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The issue of the relationship between the 
church and state is an ancient one that 
the church has wrestled with since its 
very inception. Our Lord clearly taught 
the principle that the two realms are to 
be separated (see Matt 22:21), but the 
exact line of demarcation has been greatly 
disputed throughout the history of the 
church. Before Christianity became the 
favored and then offi cial religion of the 
Roman Empire, believers followed Paul’s 
instruction to be subject to the governing 
authorities (see Rom 13:1), except when 
that subjection confl icted with explicitly 
understood commands of God or the 
preaching of the gospel (see Acts 5:29). But 
by the end of the fourth century, a new 
arrangement existed between the church 
and state that required the need for closer 
defi nition of the relationships between 
them, which differed greatly depending 
upon whether the church took root in the 
East or West.

In the West, due to a variety of infl u-
ences, the view of the two “powers” or 
“swords” developed, namely that God 
has established the power or sword of 
the church and the state. During the 
Middle Ages, this view was generally 
accepted, namely, the concept of a single 
society with two aspects, each with 
its own responsibilities, authority, and 
power, but the question of supremacy 
remained undefi ned. As a result, there 
was constant friction between the two 
over these precise areas. During the Ref-
ormation, Martin Luther sharply distin-

guished the temporal from the spiritual, 
but then considered many ecclesiastical 
functions, such as administration, as 
nonessentials thus providing the basis 
for most Lutheran States to develop a 
territorial system in which the political 
rulers supervised various church affairs. 
John Calvin, on the other hand, tried to 
argue for a clearer distinction between the 
spheres of church and state, but, at the end 
of the day, he still believed that it was the 
duty of the state to protect the church by 
maintaining peace and following biblical 
guidelines in civil affairs. 

However, in the Anabaptist-Baptist 
tradition, we most clearly discover a more 
consistent separation of church and state, 
a view that, for the most part, was adopted 
in the new world. Thus, for example, in 
America, there was a greater separation 
between church and state than in Europe, 
but it must be quickly stated, unlike the 
rhetoric of many today, this never entailed 
the view that there was to be a complete 
separation of “religion” from national 
life. No doubt, in recent days, as America 
has become a more pluralistic country in 
the sense of diverse religious viewpoints 
outside of a Judeo-Christian framework, 
the exact role of “religion” (and which 
“religion”) in public life has become more 
problematic, especially for evangelicals. In 
this regard, think about the recent discus-
sion regarding whether an evangelical 
should vote for a Mormon, such as Mitt 
Romney, to serve in the White House, let 
alone whether a Christian should vote 
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for a Muslim or anyone else from a non-
Christian religion to serve as the President 
of the United States.

Now given the fact that Christians have 
wrestled with these issues throughout the 
ages, and especially given the fact that 2008 
is an election year in the United States, we 
thought that an edition of SBJT devoted 
to various refl ections on the relationship 
between church and state would be not 
only be helpful for our readers, but also 
instructive and wise. Not only are refl ec-
tions on this important area part of what 
is entailed by Christian discipleship and 
making every thought captive to Christ 
(see 2 Cor 10:5), but they are also necessary 
given the benefi t we have as Christians 
who live in a democratic society. One of 
the great privileges that Western Chris-
tians have, unlike some believers in other 
parts of the world, is that we have the 
opportunity to participate in the political 
process. Even though our allegiance fi rst 
and foremost is to the Lord of the church 
and not to the state, God has sovereignly 
ordained government(s) to establish his 
purposes in the world (Rom 13:3-4). And 
as citizens of the state, especially demo-
cratic governments, we have a privilege 
and responsibility to participate in the 
political process and express our views 
as Christians. 

In this important way, the church 
has an important prophetic role, as salt 
and light in the world, to witness to the 
values that God demands for any society. 
To be sure, this kind of Christian political 
involvement does not cancel out the spiri-
tual form of Christ’s church and kingdom, 
nor does it call the state to promote the 
gospel with political power and muscle. 
But it does mean that as the church, we 
have a responsibility to call the state to 
carry out what God demands and expects 

of all governments, namely to protect and 
promote life, to uphold what is good, and 
to restrain what is evil, so that we may live 
at peace, and that the gospel may have free 
course in our society and in the world. No 
doubt, we must never think as Christians 
that salvation comes merely through the 
political order, a mistake sometimes sadly 
made by Christians. Rather, salvation 
only comes through the proclamation 
of the gospel, which leads to new birth, 
and people repenting of their sin and 
believing in the fi nished work of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. But with that said, especially 
living in the West, we as Christians have 
a unique privilege and responsibility to 
make our views known and to bear wit-
ness to the gospel in every aspect of our 
lives, including the political process.

All of the articles and forum pieces 
of this edition of SBJT are written with 
the goal of helping us better to think of 
our Christian responsibility to the state. 
Even though each author is addressing a 
different aspect of this relationship, both 
in terms of historical and contemporary 
issues, all of them together are written 
with the conviction that Christians must 
biblically and theologically, carefully 
and wisely, wrestle with how to apply 
the Scriptures to our lives, including our 
political lives and involvement in society. 
It is our prayer that this issue of SBJT will 
better lead to this end so that we may 
learn afresh what it means “to be in the 
world but not of it,” and what is entailed 
to live under the Lordship of Christ for 
his glory and our good.
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In the year 2000, then-First Lady Hillary 
Rodham Clinton revealed in her fi nancial 
disclosure statements for her campaign 
for the United States Senate from New 
York that she had received a contribution 
from the “American Museum Associa-
tion.” The New York press corps painted 
the spelling error, actually the American 
Muslim Association, as an artful dodge 
designed to protect the candidate from 
too close an alliance with what is seen as 
an anti-Israel group in a state with a large 
Jewish population. This was especially 
relevant for Clinton, given the fact that 
her budding political career had been 
jeopardized by a videotaped image of her 
kissing the cheek of the “First Lady” of 
the Palestinian Liberation Organization, 
a group dedicated to the destruction of 
the State of Israel. This was signifi cant 
because Israel is more than just another 
foreign policy concern, and Jewish voters 
are more than just another ethnic con-
stituency. Wrapped up in a politician’s 
support for Israel—or lack thereof—is an 
entire set of foreign and domestic policy 
commitments. And in the background of 
every decision related to Israel is a twen-
tieth-century of bloody state-sponsored 
anti-Semitic genocide and a twenty-fi rst 
century of potentially nuclear-armed 
nations devoted to the destruction of the 
Israeli state. A candidate’s views on the 

security of Israel signal in many ways that 
candidate’s vision for the future—and his 
or her view of the past. 

If Israel is complicated for candidates 
for public offi ce in the national political 
arena, though, it is even more so among 
evangelical Christians seeking to apply a 
“Christian worldview” to the social and 
political arenas of the era. A compre-
hensively Christian approach to socio-
political concerns cannot ignore the most 
politically incendiary stretch of land on 
the globe, particularly when the name 
of the stretch of land takes up one-third 
of the pages in one’s Bible concordance. 
Unlike some issues—such as the sanctity 
of unborn life, for instance—evangelicals 
have longstanding internal divisions 
over the nation of Israel. Moreover, these 
divisions are not incidental to the theo-
logical background of evangelical politi-
cal engagement but run right through 
the middle of such questions. Even as 
evangelicals have overcome some seem-
ingly intractable theological divisions that 
were impediments to a unifi ed approach 
to political engagement, the question 
of Israel remains open.1 As evangelical 
theologians seek to apply the biblical 
understanding of the Kingdom of God 
to the present political structures, how 
can they ignore a theological question so 
foundational to understanding the nature 
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of the Kingdom? Can evangelicals who 
reject a dispensationalist account of a 
future for political Israel still counteract 
anti-Semitism? Does an understanding of 
a future for Israel mean automatic support 
for all Israeli policies? These questions 
require an examination of the future for 
Israel in a Christian understanding of 
God’s Kingdom purposes. This article 
will survey current evangelical options 
on the politics of Israel’s future, followed 
by a proposal for an ethic toward Israel 
that centers on Jesus as the ultimate Israel 
of God.

The Politics of Israel’s Future: 
An Historical Appraisal 

An evangelical Christian political ethic 
is more concerned with the nation of Israel 
than with the nation of, say, Norway. All 
Christians agree that there will be Nor-
wegians in the Kingdom of God for which 
we are to seek fi rst. But most Christians 
also agree that there will not be a Norway 

there. By contrast, all Christians agree that 
there will be Israelites in the Kingdom 
of Christ. Evangelicals disagree though 
whether there will be a nation of Israel 
there. This question has everything to do 
with how conservative Protestants see 
world events, a just response to them, and, 
more importantly, the nature of biblical 
promise itself. Before evangelicals can 
contribute to the stance the international 
community ought to have toward the 
state of Israel, they must ask whether the 
Scripture reveals a particular place for 
this nation in the script of the end-times. 
For many evangelicals, the answer to that 
question is yes—a “yes” that is determina-
tive of an array of public policy decisions. 
The politics of Israel’s future is further 
complicated by ongoing controversies 
over evangelical theology itself, particu-

larly over whether the apocalypticism of 
popular fundamentalism is itself driving 
U.S. geopolitical commitments in the 
Middle East. 

The majority position in the history of 
the Christian church, whether Protestant, 
Catholic, or Orthodox, is that the blessings 
promised in the end-times to Israel are to 
be received by all those who are found in 
Christ. Within contemporary evangeli-
calism, this perspective is seen perhaps 
most clearly in Reformed theology. The 
covenant theology of Reformed confes-
sionalism maintains that the church, 
not any current or future geo-political 
entity, is the “new Israel,” the inheritor of 
Israel’s covenant promises. “The modern 
Jewish state is not a part of the messi-
anic kingdom of Jesus Christ,” contends 
Reformed theologian O. Palmer Robert-
son. “Although it may be affi rmed that 
this particular civil government came into 
being under the sovereignty of the God 
of the Bible, it would be a denial of Jesus’ 
affi rmation that his kingdom is not of 
this world order (John 18:36) to assert that 
this government is part of his messianic 
kingdom.”2 At the 1971 Jerusalem Confer-
ence on Biblical Prophecy, for example, 
Reformed theologian Herman Ridderbos 
expressed “embarrassment” with the 
conference since the evangelicals there 
were focused on Israel’s place in prophecy 
rather than on an evangelistic endeavor to 
convert the Jews to Christ.3 For Ridderbos, 
in continuity with Reformed theologians 
throughout the ages, the future for Israel 
is found just where it is for Gentiles, in 
Christ, not in a tract of land in the Middle 
East. Even those covenant theologians 
who believe Romans 11 teaches a mass 
conversion of Jews at the end of the age 
(John Murray, for example) still tend to 
see this future for Israel as an ethnic 
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rather than a political reality.4 That is, they 
would see large numbers of Jews turning 
to faith in Christ and thus joining with 
the one Body of Christ in receiving the 
promises to Abraham rather than seeing 
the restoration of a state of Israel in the 
land of Palestine.

Most people interested in the political 
ramifi cations of an evangelical theology 
of Israel, however, are concerned more 
with the Scofi eld Reference Bible than with 
the Westminster Confession of Faith. For 
evangelicals infl uenced by dispensation-
alist theology, the future of Israel as both 
an ethnic identity and as a nation-state is 
assured and indisputable from the Old 
Testament promises—which commit to 
the offspring of Abraham the land of 
Canaan and peace from enemies. New 
Testament passages such as Romans 
9-11 seem to reconfi rm the national and 
political character of these promises. Dis-
pensationalist evangelicals—and those 
infl uenced by their eschatology—affi rm 
an earthly millennial reign of Christ, 
centered on a reconstituted national Israel 
upon which God will lavish the geo-polit-
ical promises He pledged to them in the 
Hebrew Scriptures. This eschatology of a 
future Israelite hope plays an unlikely role 
in the history of the contemporary state 
of Israel, and lurks in the background of 
ongoing debates over the place of America 
and the international community in the 
Middle East. 

As from the beginning of the move-
ment, some contemporary dispensation-
alist leaders warn against a “replacement 
theology” that sees Israel’s future as 
belonging to the church. In a volume 
endorsed by infl uential pastor John Mac-
Arthur and leaders of several Messianic 
Jewish organizations, Barry Horner 
argues for a “Judeo-centric eschatology” 

as a “unifying teaching of Scripture” 
and labels “replacement theology” as 
“anti-Judaism.”5 Indeed, in a forward to 
Horner’s book, Messianic Jewish leader 
Moishe Rosen labels any understanding of 
a fulfi llment of the Old Testament escha-
tological promises to those who are in 
Christ to be “theological anti-Semitism.”6 
Rosen sees this kind of “thievery” of 
Christians from the promises to the Jews 
in, among other places, children’s Sunday 
school “where small children are taught 
to sing the song, ‘Every promise in the 
book is mine, every chapter, every verse, 
every line.’”7 This understanding would 
be more nuanced in the mainstream of 
dispensational scholarship. Progressive 
dispensationalists—led by theologians 
and biblical scholars such as Craig Blais-
ing and Darrell Bock—argue for a more 
unifi ed understanding of the people of 
God, and away from the language of 
“two peoples” with two sets of promises 
as articulated by earlier generations of 
dispensationalists. Nonetheless, progres-
sive dispensationalists still maintain a 
unique future for political Israel. Indeed, 
the Israelite character of the Millennium 
may be the distinguishing feature of pro-
gressive dispensationalism from historic 
premillennialism. One dispensationalist 
argues that Israel’s future is to serve a 
“mediatorial role” to the other nations in 
the coming millennial kingdom of Christ.8 
This special function does not make Israel 
superior to the other nations, he contends, 
any more than a complementarian view of 
male headship means that men are essen-
tially superior to women.9 For progressive 
dispensationalists, the future restoration 
of Israel as a political body is itself a cor-
rective to the political isolationism of 
previous generations of conservative Prot-
estants. The very existence of a political 
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rule of Jesus over a nation of Israel—with 
a government in Jerusalem and a global 
foreign policy—repels any notion that 
the gospel is unconcerned with politics 
or that redemption is focused simply on 
private “spiritual” matters. Blaising, for 
instance, contrasts the political nature of 
a dispensational understanding of mil-
lennial hope with the mystical “spiritual 
visionary hope” of Augustinian amillen-
nialism, which reduces Christian expec-
tation to inward spiritual blessing rather 
than historical political resolution.10 While 
other Christians may hold to a “not yet” 
vision of Christ ruling the nations with a 
“rod of iron,” dispensationalists, includ-
ing the newer forms, can claim continu-
ity with the specifi c politico-redemptive 
purposes initiated with Israel’s past. Thus, 
the bookends of an imperfectly ruled Isra-
elite theocracy in the Old Testament and 
a perfectly ruled Israelite Christocracy 
in the Millennium can provide, in the 
dispensationalist scheme, a standard of 
political righteousness by which to judge 
current claims to political justice.

