the rights of all persons, religious or 
irreligious (WCF 23:3). In his Lectures on Moral Philosophy, modeled after the basic outline established 
by Protestant moral philosophers like Pufendorf and Francis Hutcheson (1694–1746), Witherspoon 
gave attention to issues like jurisprudence, civil society, and the “law of nature and nations.” Regarding 
the duties of the civil magistrate, Witherspoon argued that “we ought in general to guard against 
persecution on a religion account as much as possible,” that people are more dangerous “when they are 
oppressed,” and that even “Papists are tolerated in Holland without danger to liberty.”37 Witherspoon 
allowed that the magistrate could enact laws to punish acts of profanity and impiety. He further allowed 
that there were good reasons that some people believed the magistrate ought to make public provision 
for the worship of God. In the end, Witherspoon said the magistrate was like a parent with a right to 
instruct but not to constrain.38

We should always be careful in leaning too heavily on Witherspoon’s moral philosophy lectures. 
He did not want them published, and the copies we have are from student notes published after his 
death. They are class outlines rather than fully formed written treatises. On one subject after another, 
Witherspoon quickly surveys various views, usually looking for as much common ground as possible, 
and often without offering a definitive opinion himself. But in so far as we have the basic contours 
of Witherspoon’s thought from these lectures, we can see that he did not want a government that 
was prohibited from being an aid to the church and a friend to Christianity. Along with his fellow 

36  John Fea, “Disestablishment in New Jersey,” in Disestablishment and Religious Dissent: Church-State Rela-
tions in the New American States 1776–1833, eds. Carl H. Esbeck and Jonathan J. Den Hartog (Columbia: Univer-
sity of Missouri Press, 2019), 25–36; the text for Article XVIII of the Constitution is found on page 25.

37  The Works of the Rev. John Witherspoon, D.D., L.L.D., Late President of the College, at Princeton New Jersey, 
4 vols., 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Woodward, 1802), 3:449.

38  The Works of the Rev. John Witherspoon, 3:448–89.
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Presbyterians, Witherspoon was eager to see the United States built upon a Christian foundation and 
become increasingly Christianized.39 He presumed that in America, Protestant Christianity would be 
a kind of public truth and that the government would be generally supportive of religion’s place in 
society.40

At the same time, there is no doubt that Witherspoon’s public words and public actions represent a 
significant shift in the way many Protestants (at least in America) viewed the role of the civil magistrate. 
There is not a straight line of continuity from the Westminster Assembly to the New England Puritans 
to the American Founders.41 When the General Assembly of 1789 presented a fawning address to the 
President of the United States (drafted by a three-person committee with Witherspoon as the head) 
they did not laud George Washington as the reformer of the church or the avenger of both tables of 
the law. Instead, they “esteem[ed] it a peculiar happiness to behold in our chief magistrate, a steady, 
uniform, avowed friend of the Christian religion; who has commenced his administration in rational 
and exalted sentiments of piety; and who, in his private conduct adorns the doctrines of the gospel of 
Christ; and, on the most public and solemn occasions devoutly acknowledges the government of divine 
Providence.” The Assembly commended Washington for his character and example, but then added that 
“to the forces of imitation, we [meaning the church] will endeavor to add the wholesome instructions 
of religion.”42

Or consider, as another example, this remarkable section from a “Pastoral Letter”—again, written 
by Witherspoon—that the Synod of New York and Philadelphia issued in 1775 to the congregations 
under their care:

If it is undeniable, that universal profligacy makes a nation ripe for divine judgments, 
and as the natural means of bringing them to ruin, reformation of manners is of the 
utmost necessity in our present distress. At the same time, as it has been observed by 
many eminent writers, that the censorial power, which had for its object the manners 
of the public in the ancient free states, was absolutely necessary to their continuance, 
we cannot help being of the opinion that the only thing which we have now to supply 
the place of this is religious discipline of the several sects with respect to their own 
members; so that the denomination or profession which shall take the most effectual 
care of the instruction of its members, and maintain its discipline in the fullest vigor, will 
do the most essential service to the whole body. For the very same reason the greatest 
service which magistrates or persons in authority can do with respect to the religion or 

39  See William Harrison Taylor, Unity of Christ and Country: American Presbyterians in the Revolutionary 
Era, 1758–1801 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2017), 74, 86.

40  See Miles Smith, Religion and Republic: Christian American from the Founding to the Civil War (Landrum, 
SC: Davenant, 2024). Smith argues that Protestantism in America, especially moving into the nineteenth century, 
was disestablished but not disentangled. Smith maintains that the early American republic was marked by neither 
secularism nor Christendom but by “Christian institutionalism.”

41  Here I differ with Wolfe who, referencing only Witherspoon’s Lectures on Moral Philosophy, argues that 
Witherspoon agreed with the classic Protestant principles on the civil magistrate (if not the seventeenth-century 
applications) and held views on the role of government in religion that were “no different than Cotton Mather’s” 
(The Case for Christian Nationalism, 414–17).

42  Acts and Proceedings of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, 
A.D. 1789 (Philadelphia: Aitken, 1803), 4–5.
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morals of the people, is to defend and secure the rights of conscience in the most equal 
and impartial terms.43

This is a far cry from the opinion of the Westminster divines that the civil magistrate should suppress 
blasphemy and heresy. The American Presbyterians, instead, believed that the task of reforming the 
character of the people belonged to the church, and that the duty of the magistrate, therefore, was to 
secure the rights of conscience—equally and impartially—so that the church can freely exercise its own 
discipline and discipleship.

Witherspoon’s chief concern—both politically and ecclesiastically—was the threat of tyranny. He 
believed that civil liberty and religious liberty always went hand in hand; lose one and you will lose 
the other.44 As he said in The Dominion of Providence over the Passion of Men—his famous sermon 
from May 1776 that paved the way for independence—“I do not wish to oppose anybody’s religion, 
but everybody’s wickedness.”45 It was based upon this conviction that Witherspoon, two months later, 
joined with other Presbyterians and evangelical Protestants, along with Latitudinarians, Unitarians, 
Episcopalians, Congregationalists, Deists, Quakers, and one Catholic, in signing the Declaration of 
Independence. In so doing, the most influential Presbyterian pastor in America linked arms with a 
religiously diverse group of patriots to form a new nation, bound together not by an ecclesiastical 
creed but by a document that was an amalgamation of civic republicanism, Lockean liberalism, and 
Protestant natural law and moral philosophy. This was a situation that the Westminster divines, let 
alone the Covenanters, could not have envisioned, and would not have countenanced. But Presbyterians 
in America saw the relationship between the church and the state in different terms, and they revised 
the Westminster Confession accordingly.

5. Conclusion

We live in a time where many voices across the political spectrum are questioning the wisdom of the 
democratic liberal order we have had in much of the West for the past two hundred years. As Christians 
grieve what has been lost of their former cultural influence (and fear what lies ahead), there have been 
new discussions and new discoveries about what political arrangement can best serve our nation and 
our world. Some of these discussions have been more heat than light, but many have been welcome 
forays into a deeper understanding of political theology. The ongoing theological and historical retrieval 
has the potential to bear good fruit. But we must allow the past to speak for itself before we recruit it to 
speak for us. Even if we are anchored in a specific tradition, we must allow that the tradition, especially 
if it spans centuries and continents, does not always say the same thing.

An important case in point, as I have tried to show, is the way that the doctrine of the civil magistrate 
changed over time. John Coffey’s conclusion is apt: “With the exception of the Reformed Presbyterian 
Covenanters and some Seceders, eighteenth-century Presbyterians found ways of distancing themselves 
from the Westminster Assembly’s teaching on the coercive powers of the godly magistrate in matters 
of religion…. In every part of the English-speaking world, Lockean ideas of religious liberty looked 
increasingly attractive to Presbyterians who feared Anglican hegemony or saw little prospect of 

43  The Works of the Rev. John Witherspoon, 3:14; also found in Klett, Minutes of the Presbyterian Church in 
America 1706–1788, 545–46.

44  The Works of the Rev. John Witherspoon, 3:37.
45  The Works of the Rev. John Witherspoon, 3:42.



295294

A Tale of Two Texts

becoming the dominant majority.”46 As a minister in the PCA, and as one who takes vows to uphold 
the revised version of the Westminster Confession, I think the changes were for the better. But my aim 
in this article has not been so much to prove that the changes were better as it has been to show that 
the changes are significant and that they represent two different and irreconcilable views of the civil 
magistrate.

To be sure, American Presbyterians still assumed Christianity would have a privileged place in 
their new nation. In fact, they preached and prayed and labored for a godly American republic. But 
they did not believe what the Westminster divines believed about the civil magistrate. They rejected an 
older, European model whereby the magistrate ensured that only the right religion (his religion) was 
practiced in the land. If American Presbyterians in particular want to look to their confessional past for 
a model of church-state relations, they will have to determine if they are going back to London or back 
to Philadelphia. They cannot be in both places at the same time.

46  John Coffey, “Between Reformation and Enlightenment: Presbyterian Clergy, Religious Liberty and Intel-
lectual Change,” in Insular Christianity: Alternative Models of the Church in Britain and Ireland, c.1570–1700, 
eds. Robert Armstrong and Tadhg Ó Hannracháin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012), 266.
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Abstract: Contemporary theology has grown increasingly disillusioned with Western 
Liberalism, leading some theologians to question the validity of Christians serving in 
state roles, particularly in the military. However, Augustine’s use of narrative and cultural 
analysis in Confessions and The City of God provides a more nuanced framework for 
contemporary critique of the narratives of American foreign policy and military service, 
while also offering an apologetic for Christian service in the United States military.

*******

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God” (Matt 5:9).1 

Christianity is a religion of political and interpersonal peace. In response to Jesus’s call for his fol-
lowers to be people of peace and his prohibition of vengeance and retaliation in the Sermon on 
the Mount, the early church considered violence incompatible with the teachings of Jesus.2 Yet, 

the church is called to establish the kingdom of God “on earth as it is in heaven” by exhorting secular 
institutions to greater congruence with YHWH’s design for humanity.3 Christian participation in the 
profession of arms and engagement in military violence sits at the intersection of these two callings. 

1  Opinions expressed in this article are the author’s own and do not reflect the official policy or position of 
the United States Air Force, the Department of Defense, or the United States Government.

2  John Driver, How Christians Made Peace with War: Early Christian Understandings of War (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf & Stock, 2007), 21.

3  Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative (Downers Grove, IL: 
IVP Academic, 2006), 526.
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Throughout church history, the Christian response to the question of military service has ranged from 
outright pacifism to an uncritical baptism of the state’s raison d’état, with many positions between the 
two extremes.4 However, many of these understandings fail to grasp the complexity of military violence 
and Christian participation in the profession of arms as they grapple with the morality of violence rather 
than the character of the combatant. In contrast, Augustine’s use of narrative to critique social imagi-
naries provides an alternative lens to evaluate the morality of Christian participation in the profession 
of arms.

1. The Role of Narrative Critique in Augustine’s Apologetic

Narrative is at the heart of Augustine’s apologetic methodology as he grounded his argument within 
a story, whether personal in Confessions or societal and historical in The City of God. 

1.1. Narrative Critique in Confessions

In Confessions, Augustine presented his journey to faith as a cohesive story in several acts that 
invites readers to accompany him on a reflective examination of his experiences and desires.5 Through 
his use of vignettes like the theft of the pears, the death of his friend at Thagaste, or Monica’s death, 
Augustine used the internal narrative of Confessions to engage in critical self-reflection, as his response 
to events revealed his motivations, desires, and loves.6

Augustine also recognized the formative impact of external narratives on his thinking and desires. 
Confessions recalls his engagement with a series of texts—Cicero’s Hortensius, the writings of Mani, 
Aristotle’s Ten Categories, the “books of the Platonists,” and finally, Paul’s writings.7 Augustine recorded 
how each text’s embedded “social imaginary” captured his affections.8 Per Charles Taylor, a social 
imaginary is “the way ordinary people ‘imagine’ their surroundings, and this is often not expressed in 
theoretical terms, it is carried in images, stories, legends, etc.”9 In each text, Augustine encountered an 
embedded picture of human flourishing born out of images, legends, and specific practices. Contingent 
on his embrace or rejection of the social imaginary within these narratives, Augustine experienced their 
impact on his desires and vision of the human telos. This culminated in his embrace of Scripture’s social 
imaginary, catalyzing his reflections on the grand story of creation that concludes Confessions.

Confessions demonstrates Augustine’s dual use of narrative critique as an apologetic method. First, 
Augustine used events in his personal, historical narrative to engage in critical self-reflection—his 
experiences are apocalyptic, revealing his motivations, desires, and loves. Second, he examined the 
external narratives he embraced (and their constituent social imaginaries) and their impact on his 
actions and desires.

4  Driver, How Christians Made Peace with War, 81.
5  Augustine, Confessions, ed. John E. Rotelle, trans. Maria Boulding, The Works of Saint Augustine (Hyde 

Park, NY: New City, 2012). 
6  James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation, Cultural Liturgies 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 50.
7  Augustine, Confessions 3.4.7; 4.16.28; 7.9.13; 7.21.27.
8  Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2007), 171. 
9  Taylor, A Secular Age, 172. 
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1.2. Narrative Critique in The City of God

Augustine expanded his use of narrative analysis in volume 1 of The City of God to critique the social 
imaginaries embedded in Roman history and society.10 Augustine engaged the stories, legends, and 
narratives that constituted the Roman identity, demonstrating a deep familiarity with the cultural canon 
of the Roman Empire. He conversed with Sallust, Cicero, Livy, Varro, and Virgil. Virgil was a particularly 
significant interlocutor for Augustine in The City of God, as his Aeneid offered a compact summary of the 
Roman self-understanding—the grand conclusion of a thousand-year story of military victory through 
which peace would flow to the rest of the world.11 As such, Aeneid became a stand-in for the Roman 
social imaginary in Augustine’s critique of Rome’s imperial ambitions and a foil for Augustine’s alternate 
history of human society in volume 2 of The City of God.12 In his famous statement on the nature of 
the two cities, Augustine singled out the eschatological claims of Roman literature, arguing Rome’s 
greatness was ultimately self-serving rather than the climax of history its poets imagined.13 Thus, City of 
God demonstrates Augustine’s dialogue with the canon of classical Roman narratives and his exegesis 
of their embedded social imaginary. Through his examination of the individual and societal fruits born 
from its embrace, Augustine illustrated the inability of the Roman social imaginary to achieve the ends 
it promised.

Yet, Augustine also used narrative to develop an alternate social imaginary. Volume 2 of The City 
of God is a constructive project that expounds the narrative arc of creation and elucidates a different, 
thoroughly Christian social imaginary. In this, Augustine used a metaphor of two cities, one earthly 
and one heavenly, each with a different eschatological claim—as contra the city of God, the earthly city 
claims ultimate good can be realized in this life via human efforts.14

In Confessions and The City of God, Augustine offers an apologetic model for the examination 
and critique of contemporary social imaginaries and the construction of alternative Christian 
understandings. By examining narratives that contain social imaginaries with embedded eschatological 
claims, Christians can illustrate the gap between those claims and their realized achievements. Once 
this insufficiency is revealed, the biblical metanarrative is used to construct an alternate social imaginary 
that achieves the promised eschatological ends. Thus, the task at hand is to apply Augustine’s method 
of critique to the social imaginary embedded within the narrative of military service in twenty-first 
century America.

2. The Narrative and Embedded Social Imaginary of the American Military

The first step in applying Augustine’s narrative apologetic to the participation of American 
Christians in the profession of arms is to examine key narratives promulgated by American society (and 
specifically the military) to determine the contours of their embedded social imaginary.

10  Augustine, The City of God, Books 1–10, trans. William Babcock, The Works of Saint Augustine (Hyde Park, 
NY: New City, 2012). 

11  N. T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, Christian Origins and the Question of God (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2013), 1:311.

12  Augustine, City of God 5.11–20.
13  Augustine, City of God 19.28.
14  Augustine, City of God 19.4.
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2.1. The End of History and the Last Man

The story of the United States is a story of political and philosophical liberalism. The Founding 
Fathers drew from the intellectual heritage of the Enlightenment in establishing American society and 
governance and believed the United States was a unique recipient of divine favor due to its liberal 
underpinnings. However, they did not limit their ideals to the United States but claimed the universal 
principles appealed to in America’s founding documents undergirded the structure of all human 
governments.15 Thus, the United States had a duty to champion democratic liberalism as the ideal 
system of government and world order.16 Yet initially, American foreign policy focused on maintaining 
strength to safeguard domestic liberalism from encroachment by illiberal European powers rather than 
exporting liberalism abroad.17

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, US foreign policy shifted from ensuring the 
security of liberal democracy domestically to establishing it internationally in order to expand American 
power and influence.18 The genesis of this shift was the presidency of Woodrow Wilson, who justified 
American entrance into WWI by adding a moral component to the defense and expansion of liberalism, 
famously claiming “the world must be made safe for democracy.”19 Wilsonian idealism insisted American 
values—i.e., liberalism—were the only moral foundation for world order.20 While Wilsonianism was a 
historical failure, the specter of Wilson’s idealism and his neo-liberal fusion of American exceptionalism 
with international affairs had an enduring impact on US foreign policy and, through its articulation and 
implementation, the American social imaginary.21  

While Wilson’s intervention in WWI was the first significant instance in the history of American 
foreign policy of ideological rhetoric used to justify the advance of neo-liberalism via military intervention 
abroad, WWII crystallized it in the American social imaginary.22 Franklin Roosevelt articulated the 
defense and expansion of democracy as one of the United States’ strategic aims, and in the aftermath 
of the defeat of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan (with Europe and the Soviet Union ravaged by war), 

15  Paul D. Miller, American Power and Liberal Order: A Conservative Internationalist Grand Strategy (Wash-
ington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2016), 33.

16  Miller, American Power, 33.
17  Miller, American Power, 33.
18  Michael Hunt, Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 41.
19  Woodrow Wilson, “Joint Address to Congress Leading to a Declaration of War Against Germany” (Speech, 

2 April 1917), National Archives. Prior to Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt opened the door to a more ideologically 
driven American foreign policy, yet Roosevelt’s foreign policy was still tempered with an imperial realism Wilson 
rejected.

20  Henry Kissinger, World Order (New York: Penguin, 2014), 256.
21  Kissinger, World Order, 264. “Neo-liberalism” is used primarily in its political and ideological sense of see-

ing individual freedom as the highest political good, rather than the economic sense of deregulation, free trade, 
and globalism, although both are related in execution.

22  While Theodore Roosevelt was the first president to seriously use American military power to confront 
foreign expansion outside the bounds of US territory (both in the Caribbean and Central America and the Pacific 
with the Great White Fleet), this was grounded in defense of the Monroe Doctrine to maintain a favorable bal-
ance of power, rather than an ideological attempt to advance liberalism. Indeed, Roosevelt’s famous foreign policy 
maxim “speak softly and carry a big stick” reflected a restrained realism antithetical to Wilson’s idealism.
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the United States was able to unilaterally define the post-WWII international order as a liberal order. 23 
Thus, neo-liberalism became the foundation of the post-war peace and American identity.24

The USSR challenged this post-war expansion of neo-liberalism, and the Cold War was understood 
as an ideological contest between two mutually opposed systems of government.25 The Truman Doctrine 
announced the United States’ intent to support and expand neo-liberalism worldwide, setting the course 
for American foreign policy for the rest of the Cold War.26 Paul Miller describes the significance of the 
Truman Doctrine for US foreign policy (and thus the American social imaginary) thus:

Truman’s declaration amounted to a global security guarantee granted to every 
democratic state in the world—perhaps the most ambitious foreign policy doctrine 
outlined by a US president in history, yet also one that, by its strategic deployment 
of liberal ideology, was a plausible extension of 150 years of American foreign policy 
tradition, an effective tool of US Cold War strategy, and a precedent future policymakers 
should not ignore.27

Throughout the Cold War, the United States used military means to defend neo-liberalism 
worldwide. While the conflicts in Korea and Vietnam are the most famous examples, the creation of 
NATO used military power to provide collective security to neo-liberal Western Europe and deter Soviet 
aggression. Ronald Reagan’s unabashed use of military power (through his build-up, interventions in 
Libya, and invasion of Grenada) to confront the USSR ultimately led to the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, the expansion of neo-liberal democracy to Eastern Europe, and the creation of a unipolar world 
with the United States as the sole superpower.28

The dissolution of the USSR and collapse of Marxist-Leninism as a viable system of government 
transformed the American social imaginary. The “evil empire” of the Soviet Union was condemned to 
“the ash heap of history,” and the righteousness of American neo-liberalism had triumphed.29 Francis 
Fukuyama’s thesis in his 1992 work, The End of History and the Last Man, captured the messianic 
zeitgeist of the post-Cold War American social imaginary, where he argued modern liberal democracy 
was utterly satisfying to man.30 Thus, there are no “serious ideological competitors left to liberal 

23  Miller, American Power, 42.
24  The US insisted on democratizing both Germany and Japan, as well as all liberated territory. Furthermore, 

the European Recovery Program (better known as the Marshall Plan) provided economic and technical assistance 
to buttress Western Europe against Soviet influence and was used to encourage the expansion of liberal democra-
cy (Francoist Spain was initially excluded, and the US State Department threatened to end aid to the Netherlands 
in response to Dutch opposition to Indonesian independence).

25  Miller, American Power, 43.
26  Harry Truman, “Message to Congress” (Speech, 12 March, 1947), National Archives.
27  Miller, American Power, 44.
28  This is a massive oversimplification of the contributing factors leading to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the 

dissolution of the USSR. However, a nuanced discussion of the causes of the end of the Cold War is beyond the 
scope of this article, and the oversimplified explanation above is the narrative that has become embedded within 
the American social imaginary. 

29  Ronald Reagan, “Evil Empire Speech” (Speech, 8 March 1983), Reagan Presidential Library.
30  Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free, 1992), 206.
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democracy,” and given sufficient economic and cultural investment, the telos of every nation-state is a 
form of democratic neo-liberal internationalism.31

As such, the narrative of American society can be summed up by Ronald Reagan’s phrase from his 
farewell address: “a shining city on a hill,” a utopian beacon of liberalism worldwide.32 Embedded within 
that narrative is a social imaginary where American neo-liberalism—democratic self-government, 
individual freedom, and free market capitalism—is the means to global prosperity on a previously 
unimaginable scale. Vital to securing and ensuring said prosperity is the United States military, with its 
own unique narrative and social imaginary, to which we now turn.

2.2. A Global Force for Good

Just as WWII defined the American societal social imaginary, it also provided the foundation for the 
social imaginary of the United States military. WWII marked a shift from an underfunded, skeletonized, 
peacetime military only capable of engaging in limited operations to a robust, global, expeditionary 
force.33 In a “great crusade,” the “free men of the world” had “marched towards victory,” liberated 
Europe and Asia, and established a new liberal global order.34 With over sixteen million Americans in 
the military from 1939 to 1945, this narrative became deeply embedded in the cultural consciousness, 
indelibly shaping the military’s social imaginary.35 While the failures of Vietnam and the “hollow force” 
of the Carter administration threatened to disrupt this identity, the Reagan era defense buildup, the 
subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union, and the overwhelming tactical victories achieved in Operation 
Desert Storm, Enduring Freedom, and Iraqi Freedom codified within the American social imaginary 
the narrative that the United States military is unmatched in lethality, global reach, and professionalism. 

The purpose of the American military’s battlefield dominance is the defense and expansion of neo-
liberalism. The 2017 National Security Strategy states: 

The United States will seek areas of cooperation with competitors from a position of 
strength, foremost by ensuring our military power is second to none and fully integrated 
with our allies and all of our instruments of power. A strong military ensures that our 
diplomats are able to operate from a position of strength.36

31  Fukuyama, The End of History, 222.
32  Ronald Reagan, “Farewell Address to the Nation” (Speech, 11 January 1989), Reagan Presidential Library. 

While an argument can be made that contemporary (2016 onward) unrest and cultural dissension invalidates this 
imagery, present discord centers around how the United States has failed to live up to the vocation described in 
Reagan’s speech, rather than a wholesale repudiation of American exceptionalism. 

33  Conn Stetson, “Between World Wars,” in American Military History, Volume 2, ed. Richard W. Stewart 
(Washington, DC: Center of Military History, United States Army, 2010), 59. 

34  Dwight D. Eisenhower, “D-Day Statement to Soldiers, Sailors, and Airmen of the Allied Expeditionary 
Force” (Statement, 6 June 1944), National Archives. 

35  “Research Starters: US Military by the Numbers,” The National WWII Museum, https://tinyurl.com/bdd5jt-
bs. Even today, the triumph of WWII is central to the social imaginary of the American military. Distinguished 
units from WWII are maintained (82nd Airborne, 101st Airborne, 8th Air Force, etc.), current uniforms such as 
the Army Green Service Uniform (AGSU) recall the WWII era “pinks and greens,” and current weapons systems 
are named in reference to WWII era equipment and events (for example the F35 Lightning II and the B21 Raider).

36  Donald J. Trump, National Security Strategy of the United States of America (Washington, DC: Office of 
the Secretary of Defense, 2017), 26.

https://tinyurl.com/bdd5jtbs
https://tinyurl.com/bdd5jtbs
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The unclassified summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy (NDS) notes, “We are facing 
increased global disorder, characterized by decline in the long long-standing rules-based international 
order—creating a security environment more complex and volatile than any we have experienced in recent 
memory.”37 The NDS goes on to state that the post-WWII international order has been undermined by 
illiberal revisionist powers and rogue regimes like China, Russia, North Korea, and Iran.38 Thus, the need 
for “a more lethal, resilient, and rapidly innovating Joint Force, combined with a robust constellation 
of allies and partners, will sustain American influence and ensure a favorable balance of power that 
safeguards the free and open international order.”39 The top-level strategic guidance of the Department 
of Defense recognizes the intertwined nature of American influence and the liberal world order, and the 
necessity of its military defense.

This narrative and social imaginary is reinforced at the tactical and individual level of each of the 
military services. The Soldier’s Creed reminds each member of the Army, “I am an expert and I am a 
professional. I stand ready to deploy, engage, and destroy the enemies of the United States of America in 
close combat. I am a guardian of freedom and the American way of life.”40 Similarly, the Airman’s Creed 
states members of the US Air Force are “Guardian[s] of freedom and justice, My nation’s sword and 
shield, Its sentry and avenger.”41 Learned in basic training, prominently displayed in military facilities, and 
recited at military ceremonies, these and other creeds, stories, and images provide liturgical formation 
that inculcates the social imaginary of the US military within each member.

Thus, the narrative of the United States military is one of ensuring American power, influence, and 
prosperity (and consequently guaranteeing the security of all liberal democracies) through defense of 
the neo-liberal, post-WWII international order. Embedded within the narrative is a social imaginary of 
unparalleled professionalism and discipline, technological dominance, global reach, and lethality.42 Yet, 
the Augustinian question remains—is this story true, and what fruit has this social imaginary borne?

3. An Augustinian Critique of the Social Imaginary of the American Military

The next step in Augustine’s model of narrative critique is to illustrate the gaps between a social 
imaginary’s claims and reality. Two primary critiques emerge from the narrative of America and its 
armed forces: the unfounded teleological and eschatological claims of neo-liberalism and the results of 
the United States’ attempts to establish neo-liberalism abroad via military intervention.

37  James Mattis, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America: Sharpening 
the American Military’s Competitive Edge (Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2018), 1.

38  Mattis, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy, 2. 
39  Mattis, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy, 1.
40  “The Soldier’s Creed,” United States Army. 
41  “The Airman’s Creed,” United States Air Force. 
42  To see this social imaginary fully on display, one only needs to read commentaries on social media by 

American servicemembers on the multiple failures of the Russian Armed Forces during the 2022 invasion of 
Ukraine. The expressions of incredulity at the Russian’s blatant incompetence in multiple domains and operational 
categories, mockery (for example, referring to the failed assault on Kyiv as a “ruble store Thunder Run”) and ex-
planations of how such failures would be (in theory) unseen in the US military provides a compact expression of 
the above social imaginary. 
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3.1. The End of History? 

The contemporary theological mood is inimical to liberalism, and disillusionment with neo-
liberalism energizes much of modern public theology. For while neo-liberalism claims to be theologically 
neutral, it is governed by religious presuppositions and makes teleological and eschatological claims 
incongruent with Scripture.43 Thus, American claims about the nature of neo-liberalism are ripe for 
theological critique.

3.1.1. Teleological Failures of Neo-Liberalism

Neo-liberalism claims the telos of society is to ensure justice by maximizing individual freedom.44 
This is the vision of liberalism articulated by Reinhold Niebuhr in The Nature and Destiny of Man, 
where (due to the limits of sanctification he described in Moral Man and Immoral Society) the kingdom 
of God manifests in societal arrangements that imperfectly ensure justice and community and thus 
fulfills the law of love.45 For Niebuhr, the task of the church is to contribute to the neo-liberal project 
through its social ethic.46

Yet, as Stanley Hauerwas is so fond of noting, “the church does not have a social ethic; the church 
is a social ethic.”47 Liberalism’s teleological claims subordinate the Christian affirmation that humans 
are called to “love YHWH with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength, and love their neighbor as 
themselves” within the neo-liberal project of securing personal freedom to increase individual and 
societal economic prosperity.48 In this, neo-liberalism attempts to subsume the redemptive Christian 
social imaginary within its own narrative. In the neo-liberal social imaginary, Christianity becomes 
merely another means of ensuring personal and economic freedom within society, rather than the 
visible manifestation of YHWH’s kingdom on Earth.