History would seem to bear out some-
thing of the claim that an emphasis on 
future Israel has a politicizing effect on 
even the most politically isolationist forms 
of conservative Protestantism. The hope of 
a future for Israeli Zion contributed to the 
transformation of dispensationalists from 
a politically withdrawn and spiritually 
focused sect to the driving force behind 
both the call for a secure Israeli homeland 
abroad and the Religious Right populist 
electoral movement at home. Historian 
Timothy Weber demonstrates how the 
rise of dispensationalism—originating 
with the separatist theology of Anglican 
dissident J. N. Darby—gained ground 
among some English and American 
Protestants in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth-centuries because it offered a 

“‘sure word of Bible prophecy’ to help 
them interpret world events and show 
how such events were leading to Christ’s 
return.”11 A restored Israel seemed as 
distant and futuristic as the antichrist 
does to contemporary evangelicals, and 
so dispensationalist arguments seemed 
more focused on prophecy charts than 
on the daily newspapers. “For the fi rst 
one hundred years of their movement, 
then, they were observers, not shapers, 
of events,” Weber asserts.12 This was not 
to continue throughout the twentieth-
century. Weber continues,

But that all changed after Israel 
reclaimed its place in Palestine and 
expanded its borders. For the fi rst 
time, dispensationalists believed 
that it was necessary to leave the 
bleachers and get onto the playing 
fi eld to make sure the game ended 
according to the divine script. As 
the world edged closer and closer to 
the end, dispensationalists became 
important players in their own 
game plan. When they shifted from 
observers to participants, they ran 
the risk of turning their predictions 
into self-fulfi lling prophecies.13

For dispensationalists, the establish-
ment of Israel in 1948 seemed to be a 
verifi cation of a prophetic timetable in 
which most elements are, by defi nition, 
unverifi able until the Rapture. Indeed, 
dispensationalists were so sure of the 
truth of their prophetic futurism—and 
that it was at hand—that they fueled 
American support for a Jewish homeland. 
Thus, the activism of dispensationalists 
such as William Blackstone in the early 
1880s toward a Christian Zionism can be 
traced directly to the eventual fulfi llment 
in an Israeli state.14 As historian Martin 
Marty notes, mainline Protestantism 
before and after World War II (such as the 
editorial board of The Christian Century 

magazine) received talk of Zionism with 
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ambivalence, if not outright hostility. 
Marty writes, “Protestant fundamental-
ists, who backed Zionism, gave a theo-
logical interpretation of events that was 
friendly to Israel but that no Jew could 
accept.”15 Clearly, few Protestant liberals 
could accept it either. 

The support for a Jewish homeland, 
precisely because of its place in prophetic 
fulfillment, continued throughout the 
twentieth-century. Harold J. Ockenga, 
for example, proclaimed at a Jerusalem 
prophecy conference organized by Carl 
F. H. Henry, that the “restoration” of 
national Israel was the fulfi llment of Jesus’ 
prophecy of the budding of the fi g tree 
(Luke 21:29-34). Thus, the establishment 
of the Israeli state paved the way for the 
return of Christ. “If the fi g tree represents 
Israel, as we believe it does, then the 
return of Israel to Palestine, in fulfi llment 
of many passages of Scripture, is the put-
ting forth of shoots by the fi g tree,” he 
said.16 Ockenga, hardly an exemplar of 
reckless apocalyptic speculation, repre-
sented in this viewpoint a broad number 
of evangelicals nationwide. Evangelical 
political support for Israel found further 
theological anchoring in the fl urry of end-
times interest in the 1970s and 1980s, led 
by popular writer Hal Lindsey. Lindsey 
applied Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 24 that 
“this generation will not pass away until 
all these things take place” to mean that 
the “Countdown to Armageddon” began 
with the establishment of Israel in 1948. 
“A generation in the Bible is something 
like forty years,” he argued. “If this is a 
correct deduction, then within forty years 
or so of 1948, all these things could take 
place. Many scholars who have studied 
prophecy all their lives believe that this 
is so.”17 The doctrinal roots of Lindsey’s 
support of the Israeli state led him to 

accuse covenant theology of a danger-
ous anti-Semitism replete with terrifying 
geo-political consequences.18 Lindsey’s 
Israel-centric eschatology tapped into the 
imagination of the evangelical consumer 
base with the Left Behind series of novels 
penned by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins 
in the 1990s and shortly thereafter. 

Support for Israel became a key com-
ponent of the political agenda of the 
so-called Religious Right. Though Jerry 
Falwell’s Moral Majority attempted to 
make clear that their movement rested 
on “no common theological premise,” the 
organization acknowledged that many 
Moral Majority members supported the 
Jewish state “because of their theological 
convictions.”19 Under siege from oppo-
nents ranging from the Palestinian Libera-
tion Organization to the United Nations, 
the Israeli government happily accepted 
evangelical support regardless of its theo-
logical foundation, especially in light of 
the infl uence the Religious Right had on 
American political leaders such as Ronald 
Reagan. The Israeli government bought 
tourism advertisements in Christianity 

Today and other evangelical publications 
while Israeli Prime Ministers such as Ben-
jamin Netanyahu met with evangelical 
leaders such as Falwell and Pat Robertson. 
Jewish journalist Zev Chafets argues that 
these alliances were driven by the strate-
gic plans of Israeli leaders who were more 
concerned about national security than 
about American evangelical prophecy 
beliefs or about American liberal sensi-
bilities. Chafets contrasts Israeli Prime 
Minister Menachem Begin’s courting of 
evangelical Christian leaders with the 
disdain that greeted these evangelicals 
from traditional American power centers. 
Begin “didn’t judge Christians by where 
they went to college, their rural accents, 



9

or, for that matter, what political party 
they belonged to (at this stage, the late 
1970s, many, including Pat Robertson, 
were still Democrats, although they were 
quickly trending Republican). The Chris-
tian Zionists supported Begin’s policies, 
and that was enough.”20

American Jewish leaders seemed 
ambivalent to evangelical support for 
Israel. Some, such as the signatories of 
the pre-September 11th-era Dabru Emet 
statement on Jewish-Christian relations, 
hailed evangelicals for recognizing that 
the Palestinian land is part of an eternal 
covenant between God and the Jewish 
people. “Many Christians support the 
State of Israel for reasons far more pro-
found than mere politics,” they noted. 
“As Jews, we applaud this support.”21 
Other American Jews have charged pro-
Israel evangelical political leaders with an 
ironic anti-Semitism, pointing to, among 
other items, Jerry Falwell’s suggestion 
that the antichrist would be Jewish, Pat 
Robertson’s cryptic writings about a con-
spiratorial cabal of international bankers, 
and former Southern Baptist Convention 
president Bailey Smith’s (most often 
reported out of context) declaration that 
“God Almighty does not hear the prayer 
of a Jew.” 

Critics of Christian political activ-
ism, such as Karen Armstrong, warn 
that dispensational support for Israel 
masks “genocidal tendencies,” which 
are equally informed by dispensational 
prophecy charts. “At the same time as 
Protestant fundamentalists celebrated 
the birth of the new Israel, they were 
cultivating fantasies of a fi nal genocide at 
the end of time,” she notes. “The Jewish 
state had come into existence purely to 
further a Christian fulfi llment.”22 Others 
object that prophetic support for Israel 

is counterproductive because it fuels the 
already apocalyptic religious tensions in 
the Middle East.23 Israel’s American crit-
ics on both the left and the right of the 
political spectrum have been frustrated 
by what they consider to be the politi-
cal carte blanche given by evangelicals to 
the Israeli state. Former United States 
Congressman Paul Findley (R-Ill.), for 
example, in a critique of the powerful 
American Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC), blames the prophetic beliefs of 
evangelicals for helping to make support 
for Israel the untouchable third rail of 
American foreign policy.24 As conserva-
tive commentator Patrick J. Buchanan 
attacked the Israeli “amen corner” in the 
United States for “beating the drum” for 
war in the Persian Gulf in 1990, he must 
have realized that much of that “amen 
corner” was composed of conservative 
evangelicals whose support he would 
court in the next three primary campaigns 
for the Republican presidential nomina-
tion. While not seeing Christian Zionists 
as significant as the so-called “Israel 
lobby,” controversial academic critics of 
Israel John Mearsheimer and Stephen 
Walt nonetheless call dispensationalist 
evangelicalism “an important ‘junior part-
ner’ to the various pro-Israel groups in the 
American Jewish community.”25

The period of war and tumult follow-
ing the attack on the United States by 
Islamic jihadists refocused attention on 
the eschatological bases for evangelical 
political thought, especially in the arena 
of geo-politics. British ethicist Michael 
Northcutt argues that the foreign policy 
of American President George W. Bush is 
motivated by a dispensationalist apoca-
lyptic eschatology envisioned for Bush in 
a theology fl eshed out by Bush religious 
advisers such as Franklin Graham and 
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James Robison. “Even the American 
invasion and occupation of Iraq, and ter-
rorist acts against the invading nations, 
is interpreted by dispensationalists as an 
end time event, because Revelation 9:14-15 
speaks of the release of ‘four angels which 
are bound in the great river Euphrates’ 
who will destroy one-third of men on the 
earth.”26 This apocalypticism supported 
by state action is because, Northcutt 
contends, the theologically oriented Bush 
Administration is committed “fi nancially 
and strategically to rebuilding Zion as the 
State of Israel,” in fulfi llment of biblical 
prophecy. Mainline Protestant theologian 
Gary Dorrien also sees dispensationalist 
futurism behind Bush Administration 
foreign policy, Zionism, and “American 
imperialism.” Dorrien implies a dual 
meaning behind a purported statement 
by Bush Administration national security 
advisers that “the road to Jerusalem runs 
through Baghdad.”27 

Some have seen two forms of apoca-
lyptic utopianism, one Christian and 
one secular, coming together in a neo-
conservative/Religious Right alliance for 
conservative internationalism in support 
of Israel. “In building on the biblical foun-
dations for an apocalyptic confrontation 
in the Middle East, the Christian Right 
came to support the neo-conservative 
agenda concerning Israel after having 
little interest in foreign policy during the 
1980s and the early 1990s,” write foreign 
policy analysts Stefan Halper and Jona-
than Clarke.28 Halper and Clarke call this 
a “marriage of convenience” between 
evangelicals who draw on a missionary 
zeal and an apocalyptic Israel-centric 
eschatology to support the aggressive 
interventionism of the neoconserva-
tives.29 Dorrien argues that Jewish neo-
conservatives such as Norman Podhoretz 

overlooked the fact that the restoration 
of Israel in the dispensationalist escha-
tology of Religious Right leaders such 
as Pat Robertson is “a prelude to Christ’s 
second coming at which Jews would be 
converted to Christianity or condemned 
to hell” in order to claim Christian sup-
port for the Israeli state and a united front 
against Islamic jihad.30 Apparently, this 
accommodation works both ways, as in 
late 2007 Robertson endorsed Podhoretz’s 
candidate for President of the United 
States, former New York City Mayor Rudy 
Giuliani, despite the candidate’s support 
for abortion rights, long a central plank 
of the Religious Right’s public agenda. 
Robertson said the “global war on terror” 
was now the most important issue facing 
the country, and the decisive factor in 
his choice of the socially liberal, thrice-
married New Yorker. 

There is no question that social and 
religious conservatives—led by evan-
gelical Protestants—and foreign policy 
hawks—led by the so-called neoconser-
vatives—have in recent years shared as 
part of an alliance within the Republican 
Party. Regardless of whether one supports 
the foreign policy proposals of the Bush 
Administration or the Republican Party 
platform, though, it is an exaggeration to 
say that this is the result on the part of 
evangelicals of an apocalyptic end-times 
scenario centering on the nation of Israel. 
First of all, claims to evangelical “engi-
neering” of Armageddon are themselves 
a popular apocalyptic conspiracy theory 
worthy of the 1970s-era Thief in the Night. 

One must remember that the very same 
language now used of dispensationalist 
infl uence on foreign policy was also used 
during the Reagan Administration. Crit-
ics of President Ronald Reagan’s hawkish 
Cold Warrior foreign policy and of his 
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closeness to the then-novel evangelical 
political movement warned of a scary 
Armageddon scenario in which a reli-
giously-motivated Reagan might force the 
end-times confrontation between Israel 
and “Gog and Magog,” a nuclear Soviet 
Union. On the one hand, such warnings 
seemed to have some justifi cation. After 
all, as historian Garry Wills points out, 
Reagan made statements such as this to 
a pro-Israel lobbyist:

You know, I turn back to your 
ancient prophets in the Old Tes-
tament and the signs foretelling 
Armageddon, and I find myself 
wondering if we’re the generation 
that’s going to see that come about. 
I don’t know if you’ve noted any of 
these prophecies lately, but believe 
me, they certainly describe the times 
we’re going through.31

And yet, if Reagan were driven by a fanat-
ical prophetic conviction, he quite obvi-
ously failed. The Reagan Administration 
did support Israel, but Israel’s interests did 
not, for better or for worse, drive Ameri-
can foreign policy in every instance, as 
the American withdrawal from Lebanon 
demonstrated. Reagan did employ clear 
language against the Soviet Union, but if 
he believed the “Evil Empire” to be the 
Gog of Ezekiel’s oracle, destined for a 
nuclear showdown with the Israeli state, 
then why did the Administration spend 
so much time in peace negotiations with 
this Gog? And why did Reagan invest so 
much effort in the idea of a space-based 
“shield” of nuclear arms? Yes, Reagan 
and Bush utilized language drawn from 
dispensationalist evangelical eschatology 
from time to time, but is this because they 
are mapping out foreign policy with a 
Scofi eld Bible or a Tim LaHaye novel or 
is it because—whatever their personal 
religious convictions—they are also poli-
ticians for whom evangelical Christians 

are an important constituency? Perhaps 
a healthy dose of cynicism and politi-
cal realism could help some secular and 
liberal religious observers to see a more 
nuanced situation, and enable a more 
carefully thought through consideration 
of the wisdom, or lack thereof, of Ameri-
can involvement in Palestine, Iraq, Iran, 
and elsewhere. 

Second, much that has been writ-
ten about the alleged dispensationalist 
apocalyptic and Israel-supportive infl u-
ence on American foreign policy fails to 
take into account the waning infl uence of 
dispensationalism as a theological system 
in contemporary American evangelical-
ism. Previous generations of evangelicals 
included large fi gures who incorporated a 
dispensationalist understanding of Bible 
prophecy into primary aspects of their 
teaching ministries. These would include, 
for example, W. A. Criswell of the First 
Baptist Church of Dallas, Texas, and even 
(for a time) evangelist Billy Graham. In the 
contemporary era, however, the sources 
of theological energy in American evan-
gelicalism include such disparate streams 
as a resurgent Reformed theology (as in 
the ministry of John Piper and an array 
of conferences and publishers around the 
country), a semi-liberalizing theology (as 
in some forms of postmodernist “emerg-
ing church” accommodation), and a mis-
sional pragmatism that hardly touches on 
any theological concerns eschatological 
or otherwise. Even those evangelical 
leaders who are clearly dispensationalist 
have identities in the evangelical world in 
which their dispensationalism is almost 
incidental; not the core of their support. 
Dispensationalists are still around in 
evangelical leadership, but they are more 
likely to be leading a seminar on cell 
group ministry or a breakout session on 
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effectual calling than a conference on the 
place of Israel in biblical prophecy. 

In this sense, some professional “evan-
gelical watchers” treat dispensationalism 
much the way they treat, to a greater 
degree, theonomic Reconstructionism. 
While a small minority of evangelical 
Christians are theonomists or Recon-
structionists, sociologists and political 
scientists have made a cottage industry 
sorting through the writings of Rousas 
Rushdoony and others, warning of a 
“dominionist” influence on American 
foreign and domestic policy. There is no 
doubt that there are multitudes more 
dispensationalist premillennialists than 
theonomic postmillennialists in America 
today (as both sides of that equation 
would affi rm), but often the same para-
digm is at work in some critics of Ameri-
can evangelicalism. Often the very same 
critics charge the Religious Right with 
both a pessimistic apocalypticism drag-
ging the world toward nuclear winter and 

a domineering cultural mandate hurling 
the world toward stoning pits for adulter-
ers without ever seeming to realize how 
incoherent these two theological systems 
are.32 A more careful analysis of the poli-
tics of Christian eschatology should view 
the ideological motives and inclinations 
of evangelical Protestants with the same 
kind of complexity with which one ana-
lyzes the ideological motives and inclina-
tions of, for example, America’s Catholic 
or Jewish populations.

Third, assessments of evangelical 
support for Israel often fail to take into 
account the evangelical reaction to seem-
ingly overwhelming anti-Semitic or 
anti-Israeli ideologies rooted in counter-
biblical mythologies—whether those 
mythologies are nationalistic Islam or 
anti-supernaturalistic Christian liberal-

ism. When evangelicals hear the speech 
about Jews on some Arabic television 
stations, they hear—accurately, I think—
echoes of an idolatrously murderous 
Third Reich. Yes, some conservative 
evangelicals have applied incorrectly the 
Old Testament promises directly to the 
current Israeli state. But what of mainline 
Protestant denominations who boycott 
the “Israeli occupation” by diverting 
funds, often by canonizing the Palestin-
ians as new Israelites in bondage to a 
rather ironically cast new Pharaoh. One 
can hardly blame conservative evangeli-
cals for seeing the silliness of a Presbyte-
rian Church (USA) that reconfi gures the 
Trinity and embraces religious pluralism 
but warns its church members that the 
Left Behind series is “not in accord with 
our Reformed understanding of covenant 
theology.”33

The Politics of Israel’s Future: 
A Theological Reappraisal 

A vision of Israel’s future has played a 
signifi cant role in an evangelical ethic of 
political involvement, even if, for some 
evangelicals, this understanding of 
Israel was more at the level of intuition 
than at the level of full-orbed theological 
refl ection. It could be that somewhere 
in the future there will be resurgence 
of dispensational premillennialism, but 
this seems unlikely in the near term. 
Rather, it appears that among the younger 
generation of evangelical Protestants, 
covenant theologian Vern Poythress’s 
prediction has proven true: progressive 
dispensationalism has “progressed” all 
the way out of anything recognizable as 
dispensationalism and toward historic 
premillennialism or even amillennial-
ism.34 If so, does this mean that Israel as 
a political body would occupy the same 
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place as, say, a more strategically located 
Norway in an evangelical political ethic? 
How should post-dispensationalist evan-
gelicals understand Israel as the nation 
relates to their theological identity and 
to their ethical engagement?

One of the positive contributions of 
some of the more orthodox forms of the 
so-called “emerging church” is a reem-
phasis on the centrality of narrative to 
biblical truth. This insight is, of course, 
not unique to “postmodern” forms of 
Christianity—see the Patristic writings or, 
closer to our own era, those of C. S. Lewis. 
Seeing the Scripture as a story—a true 
story—rather than as simply a systematic 
theology to be mined is the fi rst step to 
getting beyond some of the disputes over 
a future for Israel, disputes that at times 
have tended to ignore the literary unity of 
the text. The story of Israel’s God shows 
us that God’s cosmic purposes are also 
intensely personal and particular, seen 
in the way God has chosen to bring about 
these purposes through covenant promise 
and fulfi llment, mediated through the line 
of Abraham.35 After demonstrating God’s 
creational origin of the whole universe—
and his salvation of all animal and human 
life through the Noahic fl ood, God builds 
a vision of the end of all things through 
covenant promises with a chosen people, 
beginning with Abraham. The Abraha-
mic covenant promised material land, a 
name of great renown, and a multitude of 
offspring (Gen 12:1-7; 17:1-14). Thus, faith 
itself is defi ned as forward-looking and 
eschatological from the very beginning—
as Abraham offers up the promised son, 
knowing God could raise him from the 
dead (Gen 22:1-19; Heb 11:17-19) and as 
Joseph pleads with his brothers to carry 
his bones into the promised land, know-
ing that his death could not annul God’s 

covenant purposes for Israel (Gen 50:25; 
Josh 23:32; Heb 11:22).

With the foundation of the Abrahamic 
promise, God further reveals the contours 
of biblical hope. Through the Mosaic 
covenant, he outlines the blessings of an 
obedient nation and the curses of a dis-
obedient people. In the Davidic covenant, 
he promises a son to David who will build 
a dwelling-place for God, who will defeat 
God’s enemies, and rule the people in the 
wisdom of the Spirit (2 Samuel 7; Psalm 
2, Psalm 73; Psalm 89). In the prophesied 
new covenant, God promises to unite 
the fractured nations of Israel and Judah 
into one people, a people who all know 
Yahweh, are forgiven of their sins, and 
are restored as a nation in the promised 
land (Jer 31:31-40).

The covenants look forward—past 
Israel’s then-present disobedience—to 
the day in which the vine of God bears 
fruit (Ps 80:8-19; Isa 5:1-7; 27:6; Ezek 15:1-8; 
17:1-24; 19:10-14; Hosea 10:1-2), the harlot of 
God’s people is a faithful bride washed of 
all uncleanness (Isa 54:5-6; Jer 3:20; Ezek 
16:1-63; Hosea 2:1-23), the exiled refugees 
are returned to a secure homeland, and 
the flock of God is united under one 
Davidic shepherd who will feed them and 
divide them from the goats (Jer 3:15-19; 
23:1-8; Ezek 34:1-31; Micah 5:2-4; 7:14-17). 
In this coming future, Israel will be what 
she is called to be, the light of the world, 
a light that the darkness cannot overcome 
(Isa 60:1-3). In this future, God’s favor on 
Israel is clear to the nations because he 
is present with his people. The repeated 
promise of the covenants is “I will be your 
God and you will be my people.” As Joel 
prophesies, “You shall know that I am 
in the midst of Israel, that I am the Lord 
your God and there is none else” (Joel 
2:27). With this in view, the covenants 
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picture their fulfi llment not just in terms 
of inheritance blessings, but also in terms 
of a restoration of Eden (Ezek 36:33-36; 
37:22-23), the building of a glorious temple 
(2 Sam 7:13; Ezek 40:1-47:12), the return of 
a remnant from exile (Isa 11:12-16), and the 
construction of a holy city of Zion in which 
Yahweh dwells with his people in splen-
dor (Ps 48:1-14; 74:2; Isa 18:7; Lam 5:17-22; 
Ezek 48:30-35).36 The covenants will come 
to their goal when Israel is judged for 
sin, raised from the dead, and anointed 
with the Spirit of Yahweh—a public act 
in the face of hostile nations (Ezek 20:21, 
35-49; 37:11-27). These covenant promises 
are then inherently eschatological and 
messianic—a truth seen in the fact that 
the patriarchs themselves died and rotted 
away without seeing the realization of the 
promises (Heb 11:13-16).

The gospels apply the covenant fulfi ll-
ments to Jesus directly, equating him with 
Israel itself. Indeed, Jesus recapitulates 
the life of Israel. Like Israel under pagan 
rule, he escapes from a baby-murdering 
tyrant, and is brought out of Egypt. “Out 
of Egypt, I have called my son,” says 
Hosea, referencing the exodus of God’s 
“son” Israel from Egypt, and yet Matthew 
applies this prophetically to the young 
Jesus (Matt 2:15; Hosea 11:1). The nations, 
represented by eastern Magi, stream to 
Jesus and give him gifts of frankincense 
and myrrh (Matt 2:1-12), exactly as Isaiah 
had promised would be true of Israel in 
the last days (Isa 60:1-6). Like Israel, Jesus 
passes through the Jordan River (Matt 
3:13-4:1). In the temptation accounts, Jesus 
wanders for forty days in the wilderness, 
where he is tempted (1) with food, (2) with 
proving God’s vindication of him, and (3) 
with grasping for the Kingdom promises 
(Matt 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13). He explicitly 
ties these events to Israel’s wilderness 

wanderings when Israel believed their 
present plight annulled their revealed 
eschatology. Jesus, however, overcomes. 
Advancing forward God’s Kingdom, Jesus 
applies temple language to himself—to 
his own body (Matt 12:6). Like Ezekiel’s 
eschatological temple, the living water 
of the Spirit fl ows from Jesus bringing 
life as it streams toward the Tree of Life 
(John 7:37-39; Ezek 47:1-12). He applies the 
vine language of Israel to himself—and 
to his disciples as branches sharing the 
blessings with him. He speaks of himself 
as the Davidic shepherd-king who will 
fi ght the wolves and establish the fl ock 
of Israel under one head (Mark 14:27; John 
10:1-21). Like the prophecy of Israel’s latter 
day glory, Jesus announces that he is the 
“light of the world” in whom the nations 
will see God (John 8:12-20). Jesus applies 
Israel’s language of the coming restora-
tion of the nation by the Spirit to per-
sonal regeneration and entrance into the 
Kingdom itself. He confronts a teacher of 
Israel inquiring why he would not know 
that only the regenerate remnant of the 
nation can enter the promised Kingdom 
(John 3:1-13). When Jesus is rejected by 
Israel, he announces that the prophets of 
old foresaw this aspect of the Kingdom as 
well (John 12:36-43). 

Jesus applies the inheritance language 
of Israel (the meek inheriting the land, 
Ps 37:11, 22) directly to his followers now 
(the meek shall inherit the earth, Matt 
5:5). Jesus demonstrates that, unlike for 
Adam, nature itself is “under his feet,” 
as his voice itself commands tumultu-
ous winds and waves to be still (Matt 
8:23-27; Mark 4:35-41). He has authority 
over death as he turns back disease and 
raises those who have died, just as the 
prophets promised would happen in the 
last days (Luke 7:1-23; 8:40-56). He casts 



15

out demons through his Spirit anointing 
and announces to the religious authorities 
of Israel, “But if it is by the Spirit of God 
that I casts out demons, then the Kingdom 
of God has come upon you” (Matt 12:28). 
When asked by the Pharisees when the 
promised Kingdom would come, Jesus 
told them “the kingdom of God is in the 
midst of you” (Luke 17:2-22). When fol-
lowers mention the eschatological day of 
resurrection, Jesus says, “I am the Resur-
rection” and “I am the Way” (John 11:24-25; 
14:6). Jesus speaks of his inauguration of 
the Kingdom as signaling the judgment 
and eviction of Satan as the “ruler of this 
world” (Mark 2:22-30; John 12:31; 14:30; 
16:11), as God is once again restoring his 
rule through a human mediatorial King. 
This is seen in Jesus’ triumphal entry into 
the holy city Jerusalem, when he fulfi lls 
the prophet Zechariah’s promise of a 
humble messianic King riding to victory, 
foreshadowing the global rule that is to 
follow (Matt 21:1-11).

 At his crucifi xion, Jesus relives the 
attack of the nations and the abandon-
ment by God typified by his ancestor 
David. The curses of the Mosaic Law 
come upon Israel there. With Day of the 
Lord imagery, the sky turns dark and the 
earth quakes. As David was warned, the 
kingly son of David is beaten with rods 
as the discipline of God, though not for 
his own sins but the sins of the world (2 
Sam 7:14-15; Ps 89:32-33; Matt 27:29-30; 
Mark 15:18). The Gentile nations deride 
him—even gambling for the faux royal 
garments with which they had mocked 
his claimed kingship (John 19:16-24). He 
is a hanged man and thus, according to 
Deuteronomy, exempt from the inheri-
tance promises of Israel—and indeed the 
very sight of such a cursed man imperils 
the nation’s inheritance of the Land (Deut 

21:22-23). He must be removed and buried 
immediately. Jesus speaks prospectively 
of this crucifi xion as a fi ery baptism he 
must undergo in order to receive his 
Kingdom (Matt 3:11-12; Mark 10:35-40; 
Luke 12:49-50), evoking the language 
used by the prophets of the coming fi ery 
judgment of God upon his people Israel 
(Ezek 20:48). 

By his resurrection, Jesus marks the 
cataclysmic onset of the new Kingdom 
order. Like Israel was promised, the righ-
teous remnant—one man—is raised from 
the dead through the Spirit in view of 
the nations. Upon his resurrection, Jesus 
identifi es his disciples as his “brothers” 
(John 20:17)—language used in the Old 
Testament to identify the parameters of 
the inheritance, the people of Israel (Lev 
25:46; Deut 17:15, 20). He eats with his 
disciples and commands Peter to “feed 
my sheep”—royal imagery that speaks 
of the coming of the last days glory of 
Jerusalem in a restored Israel (Jer 3:15-18). 
When Jesus’ disciples ask him if he plans 
now to restore the kingdom to Israel, Jesus 
points to the coming of the Holy Spirit and 
the apostolic authority to proclaim the 
kingdom to the nations (Acts 1:6-8). 

 In Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, 
the apostles see the onset of the last 
days—the enthronement of the promised 
messianic king. At Pentecost, the disciples 
proclaim that the long-awaited eschato-
logical Spirit has now been poured out on 
Jesus’ followers, thus signaling that God 
has vindicated him as the true Israel, the 
righteous Son of David, and the faithful 
King whom God will not abandon to the 
grave (Acts 2:14-41; Rom 1:1-4). The com-
ing of the Spirit is seen as a sign that God’s 
anointing was upon Jesus, an anointing he 
has now poured out on those who identify 
with him (Acts 2:34). This means that Jesus 
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is the Davidic messiah whose enemies 
will be made a footstool for his feet, in 
keeping with the ancient prophecies. Peter 
identifi es the coming of the Spirit with the 
prophet Joel’s promise of the last days, 
and the climactic Day of the Lord (Acts 
2:16-21). In the resurrection, the apostles 
preach God is keeping his promises to 
Abraham and to David, and through it 
God will bring about the promised res-
toration of Israel (Acts 3:17-26). 