Neo-liberalism’s teleological reductionism results in a social imaginary that is “thinned”—unable to 
support the institutions it undergirds. This thinned social imaginary atomizes society, reducing it from 
an interdependent community of institutions bound by a shared narrative and centered around what 
Augustine termed “common objects of love” to a collection of mistrusting individuals connected by 
economic advantage.49 As such, while the social imaginary of modern liberalism purports to maximize 
personal liberty and equality, in practice, it pushes its adherents into adopting a Rawlsian understanding 
of justice that merely licenses the pursuit of individual desire.50

43  John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1990), 2.
44  Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Character (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 73. 
45  Reinhold Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 2:276. 
46  Stanley Hauerwas, With the Grain of the Universe: The Church’s Witness and Natural Theology (Grand 

Rapids: Brazos, 2001), 137. 
47  Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics (Notre Dame: University of Notre 

Dame Press, 1991), 99, emphasis added.
48  As such, neo-liberalism argues the chief end of man is not “to glorify God and enjoy Him forever” but in-

stead to work and consume to maintain societal economic prosperity.
49  Augustine, City of God 19.24. See also Hauerwas’s famous aphorism that “liberalism attempts to create a 

people whose story is that they have no story” (Hauerwas, A Community of Character, 12.).
50  Hauerwas, A Community of Character, 83. 
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Therefore, while wrapped in high-minded idealism, American attempts to export and expand neo-
liberalism are often undergirded by self-interest—liberalism offers increased economic opportunity 
(especially for the United States, which sits at the apex of the neo-liberal world order), which creates 
additional modes of satiating desire. This also explains the United States’ enduring failure to create 
strong international institutions, for neo-liberalism, in its attempt to create a people without a collective 
narrative, is unable to forge the communal bonds necessary to sustain a thick social imaginary that can 
uphold robust non-economic partnerships and institutions.

3.1.2. Eschatological Failures of Neo-Liberalism

Yet, neo-liberalism’s teleological failures are trivial compared to its eschatological failures. 
Fukuyama’s thesis that, given sufficient economic and cultural investment, the natural end of any nation-
state is a form of liberal democracy has been decisively disproven.51 American attempts in Vietnam, 
Iraq, and Afghanistan to create functioning liberal democracies ex nihilo were manifest failures. The 
early twenty-first century rise of revanchist authoritarian regimes and renewal of great power conflict 
repudiates neo-liberalism’s triumphalist rhetoric. Liberalism is not a natural evolution of polities, nor is 
it capable of satisfying humanity’s deepest desires. While neo-liberalism claims the human heart longs 
for freedom, Augustine’s opening prayer in Confessions accurately recognized that true rest, peace, and 
satisfaction are only found in God.52

Furthermore, Fukuyama’s claim that the culmination of human history is the advent and triumph 
of liberal democracy is incompatible with the biblical metanarrative.53 In its eschatological outlook, neo-
liberalism lives up to John Milbank’s provocative accusation of Christian heresy, for it co-opts the biblical 
story of redemptive self-sacrifice to make eschatological promises of shalom through the establishment 
of a temporal kingdom, often through military means.54

3.2.  Martyrdom and Instability

The social imaginary of the United States military also cracks under Augustinian analysis. While 
the American military catechizes its members to see conflicts they participate in as existential defenses 
of the ideals of American society, Clausewitz’s maxim, “war is politics by other means,” remains true.55 
Thus, while Wilsonian idealism may be used to justify military intervention via moral rhetoric, said 
intervention is often motivated by a realpolitik that uses war to advance, secure, or defend American 
economic interests.

Furthermore, in its narrative as “guardians of freedom and democracy,” the military forms 
members to defend ideologies with violence and, if necessary, sacrifice their lives in their defense.56 

51  Fukuyama, The End of History, 206. 
52  Augustine, Confessions 1.1.1.
53  Fukuyama, The End of History, 126. Fukuyama notes earlier (p. 56) that the first attempts at “universal his-

tory” were Christian (specifically referencing Augustine’s work in City of God) but later regards Christianity as 
incapable of satisfying the human desire for temporal freedom and recognition offered by liberal democracy (p. 
197). 

54  John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 3. 
55  Carl Von Clausewitz, On War, ed. Anatol Rapoport (Baltimore: Penguin, 1968), 119. 
56  Stanley Hauerwas, War and the American Difference: Theological Reflections on Violence and National 

Identity (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 25.
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By using moral language of confrontation between good and evil to justify military intervention, the 
civil/military establishment births a social imaginary where violence is the first tool used to resolve 
ideological differences, and self-sacrifice is infused with eschatological significance.57 The language 
of martyrdom and redemptive violence is co-opted to sustain the expansion and continuation of the 
American experiment and liberalism as a whole.58 In addition, the moral language used often draws 
from the United States’ common Judeo-Christian vocabulary, equating the triumph of the United States 
and the post-WWII liberal international order made in its image with the coming of the kingdom of 
God.

Finally, while the narrative of the United States armed forces speaks to successfully securing and 
expanding democracy worldwide, the abject failures of nation-building in Iraq and Afghanistan reflect 
a level of strategic and ethical atrophy within the American military. A preference for kinetic operations 
combined with a neglect of peacebuilding and peace-sustaining capabilities demonstrates “strategic and 
moral myopia.”59 Within the US military, the narrative of lethality, victory, and “warfighting” has eclipsed 
the strategic end of achieving peace. By failing to engage in robust pre-conflict diplomacy and proper 
post-war reconstruction, American military action contributes to further global instability, negating 
the justice of the original intervention.60 Neo-liberalism’s attempt to co-opt redemptive violence from 
the biblical story of forgiveness and restoration results in perpetual cycles of “judgment” (i.e., kinetic 
operations) without any hope of reconstruction or renewal.61

4. A Better Story: Augustine’s Alternate Apologetic for Military Service

Thus, while the social imaginary of the United States military proclaims it to be an instrument of 
peace that secures freedom through the defense of neo-liberalism, critical reflection demonstrates the 
paucity of this narrative. In response, some Christians view participation in the protection or expansion 
of the liberal world order as indefensible, idolatrous, or otherwise incompatible with fidelity to the ethic 
of Christianity. Yet, Augustine’s thought offers an alternate apologetic to justify Christian participation 
in military service rooted in the biblical metanarrative and individual virtue.

4.1. Pilgrims Who Make Use of the Earthly City

Augustine recognized the insufficiency of all temporal social imaginaries to achieve eternal life 
and produce lasting earthly good.62 Despite this, he considered the temporal peace produced by pagan 

57  This can be observed in the increasing polarization of American society in the aftermath of the Cold War 
and Global War on Terror. After spending 1950–2021 proclaiming the necessity of using force to advance and 
protect American ideals abroad, it only follows that a generation of Americans have been catechized to apply the 
same rhetoric to domestic ideological opponents. 

58  Hauerwas, War and the American Difference, 49. One must only peruse Memorial Day remarks by Ameri-
can leaders to see the veneration of servicemembers as martyrs or martyrs in potentia. 

59  Miller, American Power, 56. 
60  Miller, American Power, 56. 
61  Or, to put it crassly, it is impossible to drone strike a failed state into a functioning democracy, despite the 

aspirations and rhetoric of both civilian and military leaders.
62  Augustine, City of God 19.11. This renders the Constantinian approach to Christian participation in mili-

tary service untenable. Yet, the pacifist position is also repudiated, for while Hauerwas’s criticisms of liberalism 
are accurate, the pacifist/separatist impetus of his theology that declares participation in military violence morally 
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society laudatory, for it benefits the kingdom of God by providing stability in which the church can 
work unmolested.63 Thus, Augustine did not abandon or reject the earthly city, instead, he affirmed it as 
common grace. However, as Eric Gregory notes, 

This affirmation, following Augustine’s overcoming an initial attraction to imperial 
theology of the Constantinian establishment, rejects the sacralization of earthly 
political communities as vehicles of salvation. This move serves as the crucial element 
that opens the door for a separation of the political and the ecclesial without separating 
morality from politics or condemning the religious to private subjectivity.64

As such, while Augustine had no concept of neo-liberalism, his bifurcation of the political and 
salvific aspects of human political arrangements provides a framework for its evaluation. The apostle 
Paul reminds readers in Romans 13:1–5 that violence is a power divinely delegated to the state, yet 
with the advent of the kingdom, the state is demonstrably no longer an authority sui generis but instead 
is subordinate to the risen Jesus and now exercises limited authority that facilitates the mission of 
the church.65 While the state and the church operate in the same sphere, and the state may licitly use 
violence to restrain evil, the state is morally and teleologically subordinate to the church, and only the 
church can realize eschatological claims.66

While neo-liberalism attempts to subsume the church into its social imaginary, an accurate 
understanding of the biblical story sees classic liberalism as the political outworking of the mission of 
the church—through its witness, the church has shifted the secular social imaginary.67 The hallmarks 
of classic liberalism—freedom, mercy, equality, and openness to speech—are located within and drawn 
from the Christian social imaginary and narrative of salvation history.68 In this, the liberal narrative 
is subordinated to the kingdom, and it becomes a political fruit of the gospel.69 The political freedom 
and equality prized by neo-liberalism are rooted in the spiritual freedom found in the resurrection.70 

illicit for followers of Jesus relies on an over-realized eschatology. Additionally, Milbank’s criticisms of liberalism, 
while distinct from Hauerwas’s pacifist concerns about the use of coercive force in the political arrangements of 
liberalism, also go too far in both an over-realized eschatology and an over-realized ecclesiology that collapses the 
state into the church.

63  Augustine, City of God 19.17.
64  Eric Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love: An Augustinian Ethic of Democratic Citizenship (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2008), 78.
65  Oliver O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations: Rediscovering the Roots of Political Theology (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996), 217. While YHWH was sovereign over the nations in the Old Testament nar-
rative, the resurrection and ascension of Jesus opens a decisive new age in human history where the nations have 
been demonstrably humbled under the reign of a new king. While the state still exercises authority in the church 
age (as Romans 13 notes, magistrates are servants of YHWH) it is an authority delegated to it by YHWH, and 
which must be executed in a manner congruent with the kingdom.

66  O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 219.
67  O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 229. 
68  O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 229.
69  This is not to claim that liberalism is the political fruit of the gospel, but that liberalism is merely another 

good faith (albeit imperfect) human attempt to arrange society in conformity with the contours of the kingdom.
70  O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 256. 
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Scripture recenters the locus of history to the resurrection of Jesus, negating the eschatological claims 
of neo-liberalism.71

Therefore, the biblical narrative undercuts the idolatrous claims of neo-liberalism but redeems 
features congruent with the kingdom. Thus, mature and well-formed Christians can recognize the 
insufficiencies and failures of neo-liberalism while also receiving its benefits as common grace.72 Much 
like the Pax Romana, the post-WWII liberal international order—while imperfect—provides a measure 
of stability in which the church can build the kingdom while also providing fertile ground for cultural 
criticism that leads to evangelism.

4.2. “Even in Waging War, Cherish the Spirit of a Peacemaker”

As such, Augustine would regard it as entirely appropriate for Christians to engage in state-
sponsored violence to defend this vision of modern liberalism, for “even the heavenly city makes use of 
earthly peace during its pilgrimage, and, so far as sound piety and religion allow, it defends and seeks an 
accommodation among human wills with regard to the things that pertain to humanity’s mortal nature.”73 
Yet, Augustine’s concern was not the sanctity of the social imaginary of secular society—for it will always 
be insufficient and idolatrous—but rather the motivations and desires of those who participate in it. In 
book 5 of The City of God, Augustine examined the virtues that animated Rome’s imperial ambitions, 
concluding “these then are the two things which spurred the Romans to their extraordinary feats: liberty 
and lust for human praise.”74 The Roman motivation for their martial endeavors was ultimately self-
serving and incapable of producing lasting peace due to its roots in human pride.75 While the temporal 
peace Rome secured was laudatory, Rome itself was yet another idolatrous empire.

Thus, Christians who are members of the profession of arms must embrace an alternate social 
imaginary in their motive for military service. In Augustine’s mind, Christians who participate in 
military service do so not for the glory and expansion of the state but to preserve peace, restrain evil, 
and through their service, facilitate the work of the church. As such, the church must actively participate 
in the spiritual and liturgical formation of potential combatants, for to delegate such formation to the 
profession of arms ensures that the primary loyalty of individuals will be to the state, and not to the 
church. Thus, Christians who join the profession of arms must evaluate their motives—do they desire 
human glory and temporal power or to contribute to earthly peace that enables the expansion of the 
kingdom?76

71  O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 153.
72  This of course requires a church capable of forming Christians who are able to critically embrace key as-

pects of liberalism without falling prey to idolatry. The work of James K. A. Smith in his Cultural Liturgies project 
(particularly volume 3, Awaiting the King: Reforming Public Theology [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017]) of-
fers a useful corrective to Hauerwas’s separatist impulses while still acknowledging the allure of the liberal social 
imaginary. 

73  Augustine, City of God 19.17.
74  Augustine, City of God 5.18.
75  Augustine, City of God 19.12
76  According to Clausewitz, war is “an act of violence intended to compel our opponent to fulfill our will” 

(On War, 101). Thus, the question for assessing the righteousness of military intervention becomes discerning the 
precise nature of what will is being imposed on the enemy.
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Augustine practically expressed this understanding of Christian membership in the profession 
of arms in two of his letters to Bonifatius, a Roman tribune assigned to patrol northern Africa and 
secure Rome’s borders against barbarian incursions.77 In his correspondence with Bonifatius, Augustine 
recognized the legitimacy of members of the people of God participating in the profession of arms—
David, the centurion in Matthew 8, and Cornelius all engaged in military violence.78 The issue for 
citizens of the heavenly city is not their status as combatants but the virtues and desires that motivate 
their participation in military violence.

Thus, Bonifatius’s ultimate loyalty could not be to the Senatus Populusque Romanus, but instead 
must be to the church, for the aim of his military service was not to secure Roman prestige and 
expansion but rather to ensure peace for other believers who “in praying for you, fight against your 
invisible enemies; you in fighting for them, contend against the barbarians, their visible enemies.”79 The 
Christian social imaginary embedded in the statement, “Blessed are the peacemakers,” invalidated the 
eschatological claims of the Pax Romana and transformed Bonfatius’s objectives from conquest to the 
maintenance of temporal peace by using military force to restrain evil.80 In a second letter, Augustine was 
even more explicit; in response to Bonifatius’s desire to withdraw from military service into monastic 
life, Augustine reminded him “how much service the work which then occupied you might render to 
the churches of Christ if you pursued it with this single aim, that they, protected from all disturbance by 
barbarian hordes, might live ‘a quiet and peaceable life.’”81 So long as Bonifatius’s motivation for military 
service remained to secure temporal peace, his participation in the profession of arms contributed to 
the expansion of YHWH’s kingdom. If Bonifatius maintained clear distinction in his loyalties and saw 
himself as first a citizen of the kingdom and second a soldier of Rome, his military service was not 
inherently immoral.82

Thus, Augustine’s framework of narrative analysis provides an apologetic for American Christians 
who are members of the profession of arms. To rightly and wisely participate in the American military, 
Christians must first understand and embrace the narrative of Scripture and the social imaginary of 
peace embedded within it.83 Habitually formed by this narrative, Christians recognize and reject the 
idolatrous teleological and eschatological claims embedded within the social imaginary of American 
neo-liberalism.84 Yet, the Christian narrative also equips believers to parse that social imaginary and 

77  Jeroen W. P. Wijnendaele, The Last of the Romans: Bonifatius—Warlord and ‘Comes Africae’ (New York: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2015), 36.

78  Augustine, Letters of St. Augustine 189 (NPNF1 1: 552–54). 
79  Augustine, Letter 189.5.
80  Augustine, Letter 189.6.
81  Augustine, Letter 220 (NPNF1 1:573–76, emphasis original).
82  This is not to argue the morality of military service is solely determined by the motivation of the individual 

combatant, as an individual who executes heinous policies out of pious motivation is still morally culpable. Yet, 
Augustine’s instructions to Bonifatius argue that so long as the state remains within its God-appointed role and 
bounds (i.e., Rom 13), a Christian prosecuting state violence is not engaged in inherently evil acts. 

83  Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom, 90. This, of course, requires a continual liturgical counter-formation ca-
pable of resisting the catechesis inherent in the process of military induction and membership in the profession of 
arms. Entering military service disconnected from the church virtually guarantees a level of idolatrous syncretism 
and an embrace of violence as an end in and of itself. 

84  Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 209. 
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recognize elements of truth and common grace contained within. Thus, American Christians enter 
military service not to defend neoliberalism’s intrinsic value but to secure the imperfect temporal peace 
provided by the post-World War II liberal international world order which facilitates the mission of the 
church.

5. Conclusion

The question of Christian membership in the profession of arms is multifaceted. Christians must 
wrestle with the New Testament prohibitions of interpersonal violence, the nature of the state they 
inhabit, and the morality of the conflicts they engage in. The social imaginary of American neo-liberalism 
in the early twenty-first century provides ample reasons for contemporary Christians to consider 
military service incompatible with their faith. However, Augustine’s narrative apologetic method used 
in Confessions and The City of God provides an alternate lens for American Christians to understand 
the morality of participation in the profession of arms. Rather than uncritically embracing the narrative 
of American neo-liberalism and submitting to the liturgical formation of the US military, Christians 
can use Augustine’s method to recognize the idolatrous claims within the American narrative. Yet, 
Augustine’s recognition of the benefits and limits of the Pax Romana provides Americans a similar 
means of embracing the positive fruit of the post-WWII liberal international world order. Finally, 
Augustine’s framework allows American Christians to enter the profession of arms to defend American 
neo-liberalism, not to secure American power and influence, but to secure an imperfect temporal peace 
that facilitates the expansion of the kingdom.
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*******

Abstract: Jesus alludes to Ecclesiastes 3 in Matthew 11:16–19. The verbs κόπτω, 
ὀρχέομαι, and κλαίω, in addition to the participles ἐσθίων and πίνων, suggest this 
allusion. Additionally, the themes of wisdom, appropriate human response, and—most 
importantly—joy correspond in both texts to reinforce the allusion. Acknowledging 
how Christ alludes to Ecclesiastes 3 and considering the depths of meaning within the 
Ecclesiastes 3 passage itself illuminates the Matthean text in significant ways: (1) it 
highlights the mystery of God’s works and ways; (2) it demonstrates how John and Jesus 
act with appropriate action according to the timing; (3) it forefronts the superiority of 
Jesus’s ministry compared to the ministry of John the Baptist.

*******

“Yet wisdom is justified by her deeds,” says Jesus in Matthew 11:19. Who is wisdom—or Wisdom? 
And what are her deeds? Does Jesus here self-identify as Lady Wisdom from Proverbs 8? Since Jesus’s 
statement concludes a section that began with “the deeds of Christ” in Matthew 11:2, does Jesus intend 
to communicate that his messianic deeds will verify his identity and purpose? And how does Christ’s 
statement relate to the preceding portions of his teaching? 

These questions illuminate some of the issues with interpreting Matthew 11:16–19: 

But to what shall I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in the marketplaces 
and calling to their playmates, “We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we 
sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.” For John came neither eating nor drinking, and 
they say, ‘He has a demon.’ The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, 
“Look at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” Yet 
wisdom is justified by her deeds. 

Put simply, this article argues that interpreting Matthew 11:16–19 with full meaning and clarity 
depends on accurately understanding Ecclesiastes 3:1–15. The Matthew passage fits within a larger 
narrative block intended to demonstrate the movement from old to new. Within the immediate context, 
Jesus corrects John the Baptist for misunderstanding his identity and mission (11:2–6) but also defends 
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John the Baptist’s honor and ministry (11:7–15). He then confirms the validity of both John’s ministry 
and his own ministry, even with their differing methods (11:16–19). In these four verses, Jesus tells 
a short parable, applies the parable to his contemporary audience, and concludes by enigmatically 
defending the wisdom of his own actions.1 His parable and application allude to Ecclesiastes 3:4 and 
3:12–13.2 Ecclesiastes 3:1–15 is the “wisdom” to which Jesus refers, and thus, interpreters should refer 
to these verses when seeking to understand Jesus’s meaning.3

The lens of Ecclesiastes 3:1–15 draws out several significant insights: (1) the mystery of God’s works 
and ways; (2) a focus on appropriate action according to the timing; (3) and ultimately, the greatness of 
Jesus’s ministry as compared to the ministry of John. On the first point, God has always worked in ways 
beyond human comprehension, and Jesus does the same in his incarnate ministry, baffling this present 
generation. On the second point, Jesus clearly intends to confront his hearers for their failure to react 
appropriately to the needs of their generation. John wants the people to repent; Jesus wants them to 
celebrate. Each ministry wisely addressed the needs of the moment, but the religious leaders (and by 
extension, the people) foolishly rejected both ministries, failing to live wisely according to the needs of 
the moment. On the final point, Jesus comes eating and drinking in line with Qohelet’s wisdom, “there 
is nothing better for people” than “that everyone should eat and drink, and find enjoyment in all his toil, 
for these things are a gift of God” (Eccl 3:12–13). Whereas John prepared the way for someone greater, 
Jesus embodies the great pinnacle of wisdom in Ecclesiastes—namely, joy.

1  Some interpreters might prefer to describe Matthew 11:16–17 as an “illustration.” Blomberg defines a par-
able as “a short, metaphorical narrative” (Craig Blomberg, “Introduction to the Parables,” The Gospel Coalition, 
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/introduction-to-the-parables/). Accordingly, he considers Matthew 
11:16–17 a parable (Craig L. Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables, 2nd ed. [Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 
2012), 262). Keener refers to Jesus’s message as “a sharp parable” and describes how Jesus teaches “by means of 
graphic illustrations” (Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of Matthew: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2009], 340). This paper will refer to Matthew 11:16–17 as a parable for two reasons: (1) the language 
of ὁμοία ἐστίν accompanies many of Jesus’s parables and indicates metaphor; (2) an explanation accompanies the 
short, pithy narrative.

2  Beetham uses four factors to distinguish allusions from quotations and echoes: (1) Intentionality; (2) Single 
Identifiable Source; (3) Sufficient Explicitness; (4) Essential Interpretive Link (Christopher A. Beetham, “Quota-
tion, Allusion, and Echo,” in Dictionary of the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, eds. G. K. Beale, D. A. 
Carson, Benjamin L. Gladd, and Andrew David Naselli [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2023], 688). Thus, this 
paper argues for a stronger connection between Eccl 3:1–15 and Matt 11:16–19 than just an echo. In other words, 
Jesus intended for his parable, and his ultimate conclusions about wisdom, to be read through the lens of Eccl 
3:1–15. Though, as Beetham notes, “depending on the allusion, the reader may still be able to piece together a 
partial understanding of the author’s overall meaning when [failing to grasp the allusion],” a full understanding of 
Matt 11:16–19 requires looking at Eccl 3:1–15 (Beetham, “Quotation, Allusion, and Echo,” 688). 

3  Some interpreters have seen connections to Eccl 3, though they do not make a case for why Jesus might 
be alluding specifically to these texts. For example, Leithart concludes his discussion of Matt 11:16–19 by saying, 
“Wisdom is insight into the time. There is a time to mourn, and a time to dance; there is a time to laugh, and a time 
to weep; there is a time to gather, and a time to scatter; a time to give life and a time to kill. Wisdom is knowing 
what time it is, and this kind of wisdom only comes from the Living Wisdom, the Incarnate Wisdom, who has 
promised to give us the Spirit of wisdom.” (Peter J. Leithart, The Gospel of Matthew Through New Eyes: Jesus as 
Israel, Volume 1 (West Monroe, LA: Athanasius, 2018), 231–32). Craig Bartholomew comments, “In Matt. 11:16–
19 Jesus specifically relates his eating and drinking to wisdom” (Craig G. Bartholomew, Ecclesiastes, BCOTWP 
[Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009], 99). 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/introduction-to-the-parables/
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To prove the allusion and the corresponding conclusions, this paper will consider the macrostructure 
of Matthew, situate Matthew 11:16–19 into the book as a whole, consider the meaning of Jesus’s parable 
in this section, evaluate the source text of Ecclesiastes 3:1–15, and draw conclusions as to why Jesus 
would allude to this text in his teaching.

1. The Macrostructure of Matthew’s Gospel

The Gospel of Matthew as a whole rotates back and forth between blocks of narrative (N) and 
discourse (D). By looking at the repeated refrain Καὶ ἐγένετο ὅτε ἐτέλεσεν ὁ Ἰησοῦς, the discourse features 
stand out from the narrative blocks.4 This repeated refrain marks the ending of discourse blocks at Matt 
7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1. The larger discourse blocks, therefore, appear in the following pattern:5

N D N D N D N D N D N

chs. 1–4 5–7 8–9 10 11–12 13 14–17 18 19–22 23–25 26–28

Matthew 11:16–19 fits into the larger narrative block running from Matthew 11:2–12:45. The 
episodes within the larger narrative section discuss and demonstrate the inauguration of a new era 
with the coming of Christ. Jesus honors John the Baptist and yet closes the door on John’s ministry, 
inaugurating a new era. The era John prepared for has begun (11:2–30). Onlookers need look no further 
than the Sabbath to see how Jesus brings in a new era (12:1–21). Finally, Jesus explains and demonstrates 
the transition between the two eras in the final section of this narrative block (12:22–45).

The immediate section under consideration runs from Matthew 11:2 to 11:30, though the inclusio 
of τῶν ἔργων and τὰ ἔργα in Matthew 11:2 and 11:19 signals a smaller section within the broader one. 
The two δὲ constructions in 11:7 and 11:16, along with thematic and conversation changes, mark off 
the individual sections within the broader whole. In the first of these, Matthew 11:2–6, Jesus engages 
with the hesitations of John the Baptist, encouraging him that, yes, in fact, Jesus is the one they have 
been waiting for—as evidenced by his miraculous, messianic deeds. In the next section, Matthew 
11:7–15, Jesus defends John’s ministry, for though he might have some hesitations in this moment of 
imprisonment, John has performed his role as the one who prepares the way for the Messiah both 
admirably and honorably.

2. Matthew 11:16–19

Moving on from the broader section, the passage in question unfolds simply in three parts: (1) an 
opening parable (11:16–17); (2) Jesus’s contemporary application (11:18–19b); (3) an enigmatic defense 
of his own wisdom (11:19c). 

2.1. Matthew 11:16–17

The progressive δέ signals a new progression in the discourse. Jesus has addressed John’s immediate 
concerns (11:2–6) and defended John’s honor and prophetic influence (11:7–15). Now, Jesus will condemn 
those who reject either the message of John or his own message (11:16–19). Jesus uses the interrogative 

4  David J. Clark and Todd Scacewater, “Matthew,” in Discourse Analysis of the New Testament Writings, ed. 
Todd A. Scacewater (Dallas: Fontes, 2020), 32–33. 

5  Clark and Scacewater, “Matthew,” 33.
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form with emphasis on the ambiguous, cataphoric Τίνι to build suspense as he moves forward in the 
discourse. He builds suspense by introducing elements one at a time: ambiguous comparison (Τίνι δὲ 
ὁμοιώσω)  target for comparison (τὴν γενεὰν ταύτην)  parable in need of interpretation (16b–19b). 
Jesus could have said, “This generation foolishly rejects wisdom.” Instead, he builds the suspense in 
order to draw in, and potentially challenge or condemn, his listeners.

2.1.1. Characters in the Parable

He then introduces the children in his parable, describing them with the participles καθημένοις 
(“sitting”) and προσφωνοῦντα (“calling”). These participles continue to draw out the action in the parable 
very slowly. The children call out in poetic cadence, “We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; 
we wailed, and you did not weep” (11:17). These children are interpreted in two primary ways: (1) the 
children represent this generation, and Jesus and John refuse to play their games; and (2) The children 
represent Jesus and John, and this generation does not respond appropriately to their message.

On the first of these views, commentators view the children in this parable as the modern-day Jews 
in “this generation,” calling out the opposite truths to what Jesus and John present to the people. Keener 
describes the situation, “these spoiled children thus resemble Jesus’ opponents, who are dissatisfied no 
matter what,” most likely because Jesus and John refuse to play the game according to their fancies.6

We should, however, consider the main characters in this parable far more closely. How does 
Matthew portray children in his Gospel?7 Even in the same chapter, Matthew 11, Jesus praises the Father 
for hiding truths from the “wise and intelligent,” instead revealing them “to little children” (11:25). 
Elsewhere, Jesus urges his disciples to “become like little children” (18:3–6) while also inviting the little 
children to come to him (19:13–14). This positivity toward children culminates in the crying out of 
children, saying, “Hosanna to the Son of David,” from which Jesus applies Psalm 8:2, “Out of the mouths 
of children and nursing infants you have prepared praise for yourself” (Matt. 21:9–12, 15–16). Matthew 
takes great pains in his Gospel to show Jesus’s positive reception of children, especially in their (even 
if incidental) proclamations of wise truths—proclamations often implying that the “wise” ones of the 
present age are actually foolish.