The Apostle Paul explains that the 
resurrection of Jesus is inherently escha-
tological; indeed, it is the very hoped for 
last-days resurrection of the dead antici-
pated for centuries by the twelve tribes of 
Israel (Acts 26:6-8). Paul sees those among 
the Gentile nations turning to Christ as a 
fulfi llment of the Abrahamic promise to 
bless all peoples through Abraham’s seed 
(Rom 15:8-13; Gal 3:7-4:7). The apostles, 
meeting at the Jerusalem Council, iden-
tify the Gentile conversions as evidence 
that God, as promised, has granted the 
Davidic throne to Jesus in a global, indis-
putable latter-day reign (Acts 15:1-29). 
They see this as the rebuilding of David’s 
tent, the promise of a restored Israel. This 
is why Jew/Gentile unity in the new cov-
enant church is about more than human 
relational harmony. Instead, it acknowl-
edges that God’s kingdom purposes are 
in Christ. He is the Last Man and the True 
Israel, the bearer of the Spirit. A Jewish 
person who clings to the tribal markings 
of the old covenant acts as though the 
eschaton has not arrived, as though one 
were still waiting for the promised seed. 
Both Jews and Gentiles must instead see 
their identities not in themselves or in the 
fl esh, but in Jesus Christ and in him alone. 
Jesus is the descendant of Abraham, the 
one who deserves the throne of David. 
He is the obedient Israel who inherits the 

blessings of the Mosaic covenant. He is 
the propitiation of God’s wrath. He is the 
fi rstborn from the dead, the resurrection 
and the life. Those who are in Christ—
whether Jew or Gentile—receive with him 
all the eschatological blessings that are 
due to him. In him, they are all, whether 
Jew or Gentile, sons of God—not only in 
terms of relationship with the Father but 
also in terms of promised inheritance 
(Rom 8:12-17). In Christ, they all—whether 
Jew or Gentile—are sons of Abraham, 
the true circumcision, the holy nation, 
and the household and commonwealth 
of God (Gal 3:23-4:7; Eph 2-3; Col 2:6-15; 
3:3-11; 1 Pet 2:9-10). In the church, the 
eschatological temple is built, this time 
with “living stones” indwelled by the 
Spirit of Christ (1 Pet 2:4-5; 1 Cor 3:16-17; 2 
Cor 6:16-18). The church now experiences 
what Israel longed for, the “ends of the 
ages” have come upon them (1 Cor 10:11). 
The church is the Israelite vine that bears 
the promised “fruit” of the eschaton, that 
of a dawning age of the Spirit as opposed 
to the collapsing age of the flesh (Gal 
5:15-24). 

The place of Israel in an evangelical 
theology and an evangelical political ethic 
must start with the understanding that 
the future has a name: Jesus of Nazareth. 
We must further recognize that Israel 

has a name: again, Jesus of Nazareth. All 
Christians everywhere believe in a future 
for Israel. Where Christians disagree is 
on exactly who Israel is. Dispensational-
ists insist that Romans 9-11 reaffirms 
the OT covenant promises to Abraham’s 
genetic descendants—promises of a 
rebuilt temple, a restored theocracy, and 
reclaimed geography. For dispensational 
premillennialists, this is a primary pur-
pose of the Millennium—ethnic Israel 
is reconstituted as a political state and 
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serves as a mediator of God’s blessings 
to the rest of the nations. Some dispensa-
tionalists further argue that this future 
for Israel demands current support for 
Israeli claims to all of what once was 
Canaan—along with virtual carte blanche 

support for Israeli policies since “I will 
bless those who bless you, and whoever 
curses you I will curse” (Gen 12:3). Cov-
enant theologians argue that the future 
restoration of Israel will be fulfi lled—but 
fulfi lled in the church, a largely Gentile 
body that has “replaced” the Jewish theoc-
racy since the nation rejected her Messiah 
at Jesus’ fi rst advent. Covenant theology 
then (quite wrongly) sees great continuity 
between Old Testament Israel and the new 
covenant church—both are mixed bodies 
of regenerate and unregenerate members 
(believers and their children), and the 
sign of circumcision is replaced with the 
sign of baptism (and, like circumcision 
applied to new converts and to covenant 
children). 

Both covenant theology and dispen-
sationalism, however, often discuss 
Israel and the church without taking 
into account the Christocentric nature of 
biblical eschatology. The future restora-
tion of Israel has never been promised to 
the unfaithful, unregenerate members of 
the nation (John 3:3-10; Rom 2:25-29)—but 
only to the faithful remnant. The church 
is not Israel, at least not in a direct, unme-
diated sense. The remnant of Israel—a 
biological descendant of Abraham, a 
circumcised Jewish fi rstborn son who is 
approved of by God for his obedience to 
the covenant—receives all of the promises 
due to him. Israel is Jesus of Nazareth, 
who, as promised to Israel, is raised 
from the dead and marked out with the 
Spirit (Ezek 37:13-14; Rom 1:2-4). All the 
promises of God “fi nd their Yes in him” 

(2 Cor 1:20), as Paul puts it, and this yes 
establishes a Jew like Paul with Gentiles 
like the Corinthians “in Christ, and has 
anointed us, and who has also put his 
seal on us and given us his Spirit in our 
hearts as a guarantee” (2 Cor 1:21-22). The 
Spirit guarantees what? It guarantees 
that all who share the Spirit of Christ are 
“joint heirs with Christ” of his promised 
inheritance (Rom 8:17 NKJV). 

This is the radical nature of the gospel 
in the New Testament. Dispensationalists 
are right that only ethnic Jews receive 
the promised future restoration, but Paul 
makes clear that the “seed of Abraham” 
is singular, not plural (Gal 3:16). Only the 
circumcised can inherit the promised 
future for Israel. All believers—Jew and 
Greek, slave and free, male and female—
are forensically Jewish firstborn sons 
of God (Gal 3:28). They are in Christ. 

Circumcision is not irrelevant. Instead, 
both Jews and Gentiles in Christ are “the 
circumcision” because they have “the 
circumcision of Christ” (Col 2:11-12). In 
Christ, I inherit all the promises due to 
Abraham’s offspring because I am “hid-
den” in Abraham’s promised offspring so 
that everything that is true of him is true 
of me. As Paul puts it, “Christ is all and in 
all” (Col 3:11). It is not that God changes 
his mind about a rebuilt temple. He ful-
fi lls it—in the temple of Christ’s body, a 
temple Jesus builds with living stones. 
Thus, dispensationalists are right to argue 
for a Judeo-centric eschatology, provided 
they center it around one particular Jew; 
just as Christians are right to argue for an 
anthropocentric theology provided they 
center it on one particular Man. 

The future of Israel then does belong 
to Gentile believers but only because they 
are in union with a Jewish Messiah. Paul 
speaks of a future conversion of Jewish 
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people, but he is careful to denote this 
salvation as the growth of a single olive 
vine with a Jewish root—with a grafting 
on now of Gentiles and a future grafting 
on of more Jews. The church, as Israel was 
promised, does now “bear fruit”—the 
fruits of the Spirit (Galatians 5)—but it 
does so only because Jesus is the vine of 
Israel. We share his inheritance because 
we are the branches, united to him by 
faith (John 15:1-11). Is there a future for 
Israel? Yes. Does this future mean mate-
rial and political blessings? Yes. Does this 
future mean the granting of all the land 
promised to Abraham in Canaan? Yes, 
along with the entire rest of the cosmos 
(Rom 4:13). Does this promise apply to 
ethnic Jews? Yes, one ethnic Jew whose 
name is Jesus. Do Gentile believers share 
in this inheritance? Yes, if they are in 
Christ, one-fl esh with him through faith 
(Eph 5:22-33), they receive the inheritance 
that belongs to him (Eph 1:11). 

This kind of focus on Christ as Israel 
puts evangelical Christians in line with 
the oldest apologists of the church, such 
as Irenaeus of Lyons and Justin Martyr. 
In his dialogue with Trypho, a Jewish 
interlocutor who argued that the lack of 
a political restoration of Israel means the 
Messiah the Old Testament promised 
could not have come, Justin laid out an 
“already/not yet” framework of inau-
gurated eschatology and also carefully 
delineated the meaning of “Israel”—a 
meaning found not in genetic bloodlines 
but in union with a Jewish Messiah.37 As 
patristic scholar Robert Lewis Wilken 
points out, a turning point in the dialogue 
between Trypho and Justin came when 
the Jewish thinker realizes that they have 
two divergent views of Israel.38 While 
Trypho assumed “Israel” refers only to 
descendants of Abraham, according to the 

fl esh, he asked Justin, “What is this? Are 
you Israel and is he speaking these things 
about you?” To this, Justin answered in the 
affi rmative.39 Justin identifi ed Israel with 
Jesus, literally translating “Israel” as the 
One who overcomes in power, a name 
merited by Jesus alone.40 In this is recog-
nition of what the Protestant Reformers 
would later rally the churches around: 
solus Christus.

So would a Christocentric evangelical 
eschatology mean that evangelicals would 
abandon support for the contemporary 
Israeli state? By no means should this be 
the case. Dispensationalists have served 
the church by pointing us to our respon-
sibility to support the Jewish people and 
the nation of Israel through a century that 
has seen the most horrifi c anti-Semitic vio-
lence imaginable. We need not hold to a 
dispensationalist view of the future resto-
ration of Israel to agree that such support 
is a necessary part of a Christian escha-
tology. Novelist Walker Percy pointed to 
the continuing existence of Jewish people 
as a sign of God’s presence in the world. 
There are no Hittites walking about on 
the streets of New York, he remarked.41 

There does appear to be a promise of a 
future conversion of Jewish people to 
Christ (Romams 9-11), although they are 
part of the same vine onto which we are 
grafted. The current secular state of Israel 
is not the fulfi llment of God’s promise to 
Abraham; Jesus is. Nonetheless, the state 
of Israel is the guardian of post-Holocaust 
world Judaism. This does not necessitate 
that we support every political decision of 
the Israeli government. It does mean that 
we stand with Israel against every form 
of anti-Semitic violence because we know 
that these are the kinsmen according to 
the fl esh of our Messiah. And it means 
that even as we support Israel we keep 
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our even more urgent commitment to 
proclaim the gospel of our global Messiah 
“to the Jew fi rst” (Rom 1:16), repudiating 
as the truest form of anti-Semitism any 
notion that our Jewish neighbors can 
approach God without the only Media-
tor through whom any sinner—Jew or 
Gentile—can approach a holy God. This is 
the spirit evidenced in a Southern Baptist 
Convention (SBC) resolution against anti-
Semitism, adopted surprisingly as early 
as 1873. The SBC resolution asserts “our 
unspeakable indebtedness to the seed of 
Abraham” and recognizes “their peculiar 
claims upon the sympathies and prayers 
of all Gentile Christians,” while longing 
for “the day when the superscription of 
the Cross shall be the confession of all 
Israel, ‘Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the 
Jews.’”42

Evangelicals must also recognize that 
Romans 13 is as important for our under-
standing of the contemporary Middle East 
crisis as is Romans 11. The Israeli people 
are currently under ongoing terrorist 
attack by groups devoted by their own 
declaration to the destruction of the Israeli 
state. When Israel, with justice and tem-
perance, defends itself against terrorist 
groups, the nation bears the sword with 
the authority of God Himself (Rom 13:1-5). 
This authority is limited and derivative, 
but real. The Southern Baptist Convention, 
then, was correct in a 2002 resolution of 
support for Israel to maintain both that 
“Israel must always be accountable to the 
same standards of national righteous-
ness as any other nation, particularly in 
light of the Old Testament mandate that 
Israel maintain justice for the strangers 
and aliens in her midst” and that the 
Convention supports “the right of sover-
eign to use force to defend themselves” 
against “inexcusable, barbaric, and 

cowardly acts” of terrorism.43 American 
evangelicals—as long as they are rooted 
in a biblical worldview—understand sup-
porting legitimate authority, even as they 
understand speaking truth to power. As 
long as this is the case, American evan-
gelicals will support the Israeli state so 
long as it maintains democratic principles 
and a commitment to human dignity. 

Conclusion
The perception of a recklessly apoca-

lyptic evangelical Christianity, support-
ive of the State of Israel unconditionally 
to the point of nuclear meltdown, is not 
based in reality. Evangelicals, informed by 
dispensationalist eschatology, have seen 
uniqueness to the contemporary state 
of Israel, and a unique responsibility to 
stand against violence directed toward 
the Jewish people and their homeland. 
This impulse is biblically justifi ed, even 
for those of us who reject a particularly 
dispensationalist understanding of the 
last days. Evangelical Protestants should 
recognize the promises to Israel as fi nding 
their Alpha and Omega in a virgin-con-
ceived Man, not in a United Nations-
initiated state. Our commitment to the 
Christic fulfi llment of all the promises 
of God ought not to cause us to turn our 
backs on our Lord’s kinsmen according 
to the fl esh, but to redouble our efforts 
to support them when they are attacked 
by the forces of anti-Semitic hatred. In so 
doing, we are focused, ultimately, not on 
geopolitics but on Jesus. We are reminded 
of what our Christmas hymn tells us of a 
small Israeli village: “The hopes and fears 
of all the years are met in thee tonight.”
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Introduction
Political solutions that entail bringing 

Christian moral convictions to bear on 
public policy and legislation may at times 
be described as the art of the impossible. 
This seems particularly true in our “post” 
culture—what is said to be postmodern, 
post-Christian, and perhaps generally 
post-past. One of the features of the con-
temporary moral landscape in the West 
is to consider many moral issues, which 
were once thought to be in the public 
domain, to be matters of private choice 
(call it “post-public” morality). Curiously, 
despite an emphasis on community in 
the postmodern era, the privatization of 
morality has only increased. This has had 
a profound effect on political and legal 
judgments on issues such as contracep-
tion, sex, abortion, marriage and divorce, 
homosexuality, euthanasia, stem cell 
research, cloning, and assisted reproduc-
tive technologies, to name a few. Though 
such issues are increasingly relegated to 
a supposed private sphere, it is clear that 
they involve very public consequences. 
Given that this is the case, the question 
that is pressed upon Christians—and all 
citizens—is this: How should we seek to 
engage with and infl uence our culture, 
if we should at all, when it comes to 
matters of morality? If, for instance, we 
believe that a certain type of reproduc-
tive technology is immoral, should we 
seek to prohibit it in the law? There are 

a variety of options by which we may 
have infl uence, each of which may have 
a place. However, the fi rst and most sig-
nifi cant way in which Christians ought 
to infl uence the surrounding culture is 
by the witness of proclamation, personal 
infl uence, and example, and not fi rst and 
foremost by the political process.