With this positivity in mind, we should consider the ambiguity of Jesus’s parable. He uses the third, 
singular ἐστίν to describe the generation, not necessarily the people in the generation. In fact, with 
his more common parables on the kingdom of God, Jesus often uses comparison as an introductory 
formula before introducing characters (“The kingdom of heaven may be compared to…”).8 Therefore, 
we can read this introductory phrase as a stage-setting device before the main characters actually come 
onto the scene. It is not that Jesus will compare this generation to children. Rather, this generation is 
like something. The characters, then, would include παιδίοις (“children”) and τοῖς ἑτέροις (“the others,” 
or “playmates” in the ESV), and interpreters must discern who in the generation identifies with each of 
these characters. The children are in fact Jesus and John, and they cry out (in wisdom, considering the 
normal depiction of children in the Gospel) against some group of others in this generation.9

6  Keener, The Gospel of Matthew, 341. 
7  I owe the following insight on children in Matthew to my friend and former colleague at Training Leaders 

International, Joel Dougherty. 
8  Cf. Matthew 13:24; 18:23; 22:2; 25:1. 
9  Turner sees Jesus describing “this generation” as the others, also children, who are “childish brats who will 

not play either a wedding game or a funeral game” (David L. Turner, Matthew, BECNT [Grand Rapids: Baker 
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2.1.2. Content of the Parable

Thus, we arrive at the content of the parable. The children cry out, most likely in wisdom and 
potentially in condemnation, against others in the generation. In what context does Jesus picture the 
children in this parable? As Nolland records,

Do two groups of children own one line each of the words quoted? ... Does one group of 
children offer unwilling starters two alternatives? ... Have self-appointed leaders of the 
play allocated to themselves the easy roles (so: “sitting”) and are now complaining that 
the other children will not take up the more strenuous play tasks (dancing, vigorous 
displays of mourning)? ... Or is the refrain actually part of a game?10

Many interpreters see the children in Jesus’s parable playing a game of some sorts.11 Whether Jesus 
used these traditional games as the inspiration for his parable or not, Nolland compellingly lays out the 
basic content of what the children say: “It is clear enough that the playing of the flute is an invitation to 
dance, perhaps at a wedding, and the wailing is a dramatic expression of mourning.”12

The children call out to others, inviting them to participate in a certain activity based on the 
situation, and the group of others (potentially children) do not participate. Jesus focuses on timing in 
his parable for the people. And this idea becomes much clearer when compared with the wisdom of 
Ecclesiastes 3:4. In the LXX, Qohelet uses the verbs κόπτω and ὀρχέομαι in Ecclesiastes 3:4, “A time to 
weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn [κόπτω], and a time to dance [ὀρχέομαι].” These two verbs 
collocate only here in the LXX and only in Matthew 11:17 in the NT. To further the allusion, consider 
the parallel passage in Luke 7:32, where Luke records κλαίω with ὀρχέομαι in the mouths of the children 
in Christ’s parable. In Ecclesiastes 3:4, Qohelet proclaims, “A time to weep [κλαίω], and a time to laugh; 
a time to mourn, and a time to dance [ὀρχέομαι].” Again, these two verbs collocate only here in the LXX 
and only in Luke 7 in the New Testament.13 Clearly, the children proclaim the wisdom of Ecclesiastes 3:4, 
a wisdom intended as examples of the broader idea, “For everything there is an appointed time, and an 
appropriate time for every activity on earth” (3:1).

2.2. Matthew 11:18–19b

Using an explanatory γάρ Jesus takes the ambiguous idea of his parable and applies the idea to 
himself and John. Whereas John did not come eating nor drinking (read: κόπτω), Jesus did come eating 
and drinking (read: ὀρχέομαι). In both cases, an ambiguous group of people reject the message. By 
paralleling these actions with the parable itself, Jesus puts himself and John into the shoes of the crying-
out children, and the religious leaders (and by extension, the people) into the shoes of the “others.” 
With differing methods and messages, John and Jesus came to the people. John, whom Jesus described 
in-depth in the preceding episode of this discourse, came as an odd wilderness prophet, proclaiming a 

Academic, 2008], 296).
10  John Nolland, Luke 1–9:20, WBC 35A (Dallas: Word, 1989), 343–44.
11  Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, 2nd ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1972), 160–61. 
12  John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 461–62.
13  As Beetham notes, “In allusion the author attempts to point the reader to one specific predecessor” 

(Beetham, “Quotation, Allusion, and Echo,” 688). These collocations of key words, especially considered across 
both Matthew and Luke, point to Ecclesiastes 3 as the source text.
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baptism of repentance. Jesus, on the other hand, came preaching the good news of the kingdom. The 
“others,” the religious leaders and the people, rejected both of these messages.

Jesus chooses to parallel the ideas of eating (ἐσθίων) and drinking (πίνων) in his presentation of 
each message. John did not eat and drink, whereas Jesus did. Interestingly, these verbs collocate within 
3 words in 66 verses in the LXX, as well as in 26 verses in the NT. While this does cast some ambiguity 
on the specific reference in Christ’s mind when he spoke this way, we should note that five of these 
references appear in the book of Ecclesiastes, For example, Ecclesiastes 3:13, “Everyone should eat and 
drink and take pleasure in all his toil.”14 Additionally, eating and drinking, in connection with joy, is one 
of the key themes in Ecclesiastes as a whole. With the wisdom in the mouths of the children appearing 
to be an allusion to Ecclesiastes 3:4, we can reasonably assume that Jesus has in mind the eating and 
drinking of Ecclesiastes 3:13.

2.3. Matthew 11:19c

Moving into the final section of the discourse, Jesus concludes with a reference to the actions of 
wisdom. He employs καί, which signals to the readers a close constraining of his comments on wisdom 
with the preceding material.15 The context clearly indicates some form of semantic discontinuity as he 
compares the foolish responses of the present generation with the “vindication” of wisdom. Thus, the 
translation “but” (adversative) or “even so” (ascensive) better conveys the meaning of the text. After 
establishing the foolishness of the present generation, Jesus asserts the wisdom of John and himself—a 
wisdom eventually achieving vindication by its actions. Three major exegetical questions need answers 
in this verse: (1) What does Jesus mean by wisdom in this verse? (2) How can wisdom be “justified”? (3) 
What “deeds” does wisdom perform?

Considering the first question, Jesus chooses ἡ σοφία as an active subject in his concluding statement. 
Wisdom performs τῶν ἔργων, and as aforementioned, these deeds form an explicit inclusio with τὰ ἔργα, 
performed by Christ, in 11:2. Thus, could Jesus possibly be referring to himself as “Wisdom” in 11:19? 
Some commentators see Jesus taking upon himself the identity of wisdom personified from Proverbs 8.16 
Davies and Allison go so far as to claim, “It is Jesus who is vindicated by his works.”17 Similarly, Leithart 
explains, “Jesus is the Wisdom of God, and His works speak for themselves and will vindicate Him.”18 
Many others push back on these arguments, especially within biblical studies. For example, Carson 
points to the theme of chapter 11—namely, “the place of John the Baptist in salvation history”—as 

14  The other references appear in Ecclesiastes 2:24–25; 5:17; 8:15. These references do not indisputably prove 
Ecclesiastes 3 is the source text, but they point in such a direction, as well as serving to further the grounds for 
sufficient explicitness.

15  Steven E. Runge, Discourse Grammar of the Greek New Testament: A Practical Introduction for Teaching 
and Exegesis (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2010), 24.

16  M. Jack Suggs, Wisdom, Christology, and Law in Matthew’s Gospel (Boston: Harvard University Press, 
1970), 33–34. See also, F. Burnett, The Testament of Jesus-Sophia: A Redaction-Critical Study of the Eschatological 
Discourse in Matthew (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1981), 88–91. Consider the parallels between 
Sirach 51:23–27 and Matthew 11:28–30.

17  W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison, Matthew 8–18, ICC (New York: T&T Clark, 1991), 264–65. 
18  Leithart, Jesus as Israel, 231.
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evidence that precludes wisdom-Christology in this passage.19 Instead, Jesus’s use of wisdom refers to 
wise behavior and action.20

The Ecclesiastes 3 reference explained above, while underutilized in Matthean commentary 
literature, provides the most compelling evidence for avoiding the wisdom-Christology thesis. The 
“wisdom” Jesus refers to most likely refers back to the most immediate wisdom reference in his discourse. 
If the wise children in his parable allude to Ecclesiastes 3 while calling out against their generation, and 
Jesus alludes to Ecclesiastes 3 in his own comparison of these children to John and himself, then the 
“wisdom” in need of justification finds its locus in Ecclesiastes 3.21 The appropriate acts of John and 
Jesus, according with the wisdom of Ecclesiastes 3, will find vindication over time, even if the spirit of 
this generation rejects those acts and instead chooses the opposite ones.

So, while 11:2 and 11:19 do indeed form an inclusio, and 11:2–6 certainly record the miraculous 
deeds of Jesus, the preceding verses more immediately discuss the specific deeds in need of vindication. 
In particular, in accordance with the wisdom of Ecclesiastes 3, John came acting a certain way, and this 
generation rejected him; Jesus came acting in a contrary way, and yet he still faced rejection. Therefore, 
in spite of rejection from the world, the deeds of Ecclesiastes 3 will “be justified” insofar as time will 
eventually show the validity of how John and Jesus behaved. If the above points stand true, then the 
“deeds” of wisdom include the eating and drinking, or lack thereof, of Jesus and John, respectively. These 
deeds were done according to the right time for each action—namely, how John calls for repentance and 
Jesus brings good news of celebration.22

3. Ecclesiastes 3:1–15 as the Essential Interpretive Link

Jesus’s intentional allusion to the wisdom of Ecclesiastes 3 merits further engagement. How might a 
deeper understanding of Ecclesiastes 3 help interpreters to approach this text in Matthew? In Ecclesiastes 
3, Qohelet wrestles with the sovereignty of God in human activity. He concludes, in sum, that God’s 
ways are not our ways. In light of this reality, though humanity desires more knowledge of how God 
works all things together, we cannot know all that God intends for us. Yet, humans should not despair 
in view of these things. Instead, humanity should enjoy life in right relationship with God. Ecclesiastes 
3 illuminates the meaning of Christ’s message in Matthew 11:16–19—namely, fools reject the timing 
of God, whereas the wise will embrace God’s timing with appropriate actions. Jesus embodies such 

19  D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” in Matthew–Mark, ed. Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland, revised ed., 
EBC 9 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 625. See also, R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 435, “In the present contest, where John’s actions are as much in focus as those of Jesus, 
a Christological identification of Jesus as Wisdom is perhaps too extravagant a conclusion to draw from a term 
which in the OT Wisdom tradition refers primarily to practical guidance for living rather than to a metaphysical 
personification of a divine attribute.”

20  Cf. Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, NAC 22 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1992), 189. 
21  The verb collocations, along with the reference to “wisdom” and the thematic mirroring, point to the “in-

tentional, conscious activity” of Jesus to activate elements of the Ecclesiastes text for the purposes of solidifying 
intertextual patterns (Beetham, “Quotation, Allusion, and Echo,” 688).  

22  Blomberg concludes similarly, “The parable thus yields the following lessons: (1) The joyful message of for-
giveness should be freely celebrated and not dampened by legalistic restrictions (Mt 11:17a, 19a). (2) The solemn 
message of repentance should not be ignored but taken with full seriousness (Mt 11:17b, 18). (3) The truth of both 
of these principles will be demonstrated by those who implement them (Mt 11:19b). For more, see Craig L. Blom-
berg, Interpreting the Parables, 266.
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wisdom, and in so doing, he inaugurates a new (and better) era in salvation history, an era of joy and 
celebration. 

In Ecclesiastes 3:1, Qohelet articulates the thesis of his poem,23 “For everything there is a season, 
and a time for every matter under heaven.” Next, using a set of fourteen merisms to encapsulate the 
totality of life,24 Qohelet poetically introduces his subject, showing that all things occur according to an 
appointed time (3:2–8). Some of these opposites seem to fit a clean good/bad dichotomy (e.g., a time 
for killing and a time for healing), whereas others do not come across in such a straightforward manner 
(e.g., a time to be silent and a time to speak). As Gibson notes, “life is complex, full of good times, hard 
times, in-between times, and a whole manner of lifestyle choices and decisions that often require a 
wisdom that seems to escape us.”25

Who orchestrates these events? Up to this point, Qohelet has made no mention of God. However, 
as he moves from a generic opening poem (Eccl 3:2–8) to his own reflections on time (Eccl 3:9–15), 
he pulls back the curtain to reveal God running the show. He begins his reflections with a question 
repeated throughout the book: “What gain has the worker from his toil?” (3:9; cf. 1:3; 2:22; 5:16). The 
rationale for his question in this section comes in 3:10–11.

3.1. Fact: God Makes All Things Beautiful in His Timing

Qohelet asserts a simple fact, “[God] has made everything beautiful in its time” (3:11a). Specifically, 
he connects the “everything” back to the times and seasons of the opening poem by referring to “its 
time.” The word יָָפֶֶה most often refers to beautiful women (Song 1:8, 15; 2:10), but Qohelet employs 
this term twice in his book not in reference to women. Ecclesiastes 5:17 renders the word “fitting” in 
the ESV, and the NET Bible takes it as “appropriate.” Similarly, the idea in Ecclesiastes 3:11 is that just 
as beauty befits a lover, so God works all things together in a fitting way according to his will.26As Jesus 
attempts to justify his own timing in regards to eating and drinking, Ecclesiastes 3:1–11 serves as the 
perfect allusion. 

         23  I refer to Ecclesiastes 3:1–8 as a poem not only because of the repetitive parallelism with עֵֵת, but also 
due to the lack of prose particles when compared with Ecclesiastes 3:9–15. For example, the definite direct object 
marker (0x in 3:1–8; 5x in 3:9–15), the definite article (1x in 3:1–8; 12x in 3:9–15), and the relative pronoun אֲֲשֶֶׁר  
(0x in 3:1–8; 6x in 3:9–15). These differences solidify the first section as a poem and the latter portion as a nar-
ratival monologue reflecting on the poem.

24  Provan writes, “It is important to remember that it is not the individual elements of themselves that 
are important, but the elements taken together as an overall description of life.... Human beings in general spend 
their days in the ways described and in the activities that lie between the poles of activity represented by the op-
posites.” (Iain Provan, Ecclesiastes/Song of Songs, NIVAC [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001], 89).

25  David Gibson, Living Life Backward: How Ecclesiastes Teaches Us to Live in Light of the End (Whea-
ton, IL: Crossway, 2017), 54.

26  Edwards draws out the significant connection between God’s wisdom and his will: “‘Tis the glory and 
greatness of the divine sovereignty, that God’s will is determined by his own infinite all-sufficient wisdom in 
everything; and in nothing at all is either directed by any inferior wisdom, or by no wisdom; whereby it would 
become senseless arbitrariness, determining and acting without reason, design or end. If God’s will is steadily 
and surely determined in everything by supreme wisdom, then it is in everything necessarily determined to that 
which is most wise” (Jonathan Edwards, Freedom of the Will, ed. Paul Ramsey, WJE 1 [New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1957], 380).



318

Themelios

3.2. Mystery: Finite Man Cannot Comprehend God’s Timing

Qohelet next observes how God has related humanity to his perfect timing, “Also, he has put 
eternity into man’s heart” (3:11b). The word עוֹלָָם here, translated “eternity,” has been the subject of 
much debate.27 What exactly did God place into man’s heart? In context, it seems as though God has 
placed the desire to understand how he makes all things beautiful in his timing. As we see in the latter 
half of verse 11, God has made man to yearn for understanding of the past, present, and future—God’s 
work from beginning to end—and how all of these times and seasons work together.28

The next piece of Ecclesiastes 3:11, however, sobers the listener. God has given man a desire to 
comprehend how he works all things together, “yet so that [man] cannot find out what God has done 
from the beginning to the end.” Following the logic here, we see God designing times and seasons 
together in a wise, fitting manner. He has given humanity a desire to understand this work. However, 
though he has placed this innate desire within mankind, humans cannot fathom God’s perfect timing.29 
Calling upon Qohelet’s well-worn imagery throughout the first half of the book, Bennett notes, “The 

27  Brian P. Gault effectively summarizes the interpretative options in “A Reexamination of ‘Eternity’ in 
Ecclesiastes 3:11,” BSac 165 (2008): 40–42. Though I disagree with his overall conclusion, his work is thorough 
and helpful. He argues for a revocalization of עֹלָָֹם (“eternity”) to עֶֶלֶֶם (“young man”). I find this argument 
unconvincing in that the only other times this word appears in Scripture (1 Sam 17:56; 20:22), the context better 
fits “young man” as a translation. That would make this usage the only time where “darkness” best fits in all of 
Scripture, whereas numerous other words appear for darkness elsewhere in Scripture, including Ecclesiastes, 
where Qohelet appears to prefer ְחֹֹשֶֶׁך (Eccl 2:13, 14; 5:17; 6:4; 11:8). It also ignores the appearance of עֹלָָֹם three 
verses later in Ecclesiastes 3:14, where “eternity” certainly fits, and “darkness” does not. Along this line, Bar-
tholomew writes, “We should not ignore the recurrence of ‘ôlâm [עֹלָָֹם] in v. 14, where it characterizes God’s 
activity.... In a timed world, humans recognize that ‘there is a time and a place’ and that in order to discern this 
they need a sense of the larger picture” (Bartholomew, Ecclesiastes, 167). This same recurrence of עֹלָָֹם also 
makes me shy away from any idea of emendation either, contra Michael V. Fox, Qoheleth and His Contradictions 
(Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989), 194. It seems best to make interpretative decisions based on 
.without following any variations or alternate suggestions for the word עוֹלָָם

28  Jesse M. Peterson wants to nuance the common determinist reading of Ecclesiastes 3:2–8 by pointing in-
stead to “Cyclical, Anthropological Determinism.” For Peterson, determinism “refers not to the preordination and 
real-time intervention of unique, individual events plotted along historical time, but instead refers to the estab-
lishment of a broad framework or structure within which human existence occurs” (Jesse M. Peterson, “Times as 
Task, Not Timing: Reconsidering Qoheleth’s Catalogue of the Times,” VT 72 [2022]: 450). I find Peterson helpful 
in mitigating some of the weaknesses of a common determinist reading, especially in showing the cyclical, oscil-
lating nature of time itself present in Ecclesiastes 1:3–11. However, as will be shown later, human frustration does 
not arise from “the world’s cyclical, repetitive nature,” but from human inability to figure out that cyclical nature 
(Peterson, “Times as Task,” 463). We lack gain not because our human activity amounts to nothing, but rather 
because we cannot figure out the cyclical nature of God’s foreordination. Peterson’s work helps us understand the 
doing and undoing relationship of the activities in Ecclesiastes 3:1–8, but he shifts the focus of our lack in gain 
from an attempt to understand God’s action to our actions in and of themselves.

29  Provan writes, “Their sense of time past and future is insufficient for the task of truly understanding 
the times. Only God, who made all things to fit their times, truly understands them” (Provan, Ecclesiastes/Song 
of Songs, 90). St. Gregory of Nyssa succinctly points out, “For all eternity he put in men’s hearts the fact that they 
might never discover what God has done from the beginning right to the end” (St. Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies 
on Ecclesiastes, Ancient Bible Commentaries in English, ed. John Litteral, trans. Richard McCambly (Ashland, 
KY: Litteral’s Christian Library, 2014), 79. See also Tremper Longman III, The Book of Ecclesiastes, NICOT 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 121; St. Jerome, Commentary on Ecclesiastes, Ancient Christian Writers, trans. 
and ed. Richard J. Goodrich and David J. D. Miller (New York: Newman, 2012), 60; James L. Crenshaw, Ecclesi-
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sovereignty and timing of God is beyond human comprehension. A search for such answers would be 
like chasing the wind; the rationale for the deeds of God cannot be found.”30

Put simply, humans are not God. We cannot fully understand, comprehend, or find out God’s ways. 
It is not that God’s ways are not perfect, beautiful, or full of meaning; it is that we cannot grasp that 
meaning because we are not God.31 Subtly, Jesus’s defense of his own timing in Matthew 11:16–19 
implies at the very least that he works according to God’s timing. Additionally, those to whom he calls 
out cannot understand his timing or message. 

3.3. Frustration: No Gain in Toil

As we face this reality, we grow frustrated. At this point we can tackle Qohelet’s question in 
Ecclesiastes 3:9–10, “What gain has the worker from his toil? I have seen the business that God has 
given to the children of man to be busy with.” The question implies a negative answer: None. The worker 
has no gain from his toil. But what is the “toil” in this circumstance?

Ecclesiastes 1:13 recalls the “unhappy business that God has given to the children of man to be busy 
with,” and the negative sense of business is retained, though left unstated, in Ecclesiastes 3:10. Another 
instance of the word that ties together multiple strings from the present passage appears in Ecclesiastes 
8:16–17: 

When I applied my heart to know wisdom, and to see the business that is done on earth, 
how neither day nor night do one’s eyes see sleep, then I saw all the work of God, that 
man cannot find out the work that is done under the sun. However much man may toil 
in seeking, he will not find it out. Even though a wise man claims to know, he cannot 
find it out.

So then, in Ecclesiastes 3 the “business” God has assigned to man seems to be searching out the 
inscrutable wisdom of his ways.32 God has placed within man a longing to find out how God orchestrates 
all of the times and seasons, yet we cannot do so. Qohelet makes clear that any hope for lasting benefit 
from searching out all of God’s ways will leave us frustrated.33 The “others” in Matthew 11:16–19—

astes, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1987), 98; Graham S. Ogden and Lynell Zogbo, A Handbook on Ecclesi-
astes, UBS Handbook Series (New York: United Bible Societies, 1997), 98–101.

30  Stephen J. Bennett, Ecclesiastes/Lamentations: A Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition, NBBC 
(Kansas City: Beacon Hill, 2010), 86–87.

31  Eric Ortlund summarizes well, “We who are bound in time grope after some comprehensive, ‘above the 
sun’ view of reality, outside of time. Qohelet is saying that God has put this impulse within us (v. 11a)—and not 
only that but that God simultaneously frustrates this impulse and prevents our grasping comprehensively God’s 
work in the world and his ordering of human time (v. 11b)” (Eric Ortlund, “Pastoral Pensées: Laboring in Hopeless 
Hope: Encouragement for Christians from Ecclesiastes,” Themelios 39.2 [2014]: 288).

32  Bartholomew also sees the connection between the question asked and the following context, “[His 
programmatic question] is asked in relation to time and discerning what is fitting or appropriate in a particular 
situation” (Bartholomew, Ecclesiastes, 165).

33  For Peterson, “all of the activities which typify human lives are self-sabotaged by an equilibrating tendency 
which undermines any would-be gains, arriving only back at ‘zero’” (Peterson, “Times as Task,” 469). Instead of 
seeing the lack of gain in human actions being undone, we should read the lack of gain as a figuring out of God’s 
plan in the midst of human actions being undone. The frustration does not rest in the actions themselves but in 



320

Themelios

those to whom the children, Jesus and John, call out—feel this frustration. In response, they reject their 
actions and their message. 

3.4. Counsel: Enjoy Life and Do Good

So why would God design us in such a way that our quest inevitably leaves us frustrated? Before 
tackling the reason behind our frustration, Qohelet gives his counsel for when our desire to grasp God’s 
timing collides with our inability to do so. It almost seems like he senses the frustration of his readers, 
but then wants to preempt their anger with a call for true joy. He writes, “I perceived that there is 
nothing better for them than to be joyful and to do good as long as they live; also that everyone should 
eat and drink and take pleasure in all his toil—this is God’s gift to man” (3:12–13).

Be joyful and do good! Take pleasure in your toil, both the search for understanding God’s 
wisdom and your good works in general. We can find real enjoyment in this world. Though we cannot 
comprehend how all the times and seasons weave together, we can enjoy those times and seasons, 
confidently believing that God will bring them together in a beautiful, wise fashion. Also, true joy and 
happiness resides not in figuring out the designs of God, but instead by doing good and living rightly 
within the seasons he has ordained.

Returning again to Matthew 11:16–19, the “others” in the generation, those rejecting John’s message 
of repentance and Christ’s message of joy, failed to live according to the designs of God. They also failed 
to see the superiority of Christ’s message, the message that joy has arrived in him. 

3.5. Purpose: Fear God

After the interlude on enjoyment, Qohelet returns to the purpose behind the frustrating puzzle 
he has unpacked so far. Is God merely playing with his creation, having fun at their expense?34 Has he 
created a world with no meaning, leaving humans to wander through a random world with no help?35 Is 
Qohelet’s counsel to enjoy only a second-best option in a futile world with no true, lasting gain?36

Far from these answers, Qohelet introduces for the first time in his book the idea of fear: “I perceived 
that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it. God 
has done it, so that people fear before him. That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already 
has been; and God seeks what has been driven away” (3:14–15). So then, God has made his work to 

the one orchestrating those actions. This connection becomes especially clear in Qohelet’s move from general to 
specific in Ecclesiastes 3:16–17.

34  Longman writes, “It is as if God is baiting or toying with his human creatures, giving them a desire for 
something that is well beyond their reach” (Longman, The Book of Ecclesiastes, 119).

35  Murphy does not see any good for humanity in light of this situation, “Humans have not been helped 
because they cannot understand what God is about” (Roland Murphy, Ecclesiastes, WBC 23a [Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1992], 34). Similarly, Crenshaw writes, “Qohelet has just said that God bestowed a sorry occupa-
tion upon human beings. Now he appears to qualify, then quickly moves to correct this impression. In the end 
he discovers no comfort in the knowledge that God has made everything appropriate for its particular moment” 
(Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes, 97). Longman concludes, “Qohelet states that there is no purpose to doing anything in 
this fallen world” (Longman, The Book of Ecclesiastes, 118).

36  Longman, The Book of Ecclesiastes, 125.
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endure forever, and has prevented humans from adding to, subtracting from, or controlling his work in 
any way, so that people would fear before him.37

The fear of God helpfully serves as fuel for all wisdom (Prov 1:7). But fear looks different depending 
on the relationship one has with God. As Bennett writes, “The fear of God is not a terror that is 
counterproductive to a healthy relationship but a recognition that there is a significant distinction 
between God and humanity. God’s sovereignty over nature, human activity, and time should be 
recognized by humanity.” 38 We remember who God is, and who we are in relationship to him. 

So then, God controls all things, and he works them all together beautifully in his wisdom. He has 
given us a desire to understand these ways, but we cannot. The purpose behind this mystery is fear, that 
we would remember who God is, and who we are. God is God. We are not. As Provan writes, “The only 
rational response to reality is to ‘revere [God]’ (v. 14), issuing in a life centered on God.”39 And when 
humans rightly fear God and live wisely in view of his design, we can truly enjoy the good gifts he has 
given to us. 

Ultimately, the failure of the generation in Jesus’s day came down to a lack of proper fear. They did 
not rightly fear God, and therefore they did not recognize him when he arrived in human flesh. Proper 
fear would have led them to repentance in John’s day, knowing that they were not in right standing 
without repentance. Proper fear would have led them to rejoicing in the presence of life himself, Jesus 
Christ. 

4. Significance of Ecclesiastes 3:1–15 in Matthew 11:16–19

When viewed through the lens of Ecclesiastes 3:1–15, Jesus seems to claim several things in 
Matthew 11:16–19:

1.	 God works in ways beyond the comprehension of finite human minds;

37  Weeks argues against interpreting this verse in terms of purpose, “In context Qohelet’s point is probably 
that, as one of his ‘achievements’, the human fear of God will be as changeless and perpetual as all the others” 
(Stuart Weeks, Ecclesiastes 1–5, ICC [New York: T&T Clark, 2020], 503). He argues both contextually—God has 
achieved in Ecclesiastes 3:11—and grammatically—ֶֶׁש should be read as either a simple relative or a substantiv�s
izing particle (p. 524). He thus concludes that fear should be read in terms of “terror.” In response, the LXX does use 
ἵνα to translate this phrase (albeit this could mean “that” in the relative sense), and אֲֲשֶֶׁר can be used in purpose 
clauses (cf. Gen 24:3; Ezek 36:27). Holmstedt, Cook, and Marshall explain how this construction could have come 
into being, “the ֶֶׁש is a nominalizer for לְְמַַעַַן, which has been omitted. The result is an understood purpose, ‘(for 
the purpose) that….’ In this analysis the  ֶֶׁש is technically still a nominalizer, but one can see how she might have 
been reanalyzed in cases of abbreviation like this so that by Mishnaic Hebrew it seems to introduce just about any 
subordinate clause” (Robert D. Holmstedt, John A. Cook, and Phillip S. Marshall, Qoheleth: A Handbook on the 
Hebrew Text, Baylor Handbook on the Hebrew Bible [Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2017], 133–34). These 
explanations provide grounds for the purpose reading, and within the context of Ecclesiastes 3:12–13 conveying 
positive, actual delight, God intends the seemingly contradictory actions of placing something in the human that 
the human cannot actually attain for a positive, though not definite, purpose. The kindness of God toward finite 
humans should lead to humility and repentance (cf. Rom 2:4).

38  Bennett, Ecclesiastes/Lamentations, 88.
39  Provan, Ecclesiastes/Song of Songs, 91; cf. Jason S. DeRouchie, “Shepherding the Wind and One Wise 

Shepherd: Grasping for Breath in Ecclesiastes,” SBJT 15.3 (2011): 15, “Our incapacity to shepherd or control real-
ity should humble us in a way that generates a righteous fear of the one who has been effectively shepherding all 
things for all time.”
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2.	 God has made a certain action appropriate to certain times, and Jesus’s and John’s 
ministries will be vindicated for how they embody this truth;

3.	 Jesus’s ministry is ultimately superior to John’s ministry. 

First, God works in ways beyond the comprehension of finite human minds. He has always done 
this, and he continues to do this today. When God the Son took on human flesh and dwelt among 
humans, he baffled them in his work and ways, but that does not exempt people from rightly responding 
to him. In fact, consistent with the rest of Matthew, particularly Matthew 11, the children do understand 
and respond appropriately. God has revealed the “hidden things” to little children, and they understand 
the wisdom of the Old Testament and the wise workings of God in the present as well.

Second, Jesus’s own ministry and the ministry of John the Baptist embody the truths of Ecclesiastes 
3:1–15—namely, God has made a certain action appropriate to certain times. John called for repentance 
in order to prepare the people for Christ. He desired for them to live in right relationship with God. 
In Ecclesiastes 3, God orchestrates all things toward the purpose of right relationship. Within right 
relationship, then, the people could enjoy God’s gifts. John’s message of repentance served the same 
purpose. Additionally, in line with the wisdom of Ecclesiastes 3, the people should listen to God’s 
prophets and respond with appropriate action. Even when God’s works and ways go beyond human 
comprehension, Ecclesiastes 3 infers that humans must enjoy life while fearing God. The children 
understand God’s timing, and they respond appropriately, whereas the religious leaders and the vast 
majority of “this generation” fail to do so. Even when rejected, though, the wisdom of Jesus and John 
finds ultimate vindication in the resurrection of Christ and, one day, will find it even more so in the final 
judgment.

Finally, Ecclesiastes 3:1–15 forefronts how Jesus brings a greater ministry and message than John 
the Baptist. Whereas John brought repentance, Jesus brings joy. While all three insights contribute to 
a richer understanding of Matthew 11:16–19, this last insight qualifies as the “essential interpretive 
link,” the specific element of the source text that illuminates the new text.40 As Matthew 11 intends to 
communicate the superiority of the new era of Christ as compared to the old era, which culminates in 
John, what exactly about Jesus’s ministry stands out as superior? As seen in Ecclesiastes 3, the frustration 
of finite humans unable to understand God’s work and ways does not culminate in either vanity or fear 
alone. Within right relationship (fear), God desires for his people to live with happiness, to joyfully eat 
and drink. Jesus fulfills Ecclesiastes 3 by bringing the gifts of God to the people. Jesus wants the people 
to enjoy God’s gifts!

Matthew 11:16–19 demonstrates the appropriateness and validity of Jesus and John in their 
ministries, as well as the importance of this generation responding appropriately to John and Jesus. But 
in addition to this, the passage allows Jesus to honor John while also asserting the superiority of his own 
message. Ecclesiastes 3:1–15 expresses a simple truth: enjoy life by fearing God even when his works and 
ways do not make sense to you. Jesus takes that message of joy and lives it out. The present generation 
demonstrates their foolishness by failing to respond appropriately to John’s message of repentance, but 
the second (and greater) message of joy and good news condemns them even more than the first.

40  Beetham, “Quotation, Allusion, and Echo,” 689. 
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Abstract: Paul is the only New Testament author to speak in explicit terms of the Adam-
Christ typology, so an assumption is sometimes made that the apostolic foundation of 
Irenaeus’s “new Adam” doctrine is exclusively Pauline. This article throws doubt on 
that assumption by tracing key elements of Irenaeus’s “new Adam” teaching to John the 
Evangelist, who uses an intertextual chiastic pattern—among other literary devices—to 
portray Jesus as one who recapitulates Adam’s life and death in his Gospel.

*******

Paul is the only New Testament author to make explicit reference to the Adam-Christ typology, so 
it is sometimes assumed that Irenaeus—who develops it more fully—was building upon a largely, 
even exclusively, Pauline foundation.1 For example, Jean Daniélou claims that Irenaeus integrated 

Paul’s “scattered remarks” about Jesus being the new Adam into a robust theological system,2 while 
John VanMaaren, noting Irenaeus’s frequent use of Pauline passages when discussing the Adam-Christ 
typology, concludes that his teaching on the subject “was derived from and highly dependent on Paul.”3

While it is true that Paul’s writings contain the earliest evidence of the “new Adam” doctrine, and 
while there can be no doubt that Irenaeus depends on them to a significant degree, the fact that the 
second century bishop oftentimes goes beyond the Pauline data prompts several questions: was his 
teaching on this subject indebted exclusively to Paul? Or did he supplement Paul’s “new Adam” doctrine 
with insights of his own? Or did he learn aspects of the Adam-Christ typology from another apostolic 
authority? That Irenaeus seems to use non-Pauline material when writing about Jesus as the new Adam, 

1  For passages involving the Adam-Christ typology, see Rom 5:12–21; 1 Cor 15:21–22, 45, 47–49; and, per-
haps, Eph 5:31–32. 

2  Jean Daniélou, From Shadows to Reality: Studies in the Typology of the Fathers (Westminster, MD: Newman 
Press, 1960), 31.

3  John VanMaaren, “The Adam-Christ Typology in Paul and its Development in the Early Church Fathers,” 
Tyn B 64.2 (2013): 282.
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whilst maintaining that he teaches nothing but that which was “handed over by the apostles and handed 
down by the Church,”4 certainly speaks in favor of the latter possibility.

1. Doctrine of Recapitulation

Before considering who else might have informed Irenaeus’s treatment of the Adam-Christ typology, 
the doctrine to which it is closely tied, namely, the doctrine of recapitulation, needs to be examined.

Recapitulation gets its name from the following passage in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians: “[God the 
Father] has made known to us … the mystery of his will, … to ἀνακεφαλαιώσασθαι [‘recapitulate,’ ‘sum 
up,’ ‘go over’] all things in [Christ], things in heaven and things on earth” (Eph 1:9–10). According to 
Irenaeus, the doctrine was a key component of the apostolic kerygma,5 yet a comprehensive explication 
of how it worked and why it was necessary for salvation was a task which fell, in large part, to the bishop 
of Lyons.

A crucial aspect of Christ’s recapitulation of all things was his recapitulation of the first man in 
himself. This was necessary because, since Adam’s “trespass led to condemnation for all men” (Rom 
5:18) and “in Adam all die” (1 Cor 15:22), the human race needed a new Adam who could atone for the 
trespass and who, by incorporating us into his glorified body, could restore us to communion and life 
with God (see Rom 6:3–4; 1 Cor 15:22).

The recapitulation of Adam is said to have taken place on two levels. First, the Word recapitulated 
the first man in a physical sense, not only by being born of the race of Adam, but even by sharing in “the 
same kind of birth.”6 Indeed, “just as the first-fashioned Adam got his substance from untilled and as yet 
virgin soil,” says Irenaeus, so the Word was born of a virgin so that his birth would be a recapitulation 
of Adam’s.7 This physical recapitulation of Adam was important, he says, because it meant that sin 
could be destroyed “by means of that same flesh through which it had gained the mastery” (see Heb 
2:14, 17).8 In other words, the Word physically became like Adam as a precondition for “[overcoming] 
through Adam what had stricken us through Adam.”9 The second level of Jesus’s recapitulation of Adam 
involved him “re-living,” as it were, Adam’s life. This culminated in his “going over” the day of Adam’s 
death: having re-entered the garden, he was able to undo the old disobedience wrought in the tree by 
obediently dying on the tree.10 Johannes Quasten gives a good summary of the doctrine as it is presented 

4  Irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 98. All quotations taken from Irenaeus, Proof of the 
Apostolic Preaching, trans. Joseph P. Smith, ACW 16 (Westminster, MD: Newman Press, 1952).

5  On the central role of recapitulation in the apostolic kerygma, see Irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic 
Preaching 6, 98–99. 

6  Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 3.21.10. All quotations from Book 3 of Against the Heresies are taken from 
Irenaeus, Against the Heresies (Book 3), trans. Dominic J. Unger, ACW 64 (New York: Newman Press, 2012). All 
quotations from Books 4–5 of Against the Heresies are taken from The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Volume 1: The Apos-
tolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Buffalo, NY: Christian 
Literature, 1885).

7  Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 3.21.10. See also Tertullian, On the Flesh of Christ 17; Tertullian, An Answer 
to the Jews 13.

8  Irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 31. See also Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 5.1.3; 5.21.1; 
Hippolytus, Against Noetus 17.

9  Irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 31. 
10  See Irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 34. 
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by Irenaeus: recapitulation is “a taking up in Christ of all since the beginning. God rehabilitates the 
earlier divine plan … which was interrupted by the Fall of Adam, and gathers up his entire work from 
the beginning to renew, to restore, to reorganize it in his incarnate Son, … a second Adam.”11

2. Irenaeus: A Johannine Theologian

While Irenaeus’s recapitulative doctrine clearly contains many Pauline elements, his numerous 
references to the “Word” when expounding it give it a distinctly Johannine flavor (cf. John 1:1; 1:14). 
The possibility is therefore raised that the non-Pauline elements found within Irenaeus’s “new Adam” 
material came down to him from John the Evangelist, a person whom he may be referring to in his Letter 
to Florinus. Recalling his memories of Polycarp in Asia Minor, he writes:

I distinctly remember the incidents of that time better than events of recent occurrence…. 
I can describe the very place in which blessed Polycarp used to sit … and the discourses 
which he held before the people; and how he would describe his intercourse with John 
and the rest who had seen the Lord, and how he would relate their words. And what 
were the accounts he had heard from them about the Lord, and about His miracles, and 
about His teaching, how Polycarp, as having received them from eyewitnesses of the life 
of the Word, used to give an account harmonising on all points with the Scriptures. To 
these (discourses) I used to listen at the time … and by the grace of God, I constantly 
ruminate upon them faithfully.12

So, Polycarp would relate to Irenaeus what John and others had taught concerning Christ’s miracles 
and teaching, while showing how these things accorded with the Scriptures. If the John in question was 
in fact the Evangelist (be he the son of Zebedee or the Elder), then it follows from this that Irenaeus 
was a privileged inheritor of his christological exegesis of “the law and … the prophets” (John 1:45). In 
which case, Irenaeus’s writings ought to contain a significant amount of Johannine theology—the same 
theology we find in the Fourth Gospel.

3. The Genesis–John Chiasm

But what evidence is there that Irenaeus’s recapitulative teaching is partly Johannine and not just 
a “Johannified” version of what Paul had taught? The following passage from Demonstration of the 
Apostolic Preaching contains some clues which, by ultimately revealing the workings of the doctrine 
of recapitulation and the Adam-Christ typology in the Gospel of John, show that much of Irenaeus’s 
knowledge on these matters came from the beloved disciple. The passage reads:

Great, then, was the mercy of God the Father: He sent his creative Word, who, when 
He came to save us, put Himself in our position, and in the same situation in which we 
lost life; and He loosed the prison-bonds … loosing those same bonds by which we were 
held.13

11  Johannes Quasten, Patrology, Vol. 1: The Beginnings of Patristic Literature (Utrecht: Spectrum, 1950), 296.
12  Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.20.6–7. Quoted from J. B. Lightfoot, The Gospel of John: A Newly Dis-

covered Commentary: Volume 2, ed. Ben Witherington III and Todd D. Still (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 
2015), 212.

13  Irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 38. 
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The first aspect of this claim—that the Word incarnate put himself “in our position, and in the same 
situation in which we lost life”—is an unmistakable reference to Adam’s predicament in the Garden of 
Eden. Put simply, Irenaeus is saying that Jesus put himself in the situation Adam had been in in Genesis 
3. And since only John speaks of the Word coming to save us (see John 1:14), of entering a garden (see 
John 18:1), and of loosing the works of the devil (see 1 John 3:8), the Johannine basis of Irenaeus’s claim 
ought to be obvious. Two questions are thus raised:

(1) Might Jesus be recapitulating Adam’s experience (as narrated in Genesis 3) from the 
moment he enters the garden in John 18:1? 

(2) If so, what indications are there subsequent to John 18:1 that Jesus is loosing “the 
prison bonds” which had bound Adam and his progeny?

Regarding the latter question, Genesis 3 turns up five actions that may be construed as “prison 
bonds” or “works of the devil.” The first bond arises from Adam’s decision to sin by eating the fruit in 
disobedience (3:6). Other bonds soon follow: Adam clothes himself out of shame (3:7); he hides from 
God out of fear (3:8); he shirks responsibility for his actions by casting blame on his wife (3:12); and he 
is exiled from the garden in disgrace (3:23).

Turning to John 18–19, Jesus can be observed performing an inverse series of five counteractions: 
he enters a garden (18:1); he confronts his enemies (18:4); he shoulders responsibility and has his 
companions spared (18:8–9); he is stripped naked (19:23); and he drinks “the cup” of sour wine in 
obedience (19:30, see 18:11). Provided that Genesis 3:8 and 3:12, and John 18:4 and 18:8–9 are grouped 
together, these actions (as described in the LXX) and counteractions form the chiastic pattern I call the 
Gen-John chiasm.14 Here is the simplified version:

(A) Adam disobediently eats the fruit (Gen 3:6; see 2:16–17) 
	 (B) Adam, who was naked, clothes himself (Gen 3:7) 
		  (C) Adam hides from God and blames his companion (Gen 3:8; 3:12)                
        			   (D) Adam departs from the garden (Gen 3:23–24) 
     			   (D’) Jesus enters a garden (John 18:1)  
		  (C’) Jesus confronts his enemies and has his companions spared (John 18:4; 8–9)  
   	 (B’) Jesus, who was clothed, is stripped naked (John 19:23) 
(A’) Jesus obediently drinks the sour wine (John 19:30; see 18:11)

The chiasm communicates the idea that Jesus is a new Adam who makes his way back through the 
Fall.15 Moving from the center of the chiasm outward, Jesus retraces the steps and corrects the missteps 

14  While rarely noted, the use of chiasmus to tie together elements of different biblical books occurs 
throughout the Old Testament. Indeed, a whole chapter is devoted to this phenomenon in Isaac Kalimi, The 
Reshaping of Ancient Israelite History in Chronicles (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 232–74.

15  Gustaf Wingren writes, “Christ recapitulates the history of Adam in the opposite direction and with the 
opposite result…. Christ moves triumphantly forward over the battle-ground where previously—in Adam—the 
battle had surged in the opposite direction, when the Devil who has now been defeated in Christ and loses his cap-
tives, himself advanced and conquered…. The whole of the course of evil must be reversed, in order that man may 
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of Adam, but from the opposite direction: Adam departed the garden, Jesus enters the garden;16 Adam 
hid, Jesus comes forward; Adam blamed the companion God had given him, Jesus has the companions 
God has given him spared; Adam, who was naked, clothed himself with an apron of sewn fig leaves, 
Jesus, who was clothed with an unsewn tunic, is stripped naked; Adam ate the fruit in disobedience, 
Jesus drinks the sour wine in obedience (see 18:11).

Interestingly, Jesus seems to anticipate this process of recapitulative reversal when he says in John 
8:34–36 that “every one who commits sin is a slave to sin” but that the Son sets people free. For how 
does this “setting free” occur if not with the “loosing of the prison bonds” in John 18–19? As for how he 
sets individual men free, this he achieves by uniting them to himself – the new man – through baptism 
(John 3:5; see also Gal 3:27; 1 Cor 12:13).17

While Irenaeus does not speak of Jesus undoing Adam’s actions in the reverse order to which they 
were performed, his awareness of this process in the recapitulative economy is attested to in his remarks 
about Mary’s “undoing” of the sin of Eve at the Annunciation. Using the analogy of a knot to describe 
how Mary’s virginal obedience reversed the virginal disobedience of Eve, Irenaeus writes:

For in no other way is that which is tied together loosed, except that the cords of the 
tying are untied in the reverse order, so that the first cords are loosed by [loosing] the 
second; in other words, the second cords release the first. And so it happens that the 
first cord is untied by the second cord, and the second cord serves as the first’s untying. 
With this in view the Lord said, the first will be last, and the last first.18

Although this passage is convoluted, the process of reversal is clear: “the cords of the tying are 
untied in the reverse order ... [so that] the first [cord] will be [untied] last, and the last [cord untied] 
first.” Applied to the Gen-John chiasm, the last “cord”—Adam’s expulsion from the garden—is the first 
“cord” Jesus unties, while the first “cord”—Adam’s disobedient eating—is the last “cord” untied by Jesus. 

return behind the Fall to the uncorrupted and undestroyed Creation.” See Wingren, Man and the Incarnation: A 
Study in the Biblical Theology of Irenaeus (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1959), 46–47.

For For a strikingly similar interpretation of Abraham’s mission in Genesis, see Bernard Och, “Abraham and 
Moriah—A Journey to Fulfillment,” Judaism 38.3 (1989): 294.

16  On the typological connection between the two gardens, see Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechesis 13.19; Cyril of 
Alexandria, Commentary on the Gospel of John 11.12.

17  For Irenaeus’s baptismal interpretation of John 3:5, see Against the Heresies 3.17.2; Demonstration 3; Frag-
ment 34. 

Some of the implications for believers being “in Christ” (see John 17:21, 23) are spelled out by John elsewhere. 
With the old man’s disobedience, shame, cowardice, recrimination, and estrangement from God having been 
undone by the new man’s obedience, innocence, courage, responsibility, and union with God, it follows that one 
who is truly “in Christ” (or who has “put on” Christ, to use Paul’s words) will demonstrate Christ's virtues and 
will follow him into his Passion (see Col 1:24). As the evangelist says in 1 John 2:5–6: “By this we may be sure 
that we are in him: he who says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked.” Indeed, such 
teaching was evidently embraced by Ignatius of Antioch who, on his way to martyrdom in Rome, pleaded with the 
Christians there not to save him: “Permit me to be an imitator of the passion of my God. If any one has Him within 
himself, let him consider what I desire, and let him have sympathy with me, as knowing how I am straitened.” See 
Ignatius, Epistle to the Romans 6 (ANF 1:76).

18  Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 3.22.4, italics added. For more on the knot analogy, see Maria Del Fiat 
Miola, “Mary as Un-tier and Tier of Knots,” JECS 24.3 (2016): 337–61; Christophe Guignard, “Untying Knots: A 
New Interpretation of Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 3.22.4,” HTR 114.2 (2021): 203–18.
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In terms of why the passage is confusing, one possibility is that Irenaeus has taken the recapitulative 
principle of methodical reversal—something which works well when applied to a series of events such 
as we find in John 18–19—and has tried, with only limited success, to apply it to a singular event, 
namely Mary’s fiat at the Annunciation.

As for whether Irenaeus was aware of the Gen-John chiasm specifically, while he does not tie the 
five recapitulative reversals together in a single passage of writing (although, as we have seen, he does 
make general reference to “the loosing of the prison bonds by which we were held”), a survey of his 
works nevertheless indicates his knowledge of three of them. With respect to the Johannine side of 
the D/D’ parallel (i.e., Jesus’s entry into the garden), Irenaeus’s claim that the Word put himself “in our 
position, and in the same situation in which we lost life” assumes Christ’s entry into a garden context as 
the setting for his atoning work.

As for the Johannine side of the C/C’ parallel (i.e., Jesus’s confrontation of his enemies), Irenaeus 
could well be referring to this event when he writes that “the coming of the serpent is conquered by 
the harmlessness of the dove, those bonds being unloosed by which we had been fast bound to death.”19 
But on what grounds? As has been seen, the loosing of the bonds “by which we had been fast bound 
to death” occurs between John 18:1 and 19:30. Within those limits, the only event which could be 
understood as “the coming of the serpent” would be the “coming” of Judas (John 18:3), whose body 
Satan—whom Johannine theology identifies as the “ancient serpent” (Rev 12:9) and “the father of lies” 
(John 8:44, cf. Gen 3:4–5, 13)—was in possession of (see John 13:27).20 If this is an accurate reading, then 
Irenaeus’s description of Judas-possessed as “the serpent” once again indicates that he is interpreting 
the saving acts of Christ’s Passion through an Edenic lens.

As for the Johannine side of the B/B’ parallel (i.e., the stripping of Christ), the bishop makes 
no obvious reference to it in his extant writings. However, the opposite is true of the A/A’ parallel 
(i.e., Jesus’s drinking of the sour wine). He writes: “[The Lord] was making a recapitulation of that 
disobedience which had occurred in connection with a tree, through the obedience which [he exhibited 
when he hung] upon a tree, [the effects] also of that deception being done away with.”21 Since the specific 
disobedience which had occurred in connection with the tree was the eating of the forbidden fruit, it 
stands to reason that Christ’s recapitulation of this disobedience would involve him consuming a fruit 
or something akin to it. And this is precisely what we see in John 19:28–30 when Jesus, in obedience to 
the Father (see 18:11), drinks the “cup” of sour wine—that which Luke calls “the fruit of the vine” (Luke 

19  Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 5.19.1.
20  It has been pointed out that, when Judas “comes” to the garden in John 18:3, it signals the arrival of the one 

whom Jesus said was “coming” in John 14:30, namely, Satan, “the ruler of this world.” See Steven A. Hunt, “The Ro-
man Soldiers,” in Character Studies in the Fourth Gospel: Narrative Approaches to Seventy Figures in John, ed. Ste-
ven A. Hunt, D. Francois Tolmie, and Ruben Zimmermann, WUNT 314 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 560–61. 

That Judas and others “draw back and fall to the ground” in 18:6 may also indicate that the devil is present at 
Jesus’s arrest. This is because the devil is said not to “stand” (στήκω) in the truth (8:44; cf. 3:20)—“the truth” being 
Jesus himself (14:6).

21  Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 5.19.1 (quote slightly emended by the author). Cyril of Alexandria says some-
thing similar: “Just as by the tree, the sin of our falling away was brought to completion, so also by the tree, our 
return to our original state was brought about … as Christ recapitulated for us in himself the source of our dis-
ease, as it were.” Quoted from Joel C. Elowsky, Commentary on John, Cyril of Alexandria, Ancient Christian Texts 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2015), 2:345.
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22:18). John thus seems to be presenting the same idea we find in Romans 5:18–19 and which I take the 
liberty of paraphrasing to emphasise the correspondence:

As [Adam’s] trespass [at the tree] led to condemnation for all men, so [Christ’s] act of 
righteousness [on the tree] leads to acquittal and life for all men. For as by [Adam’s] 
disobedience [at the tree] many were made sinners, so by [Christ’s] obedience [on the 
tree] many will be made righteous.” (cf. Col 2:13–14)

So, Paul and John seem to be largely in agreement, the main difference being that whereas the former 
speaks in general terms about Jesus’s act of righteousness and his obedience, the latter sees Jesus’s act 
of righteousness and his obedience encapsulated within a specific action, namely, the consumption of 
the sour wine in John 19:30.

Having thus ascertained that Irenaeus only makes incomplete and piecemeal references to the Gen-
John chiasm, it would seem that his knowledge on this front had been learned, not from his exegesis of 
John’s Gospel, but from Polycarp who, as the chiasm shows, in all likelihood learned it from John the 
Evangelist.

4. Recapitulating Adam’s Death

Given Jesus’s recapitulation of Adam’s sin, a question arises: if the consequence of Adam’s sin was 
death, and Jesus recapitulated Adam’s sin, did he also recapitulate Adam’s death? Irenaeus certainly 
thinks so. He asserts that, because Jesus “summ[ed] up in Himself the whole human race from the 
beginning to the end,” he “also summed up its death”—a death, he says, which was experienced by Adam 
on the day he disobediently ate of the fruit (see Gen 2:17).22 It follows from this that because Adam 
“died” on the same day in which he disobediently ate the fruit, so the new Adam ought to have died 
on the same day in which he obediently drank the sour wine. And this is precisely what happens to the 
new Adam in John’s Gospel: having recapitulated Adam’s disobedient eating of the fruit by obediently 
drinking of the sour wine, Jesus dies immediately thereafter: “When Jesus had received the sour wine, 
he said, ‘It is finished’; and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit” (19:30).

So, there is a plausible case to be made based on Irenaeus’s testimony that Jesus’s consumption of 
the sour wine and his death are theologically connected. As for what was “finished,” this would seem to 
refer to the undoing of Adam’s first fault and thus the completion of Jesus’s atoning work.23

Looking at the larger passage in which the aforementioned quote from Irenaeus fits, the bishop of 
Lyons makes additional remarks about the new Adam’s death which warrant closer examination:

22  Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 5.23.2.
23  The relationship between the forbidden fruit and the sour wine was recognized for many centuries. Leo 

the Great writes in the fifth century, “The food which occasioned sin is washed out by the taste of gall and vin-
egar” (Tractatus 57.4), while Bonaventure, in the thirteenth century, and with specific reference to John 19:28–30, 
writes, “It was as if in the taste of vinegar and gall his bitter passion reached its fulness and completion. For since 
it was by tasting the sweetness of the forbidden tree that the prevaricator Adam became the cause of all our perdi-
tion, it was appropriate and fitting that a remedy for our salvation should be found in the opposite direction” (The 
Tree of Life 28). Quotes taken from St. Leo the Great Sermons, trans. J. P. Freeland and A. J. Conway (Washington, 
DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1996), 246; Bonaventure, The Soul’s Journey into God—The Tree of 
Life—The Life of St. Francis, trans. Ewert Cousins (New York: Paulist Press, 1978), 151. See also Athanasius, Second 
Letter to Virgins 2.
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According to the cycle and progress of the days [of creation], after which one is termed 
first, another second, and another third, if anybody seeks diligently to learn upon what 
day out of the seven it was that Adam died, he will find it by examining the dispensation 
of the Lord. For by summing up in Himself the whole human race from the beginning 
to the end, He has also summed up its death. From this it is clear that the Lord suffered 
death, in obedience to His Father, upon that day on which Adam died while he disobeyed 
God. Now [Adam] died on the same day in which he ate. For God said, “In that day on 
which you shall eat of it, you shall die by death.” The Lord, therefore, recapitulating in 
Himself this day, underwent His sufferings upon the day preceding the Sabbath, that is, 
the sixth day of the creation, on which day man was created; thus granting him a second 
creation by means of His passion, which is that [creation] out of death.24

Operating on the assumption that Adam and Jesus are such close typological counterparts that the 
details of the latter’s life can be mapped onto the life of the former (and vice versa), Irenaeus is able to 
determine the day of Adam’s death with confidence: since the sabbath is the seventh day of the week 
and Jesus died on the day preceding the sabbath, so Adam must have died on the day preceding the 
sabbath, which is to say, the sixth day. Yet notice that Irenaeus does not simply say that Jesus underwent 
his sufferings on the sixth day of the week, but on the sixth day of creation. It is a specific and peculiar 
claim. So, from whom did he inherit this teaching? As the following analysis bears out, he would seem 
to be indebted to John the Evangelist once again.

5. The Seven Recapitulated Days of Creation

At this point, it is necessary to view Jesus, no longer through the lens of Adam Christology but 
of Logos Christology. This is because the argument that follows is not about Jesus, in his humanity, 
recapitulating the life of Adam, but about Jesus, in his divinity, recapitulating the creative work of God.

It has often been observed that, with the opening line of his Gospel, “In the beginning was the 
Word” (1:1), John is making a naked allusion to Genesis 1:1: “In the beginning God made the heaven and 
the earth.” But to what end? For a few scholars at least, the evangelist is signaling his intention to tell 
the story of new creation, a notion supported by the fact that, as in the first Genesis creation account, a 
numbering of days ensues.25 Note the time markers:

In the beginning … (John 1:1) 
The next day … (John 1:29) 
The next day … (John 1:35) 
The next day … (John 1:43) 
On the third day … (John 2:1)

 
Although the numbering of days within John 1:1–2:1 has been a source of debate, with some claiming 
that John enumerates seven days, the explicit time markers clearly indicate six days. John 1:1–28 (or 

24  Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 5.23.2.
25  Those who interpret the allusion to Genesis 1:1 as indicative of a new creation story include Jeannine K. 