 
Proposals for Infl uencing Culture 

United States politics has always had 
a strong presence of Christian individuals, 
many of whom have exerted signifi cant 
infl uence. What has been remarkable over 
the last several decades is the growth of 
Christian political groups involved in the 
political process.1 By most any measure, 
such groups have had a signifi cant impact 
on the political landscape, largely by 
focusing attention on important moral 
issues. Yet, one danger of that success 
could be the temptation to seek political 
solutions as the primary mode of infl u-
ence in society. Even worse, churches may 
be attracted to the power and infl uence 
of political groups, and focus attention 
primarily on the political process. 

Political organization on the part of 
Christians does not simply stem from 
a desire for political power. Rather, it is 
often driven by a sense of desperation 
over changes in the moral landscape of 
seismic proportion in contemporary cul-
ture, and thus by an attempt to prevent 
further moral decay and to recover moral 
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commitments that have been lost. Political 
organization and legislation is sometimes 
assumed to be the only—or at least the 
best—way to effect change and infl uence 
the surrounding culture. This article rep-
resents a challenge to that assumption, 
and a reminder that a variety of options 
and opportunities exist for Christians to 
engage with and infl uence society. While 
political infl uence is often important and 
effective, some alternatives are more 
signifi cant than the political process for 
producing true change and, more impor-
tantly, they are more consistent with the 
mission of the church. 

In his book, Choosing the Good, Dennis 
Hollinger outlines nine possible strate-
gies for infl uencing culture, ranging from 
political solutions to personal infl uence.2 
He places these on two continuums, both 
of which may be relevant in a particular 
case. The first ranges from remedial 
actions, which seek to address existing 
evils, to preventative actions, which seek 
to avert future problems. The second 
continuum ranges from personal actions, 
which focus on bringing about change at 
the individual level, to structural actions, 
which work to change laws and institu-
tional systems to effect transformation 
across society.3 Often circumstances will 
determine which approach may be the 
most effective or appropriate, and in many 
cases several strategies may be employed 
at once. This paradigm will be used as a 
means of discussing which models are 
most signifi cant for Christian infl uence 
on culture, particularly with respect to 
the problem of infertility and certain 
morally problematic forms of reproduc-
tive technology. The strategies or models 
of infl uence presented by Hollinger are 
briefly summarized in the following 
paragraphs.4

Christian Relief 
This model seeks to meet needs as they 

arise, providing food, clothing, shelter, or 
medical help to those in need, for example, 
or to provide assistance in rebuilding after 
a natural disaster. It represents a consis-
tent biblical exhortation to care for those 
in need, and it demonstrates Christian 
love as the practical application of the 
gospel. On the other hand, it often does 
not solve the problem that it addresses 
for the long term, and it may not have an 
impact on institutional dimensions of the 
problem.

Christian Alternative Institutions 
This method of infl uence also seeks to 

address human need, but on a much larger 
scale. It is often used to provide an alterna-
tive, particularly when important ethical 
commitments are ignored or disavowed in 
comparable secular institutions, or when 
there are no good choices available. Exam-
ples include hospitals or medical clinics, 
educational institutions, rehabilitation 
centers, and crisis pregnancy centers. 
These may be seen as complementary to, 
and in some cases as more effective than, 
political strategies to effect change on 
a particular issue. Like Christian relief, 
various alternative institutions demon-
strate Christian love in action, and they 
also offer substantial remedies to struc-
tural problems in a secular society. Yet at 
times they may offer alternatives without 
effecting change where problems exist, 
or, as sometimes happens with Christian 
schools, they may represent a withdrawal 
from the world that Christians intend to 
infl uence.

Evangelism 
Hollinger acknowledges that some will 

fi nd it strange to consider evangelism to 
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be a model for social change, yet he argues 
that its social effect is often powerful.5 He 
notes that evangelism and social concern 
are interrelated.6 In some cases, social 
action may open the door for evange-
lism, and often, social change is a result 
of evangelism, as those who have new 
life in Christ produce good works. These 
points serve as a reminder that Christians 
need not forsake evangelism to engage in 
social action, nor forsake social action to 
focus on evangelism. At the heart of the 
gospel, and of the church’s ministry, is a 
concern for people’s spiritual need. Yet the 
conversion of individuals by the gospel 
leads not only to individual change (e.g., 
Rom 12:1-2, Jas 2:14-26), but also at times 
to a transformation of a culture. Chris-
tians have consistently been among the 
most infl uential social activists in soci-
ety, caring for people’s physical needs.7 
Nevertheless, we may rightly be cautious 
about thinking of evangelism as a model 
for social change, for social change is 
not so much the aim as a consequence of 
evangelism, and to make it the aim would 
be to empty it of its meaning and thus to 
strip it of its power. 

Prophetic Pronouncements 
This model for promoting social 

change “involves the voice of the church 
or Christian groups speaking to the world 
to challenge existing values, policies, 
structural arrangements, and cultural 
practices and to commend new forms in 
their place.”8 It fl ows out of the prophetic 
tradition in the Old Testament, as well 
as in the ministries of John the Baptist 
and Jesus. It is seen in the proclamation 
of the Word of God in preaching, and 
also in denominational statements that 
express Christian convictions on justice 
and particular moral issues. However, it 

faces signifi cant challenges, including the 
diffi culty of gaining a public hearing, and 
the confusion caused by sometimes con-
fl icting calls that are issued in the name 
of the gospel, both by different individual 
preachers and denominations.

Lobbying 
There is a long history of political lob-

bying in order to produce social change. 
It seeks to infl uence legislators in order 
to shape public policy, and to raise 
awareness among certain constituencies 
on issues in order to mobilize them to 
express their views through phone calls, 
letters, emails, and political gatherings 
and marches. 9 Lobbying can be effective 
in bringing about social change by voic-
ing the concerns of many Christian citi-
zens who otherwise might not be heard. 
However, there is a danger that a measure 
of success will persuade Christians that 
the political process is the primary way 
to infl uence society, and there may be a 
strong temptation to compromise to attain 
power. 

Political Parties/Political Groups 
Many Christians believe that the 

political process is a valid way to infl u-
ence society. “Since the state is ordained 
by God, it is argued, the political process 
can be a legitimate means for carrying 
out God’s purposes on earth, especially 
in relation to human behavior.”10 This 
model for social action has plenty of crit-
ics, however, both within and outside 
of the church, and it is surely the most 
controversial. Opponents see political 
action and infl uence by Christian groups 
as a violation of the separation of church 
and state, or at least an intrusion into 
the secular sphere of politics, and those 
groups are often treated with contempt by 
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secular thinkers. In addition, some inside 
the church see involvement in politics 
as corrupting and a diversion from the 
true mission of the church. Nevertheless, 
Christian groups can infl uence the elec-
torate and the political process, bringing 
attention to issues from a Christian moral 
framework, and shaping to some extent 
the debate on those issues. In some cases, 
it is effective for restraining immoral 
behavior, and thus establishing a relative 
justice. On the other hand, it is not clear 
how signifi cant or lasting an infl uence it 
is without a change in the heart and soul 
of the surrounding culture.

Nonviolent Resistance 
Nonviolent resistance, which is some-

times considered a social ethic more than 
a method of infl uence, exerts pressure 
on society and often on public policy by 
peaceful means, frequently outside of any 
formal political process. It uses the power 
of love and peace, to highlight social injus-
tice and to produce change where the law 
and moral persuasion have failed. Martin 
Luther King Jr. is a paradigmatic example 
of this approach. His commitment to 
peaceful marches and resistance to racial 
injustices set in motion lasting cultural 
change. This method can also be seen in 
examples such as strikes and boycotts 
against companies that are involved in 
unjust practices, and peaceful protests at 
abortion clinics. It has been effective at 
times, in terms of personal infl uence and 
even structural change, but is sometimes 
ineffective when large numbers of people 
do not get involved, or when it is used too 
frequently. 

Christian Embodiment 
This model emphasizes how the church 

is distinct from the surrounding culture, 

and that it is to be in the world, but not 
of the world. The church stands as a wit-
ness to, and against, the world by being 
a counter-cultural community, both in 
what it believes and in how its people 
live. Most Christians will recognize the 
importance of setting an example for 
others by embodying moral ideals. Yet, 
as Hollinger says, “adherents emphasize 
that embodiment is the primary model 
through which God wants to work in 
culture.”11 This view does not advocate 
withdrawal from society. Rather, it chal-
lenges the church, though not necessarily 
individual Christians, to resist the desire 
to infl uence society by entering into the 
political process or identifying itself with 
any particular political party. Christians 
are to be salt and light (Matt 5:13-16), to 
offer a foretaste of the kingdom of God 
before the world. There is much to com-
mend this approach, and the failure of the 
church to embody its own moral ideals is 
a cause of moral decay in society. Never-
theless, critics of this approach argue that 
it is a necessary but not suffi cient model 
for Christian infl uence, in part because it 
inadequately addresses issues of social 
justice in society.

Individual Impact 
This model shares much in common 

with that of embodiment, but its concern is 
particularly with the impact of individual 
Christians on the surrounding culture by 
their various spheres of infl uence through 
jobs, clubs, civic involvement, sports and 
entertainment, and other activities. Some 
within this model stress the concept of 
vocation, in which Christians are seen 
to have a calling from God to be His rep-
resentatives in the particular spheres in 
which God has placed them, where He 
works in and through them to accomplish 
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His purposes in the world. This model 
fi nds a biblical anchor in Paul’s discussion 
in 1 Corinthians 7 of the issue of marriage 
and singleness, in the middle of which 
he asserts the principle that Christians 
should remain in the situation in which 
and/or to which God has called them (1 
Cor 7:17-24). It can serve as a powerful 
model of infl uence throughout society, 
and yet it may not adequately alleviate 
systemic injustices.

How Then Shall We Infl uence?
Having described these models or 

strategies for infl uencing culture, particu-
larly in terms of moral issues and social 
action, the question remains, “Which 
model ought we to employ?” The easy 
answer, especially for an ethicist to offer, 
is “It depends.” And so it does. The par-
ticular context, issue, and opportunities 
will often determine which model is most 
appropriate, and in many cases a combi-
nation of approaches will be used at the 
same time. However, while it is true that 
all of these methods may be appropriate 
in certain situations, it is not true that 
each of them is central to the mission 
and purpose of the church or even of 
individual Christians. In what follows, I 
will illustrate why I think that the most 
signifi cant infl uence that Christians can 
have in culture, in terms of lasting moral 
or social change is to “live out the real-
ity of the gospel.” In Hollinger’s terms, 
this is broad enough to cover relief work, 
prophetic pronouncements, evangelism, 
Christian embodiment, and individual 
impact. When we consider what Chris-
tians are called to be and to do, and how 
we might influence our culture, all of 
the models discussed above are possible 
actions that Christians can take. Yet these 
are essential for followers of Christ. 

They are not even so much strategies 
or models of infl uence as a reality and 
a calling, and yet they carry culture-
transforming possibilities that some 
strategies can only mimic. While Chris-
tians can and should be involved in the 
political process, there are problems with 
approaching political solutions as the best 
hope for personal or structural change. 
First, while it is good and necessary to 
seek to establish just laws and have unjust 
laws overturned, changing laws may 
restrain behavior without effecting per-
sonal or lasting change. Second, we may 
be tempted to blame the culture’s moral 
failings on political opponents and their 
moral agenda. We may fail to recognize 
Christian responsibility in our culture’s 
moral decline, by participating without 
discernment in culture, and by failing to 
seek after God in prayer, to hunger for the 
Word of God, and to model moral purity 
(2 Chron 7:14).12 For example, Christians 
have rightly protested the attack on 
marriage brought on by those seeking 
to legitimate same-sex unions, and have 
responded with concerted efforts at legis-
lation. At the same time, Christians have 
attacked marriage from within through 
rampant divorce rates that are equal to 
the surrounding culture. Political solu-
tions are not the only or even primary 
model needed. Third, pursuing infl uence 
through the political process may easily 
lead to corruption by the love of power 
and infl uence as such, which will compro-
mise the essential mission of the church. 
Fourth, there is little in Jesus’ teaching, 
or in the rest of the New Testament, to 
indicate that political action is a primary 
means of engagement with culture, even 
in one that perpetuates injustice, as was 
the case for both the Jewish and Roman 
governments of Jesus’ day. Yet the New 



27

Testament is clear that those who follow 
Christ will embody the gospel, in contrast 
to those around them, and will infl uence 
the culture by doing so (e.g., Matt 5:16; 
Rom 12:1ff; Eph 4:1ff; 1 Peter).

The influence upon culture outside 
of the political process may not be easy 
to predict or even to discern, but that is 
partly because too often Christians sim-
ply do not present a manner of life that 
contrasts with culture or displays clearly 
a Christian worldview. Part of the task, 
then, is for Christians to think carefully 
together about the issues before us, to 
discern what appropriate responses will 
look like, and then to live them out in the 
midst of our culture. In other words, as 
we consider who God is and all that He 
has done for us in Christ, we should not 
conform to the patterns of the world, but 
be transformed in our minds in order to 
know—and do—the will of God (Rom 
12:1-2). When Christians establish a pat-
tern of doing this, it acts like salt and light 
in the world, and as others see Christians 
living out the reality of the gospel, some 
will glorify God as a result (Matt 5:-16). In 
other words, it has the effect of transform-
ing culture. 

How does all of this apply to particular 
moral issues? I will discuss the problem 
of infertility and the ethics of reproduc-
tive technology, and try to show the sig-
nifi cance of living out the reality of the 
gospel, especially in terms of Christian 

Embodiment and Individual Impact, to use 
Hollinger’s terms. 

 
Strange ARTs and 
Christian Infl uence

The array of Assisted Reproductive 
Technologies (ARTs) available today offer 
a challenging test for how Christians 
ought to seek to exert moral infl uence 

in society. On the one hand, they offer 
hope that an infertile couple may be able 
to have a child. On the other hand, they 
raise a complex set of medical, moral, 
and legal questions about personhood, 
rights, marriage and family, and a host 
of other issues.13 In addition to “simple” 
cases such as reparative surgery or Intra-
uterine Insemination (IUI) using the 
husband’s sperm, there are very complex 
and sometimes disturbing techniques 
used or proposed. The use of donor egg or 
sperm raises serious questions about the 
presence of a third party for procreation 
within the one-fl esh union of marriage. 
Surrogacy, especially commercial sur-
rogacy, provokes questions about the 
presence of a third party in procreation, 
as well as the signifi cance of bonding 
between the gestational mother and child, 
the commercial use of the human body, 
and even the question of who the child 
belongs to. In vitro fertilization (IVF) raises 
serious issues of its own, especially when 
excess embryos are created and then dis-
carded or frozen, when donor eggs and/
or sperm are used, or when single women 
become pregnant with the help of donor 
sperm and IVF. Technology has enabled 
women to carry a child and give birth past 
sixty years of age. It has enabled “parents” 
to conceive even after their death by freez-
ing gametes before they die, which a sol-
dier might do before going off to war, for 
instance. Technology could allow a person 
who was never born to become a parent, 
if eggs are obtained from the ovaries of 
mature aborted fetuses.

In the face of such possibilities, it is 
reasonable to seek to prohibit some forms 
of reproductive technology through 
legislation. Yet, with few exceptions, it 
is diffi cult to gather political support to 
prohibit even the most morally suspect 
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technologies, because whether to use 
ARTs is considered a private decision and 
a matter of procreative liberty. No one has 
argued more forcefully for procreative 
liberty than John A. Robertson, for whom 
procreative liberty is the primary frame-
work for evaluating ARTs. He defines 
procreative liberty as “the freedom either 
to have children or to avoid having them.” 
While it is “often expressed or realized 
in the context of a couple,” he claims that 
it is “first and foremost an individual 
interest.”14 Though an individual may 
choose not to have children, Robertson 
argues that “being deprived of the ability 
to reproduce prevents one from an experi-
ence that is central to individual identity 
and meaning in life.”15 Procreative liberty 
is so strong that Robertson believes the 
use of ARTs “should be accorded the 
same high protection granted to coital 
reproduction.”16 It may be limited where 
there is demonstrable harm. However, 
objections that there is harm (such as the 
destruction of embryos or the intrusion of 
a third party in collaborative techniques) 
grounded in “deontological” principles or 
based on religious or moral convictions 
“seldom meet the high standard necessary 
to limit procreative liberty.”17 As a result, a 
couple, or an individual, should be free to 
pursue virtually any means available.

 How should Christians respond to the 
argument from procreative liberty and, 
more importantly, how should we seek 
to infl uence our culture with respect to 
the use of ARTs, and an understanding 
of marriage, procreation and parenthood? 
Several responses may be in order. First, it 
may be appropriate to press for legislation 
that will put certain moral guidelines in 
place for the use of ARTs, such as pressing 
for legislation that would protect human 
embryos, and setting policies that rein-

force the importance of both father and 
mother in procreative decisions. However, 
as I have already indicated, legislation is 
often not the most effective or important 
way that Christians can exert infl uence.18 
This is particularly true when seeking 
to change existing understanding and 
behavior. Lisa Cahill makes this point, 
asserting that “outlawing and attempting 
to eradicate well-entrenched practices is 
not the only way to advance their moral 
reconsideration; nor is it usually the 
most prudent and effective way. Laws 
and policies usually do not command 
compliance unless they are met by at 
least an approximate social consensus in 
their favor.”19 Second, then, we ought to 
respond to the philosophical arguments 
that are purported to support procreative 
liberty, and present a compelling case for 
alternative views, seeking to gain greater 
social consensus. There are signifi cant 
weaknesses in Robertson’s case, and they 
need to be addressed. Though this article 
will not seek to do that, it can be said that 
Robertson presents an impoverished view 
of marriage, procreation and parenthood, 
and of liberty itself.20 

Third, as indicated already, Christians 
may seek to infl uence our culture as it per-
tains to the use of ARTs through Christian 

Embodiment and Individual Impact, which is 
part of living out the reality of the gospel 
in the midst of the culture. It is diffi cult to 
make cogent and compelling arguments, 
and a case for legislation, when Christians 
themselves refl ect the broader culture in 
the use of ARTs, as seems to be the case. 
Compelling arguments must be accompa-
nied by a compelling demonstration of the 
gospel lived out in relation to problems 
such as infertility and the use of ARTs. 
It remains, then, to consider a Christian 
response to the problem of infertility and 
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the possibility of ARTs in light of the gos-
pel, and its transforming effect on infertile 
couples, the church, and the culture.

Evangelical Refl ection on the 
ART of Procreation21

The Pain and Suffering of Infertility
 No refl ection on the use of ARTs is 

adequate without taking into account 
the problem of infertility itself. Proverbs 
30:15b-16 (ESV) reads, “Three things are 
never satisfi ed; four never say, ‘Enough’: 
Sheol, the barren womb, the land never 
satisfied with water, and the fire that 
never says, ‘Enough’.” This text is a 
reminder of unrealized hopes and ongo-
ing suffering that makes infertility a 
devastating experience for as many as 
one out of six couples. The suffering of 
infertility is also attested in the biblical 
stories of barren women. Hannah “wept 
bitterly” because she had no child (1 Sam 
1:10); Sarah felt wronged and despised 
(Gen 16:5); Elizabeth experienced disgrace 
(Luke 1:24). Their suffering because of 
barrenness is summed up in Rachel’s 
exclamation to Jacob, “Give me children, 
or I shall die!” (Gen 30:1).22 As one mod-
ern woman put it, “I was close to losing 
my faith. I felt God had abandoned and 
betrayed me. He didn’t protect me from 
loss when I prayed and pleaded for him 
to do so.”23 An understanding of infertil-
ity, and a Christian response to it, must 
reckon with the painful experience of 
infertile couples.

How Should We Respond?
For many couples, ARTs offer the hope 

that they can have a child together, when 
previously they could only dream—and 
pray—for such a thing. Yet, as indicated 
above, the same techniques have also 
been put to uses that have raised serious 

moral questions. Further, they have led to 
a view that procreation may be considered 
not only a blessing, but a right. Indeed, as 
noted, Robertson sees procreation as fun-
damentally an “individual interest,” and 
ARTs should be given the same protection 
as “coital reproduction.” It is important to 
recognize that the use of such technolo-
gies arises from a particular vision—or 
perhaps no vision at all—of the family, 
parenthood, and liberty that is often at 
odds with the biblical worldview. Thus we 
are pressed to ask how followers of Christ 
might engage a culture and embody a 
different and compelling vision that is 
shaped by the gospel.

The Gospel and the Ethics of 
Assisted Reproduction

Children are a blessing from the Lord 
(Ps 127:3). Procreation is a great good and 
a central purpose of marriage. We rightly 
receive, celebrate, and even pursue this 
blessing. But is it something to be pursued 
by most any means? In the Old Testament, 
the good of procreation was pursued at 
times through the practice of polygamy or 
the use of a maidservant.24 Such practices 
continue in some traditional societies. In 
the African context, for instance, marriage 
may be considered incomplete or even 
non-existent without children, and child-
less couples are often not fully accepted in 
society or even in the church.25 With such 
intense social pressure, remedies such as 
polygamy, cohabitation, and divorce and 
remarriage, are practiced in order to have 
children.26 In response, Protus Kemdirim 
argues that such measures are consistent 
with, or even an implication of, the gospel, 
for “salvation is clear and meaningful 
only when it is defi ned in line with Afri-
can perspectives and aspirations, namely, 
the raising of children.”27
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The desperation to have a child, so 
forcefully demonstrated here, is felt not 
only by African couples, but by many 
Western couples as well. The African 
solution may not be adequate, in part 
because it fl ows from inadequate refl ec-
tion on marriage and of the gospel itself. 
We should not be too quick, however, to 
dismiss their perspective as irrelevant 
to Western Christian refl ection on ARTs. 
Instead, we ought to recognize that 
much of the deliberation on ARTs among 
Christians in the West also fl ows from 
inadequate reflection, perhaps simply 
revealing Western cultural values such as 
procreative liberty and privacy in moral 
decisions. The African solutions should 
cause us to consider seriously the same 
sense of desperation to have children that 
is demonstrated in the West by the use 
of questionable technological means to 
achieve the same goal.

The Case of Donor Gametes
One such questionable means is the use 

of donor gametes. It is worth refl ecting on 
this practice in particular, because it is a 
fairly common technique, with an esti-
mated 25,000 – 30,000 children born in the 
U.S. each year by this means, and many 
more worldwide, and because it draws out 
some critical moral issues and perspec-
tives on marriage and procreation.28 Is 
it possible that this practice is consistent 
with Christian refl ection on marriage and 
procreation, or may it even be the case that 
the gospel encourages it? In his important 
and infl uential book, Sexual Ethics, Stanley 
Grenz answers in the affi rmative. 

Grenz considers and dismisses the 
charge that introducing a third party into 
the procreative process is adulterous, since 
“neither the intent to be unfaithful to one’s 
marital vows nor the act of intercourse 

is present.”29 Such procedures cannot be 
considered adultery, he argues, unless 
adultery is defi ned as “the violation of the 
assumed right of each spouse to become 
[a] parent only through the other.” This 
is not the case, Grenz suggests, since the 
New Testament encourages a believer not 
to claim rights, but rather “to give up one’s 
rights for the sake of another.” Further, 
based upon Jesus’ sacrifi cial work on the 
cross, and thus the gospel itself, he argues 
that “a case [can] be made for practices 
involving donor sperm or egg within the 
context of marriage.” He explains, “modern 
technological capabilities allow a married 
person, motivated by the desire to facilitate 
the wish of one’s spouse to give birth to 
biological offspring, to choose willingly 
to set aside his or her ‘right’ to be the 
sole means whereby the spouse is able to 
become a parent.” 30 

Grenz acknowledges certain potential 
problems with the use of third parties in 
procreation, such as difficulties for the 
child that is born, psychological problems 
that may affect the marriage, or possible 
legal issues that may be raised. Yet they are 
not “insurmountable” problems so much 
as issues that the parents would do well 
to consider in advance. It seems that the 
good of having a child that is biologically 
related to at least one parent overrides such 
concerns.

Refl ection on Marriage, 
Procreation and Prenthood in Light 
of the Gospel31

 How may we assess these views? First, 
the problem with Grenz’s assessment of 
donor gametes is not unlike the ultimate 
problem with Kemdirim’s conclusions 
on marriage in the African setting. The 
good of procreation within marriage is 
either overemphasized or privatized, 

.
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with the result that almost any solution 
to the problem of infertility is welcomed 
and given the benefi t of the doubt, and 
even defended as an implication of the 
gospel. 

Second, while Grenz properly ques-
tions the focus on rights, surely it would 
be more consistent with the gospel to 
conclude that the fertile spouse ought not 
to “demand” a right to have a child, espe-
cially apart from their one-fl esh union, 
requiring the infertile spouse to consent 
to the use of a third party. In addition, 
Grenz’s call to sacrifi ce is misdirected, for 
Jesus’ sacrifi ce on the cross is refl ected by 
the strong on behalf of the weak. In the 
case of infertility, it is the infertile spouse 
who is in a more vulnerable and weak 
position. Not wanting to deprive his or 
her spouse of the opportunity to have 
their own child, an infertile spouse may 
consent (often with subtle spousal or cul-
tural coercion) to the use of a third party, 
only to experience serious diffi culties as 
a result—potential problems that Grenz 
himself notes.32 

If the views offered by Kemdirim and 
Grenz are unsatisfactory, it is because they 
are incomplete. While they underscore 
the importance of procreation, they do 
not provide adequate theological refl ec-
tion on the significance of the gospel 
for the experience of infertility and its 
possible remedies. In particular, they do 
not provide a sense of salvation history 
and an eschatological expectation, and, 
thus, some qualifi cation on the good of 
procreation and the purposes of marriage. 
Indeed, without further refl ection, such 
accounts may be reduced to an affi rma-
tion of “nature” and the goodness of 
procreation, or an account of procreative 
liberty and the right to bear children. 

In order to broaden our reflection, 

and to offer some points of deliberation 
on infertility and ARTs, some comments 
about a few additional themes in rela-
tion to the gospel may be helpful. When 
considering the possibility of using ARTs, 
these themes may lead us to conclude 
either “do not use” or “use well.”

Themes for Deliberation on ARTs
On Resisting the Technological 
Imperative 

Faced with the painful reality of 
infertility, it is easy to treat reproductive 
technology as an almost unqualifi ed good, 
and children may be seen as something 
other than the fruit of marital love that is 
received as a blessing from God. Oliver 
O’Donovan and Gilbert Meilaender are 
among those who express concern about the 
way in which the use of ARTs may subtly 
change our understanding of procreation 
from one in which children are received as 
a gift to one in which they become a project 
of our making.33 O’Donovan, for instance, 
argues that “it is precisely the integration 
of fertilization into the general demands 
of an administrative system [i.e., the 
control and effi ciency demanded in the 
laboratory] that more than anything else 
confi rms its status as an act of ‘making’ 
rather than ‘begetting’.”34 

Further, the very availability and 
offer of ARTs can exert coercion, causing 
infertile couples to feel pressured to make 
use of them in the pursuit of the good of 
children. It needs to be said that there is 
no necessity for a married couple to make 
use of even those ARTs that are morally 
acceptable, for marriage has an integrity of 
its own and may be fruitful even without 
the existence of children. The gospel can 
relieve couples of the burden of think-
ing that they must pursue procreation 
by virtually any means available. The 
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following themes encourage infertile 
couples to resist a technological impera-
tive, and the church to walk with them 
in the struggle.

On Sacrifi ce 
Returning to the issue of sacrifi ce, we 

ought to resist the notion that an infertile 
spouse should sacrifi ce so that the desire 
of the fertile spouse for a child can be 
fulfi lled apart from their one-fl esh union. 
A Christian understanding of sacrifi ce is 
better exemplifi ed when a fertile spouse 
sets aside the “right” to have a child of 
his or her own, for the sake of the infertile 
spouse. By refusing to have children by 
some means other than through his or 
her spouse, the fertile spouse may express 
the depth of love represented in marriage, 
where in weakness and in strength they 
share together the diffi culty of not realiz-
ing their dreams.35 Indeed, even to speak 
of the “fertile” and “infertile” spouse in 
the way that we are led to do is problem-
atic, for we ought to speak simply of an 
infertile couple.