Brown, “Creation’s Renewal in the Gospel of John,” CBQ 72 (2010): 277; Mary L. Coloe, “The Cosmological Vision 
of John: The Evangelist as Observer and Interpreter,” in Creation Stories in Dialogue: The Bible, Science, and Folk 
Traditions, ed. Jan G. van der Watt and R. Alan Culpepper, BibInt 139 (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 274.
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1:19–28, if one excludes the Prologue) amounts to the first day, 1:29–34 amounts to the second day, 
1:35–42 amounts to the third day, and 1:43–51 amounts to the fourth day. As for the phrase “on the 
third day” (τῇ ἡμέρᾳ τῇ τρίτῃ) in John 2:1, this does not refer to three additional days—which would 
round out the Johannine week—but to two. As R. H. Lightfoot points out: “In the [New Testament] 
the expression ‘the third day’ or ‘after three days’ usually means what we should describe as ‘the day 
following the morrow’, or ‘after two days.’”26 In other words, “on the third day” is inclusive of the fourth 
day of John’s week which brings us to the sixth day in 2:1. Origen corroborates this view: “And on the 
third day after the fourth, which is the sixth from the beginning of those enumerated by us, the wedding 
occurs in Cana of Galilee.”27

So, 2:1 signals the beginning of the sixth “day” in John’s account. With this in mind, one turns to 
Genesis 2:2 which says that, at the end of the sixth day, God “finished” (συνετέλεσεν) his work of creation 
and rested on the seventh day. Can these elements also be mapped on to John’s Gospel? Indeed, they 
can—but only after some searching. For while John’s sixth “day” begins at the wedding at Cana, there is 
no indication that Jesus’s work was finished at the conclusion of that episode. On the contrary, he says 
in 5:17 that “my Father is working still, and I am working,” and in 9:4 he says, “we must work the works 
of him who sent me, while it is day; night comes, when no one can work” (see also 4:34; 5:36). This raises 
the possibility that the Word—in collaboration with the Father (cf. Gen 1:26)—is engaged in one long 
day of work: a recapitulation of the sixth day of creation which begins with his production of the good 
wine at Cana and ends with his consumption of the poor wine at Golgotha (cf. 2:10). For it is only then 
that he proclaims, “It is finished” (Τετέλεσται; 19:30).28 Additional support for this reading comes from 
the fact that, just like in Genesis 2:2, reference is made to the sabbath rest immediately after the work is 
brought to an end: “Since it was the day of Preparation, in order to prevent the bodies from remaining 
on the cross on the sabbath (for that sabbath was a high day), the Jews asked Pilate that their legs might 
be broken, and that they might be taken away” (19:31).29 The work of God in Genesis and the work of 
the Word in John are thus completed at parallel points in time, namely, at the end of the sixth “day.” And 
just as God “ceased on the seventh day from all his works” (Gen 2:2), so Jesus spends the seventh “day” 
(which is to say, the period between his death and resurrection) in the sleep of death.30 He then rises “on 
the first day of the [new] week” (20:1), which is to say, the theologically-significant eighth day.31 The full 
pattern of correspondence between the two books may be illustrated thus:

26  R. H. Lightfoot, St. John’s Gospel: A Commentary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), 105. See also C. K. 
Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 2nd ed. (London: SPCK, 1978), 190.

27  Origen, Commentary on the Gospel according to John 6.259. Quoted from Origen, Commentary on the 
Gospel according to John Books 1–10 (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1989), 239.

28  The recapitulation of the sixth day of creation between John 2:1 and John 19:30 would seem to imply that a 
major theme of John’s Gospel is the remaking of man by the Godhead—a theme also found throughout Irenaeus’s 
writings.

The mapping of the six-day creation paradigm on to John 1–19 has already been done by Mary Coloe. See 
Mary Coloe, “Johannine Pentecost,” ABR 55 (2007): 42–43.

29   See Brown, “Creation’s Renewal,” 286.
30  While Jesus’s death is not described as “sleep” in John’s Gospel, Lazarus’s death—which prefigures Jesus’s 

death—is (see John 11:11–14). Given the episodes are paired, reading the details of one into the other seems like 
a reasonable exegetical move.

31  Regarding the theological significance of the eighth day, see Epistle of Barnabas 15.8; Basil, Homily 2.8; Ba-
sil, On the Holy Spirit 27, 66. For a treatment of the subject within early Christianity, see Jean Daniélou, The Bible 
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Day 
 
1 
 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
 
7 
8

Genesis 1–2 
 
In the beginning …
… the first day (1:5) 
… the second day (1:8)
… the third day (1:13) 
… the fourth day (1:19) 
… the fifth day (1:23) 
… the sixth day (1:31)
… And God finished ... (2:2)
… the seventh day (2:2)

Gospel of John 
 
In the beginning… (1:1)

The next day …  (1:29) 
The next day … (1:35) 
The next day … (1:43) 
 
On the third day … (2:1) 
“It is finished” (19:30)
 
the first day of the week … (20:1)

So, the Word recapitulates the sixth day of creation between 2:1–19:30, at the end of which he, as 
the new Adam, dies. Irenaeus’s claim that Jesus recapitulated the sixth day of creation and that “the Lord 
… underwent His sufferings upon … the sixth day of creation” thus accords with the Johannine data.

6. Conclusion

Having shown that important components of Irenaeus’s “new Adam” teaching seem to derive from 
John the Evangelist, the assumption that Irenaeus was exclusively indebted to Paul in this regard can be 
laid to rest. Yet, far from simply debunking an inaccurate supposition, this article has also unearthed a 
variety of important insights. For example, it shows that typological recapitulation permeates the theology 
of John’s Gospel.32 It also shows how John (and, as the appendix reveals, the author of Genesis 6–7) has 
used chiasmus as a narratological tool—a fact which speaks against those who would dismiss chiastic 
patterns as mere “literary curiosities” with “little significance for interpreting the meaning of a text.”33 

And then there are the as-yet-unanswered questions which this article gives rise to. For example, 
since John seems to have chiastically tied the consumption of the sour wine to the consumption of 
the forbidden fruit, then, since the old Eve gave the fruit to the old Adam, is John suggesting that a 
new Eve gave the sour wine to the new Adam (notwithstanding his identification of plural givers in 
19:29)? And how does John’s inclusion of an eschatologically significant “eighth day” in his narrative 
impact our interpretation of his Gospel? And are there other aspects of the Adam-Christ typology 
in the text which remain unelaborated? Suffice it to say, in the process of unearthing the theological 
gems hitherto discussed, I have become convinced that John’s Gospel is akin to the field mentioned in 
Matthew 13:44—a text full of theological riches which, although covered up, are nevertheless accessible 

and the Liturgy (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1956), 262–86.
One scholar who has speculated that the eschatological “eighth day” is being implied in John 20 is Jeannine 

K. Brown. See Brown, “Creation’s Renewal,” 283–84.
32  Edward H. Gerber agrees: “Jesus fulfills scripture specifically by means of recapitulation, or typological 

re-enactment.… Jesus does what scriptural personages and figures did or were meant to do, but Jesus does them 
better, and thus fulfills the intention for which they were either called or existed.” Gerber, The Scriptural Tale in 
the Fourth Gospel, BibInt 147 (Boston: Brill, 2016), 16.

33  John Breck, The Shape of Biblical Language: Chiasmus in the Scriptures and Beyond (Crestwood: St Vladi-
mir’s Seminary Press, 2008), 297.
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to those who are prepared to do some digging. The good news is that, with Irenaeus having been proven 
to be an important and accurate transmitter of Johannine theology, there are likely many more keys to 
the riches of the Fourth Gospel to be found within his writings, as well as in the writings of John’s other 
spiritual sons, most notably Ignatius of Antioch.

7. Appendix
It has been observed that John uses a chiastic pattern to depict Jesus’s recapitulative reversal of Adam’s 

actions in the Garden of Eden. Interestingly, the employment of chiasmus in this way is also found in the 
book of Genesis. For instance, in Genesis 6:7, God says that he will destroy “man and cattle and creeping 
things and birds of the air” because he regrets having made them. Bernard M. Levison points out that the 
order of creaturely destruction reverses the order of creaturely creation, for in Genesis 1 it was the birds 
which were made first (Gen 1:20), then the cattle and creeping things (Gen 1:24), then man (Gen 1:26).34 

By pairing these two sequences chiastically, one gets:

(A) creation of “birds” (Gen 1:20) 
	 (B) creation of “cattle and creeping things” (Gen 1:24) 
      		  (C) creation “man” (Gen 1:26) 
      		  (C’) destruction of “man” (Gen 6:7) 
   	 (B’) destruction of “cattle and creeping things” (Gen 6:7) 
(A’) destruction of “birds” (Gen 6:7)

 
Levinson thus observes that the sequence in which the creatures are listed in Genesis 6:7 “ominously 
concretizes”35 God’s intention to destroy his creation by indicating a kind of systematic undoing. Indeed, 
further confirmation that Levinson’s observation accords with authorial intent is to be found in Genesis 
7:21–23, which makes it clear that the author was thinking of the earth’s destruction in chiastic terms:

(A) And all flesh died that moved upon the earth, (Gen 7:21) 
	 (B) bird (Gen 7:21) 
		  (C) and cattle and beast and every creeping thing [ַּׁ֖שֶה 		 ,that creeps upon the earth [ץרֶ
		        (Gen 7:21) 
         			   (D) and every man; (Gen 7:21) 
            				    (E ) All that had the breath of the spirit of life in its nostrils, all that was 	
				          on dry land died. (Gen 7:22) 
				    E’) He destroyed all living things which were upon the face of the 		
				          ground, (Gen 7:23) 
			   (D’) from man (Gen 7:23) 
      		  (C’) to cattle, to creeping thing [ֶ֙שׂ֙מֶר] (Gen 7:23) 
   	 (B’) to bird of the air (Gen 7:23) 
(A’) they were destroyed from the earth. (Gen 7:23)

And so it is that in Genesis, God destroys his creation by means of a recapitulative undoing of 
Genesis 1, while in John, God renews his creation by means of a recapitulative undoing of Genesis 3.

34  “The Right Chorale”: Studies in Biblical Law and Interpretation (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 17.
35  Levinson, The Right Chorale, 17.
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Abstract: Did Paul require elders to have “faithful” or “believing” children? The answer 
to this question rests on the translation of one word in Titus 1:6. Commentators and 
versions have leaned towards the “believing” position, but this article develops an 
extended argument for the “faithful” interpretation from lexical, contextual, theological, 
and practical vantage points.

*******

Imagine your pastor’s seventeen-year-old son publicly declaring on social media that he no longer 
believes the gospel. Must the pastor resign? The answer to this question rests on the interpretation of 
one word in Titus 1:6 (πιστά). In sum, the debate concerns whether Paul requires elders to have faithful 
children or believing children. 

Though the KJV translated the requirement as “having faithful children,” there was a definite move 
in translations towards the view that Paul limited the role of elder to those who had “believing children” 
(e.g., NASB, ESV, NIV, NRSV, NLT).1 Since the turn of the millennium, there is a slight movement back 
towards the “faithful” translation (CSB, LEB, LSB, cf. NET). 

Lexicons have leaned toward the “believing” interpretation of Titus 1:6,2 and most 
commentators have followed suit.3   Only a minority of commentators have argued for the “faithful”  

1  Knight recognizes this shift as it was happening. George W. Knight III, The Pastoral Epistles, NIGTC (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 290.

2  BDAG 821; EDNT 3:98.
3  John R. W. Stott, Guard the Truth: The Message of 1 Timothy and Titus, TBST (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-

Varsity Press, 1996), 174–76; Martin Dibelius and Hans Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles: A Commentary on 
the Pastoral Epistles, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972), 132; William Hendriksen, New Testament Com-
mentary: I–II Timothy and Titus (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1979), 346–47; Philip H. Towner, The Letters to 
Timothy and Titus, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 682; Ceslas Spicq, Saint Paul: les Épîtres pastorales 
(Paris: Gabalda, 1947), 231; Donald Guthrie, The Pastoral Epistles: An Introduction and Commentary, TNTC 
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position.4 Considering the significant practical implications of the text, it is surprising there are few 
focused articles on this passage.5

As anyone who has experienced something like the scenario that opened this essay can attest, 
this debate is more than academic. Its practical application affects elders, their families, and the whole 
church. Of course, elders must consider what is their own moral responsibility and fitness for ministry. 
But congregants, as well, must consider the proper standard for leadership within their own assembly. 
A debate of this nature is best considered prior to the emotional turmoil of a particular situation, where 
one might be concerned that circumstances may unduly influence one’s interpretation.

This article seeks to fill a gap in the literature by building a case for the “faithful” interpretation. I 
will examine lexical, contextual, theological, and practical reasons to affirm this interpretation.

1. Lexical Arguments

There is an active and passive sense to πιστός. In its active sense, it can be translated, “trusting [in]” 
or “believing [in].”6 In its passive sense, it can be translated, “faithful,” “trustworthy,” “dependable,” or 
“obedient.”7 In essence, the debate in Titus 1:6 concerns whether it is best to translate the word in its 
active or passive sense.

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957), 184; I. Howard Marshall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Pastoral 
Epistles, ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), 157–58; Gordon D. Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, NIBC (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 1988), 173; Thomas C. Oden, First and Second Timothy and Titus, Interpretation (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox, 1989), 146; Homer A. Kent, The Pastoral Epistles: Studies in 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus 
(Chicago: Moody, 1982), 213; Jerome D. Quinn, The Letter to Titus: A New Translation with Notes and Commen-
tary and an Introduction to Titus, I and II Timothy, the Pastoral Epistles, AB 35 (New York: Doubleday, 1974), 76; 
J. N. D. Kelly, A Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles: I Timothy, II Timothy, Titus, HNTC (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1963), 231; Thomas D. Lea and Hayne P. Griffin Jr., 1, 2 Timothy, Titus, NAC 34 (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 
281; C. K. Barrett, The Pastoral Epistles in the New English Bible, New Clarendon Bible (Oxford: Clarendon, 1963), 
129; William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, WBC 46 (Nashville: Nelson, 2000), 388–89; Raymond F. Collins, 1 and 
2 Timothy and Titus: A Commentary, NTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2002), 321; Robert W. Yarbrough, 
The Letters to Timothy and Titus, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), 481.

4  Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 289–90; Philip Towner, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, IVPNTC (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1994), 225; Walter Lock, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles, ICC 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1924), 1924; Aída Besançon Spencer, 2 Timothy and Titus, NCCS (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 
2014), 13–17; John A. Kitchen, The Pastoral Epistles for Pastors (The Woodlands, TX: Kress, 2018), 491; James D. 
G. Dunn, “1 and 2 Timothy; Titus,” NIB 11:864; Andreas J. Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, EBTC (Belling-
ham, WA: Lexham, 2020), 341. Note that Towner is in both lists. His earlier commentary supported the “faithful” 
interpretation, while his latter supported the “believing” interpretation.

5  Norris C. Grubbs, “The Truth about Elders and Their Children: Believing or Behaving in Titus 1:6?,” Faith 
and Mission 22.2 (2005): 3–15; Robert S. Rayburn and Steven A. Nicoletti, “An Elder Must Have Believing Chil-
dren: Titus 1:6 and a Neglected Case of Conscience,” Presbyterion 43.2 (2017): 69–80.

6  NIDNTTE 3:759
7 BDAG 820. The translation “obedient” is debated. Marshall believes πιστός is not equivalent to “obedient” 

(Marshall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles, 158), but nearly all lexicons give this as 
a gloss, including the two most recent: James Diggle, ed., The Cambridge Greek Lexicon (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2021), 2:1135; Franco Montanari, The Brill Dictionary of Ancient Greek, ed. Madeleine Goh and 
Chad Schroeder (Boston: Brill, 2015), 1669; Hermann Cremer and William Urwick, Biblico-Theological Lexicon of 
New Testament Greek, 4th English ed. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1895), 476; LSJ 1408; TDNT 6:175.
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Norris Grubbs conducted a detailed study of πιστός from the LXX through the Apostolic Fathers. 
His findings show that the LXX used the word seventy-four times, exclusively in the passive 
sense to refer to faithfulness. Josephus used it eighty-one times, only seven in the active sense of 
believing, and the vast majority (seventy-four times) in the passive sense. The Apostolic Fathers8 
used it thirty-six times, with twenty-nine being clearly passive, four being ambiguous, and three 
being active uses. Thus, the predominant usage outside the New Testament is the passive sense.9 

The New Testament uses are also predominantly passive. The word occurs sixty-seven times, with 
fifty-four passive and thirteen active uses. Paul specifically employs the word thirty-three times, with 
twenty-five passive and eight active uses. In the Pastoral Epistles, Paul uses the word seventeen times. 
If we exclude Titus 1:6, Paul uses the passive sense ten times, leaving six active uses. The book of Titus 
only has three uses, two of which are unambiguously passive (1:9; 3:8), and the other is the point of 
debate in this paper.

8 Grubbs, “The Truth about Elders and Their Children.”
9 Grubbs, “The Truth about Elders and Their Children,” 4–9.  EDNT 3:97 confirms these findings, noting that 

“faithful in the sense of dependable” is “the meaning predominant in non-Christian usage.” 
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These findings indicate that the passive sense was the predominant meaning historically, yet there is a 
clear increase in the usage of the active meaning in the New Testament. Nevertheless, even then the passive 
meaning was the predominant usage. Paul certainly uses the word in the active sense, especially within the 
Pastorals. Nevertheless, in Titus itself, he only uses it three times, and the two not under discussion here are 
unambiguously passive in meaning.

Of course, statistical analysis can only get us so far. It has established that Paul uses the word in both 
its active and passive senses. Is there anything else that can help us determine the use in Titus 1:6? A few 
interpreters have argued that the meaning of the word πιστός in Titus 1:6 must be referring to believers, even 
if it is translated “faithful.” This is because the only way one could be faithful is by being a believer.

This argument purports to rest on the lexical meaning of the word in Scripture. Rayburn and Nicoletti 
indicate that “no use of the adjective ‘faithful’ in Paul or the rest of the New Testament suggests that Paul 
would employ it with respect to unrepentant, unbelieving children of Christian parents.”10 MacArthur adds 
that πιστός is always “used of people whom the context clearly identifies as believers…. Unbelievers are never 
referred to as faithful.”11

There are two responses that can be made to this argument. First, it appears that MacArthur, Rayburn, 
and Nicoletti have illegitimately expanded the semantic range of the word πιστός in light of the English word 
“faithful.” While it is true that we may not today call an unbelieving son of an elder a “faithful son,” that has little 
to do with whether the word πιστός in Paul’s days could refer to a son who fulfills his household obligations 
of obedience, even if he is not a believer. In fact, Grubbs has argued that πιστός “normally means faithful in 
the sense of reliable, consistent, or dependable without any added requirement of being a believer.”12 

It is only during the post-apostolic period that the word began to have this further implication of belief.13

There is a good reason to believe the word πιστός referred to a dependable and subservient member 
of a household, whether believer or not. The word is used throughout the Gospels to refer to servants 
in a household who were found to be faithful in their obligations (Matt 24:45; 25:21, 23; Luke 12:42; 
16:10; 19:17). In 1 Corinthians 4:2 Paul makes a gnomic statement: “it is required that stewards be found 
faithful.” Does Paul mean “it is required that a steward be found believing and thus faithful”? Clearly 
not. Instead, it seems clear that the word πιστός can refer to a subservient member of a household 
performing his or her duties well, regardless of whether they believe the gospel. Knight suggests the 
same as he comments on Titus 1:6: “πιστά here means ‘faithful’ in the sense of ‘submissive’ or ‘obedient,’ 
as a servant or steward is regarded as πιστός when he carries out the requests of his master.”14

In the ancient world, the father was the head of the household. The wife, slaves, and children were 
to be subject to his command.15 Such subservient members would be described as πιστός to the degree 
that they were obedient within that role. MacArthur argues that unbelief would be disobedience,16 but 

10 Rayburn and Nicoletti, “An Elder Must Have Believing Children,” 71.
11 John MacArthur, Titus, MacNT (Chicago: Moody, 1996), 30.
12 Grubbs, “The Truth about Elders and Their Children,” 6.
13 Grubbs, “The Truth about Elders and Their Children,” 6, 8.
14 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 290.
15 James S. Jeffers, The Greco-Roman World of the New Testament Era: Exploring the Background of Early 

Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 238.
16 “In an elder’s home, especially, a child who is old enough to be saved, but is not, can hardly be considered 

faithful. He would be unfaithful in by far the most important way.” MacArthur, Titus, 30.
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such an argument only follows if belief can be commanded. This issue will be addressed below as we 
consider the theological reasons to maintain the “faithful” interpretation.

In sum, the lexical case is that the predominant usage throughout the New Testament, including Titus 
itself, is the passive interpretation. Further, since the passage is referring to roles within a household, it is 
likely that the word should be translated within that domain. What is required of subservient members 
of the household is that they be “faithful,” i.e., compliant and in submission to the head of the household. 
Accordingly, that is the most likely interpretation here.

2. Contextual Arguments

Words are never to be read in isolation. Accordingly, no study is complete without adding contextual 
data to the lexical data. In this section we will examine the literary and historical context that support 
the “faithful” interpretation.

The immediate literary context of 1:6 is the consideration of requirements for elders. In verse 5, Paul 
indicates the reason he left Titus in Crete: so that Titus would organize the churches and appoint elders. 
Verses 6–9 then describe what type of men should be appointed to the role of elder. The overarching 
qualification is that they be “above reproach” (ἀνέγκλητος). That Paul saw this as primary is indicated 
both in that it heads the qualifications and that it is repeated (v. 7).

To be above reproach meant that one was not liable to accusations that would stick. Though the 
word can refer to moral perfection (1 Cor 1:8; Col 1:22), the use here is like that of 1 Timothy 3:10, where 
Paul noted that deacons “must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them [ἀνέγκλητοι], let 
them serve as deacons.” The standard is not perfection, but a credible public testimony of moral virtue. 
The leaders of a holy assembly should themselves be holy.

Following this broad standard, Paul gave two qualifications having to do with one’s family. The first 
indicated the need for the man to be committed to one woman—his wife.17 The second concerned the 
need for the man to have children who are subservient. The focus on home life is unsurprising when 
one recognizes that Paul considers the church of God to be a family (cf. 1 Tim. 5:1–2). If a man cannot 
succeed with his own family (by garnering their respect), then how could he hope to successfully lead a 
larger family, the church?

That Paul had in mind a manager of God’s household is clear from verse 7: “Since an overseer 
manages God’s household, he must be above reproach.” Such a connection strengthens the lexical case 
for πιστός being interpreted within the domestic household context (especially since verse 7 is connected 
to 6 by the conjunction γάρ). What follows is a list of five character qualities that must be avoided and 
six qualities that must be evident. Verse 9 concludes the section by adding one additional requirement: 
the man must hold fast to “the trustworthy word as taught” so that he may use it to strengthen the 
church and refute those who wander from its truth.

Having worked through a brief exegesis of the passage, we see that “faithful” is better situated 
within this context than “believing.” The reason is evident: every requirement is a character assessment. 
Having “faithful” children is a character assessment, for it is a gauge whether one is able to gain the 
respect and obedience of those under his care. Requiring “believing” children is clearly ill fitted within 
this context of character assessment. would be the only element within this entire list that rests outside 
the control of the potential elder.

17 There is significant debate concerning the meaning of the phrase “a one-woman-man.” Whether the present 
interpretation is taken or one of the other major interpretations, the result is inconsequential for the present topic.
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A second reason the immediate context suggests the “faithful” interpretation rests on the 
words that directly follow the debated requirement. Paul indicates that the elder must have 
children who are “not open to the charge of wildness or rebellion.” Some English translations add 
an “and” between πιστός and this phrase (children must be believers and not open to the charge…). 
In the Greek, no such conjunction exists. Accordingly, it is much better to see the two descriptors as 
explaining the nature of πιστός.

 
The Structure of Titus 1:6

			   τέκνα ἔχων πιστά,
			               μὴ ἐν κατηγορίᾳ ἀσωτίας 
			               ἢ ἀνυπότακτα

			   having faithful children  
			              not open to the charge of wildness
			             or [open to the charge of ] rebellion

As Smith notes, these phrases “strongly support the view that Paul is alluding to the blameless 
conduct of the children, not to their confession of faith. Semantically, they function as practical examples 
of the requirement laid down in the head clause.”18

Further, that these phrases describe what it means to be “faithful” makes good sense. Such a 
command is somewhat vague. By noting that “faithful” children are not wild or in rebellion against their 
father’s authority, Paul gives specifics concerning what would disqualify a potential elder. However, if 
the requirement were that the children be believers, the two additional phrases appear redundant. This 
is because anyone who is open to the charge of wildness or rebellion (two words used elsewhere to refer 
to egregious evil)19 demonstrate by such actions that they have no credible claim to the title, believer (cf. 
1 Cor 6:9).

A third contextual argument for the “faithful” interpretation rests on the purpose of the letter. 
According to Fee, the dominant theme of Titus concerns “good works with exemplary behavior, with 
a concern for what outsiders think.”20 Smith agrees, noting that the “entire ethical concern of the letter 
is with observable behavior that affects the church’s reputation with outsiders.”21 In the ancient world, 

18  Kevin G. Smith, “Family Requirements for Eldership,” Conspectus 1 (March 2006): 38.
19  The two other New Testament uses of “wildness” (ἀσωτία) refer to excessive wild living including drunk-

enness and orgies (Eph 5:18; 1 Pet 4:4). As for “rebellion” (ἀνυποκρίτως) Paul uses it in 1 Timothy 1:9–10, where 
he indicates that the law is made for those in rebellion; that is, it is for “the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and ir-
religious, for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers, for the sexually immoral, for those practicing 
homosexuality, for slave traders and liars and perjurers.” 

20  Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 173.
21  Smith, “Family Requirements for Eldership,” 38.
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it was expected that the leader of a household keep his house in order.22 The reputation of the church 
would be greatly harmed by placing in leadership a man who was unable to lead his own family well. 
Accordingly, Paul’s admonition for “faithful” children fits quite well within the overall framework of the 
letter.23

A final literary-contextual argument reaches beyond the book of Titus to the parallel requirements 
given in 1 Timothy. The significant overlap of these books, especially in consideration of the 
requirements of elders, suggest that they were written at approximately the same time.24 Yet as Grubbs 
rightly recognizes, “the implications of the parallel nature of these two passages upon the meaning of 
πιστά in Titus 1:6 are often missed.”25 In 1 Timothy, the requirement of the elder is that “He must manage 
his own family well and see that his children obey him.” If the standard in Titus were to have “believing” 
children, then Paul would have had a stronger standard in Crete than in Ephesus.

If there were a different standard between Crete and Ephesus, one would expect the more lenient 
to go towards Crete, for it was the more recent work.26 Many have suggested that Paul did not include 
the prohibition against new converts in Crete because all the potential elders would have been relatively 
new converts (1 Tim 3:6).27 If the potential elders were relatively new converts, then it would seem 
unreasonable to require their children to also be believers, as they may not have had sufficient time to 
evangelize and teach their children the new way of faith.28

The parallel passage in 1 Timothy also suggests another reason to maintain the “faithful” 
interpretation. In 1 Timothy, Paul is more explicit concerning why he includes the family requirements: 
“If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?” 
Transferring this motivation into Titus (which is legitimate, since Paul in Titus calls the elder a steward 
of God’s house [1:7]), we see that Paul’s concern is for the proper order and structure of the family. 
Within this context, “faithful” fits seamlessly.

In sum, the context provides four arguments for the “faithful” interpretation. Most of these 
arguments do not exclude the “believing” interpretation, but they show that the “faithful” interpretation 
fits the context better. First, the requirements for an elder are dominantly character assessments, and 
the “faithful” interpretation fits naturally within that categorization. Second, the semantics of verses 
6 suggest that the words following πιστός are meant to further explain the meaning of πιστός. In 

22  Jeffers, Greco-Roman World, 243.
23  Those holding to the “believing” view would likely use a similar argument, noting that it was expected in 

the Greco-Roman world that children in a family follow the religious views of their parents. We will address this 
point below in the theological section, where we will note that Christianity was counter-cultural in this regard.

24  Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, lxii.
25  Grubbs, “The Truth about Elders and Their Children,” 13.
26  Towner turns this on its head, arguing that the more difficult context (Crete) would require the more strin-

gent guideline. Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 682.
27  Luke Timothy Johnson, Letters to Paul’s Delegates: 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus, The New Testament in 

Context (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity, 1996), 223; Kent, The Pastoral Epistles, 112. This interpretation is rejected by 
Benjamin L. Merkle, “Are the Qualifications for Elders or Overseers Negotiable?,” BSac 171 ( 2014): 185–86.

28  Köstenberger likewise wonders how “new churches could have had enough men with converted children.” 
Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, 314. Grubbs recognizes that there are household conversions, and so this 
could be the requirement here (i.e., the potential elder is a man who God blessed with saving his whole family at 
once or at least quickly). Grubbs, “The Truth about Elders and Their Children,” 12.
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addition, the conjunctive γάρ in verse 7 aligns the requirement to the household domain. Together, the 
grammatical and semantic features strongly indicate the “faithful” interpretation. Third, the purpose of 
the letter (act virtuously with a concern for the view of outsiders) comports exceptionally well with the 
“faithful” interpretation. Finally, the parallel with 1 Timothy strongly suggests that Paul meant in Titus 
what he clearly says in Timothy. In this case the clearer should help us understand the opaque.