On Marriage and Parenthood 
There is a growing tendency to under-

stand marriage to be primarily about self-
fulfi llment, and to fi t spousal relationships 
and procreation into such a framework.36 
It is clearly inadequate. In Genesis 1 and 
2, we see something of God’s intention 
for the relationship of male and female 
in marriage. Procreation is a blessing 
and a central purpose of marriage, which 
highlights the void created by infertility. 
Yet marriage is also a partnership in a 
common purpose and calling that is to be 
marked by covenant faithfulness in a per-
manent and exclusive one-fl esh union (cf. 
Matt 19:4-6; Eph 5:31). Attention to these 
aspects may at least put childlessness into 

proper perspective.
There is also a tendency to be con-

sumed with having a child who is bio-
logically related, at least to one parent, as 
Gilbert Meilaender has forcefully argued 
in his essay, “A Child of One’s Own.”37 
This desire ought not to be minimized, 
and certain techniques that allow a mar-
ried couple to have a child that is bio-
logically related to both of them may be 
welcomed. Nevertheless, left unchecked, 
the drive to have a biological child leads 
to morally dubious practices. The use of 
donor gametes highlights this problem, for 
the pursuit of a biological child transcends 
even the marriage union, which results in 
a child of “his own” or “her own” rather 
than “their own.” As an alternative, Stan-
ley Hauerwas reminds us that Christians 
have good reason to understand parent-
hood in more than biological terms.38 He 
argues that Christians are guided by “a 
moral portrayal of parenting that cannot be 
biologically derived.”39 An understanding 
of parenting may begin with the biologi-
cal. Yet it is expanded through adoption, 
and further through “parental” roles that 
can be assumed, for example, by teach-
ers and others who provide a simple yet 
profound contribution of additional adult 
infl uence upon children, especially those 
whose own parents fail to provide the care 
that children need.40 

On Childlessness
A childless marriage is missing some-

thing signifi cant, for marriage is intended 
to be procreative. As such, it may be unful-
fi lled in some way, underscoring the void 
and pain left by childlessness. Yet it is not 
for that reason missing something essen-

tial to marriage. Nevertheless, for some 
couples, the option of appropriate medical 
treatment for infertility will be received 
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as a blessing, and such treatments may be 
consistent with the gospel, and especially 
with Jesus’ ministry of physical healing. 
For others, childlessness itself may pres-
ent possibilities that a couple would not 
have initially sought or embraced, which 
are derived from an understanding of the 
gospel. A childless couple, like the single 
person, may come to see their situation as 
an opportunity for “undivided devotion 
to the Lord” (1 Cor 7:35; cf. Matt 19:12). 
Since “the appointed time has grown 
very short” and “the present form of this 
world is passing away” (1 Cor 7:29, 31), 
childlessness may allow a couple to fi ll 
one of the parental roles described above, 
or to be detached from the usual patterns 
of life for a unique investment of service 
in the kingdom of God. The Apostle Paul 
exemplifi es these points, for while he did 
not have physical children, he neverthe-
less testifi es that he begat many children 
in Christ, becoming their father through 
the gospel (1 Cor 4:15).

On Hope in God 
It must be said that ultimate hope is 

not founded upon having children, but 
upon a relationship with God. The barren 
woman in Isaiah 54 is exhorted to shout 
for joy despite the fact that she has borne 
no child because (1) her fruitfulness will 
be greater than those who have had chil-
dren (54:1-3); (2) her shame and humilia-
tion will be forgotten (v. 4); (3) she has been 
redeemed and belongs to God, her Maker 
(v. 5); (4) the Lord has called her (v. 6); and 
(5) God has shown His compassion on her 
(vv. 7ff). Likewise, the eunuch in Isaiah 56 
can rejoice because he need not be a “dry 
tree” (56:3), for if he is obedient to God 
he will have a name that is better than 
sons and daughters (v. 5). In the desire or 
quest for a child, Christians dare not lose 

sight of where true hope, peace, and joy 
are to be found.

On the Community of Believers
There may be an opportunity, even if 

unwelcome at fi rst, to experience the grace 
of God and the community of believers 
that is not experienced as deeply by those 
who are invested in their own children 
(cf. Mark 10:29-30; Matt 12:46-50). Perhaps 
the childless couple will fi nd a family—if 
the church is faithful to respond—that 
will share their burden, and discover a 
true fellowship of “brothers,” “sisters,” 
“mothers,” “fathers,” and “children” that 
compensates for—though it does not 
replace—a biological family. By the grace 
of God, the church is called to be a place 
of consolation and encouragement for the 
childless, so that infertility may turn out 
to be not meaningless suffering, but an 
opportunity to receive and to be an agent 
of God’s grace (2 Cor 1:3ff).

On the Gift of Life
While this point requires additional 

refl ection on the status of the embryo and 
what it means to be human than is possi-
ble here, it is important to say something, 
since it is central to the debate about ARTs. 
Children are a gift from God. The desire 
to experience the beauty of pregnancy and 
childbirth, and to welcome new life as an 
extension of the love of marriage, ought 
not to be pursued in the context of the 
destruction of human life. Thus, we ought 
to resist procedures that involve great risk 
to or destruction of human embryos, and 
instead affi rm and protect the dignity of 
human life at its earliest stages. 

Conclusion
It is important to recognize that the 

Bible does not minimize, but resonates 



34

with the sorrow experienced by those 
who are unable to have children. Proverbs 
30:15-16 declares that the barren womb is 
never satisfi ed. It is no wonder, then, that 
those who are infertile may seek to have 
children by virtually any means, some 
of which are morally objectionable and 
represent harm to marriage and family, 
human life, and even the common good. 

In response, legislation may seem to 
be the most effective way to prevent such 
practices and to seek to infl uence culture 
with Christian moral values, on this as 
well as other issues. Yet, while an attempt 
to defend Christian moral convictions 
using the political process may be a pos-
sibility, and in some cases a necessity, it is 
often not the best way. The early church 
did not “turn the world upside down” (Act 
17:6) through the political process, but 
through evangelism, preaching, and liv-
ing out the reality of the gospel. Whether 
other means of infl uence may or may not 
be possible, these are essential for follow-
ers of Christ. 

To live out the reality of the gospel, 
through Christian Embodiment and Individ-

ual Impact, is to present a compelling alter-
native vision of the meaning of marriage 
and procreation, and the signifi cance of 
infertility, to the “vision” represented by 
some forms of reproductive technology. 
It means that Christian couples who are 
childless can demonstrate where true 
hope and peace is found, and resist the 
temptation to pursue procreation by any 
means. At the same time, those who do 
consider using reproductive technology 
may use it well by safeguarding marriage, 
honoring one another, and protecting 
human life at its earliest stages. 

We also need to be reminded that the 
gospel involves a response not only from 
infertile couples, but from the church as 

well, as a place of comfort and encour-
agement, where those who are childless 
are reminded that they are nevertheless 
objects of God’s love and grace. The fel-
lowship of believers may present a power-
ful witness to the redeeming grace of God. 
Together we weep, but not as those who 
are without hope. Together we may model 
a different understanding of marriage, 
procreation, and the suffering of infertil-
ity from what our culture knows. Together 
it is possible to have a signifi cant impact 
on the surrounding culture through an 
embodiment of Christian faith and hope 
in the midst of great personal diffi culty. 
Therefore, not only infertile couples, but 
the church as a whole, is challenged to 
embody the reality of the gospel and to 
have an impact on the culture. Will the 
church take up the challenge?
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It has by now become something of a 
commonplace to note the reciprocal infl u-
ences among the disciplines of politics 
and law on the one hand, and theology 
on the other. Even if, as we must admit, 
the infl uence has not always been whole-
some for either, it is perhaps inevitable on 
some level, since the theological content 
of the gospel message as the proclama-
tion of God’s kingdom in Christ carries 
implications for the ordering and prior-
ity of this-worldly political concerns. 
The gospel infuses new content into, 
and delimits, political concepts such as 
judgment, justice, authority, and law. The 
contributions of theological refl ection to 
the practices and institutions of the politi-
cal order have sustained a long and fertile 
tradition in the dominions marked by the 
old boundaries of Western Christendom. 
Of great importance in this tradition 
is the fi gure of Anselm of Canterbury, 
whose teachings on the atonement have 
been identifi ed as providing fuel to the 
“revolution” that generated a distinc-
tive western legal tradition in late elev-
enth and early twelfth century Europe. 
Anselm’s theory of the atonement in his 
most well-known work, the Cur Deus 

Homo (“Why God became Man”) came 
to light against the backdrop of a virtu-
ally simultaneous jurisdictional dispute 
between pope and emperor, the so-called 
“Investiture Controversy.” This dispute 
was conducted in a decidedly legalistic 
manner: through argumentation, through 
the fi ling of briefs, and ultimately through 

a kind of litigation. During the course 
of the controversy, the authority of the 
church increasingly came to be seen as 
juridical in nature. For better or worse, 
the church’s spiritual power of “binding 
and loosing” amplifi ed to include dimen-
sions explicitly moral, legislative, and 
judicial.1 Harold J. Berman’s celebrated 
account of the revolutionary impact of the 
investiture controversy emphasizes the 
seismic effect of splitting the world into 
two competing jurisdictions. A “revolu-
tion in theology” accompanied the cor-
responding “revolution in legal science” 
in a process whereby the “rationalization 
and systematization of law and legal-
ity” linked to the greater emphasis on 
the incarnation as the defi ning event of 
human history and as “the central reality 
of the universe.” Thus Anselm’s powerful 
account of God’s work of redemption as 
a legal transaction stood at the aperture 
of a torrent of unprecedented, energetic 
legal activity, attending the development 
of a sophisticated and systematic law of 
crimes, of marriage, property and inheri-
tance, and of contract. 

The sharp thrust of Anselm’s treatment 
of the atonement in the Cur Deus Homo is 
frequently blunted through an emphasis 
on the social and political context of medi-
eval feudalism, which characterized the 
social and political hierarchy of his day. 
While this interpretation may provide 
some assistance in unwinding Anselm’s 
argument, it neglects what may actually 
be the more prominent theme of the work, 
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viewed in context, that is to say, the theme 
of justice, which surely was paramount 
for Anselm, but which suffers neglect 
when all the weight of the interpretive 
apparatus is placed on the side of the 
“honor” motif. The emphasis on “honor” 
distances the work in a long-vanished 
time, while “justice” brings to it a discom-
fi ting immediacy.

Part of the reason for the neglect of the 
motif of “justice” in Anselm’s account can 
be attributed to a lack of understanding 
of the biblical emphasis on justice that 
weaves the sinews of Anselm’s argument. 
Part of it is traceable to a failure to see this 
theme resonating from within Anselm’s 
discussion of honor itself. Further obscu-
rity is generated through the isolation of 
the Cur Deus Homo, at the expense of view-
ing the work as forming only a portion of 
Anselm’s overall project. In this article, I 
wish to trace these interpretive trajecto-
ries in order to show that an emphasis 
on the themes of justice and justifi cation 
actually matters for our understanding 
of Anselm’s project in general, and the 
Cur Deus Homo in particular. Given the 
signifi cance of his moment for the future 
development of legal institutions in the 
west, it is important to get the right mea-
sure of Anselm’s teaching.2 

Three Biblical Texts on Justice
Anselm closely adheres to the clas-

sical formula “suum cuique tribuere” as 
it appears throughout the legal texts of 
antiquity as a fi rst order principle of natu-
ral justice.3 The same classical defi nition 
lies in the background of several promi-
nent biblical texts on the relationship of 
the believer to the political “powers that 
be.” I will briefl y consider three such texts, 
in order to make the point. 

The first text comes from the most 

extended New Testament teaching regard-
ing the subject of civil government, that is, 
Paul’s series of exhortations in Romans 13. 
Noteworthy for our purposes is the man-
ner in which Paul summarizes that dis-
cussion with a restatement of the classical 
maxim in verse 7: “Render therefore to all 
their due: taxes to whom taxes are due, 
customs to whom customs, fear to whom 
fear, honor to whom honor.” As Thomas 
Schreiner notes, the immediate textual 
connection may point to the confrontation 
recorded in all three synoptic gospels, in 
which Jesus declares, “Render unto Cae-
sar that which is Caesar’s, and unto God 
that which is God’s”4 (see below). Faith-
ful adherence to the Pauline instruction 
requires an act of discernment as to who 
is to receive what, the implication being 
that while taxes are owed to some, fear 
is what is owed to others, etc. It may be 
that Paul’s expression in verse 7 simply 
refracts the variety of responses owed 

to those in authority—perhaps taxes, 
revenue, respect, and honor are all to be 
rendered to the same person or persons.5 
But the larger point is that Paul calls his 
readers to acknowledge and account for 
the obligation to render “to all what is due 
them.” This corroborates John Murray’s 
insight, to see the passage in continuity 
with, not just as an abrupt transition to, 
the following section: i.e., Paul’s summa-
tion of the entirety of the Old Testament 
Law (in vv. 8-10).6 After all, this section, 
which concludes with the recognition that 
“love is the fulfi llment of the law” (v. 10), 
opens with an exhortation to “owe no one 
anything,” (v. 8), i.e., an inside-out version 
of the principle of justice articulated in 
verse 7, amplifi ed outward to embrace 
the world of all human contacts. If all 
are given their due, there is no one left 
to whom a debt is still owed. The only 
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debt that remains, the debt that cannot 
be eradicated, is love. The point is that 
discernment of what love requires in any 
given circumstance will result in a proper 
assessment of the true requirements of the 
law, and thus, fulfi llment of the demands 
of justice. By this I do not mean to suggest 
Paul is simply engaging in a kind of clever 
word game, in which all the Christian 
virtues collapse into one another, so that 
justice = love = every other Christian 
virtue. Rather, it is clear that Paul tethers 
together justice and love as a restatement 
of the Dominical summation of the law, 
as fulfi lled in and through love of God 
and neighbor (Matt 22:37-40). Love is the 
means by which the just demands of the 
law are fi nally realized; at the same time, 
justice is fulfi lled in love; love provides the 
completion, the fi nal realization of justice. 
In the memorable expression of Jonathan 
Edwards, “heaven is a world of love.”

Paul’s re-articulation of the classical 
notion of justice in the light of the gospel 
fi nds an echo in 1 Peter. The Apostle Peter 
reiterates Paul’s legitimation of earthly 
rulers, enjoining submission to “the king 
as supreme, or to governors, as to those 
who are sent by him [the Lord] for the 
punishment of evildoers” (1 Pet 2:13-14). 
Again, the emphasis is on a proper 
accounting of the various recipients of 
just action, in order to render unto each 
that which is his due: “Honor all people. 
Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor 
the king” (v. 17). An implication is that 
the fear, reverence, and awe, which 
properly belongs to God alone, would be 
inappropriate when extended to human 
rulers. Distinctions are to be made: “all 
people” are to be given honor. Love is to 
be extended to the special community of 
brothers and sisters in Christ. The simple 
staccato sequence of imperatives in these 

passages indicates that both Paul and 
Peter work from the presupposition that 
the demands of justice are evident and 
direct—i.e., “natural,” or “written on the 
heart,” in the phrase of Rom 2:14-15— and 
need no extended argument. Note also 
that in both accounts, “honor” is one of 
the principal manifestations of fulfi lling 
the requirements of justice. Moreover, 
context is critical for understanding the 
biblical relationships between love and 
justice. The imperative commands of Paul 
and Peter follow both authors’ prior pro-
nouncement of the indicative character 
of the believer’s justified standing “in 
Christ.” It is, thus, in Christ that loving-
kindness and truth, righteousness and 
peace “kiss,” in the words of the psalm-
ist, and are reconciled (Ps 85:10). The 
paradoxical “equation” of love and justice 
only comes to be understood, and fulfi lled 
at one point in time-space history, at the 
cross of Christ.