3. Theological Arguments

Theology, at its best, is a product of the proper exegesis of Scripture. It is a broad assessment of 
what the fullness of Scripture teaches about God, man, and creation. As such, theological arguments are 
the broadest contextual arguments that can be made. Three theological arguments may be marshaled 
for the “faithful” view. The first has to do with the Greco-Roman religious custom and the Christian 
theological response. The second has to do with how one can square the “believing” interpretation with 
the classic doctrine of election. The final argument rests on the theological claim that fathers have two 
distinct responsibilities towards their children: to evangelize them and to make them good citizens.

Perhaps the strongest argument for the “believing” view concerns a custom in the Greco-Roman 
world. In that context, it was expected that the subordinates in a family take the religion of the head of 
the household.29 Accordingly, some argue that because the potential elder was the head of his household, 
the children should be expected to believe. If they refused to do so, they were rebelling against his 
authority.30

While it is true that the Greco-Roman world held to this custom, Christianity was anti-cultural in 
this regard. Wives, for instance, were not required to follow the religion of their husbands; instead, by 
living submissively they were to ornament the gospel with the hope that their husbands might be drawn 
to Christ (1 Pet 3:1–2). Likewise, slaves were not told to embrace their master’s gods, but they were 
told to live in submission as far as they were able (Eph 6:5–8). In both of these circumstances, Scripture 
provides meaningful autonomy in the religious sphere for those in subordinate positions within the 
household.

The Christian doctrine of salvation is responsible for this counter-cultural position, for according 
to Christian theology, each person relates directly to God (John 3:16, 36; Acts 2:38; Rom 10:9–10). 
There is little reason to believe this would not apply to children within the household as well. And once 
this doctrinal point is accepted, to compel children to believe would be to compel hypocrisy.

Christian theology not only provides a robust answer to the strongest argument for the “believing” 
position, but it also provides one of the strongest arguments against the “believing” interpretation. 
In sum, the “believing” position cannot square with the doctrine of election.31 By election, I mean the 
unilateral choice of God to choose some to salvation (Eph 1:3–11). There are numerous problems with 
holding the “believing” position while holding to a doctrine of election.

29  Robert W. Wall and Richard B. Steele, 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus, Two Horizons (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2012), 341; Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 682–83.

30  Smith, based on this custom, argues that the best interpretation of πιστά is “faithful” because “believing” 
would already be implied. Smith, “Family Requirements for Eldership,” 37–38.

31  Some who read this may reject the historic formulation of the doctrine of election. But even those who hold 
to man’s libertarian free will should object to the “believing” position on the basis that the child has freedom to 
choose whether to believe or not to believe.
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First, the potential elder is held to an impossible standard.32 His child must believe (if he is to be 
qualified for ministry), yet he has no direct control over whether his child will believe. Two answers 
have been given to this problem. The first comes from MacArthur, who believes that those who see a 
tension between the “believing” view and election have a “defective understanding of God’s sovereign 
election.”33 He continues, “Some interpreters argue that Paul could not possibly hold a man responsible 
for the failure of his children to be saved if God has not elected them. But that sort of thinking is 
unbiblical. Scriptural predestination is not fatalism or determinism.”34

MacArthur does not sufficiently clarify this point, but it appears that his point rests on an analogy: 
If a man has true guilt even when he is not elect (and thus having liability without ability), then a father 
can have true guilt for not converting his non-elect children (again having liability without ability). 
But the two are not equivalent. Regarding non-elect people, there is a true basis for guilt both in the 
inherited sin of Adam and in their own sinful acts which hinder them from believing. On the other 
hand, Scripture does not indicate that the salvation of children is the parent’s responsibility.35 In sum, the 
liability of the non-elect is clearly taught in Scripture, while the liability of the parent whose children do 
not believe is certainly not clearly taught in Scripture.

The other response to the tension is to simply embrace the standard, noting that though the father 
has no direct control over the election of the child, nevertheless only those who have believing children 
may be in this position of church leadership.36 While this position is logical, it fails to provide any form 
of actual assessment of the potential elder.

This leads us to the second problem with holding “believing” and the doctrine of election—it 
provides no assessment of the elder himself. As Liefeld notes, “Good and wise parents can influence 
their children’s actions and encourage them to be trustworthy, but they cannot control their spiritual 
response to God.”37 Within a passage devoted to assessments to a man’s character, one would expect 
that this requirement would measure the character or aptitude of a man. The “faithful” interpretation 
provides such an assessment, but the “believing” does not. Simply put, terrible fathers sometimes have 
believing children, but they rarely have obedient children. Great fathers sometimes have believing 
children, but they frequently have obedient children. If we are to assess a man’s qualification by his 
children, which is the more logical choice—the thing he has control over or that which he does not? 

32  Strauch notes that some interpreters place an “unreasonable demand” on the elder. This is because “even 
the most godly, competent, Christian fathers cannot guarantee that all their children will be believers.... Salvation 
is a supernatural work of God.” Alexander Strauch, Biblical Eldership: Restoring the Eldership to its Rightful Place 
in the Local Church, revised ed. (Colorado Springs: Lewis & Roth, 2023), 218.

33  MacArthur, Titus, 31. 
34   MacArthur, Titus, 31.
35  Of course, some might argue that the text under consideration argues for the parent’s liability in regard to 

the salvation of their children. Seen in this light, the present argument is begging the question. Nevertheless, the 
point stands that nowhere else in Scripture does guilt accrue to parents whose children do not believe. Accord-
ingly, it is not the likely interpretation here.

36  Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 389.
37  Liefeld, 1 and 2 Timothy/Titus, 313.
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Elect? Obedient?
Great Fathers Sometimes Frequently
Terrible Fathers Sometimes Rarely

Non-Assessable Assessable

A third problem with the connection between “believing” and the doctrine of election concerns the 
history of God’s people. If there were a connection between the faithfulness of a man and the election 
of his children, one would expect that some of the most faithful men of the Old Testament would have 
elect children. Consider, however, David and his family. Or think of Samuel and his sons. Hezekiah 
would provide a third example with his son Manasseh (before his repentance; 2 Chron 33:10–13). These 
three men receive some of the most exalted language in all of the Old Testament (1 Sam 12:4–5; 13:14; 
2 Kgs 18:5), yet their children were not believers.

A final tension between the “believing” interpretation and election is that when held together, they 
appear to lay the blame of the child on the father. Yarbrough, who ultimately takes the “believing” 
interpretation, nevertheless suggests that the interpretation may not be easily squared with Ezekiel 
18:20a: “The one who sins is the one who will die. The child will not share the guilt of the parent, nor 
will the parent share the guilt of the child.”38 If the child receives an abundance of instruction and is 
thoroughly evangelized and yet decides to reject Christian truth, how can the parent be held guilty for 
the child’s choice?39

The third theological argument for the “faithful” interpretation rests on the doctrine of the two-
kingdoms.40 According to this historic doctrine, there are redemptive-directed moral duties and earthly-
directed moral duties. In regard to the redemptive, fathers are to evangelize their children. They have 
no real control over this realm, but they pray that their faithfulness in act and prayer will be used by 
the Lord to bring about their child’s conversion. In regard to the earthly sphere, fathers are to diligently 
make their children good citizens. They do have significant control over this realm, though it may be 
limited to the time the children are under their direct control.

This approach to Christian ethics comports well with the “faithful” interpretation. What is being 
assessed by the church concerning the elder is that which he has been given control over. Is he capable 
of leading his family in such a way that his children respect and follow him? If not, then how could he 

38  Yarbrough, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 483.
39  Certainly, some might argue that the elder holds no guilt, yet is still incapable of holding the office. The ten-

sion with this interpretation is that all the surrounding requirements, if not met, imply guilt.
40  In sum, the two-kingdom doctrine argues that though Jesus rules over all, He rules over two realms differ-

ently. In the words of Jacobs, “On the one hand, Jesus rules over the common kingdom—the created order com-
mon to all life that will one day come to an end—as creator and sustainer. On the other hand, Jesus rules over the 
redemptive kingdom—the church and those called to consummation into the world to come at the end of the cur-
rent age—as redeemer and savior” (Michael N. Jacobs, “The Resurgence of the Two Kingdoms Doctrine: A Survey 
of the Literature,” Themelios 45 [2020]: 314). In regard to the household, the father has responsibilities with regard 
to both kingdoms. He must attempt, as far as he is able, to make good citizens for the earthly kingdom, while 
evangelizing his children with the hope that they would join him in partaking of the redemptive kingdom. For 
more on the two-kingdom approach, see David VanDrunen, Living in God’s Two Kingdoms: A Biblical Vision for 
Christianity and Culture (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010); David VanDrunen, Natural Law and the Two Kingdoms: 
A Study in the Development of Reformed Social Thought (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010).
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lead the church of God? But if a man has been found a good steward in this smaller arena, then he may 
find success in the larger endeavor.

In sum, Christian theology supports the “faithful” interpretation. The doctrine of individual 
salvation negates the cultural argument that children must embrace the religion of their parents. Further, 
the doctrine of election resides in considerable tension with the “believing” view yet rests peacefully 
within the “faithful” view. Finally, the two-kingdom view of Christian ethics comports well with Paul’s 
requirement that church elders have “faithful” children.

4. Practical Arguments

In addition to the lexical, contextual, and theological arguments given above, there are numerous 
practical arguments in favor of the “faithful” interpretation.

Both interpretations create some challenges for implementation. For instance, if we accept the 
“faithful” interpretation, two primary questions arise. First, how disobedient does a child have to be for 
the pastor to be disqualified? This question is difficult, though the egregious nature of the sins listed in 
verse 6 suggests that the sinful rebellion must be both significant morally and evident publicly. Second, 
should the church assess the life of a child only while they are in the home or also after they leave the 
home? The language of the passage appears ambiguous on this question. Nevertheless, if the context 
suggests a household stewardship (as we have argued above), then it is logical that the responsibility 
would end when the child leaves the home.41

On the other hand, the questions that arise when we accept the “believer” interpretation are even 
more challenging. First, how old does a child have to be before he professes faith? If an elder’s child is 
seven and has not made a profession of faith, is the elder still qualified? What if the child is eleven or 
thirteen? Second, what should a pastor do when his child consistently doubts his salvation? Third, does 
the command reflect only children in the home or also children who have grown up and started their 
own homes?

In regard to the age of the child, many interpreters take the passage to mean only children in 
the home.42 But as MacArthur points out, the word used of children “refers to offspring of any age.”43 
Supporting this is the fact that the sins referenced in 1:6 do not seem to be the types of activities done by 
small children. Perhaps then one may assess the adult character of a potential elder’s children. Mounce 
suggests that this is appropriate, for though the elder taught them in the home, “the results of which can 
be seen in his children wherever they live.”44 Rayburn and Nicoletti agree, noting that “while the primary 
scope of the text appears to be adolescent children still in the home … the text does have secondary 

41  This fact is complicated by the recognition that in the Greco-Roman world, the authority of the father was 
not limited to the household, for “even though the younger generation lived under a different roof, they were still 
under the legal authority of their father as paterfamilias” (Jeffers, Greco-Roman World, 239). Of course, this raises 
the question concerning how much the cultural situation should influence our understanding of the elder’s re-
quirements. For more on this question that we cannot develop here, see Merkle, “Are the Qualifications for Elders 
or Overseers Negotiable?”

42  Stott, Guard the Truth, 176; Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 289.
43  MacArthur, Titus, 30.
44  Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 388. 



345344

Unbelieving Child and Qualified Elder

implications that would call on us to also consider the faith of a man’s adult children as a possible 
indication of his fitness to serve as an elder.”45

Assessing the elder’s adult children brings in added challenges. First, is a seventy-year-old man 
disqualified if, after forty years of pastoring, his fifty-year-old son, to the surprise of all, apostatizes 
from the faith? Second, if adult children can be a means of assessment, one wonders whether a man 
converted as an adult can lack qualification for ministry because his adult sons are not believers. In 
this case, he would not have had opportunity to share the word with them when they were young. Is he 
incapable of elder ministry on this account?

This practical section has sought to work through the implications of both readings. Though this 
cannot be our primary interpretive measure, it is logically a helpful measure. This is another way of 
saying that we should give priority to readings that do not create extra levels of complication. In this 
case, the “faithful” reading is much simpler to apply and creates fewer challenges than the “believer” 
interpretation. When this fact is added to the above argumentation, the “faithful” interpretation gains 
extra strength.

5. Conclusion

The question addressed in this article is one that has been faced by numerous churches, and it will 
likely face many more: Does Scripture require that an elder have “faithful” or “believing” children?

This article has argued that the “faithful” interpretation was Paul’s meaning on the basis of lexical, 
contextual, theological, and practical considerations. First, it is the expected definition of the word both 
statistically and within the household domain. Second, it fits the context better than the alternative. 
Third, the doctrinal case for the “faithful” interpretation is compelling, while the implications of the 
“believing” interpretation are theologically challenging. Finally, the “faithful” interpretation raises few 
applicational challenges, while the “believing” interpretation causes more applicational problems than 
it solves.

45  Rayburn and Nicoletti, “An Elder Must Have Believing Children,” 74–75.
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Abstract: John Owen (1616–1683) believed, as a pastor and theologian, that worshiping 
the triune God should only be done through the prescribed means regulated by 
Scripture. Owen pushed back against imposed liturgies, such as the Book of Common 
Prayer, because their enforcement crippled a congregation to worship God freely. This 
article seeks to answer the questions, “What is Owen’s theology of public worship, 
and how is it practiced in a church’s worship service?” It considers the doctrine of the 
beatific vision, the Trinity, spiritual affections, the theological context of the Lord’s Day, 
and the doctrine of Sola Scriptura.

*******

The seventeenth-century “Prince of Puritans,” John Owen (1616–1683), committed his life to 
the work of ministry as a pastor, theologian, vice-chancellor, chaplain, and a statesman. He de-
sired to worship the triune God freely—without any external regulations not found explicitly in 

Scripture. This article looks at Owen’s theology of public worship in order to understand his theological 
convictions concerning his liturgical practice. The guiding questions are, “What is Owen’s theology of 
public worship, and how is it practiced in a church’s worship service?” When Owen served as one of 
the editors for the Savoy Declaration in 1658, he labored over what constitutes as true and appropriate 
worship. This document defines worship by first looking to the doctrine of God. The Savoy Declaration 
explains:

The light of Nature sheweth that there is a God, who hath Lordship and Soveraignty over 
all, is just, good, and doth good unto all, and is therefore to be feared, loved, praised, 
called upon, trusted in, and served with all the heart, and all the soul, and with all the 
might: But the acceptable way of worshipping the true God is instituted by himself, and 
so limited by his own revealed will.1

Scriptures regulated worship for the Westminster divines and the Nonconformist Puritans because 
the triune God alone institutes what worship looks like. Owen’s doctrine of the Trinity establishes his 
theology of worship because God determines how he ought to be worshiped. 

In order to answer the above question, this article is divided into three sections. First, Owen’s 
theology of the beatific vision and spiritual affections are considered in order to understand how 

1  A. G. Matthews, The Savoy Declaration of Faith and Order, 1658 (London: Independent Press, 1959), 
22:1–2.
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the theology of worship is established on the triune God. Beholding the glory of God in worship is 
what drives true affections. Second, the Lord’s Day is examined in order to understand why God set a 
particular day apart from the rest for worship. Finally, Owen’s articulation of Sola Scriptura in worship 
is examined. The Bible alone, as the special revelation from God, determines how the church is to 
worship the Lord on the Lord’s Day. 

1. Beholding the Glory of God for Worship

John Owen regularly taught that worship, private or public, is beholding the glory of God. The glory 
of God is what motivates and creates worship, and for Owen, this all centers on the person of Christ. 
Owen explains, “Some men speak much of the imitation of Christ, and following his example. But no 
man shall ever become ‘like unto him’ by bare imitation of his actions, without that view or intuition of 
his glory which alone is accompanied with a transforming power to change them into the same image.”2 
It is through the “view or intuition of his glory” that Christians begin to be conformed into the image of 
the Son (Rom 8:29). This is why the nature of worship is connected not to the external works one does, 
but in the affections of the heart, which then leads to worshipful action—a life of holiness. Owen desires 
to get people to truly see the beauty of who Christ is as the theological foundation and motivation for 
worship. He asks:

Is Christ, then, thus glorious in our eyes? Do we see the Father in him, or by seeing 
of him? Do we sedulously daily contemplate on the wisdom, love, grace, goodness, 
holiness, and righteousness of God, as revealing and manifesting themselves in him?3

These are the questions Owen desires to explore as he seeks to awaken the hearts of worshipers. 
In seeking to understand Owen’s theology and practice of public worship, this section explores Owen’s 
doctrine of the beatific vision, which serves as the theological foundation for public worship, in order to 
see how the beatific vision stirs people’s affections for worship.4

1.1. The Christological Essence of the Beatific Vision

To understand Owen’s theological motivation in worship, it is important to recognize his 
christological focus. To behold the glory of God is to behold the face of Jesus Christ. The beatific vision 
involves not only seeing by sight the eternal glory of God in the eschaton, but also seeing by faith the 
glory of God in the Christian life now.5 Owen explains, “No man shall ever behold the glory of God by 
sight hereafter who doth not in some measure behold it by faith here in this world. Grace is a necessary 
preparation for glory, and faith for sight.”6 According to Owen, beholding the glory of God through 
the person of Christ is done by reflecting on who Christ is as the hypostatic union. Suzanne McDonald 

2  John Owen, “Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ,” in The Glory of Christ, ed. William H. 
Goold, The Works of John Owen 1 (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1991), 304. 

3  Owen, “Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ,” 304–305.
4  For a brief survey of Owen’s theology of the beatific vision, consult Boersma, Seeing God: The Beatific Vision 

in Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), 321–27.
5  This article is not to focused on the telos of the beatific vision, but the earthly faith the Christian has that 

prepares one to see by sight in the eschaton. It is this present beholding of Christ by the Spirit that produces wor-
ship as Christians receive a glimpse by faith to what the eternal glory will look like. 

6  Owen, “Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ,” 288.
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explains, “For Owen, it matters for our lives now and for all eternity that we should set aside time for 
our minds to be shaped by the foretaste that is offered to us of the beatific vision,” in order to shape 
minds and to change lives more into the image of the Son.7 Owen dedicates a treatise on this important 
doctrine, called Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ, first published in 1684. He explains 
that the purpose of this work is to “stir us up unto diligence in the discharge of the duty here proposed—
namely, a continual contemplation of the glory of Christ, in his person, office, and grace.”8  

Contemplating the glory of Christ in his person, office, and grace begins intellectually and ends 
devotionally. Knowing God correctly results in worship. Owen explains: 

The design of this Discourse is no more, but that when by faith we have attained a view 
of the glory of Christ, in our contemplations on his person, we should not pass it over 
as a notion of truth which we assent unto, – namely, that he is thus glorious in himself, 
– but endeavor to affect our hearts with it, as that wherein our own principal interest 
doth lie; wherein it will be effectual unto the transformation of our souls into his image.9

The person of Christ is the object of man’s adoration and as man contemplates him, hearts begin to be 
transformed and affections grow. Owen understands that knowledge is never exclusively intellectual but 
also includes the heart. To know God, to be in communion with him, is to know who he is intellectually, 
which results in a changed heart. McDonald observes that Owen follows Thomas Aquinas’s lead in 
giving precedence to the intellect, “since we cannot rightly desire or love God without true knowledge 
of him, but we do not truly know God if knowledge does not issue in love.”10 This knowledge of God is 
never the intellect apart from the heart. 

Owen is Chalcedonian in his articulation of the beatific vision since he uses the person of Christ, 
both his divinity and humanity, as the centerpiece to see the glory of God. McDonald summarizes the 
primary content of Owen’s beatific vision well: “The beatific vision is primarily Jesus Christ, fully God, 
fully man, acknowledged by faith now, apprehended in its fullness in eternity.”11 Christ is beautiful and 
glorious because he is divine and human, acting as the image of the invisible God in his divinity and 
the elect’s advocate in his humanity. Because Christ is God, true knowledge of God comes through 
him; yet at the same time, because Christ is man, true worship for God also comes through him. As 
the hypostatic union, both knowledge from God and worship to God go through Christ. Owen gives 
three reasons why Christ’s humanity is important to behold God’s glory. First, in Christ’s humanity, he 
is “the immediate head of the whole glorified creation.”12 In other words, believers can never lose their 
relationship with Christ because they are already gathered in the head—Christ. Second, Christ’s human 
nature is “the means and way of communication between God and his glorified saints forever.”13 Lastly, 

7  Suzanne McDonald, “Beholding the Glory of God in the Face of Jesus Christ: John Owen and the ‘Reform-
ing’ of the Beatific Vision,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to John Owen’s Theology, ed. Kelly M. Kapic and 
Mark Jones (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), 143. 

8  Owen, “Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ,” 277.
9  Owen, “Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ,” 321. 
10  McDonald, “Beholding the Glory of God,” 147.
11  McDonald, “Beholding the Glory of God,” 147. 
12  John Owen, “ΧΡΙΣΤΟΛΟΓΙΑ: or, a Declaration of the Glorious Mystery of the Person of Christ,” in The Glory 

of Christ, The Works of John Owen 1:271.
13  Owen, “ΧΡΙΣΤΟΛΟΓΙΑ,” 272.
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Christ’s human nature “shall be the eternal object of divine glory, praise, and worship.”14 Christ is the 
object of worship because he is the object of God’s glory. Christ is not only the object to God’s glory, but 
he is also the means to see God’s glory.

The beatific vision is important for Owen because it explains that all spiritual affections received 
from God are communicated through Christ. Owen explains that it is only by looking to Christ, who 
eternally receives the Father’s love, that believers can receive the blessings of Christ, which are found in 
the love the Father has for the Son:

The way on our part whereby we shall receive these communications from God by 
Christ, which are the eternal springs of life, peace, joy, and blessedness, is this vision 
the sight whereof we speak. For, as it is expressly assigned thereunto in the Scripture, so 
whereas it contains the perfect operation of our minds and souls in a perfect state, on 
the most perfect object, it is the only means of our blessedness.15

According to Owen’s articulation of the beatific vision, beholding Christ—the glory of God and 
the eternal recipient of the Father’s love—believers now receive the Father’s love as adopted sons and 
daughters in Christ in order to get a “foretaste of the future blessedness in the enjoyment of Christ.”16

Owen is careful when reflecting on the glory of God by not explaining away the mystery. To behold 
the glory of God is to look at the face of Christ, because Christ is the image God gave humanity to show 
his infinite glory. In his explanation of this point Owen says:

The enjoyment of God by sight is commonly called the BEATIFICAL VISION; and it is 
the sole function of all the actings of our souls in the state of blessedness: which the old 
philosophers knew nothing of; neither do we know distinctly what they are, or what is 
this sight of God. Howbeit, this we know, that God in his immense essence is invisible 
unto our minds. For nothing can perfectly comprehend that which is infinite, but what 
is itself infinite. Wherefore the blessed and blessing sight which we shall have of God 
will be always “in the face of Jesus Christ.”17

The “actings of our souls” to which Owen refers are the spiritual affections believers will communicate 
back to God in worship as they have communion with him in the eschaton. In other words, the spiritual 
affections the church experiences now by faith is only a foretaste. This is why Owen is able to say, the 
“manifestation of the glory of God … shine into our souls …[which] shall fill us with peace, rest, and 
glory.”18 Owen is theologically rich; however, at the same time, Owen is careful not to reach beyond what 
humans are able to comprehend. In the closing of part one in this treatise he explains,

There is nothing farther for us to do herein but that now and always we shut up all 
our meditations concerning it with the deepest self-abasement, out of a sense of 
our unworthiness and insufficiency to comprehend those things, admiration of that 

14  Owen, “ΧΡΙΣΤΟΛΟΓΙΑ,” 272.
15  Owen, Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ, 414.
16  Owen, Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ, 415. 
17  Owen, Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ, 292–93.
18  Owen, “ΧΡΙΣΤΟΛΟΓΙΑ,” 93.
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excellent glory which we cannot comprehend, and vehement longings for the season 
when we shall see him as he is, be ever with him, and know him even as we are known.19

The longing believers have in Christ to fully see the glory of God is the longing that drive one to 
worship. The beatific vision is the motivation for believers to gather in a public worship service each 
week and worship the Father, through the Son, by the Spirit.

1.2. Christological Piety in Worship

The ability to behold the glory of Christ is initiated by the Father, accomplished through the Son, 
and made effective by the Holy Spirit. John Owen preached two sermons, “The Nature and Beauty of 
Gospel Worship,” on Ephesians 2:18—the same passage Owen used to explain the heavenly directory 
in his treatise Communion with God.20 Worship with heart-felt affections for God is motivated by the 
glory of God in Christ; however, beholding this glory only comes by having communion with the 
triune God. Packer explains, “Puritans used the word [worship] in its narrower and more common 
sense, to signify simply all our direct communion with God: invocation, adoration, meditation, faith, 
praise, prayer and the receiving of instruction from his word, both in public and private.”21 As in Owen’s 
treatise, Communion with God, he talks about how one has distinct communion with each person 
of the Godhead to produce true worship in these sermons, which highlights the doctrine of divine 
appropriation in worship.22 Owen explains in this sermon on Ephesians 2:18:

The first thing in general observable from these words [Eph. 2:18] is, that in the spiritual 
worship of the gospel the whole blessed Trinity, and each person therein distinctly, do 
in that economy and dispensation wherein they act severally and peculiarly in the work 
of our redemption, afford distinct communion with themselves unto the souls of the 
worshippers…. There is no act, part, or duty of gospel worship, wherein the worshippers 
have not distinct communion with each person in the blessed Trinity.23

By holding Owen’s doctrine of divine appropriations correctly with his doctrine of inseparable 
operations, Owen’s articulation of the heavenly directory begins to take shape.24 Owen brings it back to 
God the Son as the centerpiece of true worship when he says:

19  Owen, Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ, 415.
20  John Owen, “The Nature and Beauty of Gospel Worship,” in Sermons to the Church, The Works of John 

Owen 9:53–84; John Owen, Communion with God, The Works of John Owen 2:269. The “heavenly directory” 
refers to the way Christians worship God by God. Worship is done in the Spirit through the Son to the Father.

21  J. I. Packer, A Quest for Godliness: The Puritan Vision of the Christian Life (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1990), 
249. 

22  Owen uses the medieval doctrine of appropriation and attributes it to God’s revelation and how the Father 
reveals himself in a special “distinct” way, how the Son reveals himself in a special “distinct” way, and how the 
Holy Spirit reveals himself in a special “distinct” way for communion to occur with a believer. Sinclair Ferguson 
also explains, “This is the classical doctrine of Appropriations,” when commenting on how Owen articulates God’s 
distinct (yet inseparable) modes of communication for communion to occur. Sinclair B. Ferguson, John Owen on 
the Christian Life (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1987), 76.

23  Owen, “The Nature and Beauty of Gospel Worship,” 56–57.
24  While the Father, Son, and Spirit reveal themselves distinctly to initiate communion, this revelation is never 

separate from each other. Instead, God’s revelation, or communion of himself to mankind is a single and undivided 
work of God. Owen clearly teaches the doctrine of the inseparable operations of God. Owen explains, “When I 
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This is the general order of gospel worship, the great rubric of our service. Here in 
general lieth its decency, that it respects the mediation of the Son, through whom we 
have access, and supplies and assistance of the Spirit, and a regard unto God as a Father. 
He that fails in any one of these, he breaks all order in gospel worship.25 

As Christians behold the beauty of the glory of Christ by the Spirit, they have access to God the 
Father. Christ as the High Priest in many ways serves as the centerpiece in Christian worship because it 
motivates, generates, sustains, and accomplishes the act and purpose of Christian worship.

The second sermon Owen preached on Ephesians 2:18 further expounds on the significance of the 
order of gospel worship. Owen explains there are three specific ingredients needed for gospel worship 
to take place:

1st. Light and knowledge, that we may be acquainted with the mind and will of God in 
it, – what it is that he accepteth and approveth, and is appointed by him…2dly. Grace 
in the heart, so that there may be, in this access unto God, a true, real, spiritual saving 
communion, obtained with him in those acts of faith, love, delight, and obedience, 
[these constitute as the spiritual affections] which he requireth; without which it is in 
anything “impossible to please God.” 3dly. Ability for the performance of the duties that 
God requireth in his worship, in such a manner as he may be glorified, and those who 
are called to his worship edified in their most holy faith.26

Knowledge of the Lord allows the heart to grow in love with the Lord by God’s grace, which is 
expressed through spiritual affections such as love and delight. These are the affections that are expressed 
by the worshiper as they look at the beatific vision through the Son by receiving God’s grace. Owen saw 
grace, the second ingredient needed for worship, as the means of communicating the Father’s love to 
those who have communion with him. However, because of the doctrine of inseparable operations, 
Owen looks at the Holy Spirit to explain how the worshiper receives the love from the Father through 
Christ’s grace for worship. “It is he [the Holy Spirit] alone which really affecteth the heart and soul with 
their wants,” because apart from the Spirit, humanity is “dull and stupid in spiritual things.”27 Without the 
Spirit, no one would want to receive the Father’s love through the Son. Owen explains this communion 
with the triune God and the love he communicates, and how worshipers reciprocate the appropriate 
affections in worship:

He comes upon the hearts of the elect, and communicates of his own grace unto them. 
These graces he enables them to act, exert, and put forth in their worship of God. These 
God delights in, as coming from himself, as of his own workmanship in us; – he seeth a 
return of himself to himself, of his grace to his glory: and by these do the saints approach 
into his presence, speak to him, treat with him, and hear from him.28

assign any thing as peculiar wherein we distinctly hold communion with any person, I do not exclude the other 
persons from communion with the soul in the very same thing.” Owen, Communion with God, 18.

25  Owen, “The Nature and Beauty of Gospel Worship,” 57, 64.
26  Owen, “The Nature and Beauty of Gospel Worship,” 70.
27  Owen, “The Nature and Beauty of Gospel Worship,” 73.
28  Owen, “The Nature and Beauty of Gospel Worship,” 73–74.
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Worship is looking at the love received from God and expressing affections back to the Father 
through Christ by the Spirit.

The third ingredient needed for gospel worship, the “ability for the performance of the duties,” 
is where the ordinances of public worship begin to surface.29 Owen articulates that the duties to be 
performed are the ordinances of public worship and they are to be done for the glory of God and to the 
edification of the assembly.30 Owen explains that local churches are edified as believers engage in their 
spiritual gifting by the Spirit in order to glorify God in their public worship through the duties of the 
ordinances: 

He [the Holy Spirit] gives spiritual gifts unto men, enabling them to perform it in a holy, 
evangelical manner…. He enables men to pray, so as that the souls of the saints may be 
drawn forth thereby unto communion with God … he enables them to preach or speak 
as the “oracles of God” … he enables men to administer the seals of the covenant so, 
that the faith of the saints may be excited and stirred up to act and exert itself in a way 
suitable to the nature of each ordinance.31

In this second sermon on Ephesians 2:18, Owen articulates the importance of prayer, preaching, 
baptism, and the Lord’s Supper in public worship because it is through these ordinances that worship 
is publicly expressed. 

1.3. Spiritual Affections Stimulated

The Holy Spirit is the one who stimulates spiritual affections in the believer’s heart to be outwardly 
expressed in the ordinances of public worship. Owen looks to Romans 8:6 as his guide to define spiritual 
mindedness. He says spiritual mindedness is “to have the mind changed and renewed by a principle 
of spiritual life and light, so as to be continually acted and influenced thereby unto thoughts and 
meditations of spiritual things, from the affection cleaving unto them with delight and satisfaction.”32 
Owen is explaining that as one looks to and meditates on spiritual things (beholding the glory of God 
by faith), minds are changed as affections grow with delight. Owen claims that the foundation of what 
it means to be spiritually minded lies in the affections.33 Owen further explains it another way, “Spiritual 
affections, whereby the soul adheres unto spiritual things taking in such a savour and relish of them 
as wherein it finds rest and satisfaction, is the peculiar spring and substance of our being spiritually 
minded.”34 The spiritual affections “is the peculiar spring and substance” of being spiritually minded 

29  Owen, “The Nature and Beauty of Gospel Worship,” 70.
30  Owen, “The Nature and Beauty of Gospel Worship,” 74. 
31  Owen, “The Nature and Beauty of Gospel Worship,” 75–76, emphasis added. The three specific ordinanc-

es listed here, prayer, preaching, and the seals of the covenant (which includes baptism and the Lord’s Supper), 
are the same ordinances listed in Owen’s treatise, Communion with God. Owen writes, “The soul addresses itself 
unto in the want of Christ; when it finds him not in any private endeavours, it makes vigorous application to the 
ordinances of public worship; in prayer, in preaching, in administration of the seals, doth it look after Christ” 
(Communion with God, 130). 

32  John Owen, “Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually Minded,” in Sin and Grace, The Works of John Owen 
7:270.

33  Owen, “Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually Minded,” 271.
34  Owen, “Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually Minded,” 395.
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and it brings joy and satisfaction. Owen is careful to articulate that these affections do not arise out 
of nothing, but they arise from “our thoughts and meditations” by faith and eventually by sight in the 
beatific vision.35 Affections never initiate worship; instead, they always serve as a response to God and 
his revealed Word.

Owen further explains, “Every great work of God, the concluding, completing, perfecting acts are 
ascribed unto the Holy Ghost.”36 The Holy Spirit does the concluding work of God because he is the third 
person in the order of the Trinity’s subsistence. The way the Spirit concludes, completes, or perfects 
the work of God’s redemptive work is by gifting the church the ability to perform the ordinances of 
public worship. The Holy Spirit is a gift from the Father and Son to his church for their knowledge of 
the divine, their sanctification, and their ability to worship.37 In this undivided work of God, the Father 
and the Son give the Spirit as a gift for his children. Owen explains, “The power … the Holy Ghost puts 
forth in our regeneration is such, in its acting or exercise, as our minds, will, and affections, are suited 
to be wrought upon, and to be affected by it, according to their natures and natural operations.”38 Kelly 
Kapic summarizes Owen’s position well: “The great Gift of God is none other than the Holy Spirit, and 
this Spirit is none other than God himself. Rather than indicating inferiority to God, the concept of Gift 
is employed by Owen to highlight divine generosity, presence, and action.”39 

In Owen’s treatise, A Discourse of Spiritual Gifts, published ten years after Owen’s death, he 
examines how the gift of the Holy Spirit and all its benefits—the spiritual gifts—give believers the ability 
to worship God corporately through the ordinances of public worship. While the gift of the Holy Spirit 
is saving, what Owen identifies as the spiritual gifts is not saving.40 In the introduction of this treatise, 
Owen articulates, “He [the Holy Spirit] unites them [believers] into the one mystical body, under the 
Lord Christ as a head of influence, by faith and love; and he unites them into an organical body, under 
the Lord Christ as a head of rule, by gifts and spiritual abilities.”41 One of the ways the Spirit applies 
the undivided work of the triune God is to provide the church the ability to worship God “by gifts and 
spiritual abilities.”42 These spiritual gifts are so central to worship that “the neglect of these gifts hath 
been the ruin of the same profession as to worship and order.”43 

35  Owen, “Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually Minded,” 271.
36  John Owen, “Discourse Concerning the Holy Spirit,” in The Holy Spirit, The Works of John Owen 3:94.
37  Kelly Kapic articulates the polemical context between the Socinians, specifically seen in John Biddle, and 

the Reformed orthodox tradition, specifically seen in John Owen, to show the theological debate between the two 
positions on the Spirit as a gift (“The Spirit as Gift: Explorations in John Owen’s Pneumatology,” in The Ashgate 
Research Companion to John Owen’s Theology, ed. Kelly M. Kapic and Mark Jones [Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012], 
113–27). Biddle, who was an anti-trinitarian, argued that if the Spirit is a gift from God, then the Spirit is not God, 
in XII Arguments (1647), 3. Owen responds to this argument in “Vindiciae Evangelicae” (The Gospel Defended, The 
Works of John Owen 12:1–590) by spending a lot of time demonstrating how the Spirit is a gift from the Father 
and Son, while still remaining free as His own person of the Godhead who is truly divine and one with the Father 
and Son.

38  Owen, “Discourse Concerning the Holy Spirit,” 318.
39  Kapic, “The Spirit as Gift,” 139.
40  John Owen, “A Discourse of Spiritual Gifts,” in The Work of the Holy Spirit, The Works of John Owen 4:420.
41  Owen, “A Discourse of Spiritual Gifts,” 420.
42  Owen, “A Discourse of Spiritual Gifts,” 420.
43  Owen, “A Discourse of Spiritual Gifts,” 422.
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2. Worship on the Lord’s Day

The Lord’s Day is a special and holy day set apart for the Lord. For Owen, the Lord’s Day is a 
continuation of the fourth commandment in the Old Testament—to keep the Sabbath—making Owen 
a Sabbatarian.44 Owen defends the theological conviction that the fourth commandment continues into 
the New Covenant predominantly in his treatise, Exercitations Concerning the Name, Original, Nature, 
Use, and Continuance of a Day of Sacred Rest in his Hebrews commentary.45 Owen shows that God 
created the Sabbath in order to ensure the worship of God is holy and pure, to make sure man does not 
distort the glory it is meant to bring to the Lord as spiritual affections are expressed. This theological 
conviction is also well articulated in the Savoy Declaration:

As it is of the law of Nature, that in general a proportion of time by God’s appointment 
be set apart for the worship of God; so by his Word in a positive, moral, and perpetual 
commandment, binding all men in all ages, he hath particularly appointed one day in 
seaven for a Sabbath to be kept holy unto him, which from the beginning of the world 
to the resurrection of Christ, was the last day of the week, and from the resurrection 
of Christ was changed into the first day of the week, which in Scripture is called the 
Lord’s day, and is to be continued to the end of the World as the Christian Sabbath, the 
observation of the last day of the week being abolished.46

This confession on the Sabbath is rooted in the regulative principle of worship. This section continues 
exploring Owen’s theology and practice of public worship by providing the theological context to the 
particular day on which the Lord requires the church to worship.

2.1. Continuation of the Fourth Commandment 

The Puritans were successful in establishing a culture of rest and worship on the Lord’s Day. Packer 
notes that even after the Great Ejection of 1662, “the Long Parliament and its successors … in 1677, 
[who were] a violently anti-Puritan Parliament passed the Sunday Observance Act, which repeated, and 
confirmed, Commonwealth legislation on this subject.”47 In other words, this anti-Puritan Parliament 
still passed an Act to maintain what the Puritan convictions established, a day dedicated to the Lord. 
This Act “prescribed that all should spend Sunday, not in trading, travelling, ‘worldly labour, business, 
or work of their ordinary callings,’ but in ‘exercising themselves … in the duties of piety and true religion, 
publicly and privately.’”48 These Puritan convictions that shaped their culture were rooted in the belief 
that the fourth commandment in Exodus 20:8–11, to keep the Sabbath, is still for the church today.

The reason the Puritans believed in the continuation of the fourth commandment is because they 
understood the commandment to be rooted in creation. It was a “memorial” of creation, since the 
Lord rested on the seventh day in creation. Because it was rooted in the law of creation, the Sabbath 

44  Joel R. Beeke and Mark Jones, A Puritan Theology: Doctrine for Life (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage, 
2012), 653.

45  John Owen, Hebrews, Volume 2, The Works of John Owen 18:265–460.
46  A. G. Matthews, The Savoy Declaration, 22:7. 
47  Packer, A Quest for Godliness, 236.
48  Packer, A Quest for Godliness, 236.
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was meant for everyone. The Puritans, therefore, considered it to be part of the moral law.49 An early 
Puritan named Nicholas Bownd (c. 1551–1613) is famous for his treatise on the Sabbath, which helped 
shape the Puritan convictions on the continuation of the fourth commandment. Bownd explains, “It 
is needful to prove unto you that the Sabbath ought still to be continued with us; because without this 
persuasion, all doctrine or exhortation tending to the true manner of sanctifying it, falls to the ground 
and is unfruitful.”50 He continues and explains that the reason the fourth commandment is intended to 
be ongoing is because it is prescribed in creation, specifically in Genesis 2:3.51 Owen appeals to this same 
passage a generation after Bownd. A generation after Owen, this position is still confessed and defended 
by Matthew Henry (1662–1714) in his work, A Commentary on the Whole Bible:

It is taken for granted that the Sabbath was instituted before; we read of God’s blessing 
and sanctifying a seventh day from the beginning (Gen ii. 3), so that this was not the 
enacting of a new law, but the reviving of an old law … as a holy day, set apart to the 
honour of the holy God, and to be spent in holy exercises.52

Henry is demonstrating the Puritan conviction that observing the Sabbath is a commandment given 
in creation for revering the holiness of God. Horton Davies presents the Puritan view of the Sabbath 
well when he says, “The Sabbath was the great, regular red-letter day of the Puritan calendar, which 
looked both backward to the Creation and forward to the consummation of Creation in the eternal 
delight and rest of God’s elect in heaven.”53 This “eternal delight and rest of God’s elect in heaven” occurs 
when the church beholds the glory of God by sight in a beatific vision.

2.2. Examination of Genesis 2:1–2 and Hebrews 4:3–4

For Owen, the two proof texts for Christians to continue the Sabbath are Genesis 2:1–2 and 
Hebrews 4:3–4. Owen explains:

The opinion of the institution of the Sabbath from the beginning of the world is founded 
principally on a double testimony, one in the Old Testament, and the other in the 
New. And both of them seem to me of so uncontrollable an evidence that I have often 
wondered how ever any sober and learned person undertook to evade their force of 
efficacy in this cause.54

In both of these passages, Owen takes time to exegetically explain the importance of the Sabbath 
and why observing a day of rest is required for proper public worship. By arguing for the continuation 
of the fourth commandment, Owen is teaching his readers what the Lord requires for worship—a day 
dedicated completely to the Lord. 

49  Packer, A Quest for Godliness, 238.
50  Nicholas Bownd, The True Doctrine of the Sabbath (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage, 2015), 40.
51  Bownd, The True Doctrine of the Sabbath, 40.
52  Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged in One Vol-

ume, reprint ed. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 124.
53  Horton Davies, Worship and Theology in England: From Andrews to Baxter and Fox, 1603–1690 (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 2: 245.
54  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 2, 294.
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The text that Owen looks at in Genesis 2:1–2 states, “Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, 
and all the host of them. And on the seventh day God ended his work, which he had made. And God 
blessed the seventh day, and sanctified it: because that in it he had rested from all his work which God 
created and made.”55 Owen spends time considering what God means by saying, “he blessed the seventh 
day, and sanctified it.” When observing the first part of this phrase, “He blessed it,” Owen notes that the 
Jews say God’s blessing is “an addition of good,”56 in other words, that in some sense there is a special 
addition to this particular day above the rest. Owen explains, “It must be somewhat whereby it was 
preferred unto or exalted above other days.”57 The second part of the phrase, “And sanctified it,” further 
expounds on how the Lord blessed this particular day. Owen observes the Hebrew word for “sanctified” 
שּׁ)  which, he explains, “none ever doubted … the meaning … [which is to] set it apart for a day of ,(וַַיְְקַַדֵּ
holy rest.”58 Owen further explains:

God … sanctified this day: not that he kept it holy himself, which in no sense the divine 
nature is capable of; nor that he purified it, and made it inherently holy, which the 
nature of the day is incapable of; nor that he celebrated that which in itself was holy, as 
we sanctify his name, which is the act of an inferior towards a superior; but that he set it 
apart to sacred use authoritatively, requiring us to sanctify it in that use obedientially.59

According to Owen, the Sabbath is sanctified, not because the Lord kept it holy, not because the 
Lord made it holy, not because the day itself is holy, but because the Lord declares it to be holy—
authoritatively—so that his church keeps it holy, obediently. The Sabbath is holy because God is 
authoritative and commands his people to obediently keep it holy. In other words, the day would not 
be holy if the Lord did not authoritatively proclaim it to be holy through his revealed Word, with the 
church appropriately responding to his authority by expressing appropriate worship.

The text that Owen appeals to in the New Testament is Hebrews 4:3–4, which says, “For we 
which have believed do enter into rest, as he said, As I sware in my wrath, if they shall enter into my 
rest: although the works were finished from the foundation of the world. For he speaketh somewhere 
concerning the seventh day on this wise, And God rested on the seventh day from all his works.”60 In this 
section of Owen’s work, he reflects only briefly on Hebrews 4:3–4 because he gives a fuller examination 
later in volume four of his Hebrews commentary.61 However, as Owen begins to examine what the 
author of Hebrews meant by the word “rest,” he quickly points out that there are different types of rest. 
There is an eternal future rest, which is the truest and purest rest believers will have in glory, and there 
is an earthly rest that the land of Canaan represented, serving as a shadow of the heavenly rest.62 Owen 
here uses the land of Canaan, where the nation of Israel rested in their promise land, as a typology 
pointing to the absolute and perfect rest that will be enjoyed in heaven. In Hebrews 4:3, Owen explains 

55  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 2, 294, emphasis added.
56  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 2, 297.
57  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 2, 298.
58  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 2, 298.
59  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 2, 298.
60  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 2, 301.
61  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 4, The Works of John Owen 20:254–87.
62  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 4, 257.
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how this “rest” is, like the land of Canaan, a real earthly rest that can and is experienced now and 
ultimately serves as a foretaste of what is to come in eternity with the Lord. The earthly rest is found 
in beholding the beatific vision now by faith, while the heavenly rest is found in beholding the beatific 
vision by sight in the eschaton.

As Owen examines Hebrews 4:3, he explains why the church now makes their Sabbath on the first 
day of the week instead of the last. The alteration of the Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday is appropriate 
and necessary, according to Owen, because of the gospel. Under the law, man needed to work before 
they were able to rest in the Lord, while now under grace, man is able to rest in the Lord first before his 
work. Owen explains,

For of old, under the covenant of works, men were absolutely to labour and work, 
without any alteration or improvement of their condition, before they entered into 
rest…. But now it is otherwise. The first thing that belongs unto our present state is an 
entering into rest initially; for we enter in by faith. And then our working doth ensure; 
that is, “the obedience of faith.” Rest is given us to set us on work; and our works are 
such as, for the manner of their performance, are consistent with a state of rest.63

Owen even states that if someone argues that the Sabbath should be on the seventh day instead of 
the first, they are attempting to bring the church back under the covenant of works. Owen is building a 
theological foundation here to show why man’s obedient works are considered worship. Their obedient 
works are worshipful because their work is done in their communion with the triune God, which they 
experience as they rest in him through their faith in him.

2.3. Ordinances and Liturgy of Public Worship

Resting in the Lord on the Lord’s Day meant they were to obediently respond to God’s authoritative 
declaration in making the day holy. This obedient response, for the Puritans, meant they were to actively 
respond to the Lord in public worship through the means God prescribed in his Word. It is only through 
the prescribed ordinances of public worship found in Scripture that the church publicly manifests their 
communion with God experientially. 

The Puritans’ public worship service is characteristically described as simplistic. Leland Ryken 
explains, “Given the context of Catholic/Anglican extravagance in public worship, the whole thrust of 
Puritan worship was toward getting rid of the clutter and focusing on the essential.”64 Owen did have 
many objections to the Book of Common Prayer because he thought the strict structure and regiment 
suppressed the experiential communion believers were to have with the triune God in the midst of a 
public worship service. Before the Great Ejection of 1662, the English Puritans used several different 
church directories of worship to help structure their public worship services.65 However, after 1662, 
Puritans simplified their worship services even more and began to not use a specific liturgical criterion. 
This is what Owen argued for in his Discourse Concerning Liturgies in 1662. In this treatise, Owen 
explains that one’s communion with God in worship is what grants the church freedom to worship 

63  Owen, Hebrews, Volume 4, 280.
64  Leland Ryken, Worldly Saints: The Puritans as They Really Were (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), 119–20.
65  For list of several directories throughout the years see Horton Davies, The Worship of the English Puritans 

(Grand Rapids: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, 1997), 122–61.
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simplistically—not regimented by the Book of Prayer.66 This freedom to worship God comes by the Holy 
Spirit; however, this does not mean one can make worship however he or she wants. Instead, worship 
relies on the Word of God as the church’s liturgical criterion.

3. Scripture Alone as The Liturgical Criterion

Sola Scriptura, according to Owen, does not only determine doctrine, but it also determines how the 
church is to worship. Davies picks up on this idea when he explains, “the Puritans were the champions of 
the authority of the ‘pure Word of God’ as the criterion not only for church doctrine, but also for church 
worship and church government.”67 This Puritan legacy rested on their conviction that Scripture alone 
is authoritative, infallible, and sufficient in all matters of life, including worship. This conviction is one 
John Owen shared and it greatly influenced his hermeneutic. Owen made sure to interpret Scripture in 
a way that recognized how it is in fact living, active, and sharper than any two-edged sword (Heb 4:12). 
In this final section, Owen’s doctrine of Sola Scriptura is examined in order to understand how his 
convictions of the Bible’s authority and infallibility influenced the way he answered the question, “What 
is Owen’s theology of public worship and how is it practiced in a church’s worship service?”

3.1. The Authority and Infallibility of Scripture in Worship

The supremacy of Scripture is found throughout Owen’s writings to guide and direct all matters 
of life. Yet one of the most explicit places in Owen’s writings pertaining to Sola Scriptura as applied to 
public worship is found in his catechism, A Brief Instruction in the Worship of God. In questions 2–3 
of this catechism, Owen explores the centrality of Scripture as the means to know how God is to be 
worshiped. Question 2 asks, “By what means do we come to know that God will thus be worshipped?”68 
Answer: “That God is to be worshipped … [by] the ways and means of that worship depend merely on 
God’s sovereign pleasure and institution.”69 Owen continues with this answer by appealing to God’s 
authority when he says:

Although some of the ways which he doth appoint may seem to have a great compliance 
in them unto the light of nature, yet in his worship he accepts them not on that account, 
but merely on that of his own institution; and this as hath declared his will about in the 
second commandment, so he hath severely forbidden the addition of our inventions 
unto what he hath appointed [i.e., Book of Common Prayer], sending us for instruction 
unto Him alone whom he hath endowed with sovereign authority to reveal his will and 
ordain his worship.70

If God institutes worship by his authoritative will being done through the ways and means he 
prescribes, then “How … are these ways and means of the worship of God made known unto us?”71 

66  Owen, “A Discourse Concerning Liturgies and Their Imposition,” in Church Purity and Unity, The Works 
of John Owen 15:8.

67  Davies, The Worship of the English Puritans, 49.
68  John Owen, “A Brief Instruction in the Worship of God,” in Church Purity and Unity, The Works of John 

Owen 15:448.
69  Owen, “A Brief Instruction in the Worship of God,” 448.
70  Owen, “A Brief Instruction in the Worship of God,” 449.
71  Owen, “A Brief Instruction in the Worship of God,” 449.
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Answer: “In and by the written word only, which contains a full and perfect revelation of the will of 
God as to his whole worship and all the concernments of it.”72 This answer speaks directly to Owen’s 
understanding of the sufficiency of Scripture. Owen explains that God’s Word is the way and means 
of knowing how the church ought to worship, but it also contains the “full and perfect” instruction 
on how to worship; nothing should be added to it. Scripture, according to Owen, is the standard for 
testing all ordinances of worship simply because it carries the authority of God. The Savoy Declaration 
explains, “The authority of the holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed and obeyed, dependeth 
not upon the Testimony of any man or Church; but wholly upon God (who is Truth itself ) and Author 
thereof: and therefore it is to be received, because it is the Word of God.” 73 Sinclair Ferguson makes the 
observation, “Owen is intent to stress … that the Scriptures cannot validly carry the authority they claim 
for themselves unless they are in fact of divine origin, and have a nature in keeping with that origin.”74 In 
other words, Scripture is the sole authority of everything including worship because it originates from 
God, who is authoritative.

Owen appeals to Scripture’s infallibility when applying the doctrine of Sola Scriptura to public 
worship. Ferguson further explains, “The logic of inspiration means that the authority of Scripture must 
be of an infallible nature, that is without error.”75 Because Scripture is God’s revealed authority it must 
be infallible since God cannot lie.76 Owen confesses, “For the divine truth … being concerning things 
unseen … nothing but the absolute infallibility of the revealer can bring the mind of man to assurance 
and acquiescency.”77 Because Scripture is without error, man has the assurance that they can have true 
communion with God in public worship in the ordinances of worship that Scripture prescribes.

3.2. Spirit-Led Hermeneutics for Worship

If Scripture alone “contains a full and perfect revelation of the will of God as to his whole worship 
and all the concernments of it” because it is authoritative, sufficient, and infallible, then it is important 
for the Christian to be able to understand it in order to apply it for worship.78 This makes interpreting 
Scripture a supernatural exercise because the Christian relies on God to know God’s revelation. Man 
cannot rely on his own understanding to know God through Scripture. Instead, Owen teaches that 
it is by the Holy Spirit that one is able to understand and know God through his Word. This makes 
hermeneutics a central piece to communion with God because knowing how to interpret the Bible 
properly means knowing how to know the God Scripture reveals. This is why, when scholars make 
observations on Owen’s hermeneutical method, they explain that only those who have faith—those 
who have communion with God—are able to interpret Scripture. For example, Packer explains, “He 
who would interpret Scripture aright … must be a man of a reverent, humble, prayerful, teachable 

72  Owen, “A Brief Instruction in the Worship of God,” 450.
73  Matthews, The Savoy Declaration, 1:4. 
74  Ferguson, John Owen on the Christian Life, 185.
75  Ferguson, John Owen on the Christian Life, 188.
76  Owen, “The Doctrine of the Saints’ Perseverance Explained and Confirmed,” in Continuing in the Faith, The 

Works of John Owen 11:575.
77  Owen, “ΧΡΙΣΤΟΛΟΓΙΑ,” 94. 
78  Owen, “A Brief Instruction in the Worship of God,” 450.
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and obedient spirit … otherwise he will never reach any understanding of spiritual realities.”79 Only 
Christians can interpret Scripture because only those who are united to Christ and have the Holy Spirit 
can receive the revelation of the Father, through the Son, and by the Spirit.

The Holy Spirit is key in proper Bible interpretation. Therefore, only when the Bible is supernaturally 
read and understood with the help of the Holy Spirit does it alone become the liturgical criterion 
for public worship on the Lord’s Day. With the help of the Spirit illuminating the believer’s mind, 
proper understanding of Scripture is possible, which is the true knowledge of Christ. The purpose of 
hermeneutics is to obtain the knowledge of Christ. Owen says, 

Whereas, therefore, by an acquaintance with the person of Christ, it is undeniably 
evident that I intended nothing but that knowledge of Christ which it is the duty of every 
Christian to labour after, – no other but what is revealed, declared, and delivered in the 
Scriptures, as almost every page of my book [Communion with God] doth manifest 
where I treat of these things.80

Owen explains that throughout his treatise, Communion with God, he regularly points Christians 
to the necessity of the knowledge of Christ for communion with God, and this knowledge is revealed, 
declared, and delivered in Scripture alone. Owen further articulates, “without the knowledge of the 
person of Christ … as revealed and declared in the Scripture, there is no true, useful, saving knowledge 
of any other mysteries or truths of the gospel to be attained.”81 This saving knowledge is what Owen 
considered “true theology.”82

4. Conclusion

John Owen cared about worshiping the triune God properly. This article deals mainly with the 
theological nature of public worship according to Owen, answering the question, “What is Owen’s 
theology of public worship, and how is it practiced in a church’s worship service?” Owen’s theology of 
public worship is established on the triune God and beholding him by faith now. Owen’s theology of 
public worship is practiced in a church’s worship service by actively being in communion with Christ, 
by looking at him, through the prescribed ordinances of worship found in the Word of God. Some of 
the prescribed ordinances include public prayer, the preaching of God’s Word, baptism, and the Lord’s 
Supper. Owen explains, “Our souls … have no way of approach unto God in duties of worship but 
by faith; no way of adherence or cleaving unto him but by love; no way of abiding in him but by fear, 
reverence, and delight.”83 Expressing spiritual affections by faith in God is the way to abide in Christ—to 
have communion with him. When affections are received and expressed by the Spirit, through the Son, 
to the Father, God receives acceptable worship.

79  Packer, A Quest for Godliness, 100.
80  Owen, Communion with God, 288.
81  Owen, Communion with God, 289.
82  John Owen, Theologoumena Pantodapa, Sive, De Natura, Ortu Progressu, Et Studio Veræ Theologiæ 

(Edinburgi: T&T Clark, 1862), 37; John Owen, Biblical Theology, or The Nature, Origin, Development, and Study 
if Theological Truth, in Six Books (Grand Rapids: Soli Deo Gloria, 1994), 16.

83  Owen, “Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually Minded,” 434.
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Abstract: While C. H. Spurgeon’s sufferings and pastoral ministry have often been 
explored separately, Spurgeon himself saw suffering and ministry going hand-in-
hand. He argued that pastors must suffer because they are Christ’s particular servants, 
conduits of his grace to others. He also believed that suffering keeps pastors humble, 
gives them sympathy for their people, and helps them experience what they preach. 
Aspects of Spurgeon’s theology of pastoral suffering are particularly relevant to pastors 
today, especially how he interpreted pastoral trials.

*******

Many pastors have longed for a taste of Charles Haddon Spurgeon’s (1834–1892) preaching 
gifts and ministry success; very few have desired the pronounced suffering that accompanied 
them. Spurgeon’s preaching drew thousands and won droves of converts; his popularity also 

led to services at the Surrey Music Hall and the disaster there that broke his emotional health.1 Evangeli-
cals tout the great preacher’s convictions about Scripture as exemplary; in his own lifetime those con-
victions led to widespread censure from former students and allies.2 Spurgeon’s recorded sermons show 
him a master of preaching to distressed and buffeted souls; he could not have preached these sermons 
without being distressed and buffeted himself.3 Many admire someone faithfully ministering through so 

1  For a recounting and examination of the Surrey Music Hall Disaster, see Tom Nettles, Living by Revealed 
Truth: The Life and Pastoral Theology of Charles Haddon Spurgeon (Fearn, Scotland: Christian Focus, 2013), 595–
600. Spurgeon himself said it was the “greatest ordeal” of his life, Charles H. Spurgeon, Autobiography, reprint ed. 
(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1962), 1:431. See also Geoffrey Chang, Spurgeon the Pastor: Recovering a Biblical 
and Theological Vision for Ministry (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2022), 248.

2  I am referring here to the Downgrade Controversy at the end of Spurgeon’s life. See Chang, Spurgeon the 
Pastor, 249–50. 

3  For example, in an address to fellow ministers, Spurgeon commented on the effectiveness of his preaching to 
save a suicidal man through one of his Sunday sermons: “I know I could not have done it if I had not myself been 
confined in the dungeon in which he lay.” Charles H. Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry: Direction, Wisdom and 
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much sorrow and adversity, but few wish these trials for themselves.
However, suffering and ministry were a package deal for Spurgeon: they were bound together in 

the nature of gospel ministry. A variety of works have examined the ways Spurgeon’s sufferings shaped 
his life and ministry;4 in this article I argue that ministry and suffering were theologically connected 
in Spurgeon’s vision for pastoral ministry. Spurgeon argued that suffering is necessary for faithful 
ministry for a variety of reasons but especially because of the distinctive relationship that pastors have 
with Christ—they were his conduits of the grace of God to others. Suffering is also necessary for ministers 
because of its benefits: it makes pastors experience the truths they preach to their people, keeps them 
humble, and gives them the sympathy necessary for their labors. After reviewing the relevant literature 
on Spurgeon’s sufferings and ministry, I demonstrate this vision for ministry in Spurgeon’s thinking, 
looking especially at his addresses to other ministers at his yearly pastor’s conference and several 
passages from Lectures to My Students. In conclusion, I argue that while Spurgeon’s understanding of 
ministerial suffering was influenced by contemporaries, it had distinctive elements and should inform 
the way his life and ministry are understood. I also suggest an avenue for contemporary application—
that pastors today interpret their peculiar trials in light of their peculiar pastoral identity.

1. Suffering and Ministry in Spurgeon Scholarship

Scholars have frequently examined Spurgeon’s physical, mental, and spiritual sufferings.5 Spurgeon 
underwent great physical sufferings from gout and other ailments, often so significant as to take him out 
of preaching and ministry for weeks at a time beginning in 1867. These episodes became increasingly 
acute in 1879 until his death in 1892.6 Spurgeon’s mental sufferings were also deeply impactful on 
him, especially his lifelong battle with depression, insomnia, and violent mood swings that came 
subsequent to the Surrey Music Hall disaster.7 Scholars also recognize what appears to be a distinction 
in Spurgeon’s recollections between his mental and more specifically spiritual sufferings.8 Aside from 
mental struggles—“is any man altogether sane?”—Spurgeon described a spiritual darkness coming over 
his soul, seeming to be related to despair over his salvation.9 

Encouragement for Preachers and Pastors, reprint ed. (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2018), 172. For a fuller account 
of the circumstances surrounding this phrase, see below. 

4  Spurgeon’s sufferings have been explored in two popular level volumes: first, Zack Eswine, Spurgeon’s Sor-
rows: Realistic Hope for Those Who Suffer from Depression (Fearn, Scotland: Christian Focus, 2015), and second, 
a chapter length treatment in Elizabeth Skoglund’s Found Faithful: The Timeless Stories of Charles Spurgeon, Amy 
Carmichael, C. S. Lewis, Ruth Bell Graham and Others (Grand Rapids: Discovery House, 2004). For a recent, 
definitive biography that treats Spurgeon’s preaching at length and explores his theology of suffering, see Nettles, 
Living by Revealed Truth, 595–629.

5  These categories are most explicit in Peter J. Morden, “C. H. Spurgeon and Suffering,” Evangelical Review 
of Theology 35 (2011): 308–11. Nettles, while describing all of these aspects of Spurgeon’s sufferings, sees them as 
more united in his experience. 

6  Morden, “C. H. Spurgeon and Suffering,” 308; and Nettles, Living by Revealed Truth, 597–603. 
7  Morden, “C. H. Spurgeon and Suffering,” 309; and Nettles Living by Revealed Truth, 597–603.
8  Morden, “C. H. Spurgeon and Suffering,” 310–11.
9  The first quote is from Charles H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, reprint ed. (Scott’s Valley, CA: Pan-

tianos Classics, 2018), 122. Peter Morden, C. H. Spurgeon: The People’s Preacher (Surrey: CWV, 2009), 70–71, 
describes the spiritual dimension of the fallout from the Surrey Music Garden disaster in Spurgeon’s life. 
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Scholars have also addressed the relationship between Spurgeon’s suffering and his theology. Peter J. 
Morden goes as far as to say that “the reality of suffering loomed large over his ministry,” suggesting that 
Spurgeon’s experience of suffering was a decisive factor in shaping his ministry and preaching.10 Morden 
also describes the rich reflections Spurgeon made on suffering, showing that he believed suffering (1) 
to be under the good, sovereign care of God; (2) to bring believers into fellowship with Christ; and (3) 
to promote believers’ greater usefulness towards others both in their witness to non-Christians and 
in their sympathy toward fellow suffering believers.11 Nettles highlights similar themes, noting that 
Spurgeon articulated a clear theology of God’s goodness and purposes in suffering at the beginning 
of his ministry and kept it in spite of his grievous sufferings over the years.12 A recent dissertation has 
thoroughly examined Spurgeon’s battle with depression, his theological interpretation of it, and the 
variety of ways he sought to alleviate it.13

Spurgeon’s preaching and theological convictions remain central features of Spurgeon scholarship.14 
Recently, Geoff Chang has argued that what is often missed in these rich reflections on Spurgeon 
the preacher is Spurgeon the pastor: Spurgeon was not only a communicator, but arguably more the 
leader of a local congregation, and this feature of his life deserves close examination.15 Chang exposits 
Spurgeon’s practical ecclesiology and how he led his local church by convictions and wisdom as evidence 
of his view of ministry. However, he does not engage many of Spurgeon’s stated views on the nature of 
ministry, pastoral identity, or the connections Spurgeon makes between peculiar sufferings and the 
pastoral office. 

So, while there are many reflections on the relationship between Spurgeon’s sufferings and his 
ministry, these do not take into account his explicit statements about pastoral identity and how that 
identity served to connect suffering and pastoral ministry. This article demonstrates that Spurgeon 
embraced and exhorted other pastors toward an “all-out ministry.” He viewed faithful pastoral ministry 
as entailing a labor that strained mere mortals and was attended by suffering. Among other reasons, 
pastors must suffer because they serve as conduits of the grace of God in Christ and must embody the 
gospel they preach. These necessary sufferings, far from diminishing a minister’s effectiveness, prove 
positively beneficial for his effectiveness.

2. An All-Out Ministry

In his exhortations to other ministers, Spurgeon envisioned pastoral ministry as necessarily 
straining, insisting that pastors serve the Lord Jesus with all their zeal and might and implying that a 
genuine minister would be consumed by ministry. Many times he said things like, “Jesus is worth being 

10  Morden, “C. H. Spurgeon and Suffering,” 325.
11  Morden, “C. H. Spurgeon and Suffering,” 315–22.
12  Nettles, Living by Revealed Truth, 595–96, 630. 
13  William Brian Albert, “‘When the Wind Blows Cold’: The Spirituality of Suffering and Depression in the 

Life and Ministry of Charles Spurgeon” (PhD diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2016). 
14  Spurgeon’s preaching has been the subject of several volumes, including biographies that see his preaching 

as a primary way in which to view his life, see J. Morden, C. H. Spurgeon, and Patricia Stallings Krupa, Charles 
Haddon Spurgeon: A Preacher’s Progress (New York: Garland, 1982). For a classic biography that argues that Spur-
geon’s theology, especially in the controversies of his life, are central to understanding him, see Iain Murray, The 
Forgotten Spurgeon (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1966). 

15  Chang, Spurgeon the Pastor, 2–5. 
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served with our best, yea with our all, and that in an intense and all-consuming manner.”16 Spurgeon also 
routinely called pastors to “display the utmost industry and zeal,” to consecrate their lives as sacrifices 
to the Lord, to use their gifts solely for ministry and no other purpose, and “to give your second-best 
never.”17 While many could affirm these sorts of statements as commendable pastoral piety, the way 
Spurgeon applied words like “intense” and “all-consuming” to pastor’s lives was startling. For example, 
Spurgeon came close to encouraging an early death by overwork for ministers: “If by excessive labor we 
die before reaching the average age of man, worn out in the Master’s service, then, glory be to God. We 
shall have so much less of earth and so much more of heaven.”18 Elsewhere he added that true ministers 
will have the marks of stern labor on them, that some pastors will inevitably die from overwork, and that 
pastors who are not doing absolutely everything they could are slothful.19 At his most intense, Spurgeon 
insisted that ease in ministry is evidence of a false ministry, one which will be hard to account for at the 
judgement seat of Christ: “the man who finds the ministry an easy life will also find that it will bring a 
hard death.”20 Strain was so essential to ministry that its lack revealed a false ministry.

Spurgeon lived what he taught, preaching over 10,000 times in his life, sometimes preaching while 
so sick that he had to be carried from the pulpit.21 Though overwhelmed by the growing demands of his 
various ministries, he never seemed to seek relief from his responsibilities.22 More striking than these 
actions were Spurgeon’s remarks on his view of overwork. In an evening sermon toward the end of his 
life he recalled how, in the first years of his ministry, friends discouraged him from preaching ten times 
a week out of fear of him ruining his constitution. His response, after years of these preaching habits 
and their resulting effects on his health, is telling: “If I have done so [broken down his constitution], I 
am glad of it. I would do the same again. If I had fifty constitutions I would rejoice to break them down 
in the service of the Lord Jesus Christ.”23 Genuine service to the Lord Jesus in gospel ministry disregards 
natural concerns about health, if health must be sacrificed to fulfill one’s service to the Lord. While 
there were some mediating comments in Spurgeon’s works on this front—especially his commendation 
of strategic rest in Lectures to My Students—his strongest and most frequent exhortation was for 
ministers to give themselves to demands of gospel ministry at any cost.24 This feature of Spurgeon’s 
pastoral theology is summarized well by his comment that ministers ought not to be “specimens … 
of fine preservation, but living sacrifices.”25 The conclusion to this article explores how this feature of 

16  Charles H. Spurgeon, The Suffering Letters of C. H. Spurgeon, ed. Hannah Wyncoll (London: Wakeman, 
2007), 23.

17  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 129, 154, 214, 306–7.
18  Charles H. Spurgeon, The Sword and the Trowel (May 1877): 211, cited in Nettles, Living by Revealed Truth, 

600.
19  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 42, 95, 306–7.
20  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 212. For the second passage that appeared to threaten condemnation at 

the judgement seat of Christ, see An All-Round Ministry, 239.
21  Chang, Spurgeon the Pastor, 11.
22  Spurgeon, The Suffering Letters of C. H. Spurgeon, 10–12; and Nettles, Living by Revealed Truth, 616–18. 
23  Charles H. Spurgeon, “For the Sick and Afflicted,” Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit (London: Passmore & 

Alabaster, 1863–1911), 22:45.
24  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 164; and Lectures to My Students, 126. 
25  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 123. 
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Spurgeon’s pastoral theology was contextually influenced and is not wholesale commendable to modern 
pastors.

Spurgeon’s practice also significantly moderated his comments about strain in the ministry. For 
example, beginning in 1871, Spurgeon took yearly trips to Menton, France, for convalescence and 
recovery, with trips varying in length, usually around two months.26 He and Susannah also moved to 
“Westwood” in 1881, a house purchased specifically to alleviate some of Spurgeon’s ailments and give 
him rest through the purported better weather there.27 Both of these pursuits were necessitated by 
Spurgeon’s deteriorating health. They do, however, reveal that Spurgeon sought relief from suffering 
and practiced his remarks about rest for the sake of long-term usefulness. These practices also imply 
that his remarks about labor in ministry were more related to his vision for pastoral identity than a 
universal prescription for pastoral practice.

One reason Spurgeon insisted on the consuming nature of ministry was because of its practical and 
spiritual demands. First, personal spiritual care for God’s people wears the pastor down, who is “most 
irregular as to his rest; the only thing regular about him is labor and disappointment, and yet faith makes 
him a happy man.”28 While irregular rest is not commendable as a model for ministry, many pastors have 
found seasons where this is necessary to care for God’s people. According to Spurgeon, this wear on 
the pastor is evidence of him faithfully meeting the needs of his flock—the shepherd at ease is content 
to let a few sheep die!29 Again, Spurgeon lived what he preached, particularly in his commitment to 
personally oversee the large membership of Metropolitan Tabernacle—once doing forty membership 
interviews in a single day.30

A second reason for pastoral strain was the fact that pastors were responsible to care for those who, 
though saints, were still sinners. “I think I have heard that sheep have as many diseases as there are days 
in the year but I am sure that the other sort of sheep are liable to ten times as many,” Spurgeon remarked; 
thus, “A pastor’s work is an anxious one. All sorts of difficulties occur with our fellow servants.”31 Faithful 
pastors attempt to cure the various spiritual ills their people struggle through and deal with dissension 
and opposition because of sin in the church. Pastors may also be subjected to a “crushing stroke” in 
the form of betrayal by a trusted leader or grievous sin by a member.32 Though Spurgeon himself did 
not experience a significant amount of opposition from his people, he expressed deep awareness of the 
difficulties of fellow Baptist ministers with their churches.33

The greatest strain of ministry, however, is the task of regularly dealing with the realities of salvation. 
The weight of these realities subject the faithful pastor to mental and spiritual trials:

26  Albert, “‘When the Wind Blows Cold,’” 166. 
27  Nettles, Living by Revealed Truth, 619. 
28  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 164.
29  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 164.
30  Chang, Spurgeon the Pastor, 121. 
31  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 201.
32  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students 126–27. Interestingly, in this passage Spurgeon comments on how dis-

sension and strife among God’s people affects ministers more acutely than other men because of their tender 
dispositions. Since this is a rare instance in Spurgeon’s writings about the reasons for ministerial trials, I have left 
it out of my analysis.

33  See Chang, Spurgeon the Pastor, 173–75, for the relative unity and health of Spurgeon’s own congregation, 
especially seen in his immense joy in congregational meetings.
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Our work, when earnestly undertaken, lays us open to attacks in the direction of 
depression. Who can bear the weight of souls without sometimes sinking to the dust? 
Passionate longings after men’s conversion, if not fully satisfied (and when are they?) 
consume the soul with anxiety and disappointment. To see the hopeful turn aside, the 
godly grow cold, professors abusing their privileges, and sinners waxing more bold in 
sin—are not these sights enough to crush us to the earth? ... all mental work tends to 
weary and to depress, for much study is a weariness of the flesh; but ours is more than 
mental work—it is heart work, the labour of our inmost soul.34

Pastoral work is heart work. It is the labor of one’s soul—ministers burn through their own spiritual 
strength for others and are left weak. Moreover, they have passionate longings for success in their 
evangelistic labors, and their souls become depressed when they see the variety of ills that Christians 
fall into. Finally, and perhaps most related to Spurgeon’s own experience, faithful pastors “bear the 
weight of souls,” the immense realities of the eternal fate of men and women weigh on ministers who 
would seek their good. Spurgeon’s own crushing anxiety and even physical sickness before preaching in 
the first years of his ministry demonstrate how his own sense of responsibility in preaching weighed on 
him.35 All of this being said, Spurgeon’s view of pastoral work alone explains why he argued that faithful 
ministry must be attended by suffering.

But Spurgeon also articulated the nature of pastoral ministry in a way that connected it to suffering. 
Spurgeon viewed pastors as conduits of the power and grace of God to others. While a great honor, 
being a conduit of God’s power was attended with suffering, or as Spurgeon often put it, being strained 
by the weight of the power of God.36 One time Spurgeon warned pastors that the flame of zeal and the 
Spirit’s power would consume them:

Can the Spirit of God, even the Infinite deity, ride in such frail chariots as these, without 
straining the axle, and making the whole machine to quiver, as if it would be utterly 
dissolved beneath its burden? When God visits us with soul-saving power, it is as 
though devouring flame came forth from heaven, and made its abode in bosoms and 
where this is the case, there well may be a melting away of all strength. Yet let it be so: 
we humbly invite the sacred burnings.37

It is not only failure to win converts that would strain and consume pastors, the consequences of 
spiritual success and power would strain them! A pastor preaching and ministering savingly has God’s 
Spirit working in and through him to give spiritual life to others. Particularly, there are seasons where 
“God visits us with soul-saving power,” a special unction of the Spirit, and when this happens, the “infinite 
God” is riding in the “frail chariot” of the minister. This of course “strains” the “axle,” that is, the minister’s 
body and soul—the weight of God’s special, soul saving presence is too great a weight for a mortal to bear 
without cost. While this should not be understood in a sacramental or priestly sort of sense, Spurgeon 

34  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 122.
35  This is recounted in Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 162.
36  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 139–40.
37  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 139–40.
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saw the strain of ministry on a pastor’s life as a result of God visiting and working through them to give 
life to others.38

This instrumental nature of ministry undergirds pastoral suffering throughout Spurgeon’s 
encouragements to pastors. In one address, Spurgeon exhorted ministers to embody the truths they 
preach. If they do, “life will go out of us to others.”39 Asserting that God uses a quickened man to quicken 
others, he went on to say, “may the living waters flow into us, and then flow from us till thousands shall 
receive a blessing, and communicate it to others.”40 Ministers must be filled with zeal for the Lord and 
genuine spiritual life because the essence of ministry is to have divine life and power flow from them 
to others. A vibrant analogy from John 2:7–10 fleshes out this idea: “Through suffering comes blessing. 
When our Lord means to give his household wine, that our festivals may be full of gladness, what does he 
do? He says ‘fill the waterpots with water.’ We must be filled with affliction to the brim.”41 He went on to say 
that once ministers are filled with suffering, the Lord would say, “draw out the water,” and the minister’s 
suffering (the water) would be turned into spiritual life and joy for the people of God (the wine).42 He then 
rejoiced that this, the first of miracles, not only occurred at Cana but occurred still in Great Britain in 
the gospel ministry of the suffering pastors around him.43 Once again ministers are pictured as conduits 
of blessing to God’s people; their suffering was necessary because of the instrumental nature of their 
ministry. This instrumental view of ministry is uncommon today; those suspicious that it is unbiblical 
or necessarily sacramental should examine Paul’s descriptions of ministry, which, while not as explicit as 
Spurgeon’s, contain parallel implications.44

Spurgeon was, however, careful to distinguish between Christ’s once-for-all sufferings and a pastor’s 
necessary sufferings in ministry, particularly in his appropriation of Colossians 1:24 to pastoral ministry:

Further than this, your relation to Christ is of such a sort that you are to “fill up that which 
is behind of the sufferings of Christ for his body’s sake, which is the church.” His atoning 
griefs are finished; into that wine press, none of us can set a foot. But those sufferings by 
which men are won to Christ are far from being finished…. Every sufferer who bears pain, 
or slander, or loss, or personal unkindness for Christ’s sake, is filling up that amount of 
suffering which is necessary to the bringing together of the whole body of Christ, and the 
upbuilding of his elect church.45

While careful to distinguish the once-for-all atoning sufferings of Christ from any suffering a pastor 
might bear, Spurgeon took this text to mean that there were necessary sufferings for the “bringing together 
of the whole body” and “the upbuilding of his elect church.” Particularly, it was pastors who stood in the 
special “relationship” to Christ such that they were the ones who must fill up these necessary sufferings. 

38  Spurgeon attacked sacramental views of pastoral ministry throughout his works, especially against the 
priestly views of ministry on the rise in the Anglican church in his day. See Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 
72–74, for an example of his anti-clerical polemics.

39  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 150.
40  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 150.
41  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 300.
42  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 300.
43  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 300.
44  See for example, Col 1:24–2:5; 1 Cor 2:1–5; 4:8–13; 2 Cor 6:3–10; 13:3–4.
45  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 299.
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From a different biblical text, Spurgeon argued that pastors “stand in his [Christ’s] stead.”46 Pastors are like 
Christ in a peculiar way, especially in their ministries, which results in their necessary sufferings. Pastors 
thus appear in Spurgeon’s view not only as instrumental, but also as incarnational, embodying the reality 
of Christ’s sufferings in their ministries.

Another way that Spurgeon connected a pastor’s relation to Christ to suffering was by describing 
ministry as service. In an address to ministers describing ministry as stewardship, Spurgeon said, 
“Ministers are servants: they are not guests, but waiters; not landlords, but labourers.”47 He went on to 
compare a servant to the under-rower of a galley, who would be in the worst and most laborious position, 
applying it in this way:

Brethren, let us be content to wear out our lives even in the worst position, if by our 
labour we can speed the passage of our great Caesar…. We are not captains, nor owners 
of the galley, but only the oarsmen of Christ…. As we are, by office, servants in a special 
sense, let us cheerfully bear the chief part of the self-denial and travail of the saints.48

The pastoral office is service “in a special sense”; pastors must serve and bear difficulties in ways 
parallel to but distinct from other Christians. While Spurgeon is primarily preaching against a pastorate 
where pastors were “Lords” who domineered over their flocks, he also used this image to insist on 
ministerial sacrifice. Servants are not only humble; they are consumed with their work and willing to 
take on the worst and most difficult labor for their master. This sense of service was central to Spurgeon’s 
picture of the pastor.

So far, we’ve seen that Spurgeon insisted on strain from ministerial labor to the point that faithful 
pastoral ministry entailed suffering. The very nature of faithful care for God’s people and preaching 
entailed practical sufferings; moreover, pastors must be filled with fire from Heaven that would consume 
them if they would be genuinely successful in ministry. Pastors should therefore expect loss in their 
service to God’s people, being physically, mentally, or spiritually consumed for their sake. And because 
they were servants of Christ, pastors should not only bear but embrace this strain. As we shall now see, 
these sufferings, far from hindering a minister’s effectiveness, positively bless him.

3. The Blessings of Necessary Sufferings

Spurgeon had a strong belief that sufferings could benefit believers in a variety of ways, and he 
particularly reflected on the good that a variety of evils could produce for pastors.49 He would articulate 
two particular benefits of suffering: first, how suffering forms a pastor’s character, and second, how it 
enables him to understand and minister to his people. 

First, suffering drives people to the realities of faith in Christ, making pastors experience and test that 
which they preached to others. The following passage gives a vibrant, characteristically witty picture of 
how Spurgeon saw suffering working for a minister’s good:

I venture to say that the greatest earthly blessing that God can give to any of us is health, 
with the exception of sickness. Sickness has frequently been of more use to the saints of 

46  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 297.
47  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 199. 
48  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 199.
49  Morden, “C. H. Spurgeon and Suffering,” 315–22. 
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God than health has. If some men, that I know of, could only be favoured with a month 
of rheumatism, it would, by God’s grace, mellow them marvelously. Assuredly, they need 
something better to preach than what they now give their people; and, possibly, they 
would learn it in the chamber of suffering. I would not wish for any man a long time of 
sickness and pain; but a twist now and then one might almost ask for him. A sick wife, a 
newly made grave, poverty, slander, sinking of spirit, might teach lessons nowhere else to 
be learned so well. Trials drive us to the realities of religion.50

With Spurgeon’s irony and humor is a striking picture of the usefulness of suffering for the pastor. 
Sickness in moderation— “a twist now and then”—is a greater blessing to pastors than consistent health! 
It is a great “earthly blessing” because, for proud ministers, it may “mellow,” or humble them. Additionally, 
“the chamber of suffering” may teach a pastor better truths to preach to his people, because “trials drive 
us to the realities of religion.” In times of ease and prosperity, pastors might rely upon themselves and not 
look to the promises of God, consider eternity, or rely on the strength that comes from the Spirit. Various 
trials, however, force one to engage with and experience these gospel realities. This is essential for ministry, 
because a pastor not living the truths he preaches is unthinkable and condemnable. Indeed, “does a man 
know any gospel truth aright till he knows it by experience?”51 He must know the truth by experience before 
he can preach it to others. Applying this general principle to particular pastors, Spurgeon implied that 
the particular sufferings ministers undergo especially outfitted them for their unique spheres of service. 
A man’s weaknesses and inward trials, far from disqualifying him for office, “may,” actually, “even have 
been imposed upon him by divine wisdom as necessary qualifications for his peculiar course of service. 
Some plants owe their medicinal qualities to the marsh in which they grow.”52 The peculiar usefulness and 
spiritually healing qualities a pastor possessed might be a result of his peculiar trials.

Spurgeon also commended two other blessings of suffering: the protection of a pastor’s character 
and sympathy for his people. Suffering is necessary for maintaining a pastor’s character and usefulness, as 
Spurgeon found in his own experience: “I am sorry to say that I am made of such ill stuff that my Lord has 
to chasten me often and sorely. I am like a quill pen that will not write unless it be often nibbed.”53 He did 
not regret his pains and crosses, however, as long as the Lord would “write with me on men’s hearts.”54 He 
then went on to say that “that is the cause of many minister’s afflictions, they are necessary for our work.”55 
Apart from affliction, many pastors would be relatively graceless and without the character necessary to 
bear fruit in ministry.

The particular grace of humility flows from affliction. With a distinctive interpretation of 2 Corinthians 
12:7, Spurgeon posited that Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” was a vexing nuisance rather than a great affliction, 
so that Paul would be humbled that such a nuisance could try him.56 Pastors likewise have vexing trials, 
besetting weaknesses “so small that you despise yourself for taking notice, and yet it frets your soul.”57 These 

50  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 300. 
51  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 88. 
52  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 122.
53  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 123.
54  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 123.
55  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 123.
56  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 166.
57  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 166.
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distinctive trials give pastors the necessary blessing of humility, and because of the deadly temptation to 
pride, the Lord gives these trials often:

If we do not carefully keep our right place, our Master will not fail to chide us, and give 
our pride a taking down. How many of our afflictions, failures, depressions, arise out of 
our being unduly lifted up! I feel sure that no man, who is honoured of God in public, is 
quite a stranger to that chastening behind the door which keeps proud flesh from being 
unduly exalted.58

Spurgeon noticed that few could handle acclaim and success in public ministry without being “unduly 
lifted up”—that is, becoming proud and giving themselves the glory for ministry success. This pride came 
naturally to successful pastors, therefore, those who are “honoured of God in public” must experience “that 
chastening behind the door”—trials and afflictions—to keep them from continuing in this deadly pride. 
Regarding spiritual depression, Spurgeon argued that the most likely time a minister would experience 
this particular affliction was in times of great success.59 Citing the example of Elijah, who after a great 
victory fled for his life in fear, Spurgeon noted that “the Lord seldom exposes His warriors to the perils of 
exultation over victory,” knowing that few could endure such a test.60 Therefore, so that ministers would 
not be carried away by their success, “the gracious discipline of mercy breaks the ships of our vainglory 
… and casts us shipwrecked, naked and forlorn, upon the Rock of Ages.”61 The Lord grants affliction to a 
pastor in times of success to keep him humble and deliver him from pride; as one submits to this affliction, 
it forces him to cast himself upon Christ and experience the promises of the gospel afresh. Suffering and 
success were cyclical in Spurgeon’s picture of ministry: suffering led to the kind of grace that granted 
spiritual victories in ministry. These victories tempt a minister to pride, so the Lord grants more affliction 
to humble him. These afflictions lead to a fresh experience of the gospel, and thus more spiritual fruit. This 
back-and-forth relationship between suffering and spiritual fruit in ministry is why Spurgeon could say 
to fellow ministers, “Heaven shall be all the fuller of bliss because we have been filled with anguish here 
below, and earth shall be better tilled because of our training in the school of adversity.”62

Another benefit of suffering for ministers is that it gives them a sympathy for their people: “Good 
men are promised tribulation in this world, and ministers may expect a larger share than others,” so that 
they “may learn sympathy with the Lord’s suffering people, and so may be fitting shepherds of an ailing 
flock.”63 Angels could preach the same message that pastors preach, but it is a minister’s suffering and 
weak humanity that uniquely qualify him for office—because this office is directed toward the good of 
other weak and suffering humans.64 This necessity of sympathy extends even to temptation: “we need to 
be tempted in all points, so that we may be able to comfort others.”65 The idea of the necessity of suffering 
for ministers’ sympathetic effectiveness is most clear in Spurgeon’s remarks about preaching. While 

58  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 200.
59  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 124.
60  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 124.
61  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 124.
62  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 129.
63  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 121.
64  Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 121.
65  Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, 39.
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