A similar presupposition seems to lie 
behind Jesus’ own famous reply to the 
Pharisees’ query as to the lawfulness 
of paying taxes to Caesar. In all three 
synoptic accounts of the dialogue, which 
occurs late in Jesus’ earthly ministry, the 
simple command to “render … to Caesar 
the things that are Caesar’s, and to God 
the things that are God’s” amounts to a 
devastating rhetorical move that leaves 
Jesus’ interlocutors in speechless wonder 
(Matt 22:15-22; cf. Mark 12:13-17; Luke 
20:20-26). The crushing effectiveness of the 
response appears to hinge on the unstated 
supposition that all participants in the 
brief dialogue are immediately capable of 
making the distinctions necessary to carry 
out the Lord’s straightforward instruction. 
Here again, no new, hitherto undisclosed 
moral duty is announced. Rather the uni-
versal requirement of justice—stated in 
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terms of rendering that which is due—is 
arrestingly recapitulated in such a way 
as to silence would-be equivocators. The 
unstated assumption is that that which 
is due is so immediately obvious as to 
require responsive moral action, not Phari-
saical equivocation and clever casuistry. 
Moreover, the justice of God is juxtaposed 
to the justice of all subordinate, human 
authorities. The perfect and holy justice 
of God sets the standard for the justness 
of human moral action. The juxtaposition 
exposes the limits of the latter in a blind-
ing light. As we shall now see, the biblical 
centrality of these themes of justice carries 
over to the work of Anselm.

Justice in the Works of Anselm
Proslogion

In the second half of the Proslogion, 
Anselm examines the attributes of God 
in terms of the fi nding of the fi rst portion 
of the work, that God is, and is the being-
than-which-no-greater-can-be-thought. 
Thus justice becomes one of the attributes 
manifesting God’s ontological perfection. 
God is “perceptive, omnipotent, merciful, 
and impassible, just as [He] is living, wise, 
good, blessed, eternal, and whatever it is 
better to be rather than not to be.”7 The 
attribute of justice is noticeably absent 
from this list.8 The explanation for this 
appears with the recognition that, in 
contrast to the preceding section on God’s 
omnipotence, e.g., Anselm never considers 
justice in isolation, but rather, from within 
a matrix of other attributes, namely, God’s 
impassibility, his goodness, his mercy, 
and his truth. The central discussion of 
the amalgam of justice-mercy-goodness 
covers the largest section of the second 
part of the book, §9, and carries over to 
the succeeding sections. 

The emphasis on justice raises a ques-

tion. Justice by defi nition requires the 
rendering unto each his due, as we have 
seen. Thus, without giving the defi nition, 
merely assuming it, Anselm asserts “that 
the very defi nition of justice” demands 
that God “reward the good with good and 
the bad with bad.” It then becomes neces-
sary to reconcile this with God’s decision 
to “give good things to the wicked.” The 
resolution to the dilemma comes with the 
consideration of God’s justice in the light 
of his attributes of mercy and goodness. 

Thus, after consideration of the manner 
in which God is both impassible and mer-
ciful, (in §8), Anselm goes on to consider 
the reconciliation of mercy and justice in 
§9, praying, “For even if it be diffi cult to 
understand how Your mercy is not apart 
from your justice, it is, however, necessary 
to believe that it is not in any way opposed 
to justice, for it derives from goodness 
which is naught apart from justice, which 
indeed really coincides with justice.”9 This 
is a striking, perhaps counter-intuitive 
claim for Anselm to make, yet the under-
lying classical conception of justice as the 
pinnacle and summation of the virtues 
assists in making sense of it: goodness 
derives from justice; it is justice that gener-
ates the very quality of goodness as such, 
and in a sense determines its limits. 

The inter-relation of God’s goodness, 
mercy and justice renders it necessary 
to speak of any one of these attributes 
in terms of the others: “Truly, if You are 
merciful because You are supremely good, 
and if You are supremely good only in so 
far as You are supremely just, truly then 
You are merciful precisely because You 
are supremely just.” Thus, God’s mercy, 
which is compatible with and must be 
understood in terms of God’s impassibil-
ity, is seen to fl ow from God’s goodness, 
the parameters of which itself are deter-
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mined by the attribute of justice—for, as 
we have seen, God’s goodness is “naught 
apart from justice.” Similarly, Anselm 
asks rhetorically, bringing to a close the 
argument of §9, “Is Your mercy not then 
derived from Your justice?”10 The answer 
to the dilemma comes with the realization 
that God’s mercy and goodness emanate 
in some sense from his justice. While 
it might be said that God’s mercy and 
goodness condition and give form to his 
justice—perhaps a more likely way of stat-
ing the relationship for moderns—Anselm 
chooses to put it the other way round, 
i.e., it is God’s justice that determines and 
gives shape to his mercy and his goodness. 
In this sense, justice can be said to be a 
summation or a culmination of the other 
attributes. The point echoes Aristotle’s 
emphasis on justice in Book V of the Nicho-

machean Ethics, in which justice is described 
as “the highest of all virtues,” and as “the 
practice of complete virtue.”11

Of course, for Aristotle, the discussion 
of justice as the summation of human 
virtues considers it in its quality as the 
completion of the harmonious, comple-
mentary ordering of human relationships 
among individuals and in the political 
community of men—its character as “a 
relation to our fellow men.” Since justice 
is classically understood as the interre-
lational virtue par excellence, Anselm’s 
own emphasis on the divine attribute 
of justice opens him to the charge of 
projecting immanent features of human 
relational justice onto the divine charac-
ter. “For what is more just than that the 
good should receive good things and the 
bad receive bad things? How then is it just 
both that You punish the wicked and that 
You spare the wicked?” Anselm confronts 
the problem of anthropomorphism by 
considering divine justice through the 

prism of divine impassibility. In so doing, 
he fi nds the answer to the problem of 
reconciling humanly conceived attributes 
and the divine character by focusing on 
the relational aspect to which the divine 
exercise of character attaches. Thus, “[I]n 
sparing the wicked You are just in rela-
tion to Yourself and not in relation to us, 
even as You are merciful in relation to us 
and not in relation to Yourself.”12 As we 
have seen, in §9, Anselm had posed the 
question of the reconciliation of justice 
and mercy by means of logical infer-
ences drawn from the classical defi nition 
of justice. In §10, the connection with 
divine impassibility is repeated, with the 
acknowledgment: “You are merciful (in 
saving us whom You might with justice 
lose) not because You experience any 
feeling, but because we experience the 
effect of Your mercy, so You are just not 
because You give us our due, but because 
You do what befi ts You as the supreme 
good.”13 Divine impassibility provides a 
key for accessing a proper understand-
ing of the relational character of justice. 
Once again the discussion hinges upon 
a proper application of the defi nition of 
justice. (This time, Anselm gives the defi -
nition without acknowledging it as such. 
The interchangeability of justice with its 
agreed defi nition can be assumed without 
argument.) 

Thus, the relational character of justice 
requires special application with regard 
to the Being-than-which-no-greater-can-
be-thought. These features of the divine 
character are presented harmonious in 
scripture, as Anselm notes, with the jux-
taposition of Ps 24:10 and Ps 144:17, in §11. 
Anselm understands the reconciliation of 
divine justice and mercy by identifying 
the quality of just order inhering in the 
dynamic relations within the Godhead 
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itself: “You are just not because You give 
us our due, but because You do what 
befi ts You as the supreme good.”14 The 
classically derived defi nition of justice as 
the dynamic inter-relational summation 
of virtues provides the assumed proposi-
tion, from which a fuller understanding 
of the things of God can be obtained, by 
a proper linkage of logical connections 
from the defi nitional point of departure. 
The picture is rendered more complex 
with the notion of justice, for this begin-
ning point is itself, by defi nition, a com-
plex synthesis of other related virtues and 
qualities—without understanding which, 
the defi nitional starting point itself cannot 
be properly understood.

Monologion
The brief discussion of justice in the 

Monologion sheds light on the fuller treat-
ment given in Anselm’s subsequent work. 
(It is for this reason that I take the two 
works out of their proper chronological 
order.) As we have already observed, jus-
tice appears in the list of attributes attach-
ing to divine supremacy.15 Interestingly, 
in Anselm’s development of the nature 
of divine attributes and their relation to 
the being of God, it is justice that is taken 
as the paradigmatic example for devel-
opment in the following section. Thus, 
Anselm argues, “The supreme nature 
is what it is—good, great, existing—
precisely through itself and nothing else. 
So then, it is just through justice and it is 
just through itself. And if so, then what is 
more necessarily and clearly the case than 
that the supreme nature is justice itself? 
… And so if you ask ‘what is this supreme 
nature we are talking about’, you may 
answer ‘justice’.” So the supreme nature 
is “strictly said not to possess, but rather 
to be justice.”16 

It follows that “the same conclusion 
applies to everything else that can be said 
in the same way of the supreme nature. 
Reason compels understanding to see 
this. All of these terms, then, indicate 
not a quality or quantity, but what the 
supreme nature is.” There follows a long 
list of divine attributes possessing the 
same relation to the Divine Being: 

It is, therefore, supreme essence, 
supreme life, supreme reason, 
supreme health, supreme justice, 
supreme wisdom, supreme truth, 
supreme goodness, supreme great-
ness, supreme beauty, supreme 
immortality, supreme incorruptibil-
ity, supreme immutability, supreme 
happiness,  supreme etern ity, 
supreme power, supreme unity.17

Anselm does not impose a particular 
order on this catalogue, which can be 
viewed as something of a prologue to 
the development of the second part of the 
Proslogion. It would be overstating the case 
to make too much of Anselm’s selection of 
justice as the singular example for making 
his larger point in this section of the work, 
but given what we have seen in his later 
treatment of justice in the Proslogion, it is 
surely not mere arbitrariness that leads 
to the choice. 

On Truth
Anselm’s short treatise On Truth picks 

up on a question left dangling from the 
Monologion, the question, “What is truth?” 
In the course of the dialogue between 
Teacher and Student, the theme of jus-
tice comes to occupy a central place in 
the development of Anselm’s argument 
on the nature of truth, in the manner of 
the earlier discussions we have traced 
thus far. Thus, in §8 of the work, Anselm 
develops the contention that “the same 
action both ought to be and ought not 
to be under different conditions.” The 
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proposition amounts to a statement on the 
relational character of justice, elaborated 
by means of an exposition of the retribu-
tive principle of justice:

[I]insofar as the agent and the thing 
acted upon are subject to the same 
or to contrary judgment, the action 
itself is judged to be the same or 
contrary. When therefore the one 
who strikes rightly strikes, and the 
one who is struck is rightly struck, 
as when a sinner is corrected by one 
who has the right to do so, there is 
right on both sides, because on both 
sides the blow ought to be struck. It 
is the opposite when the just man is 
struck by a bad man, since the one 
ought not to strike and the other 
ought not to be struck, so on both 
sides it is not right since on neither 
side ought the blow to be struck. 
But when the sinner is struck by 
someone who has not the right 
to do so, then the one ought to be 
struck but the other ought not to 
strike, and the blow both ought to 
be and ought not to be. Thus it can-
not be denied that it is both right 
and not right. But if we think of the 
judgment of the supreme Wisdom 
and Goodness that the blow ought 
not to be struck, whether from one 
alone or from both sides, namely of 
the agent and of the one being acted 
upon, who would dare deny that 
what is permitted by such Wisdom 
and Goodness ought to be? 18 

The entire passage reads as a gloss on the 
defi nition of justice considered and devel-
oped earlier. The right ordering of justice 
requires the fi tness of the action rendered 
with respect to the one being acted upon, 
and requires, too, the fi tness of the actor to 
such action. As in the grammar of a Latin 
sentence, where properly infl ected subject 
and predicate endings correspond to one 
another, inter-relational human actions, 
to be just and right, require agreement 
with respect to the agent and recipient of 
human action. 

The discussion turns to refl ect on the 
nature of the atonement in the following 

colloquy:

T: What then, if you consider the 
nature of things, as when iron nails 
were driven into the body of the 
Lord, would you say that the fragile 
fl esh ought not to be penetrated or 
that when penetrated by the sharp 
steel it ought not to feel pain?

S: I would speak against nature.

T: Therefore it can happen that an 
action or passion ought to be accord-
ing to nature which ought not to be 
with respect to the agent or the one 
acted upon, since the former ought 
not to act and the latter ought not 
to suffer it.19 

The principle explicates how it is that “the 
Lord Jesus, who alone was innocent, ought 
not to suffer death, nor ought anyone to 
have infl icted it on him, and yet he ought 
to have suffered it, because he wisely and 
benignly and usefully wished to suffer 
it.”20 Justice is reconciled with mercy at 
the cross. The relational character of jus-
tice demonstrates that this reconciliation 
is consonant with principles of reason 
and logic.

The argument continues with the asser-
tion that “the highest truth is rectitude” 
(§10). While other “rectitudes are such 
because they are in things which are or do 
what they ought,” it is different with the 
“highest truth,” which “is not rectitude 
because it owes anything.” Anselm is 
wrestling with the same question he had 
considered before in the Proslogion: given 
the relational character of the attribute of 
justice, its quality as a proper rendering of 
what is due, how can it be understood of 
God, who as First Cause of “all other truth 
and rectitude” owes nothing to anything 
or anyone in the entire created order? “All 
other things owe him but he owes nothing 
to another, nor is there any other reason 
why he is than that he is.”21 
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In the succeeding section that picks 
up the thread of this examination into 
“the highest truth,” (§12), the student, 
seconded by his teacher, acknowledges 
the identity of rectitude and justice: 

S: Since you have taught me that all 
truth is rectitude, and it seems to 
me that rectitude and justice are the 
same, teach me to understand about 
justice as well.

T: If justice does not differ from rec-
titude you already have a defi nition 
of justice.22 

The interrelational quality of the divine 
attributes we have observed implicit in 
the argument of the second part of the 
Proslogion, here made explicit, mirrors 
the relational quality of the defi nition of 
justice itself: “[T]ruth and rectitude and 
justice mutually defi ne one another. He 
who knows one of them knows the others 
and can from the known go on to knowl-
edge of the unknown.”23

The argument proceeds to further 
refi ne the understanding of justice, fi rst 
identifying it as “found only in the ratio-
nal nature, which alone perceives the 
rectitude of which we speak.” It is further 
articulated in terms of a rectitude “not 
… of knowledge or action, but of will.”24 
The cases posited of the thief required 
to return stolen goods, or the almsgiver 
“who feeds the poor out of vainglory” 
produce still further refi nement. What 
counts in the determination of rectitude 
is both a proper willing in terms of the 
objective of the will, and of its motive: 
“these two are necessary for justice in the 
will, namely, to will what it ought and for 
the reason it ought to”—and “for the sake 
of rectitude itself.”25 

The refined definition of justice or 
rectitude emerges in this exchange as, 
“rectitude of will preserved for its own 

sake,” and not for some ulterior motive. 
“Therefore there is no justice that is not 
rectitude, nor is justice as such anything 
other than the rectitude of will. The rec-
titude of action is called justice, but only 
when action comes about with a just will. 
Rectitude of will, even if it is impossible 
that what we rightly will come about, does 
not lose the name of justice.”26 The exercise 
in clarifi cation is further rounded out with 
the recognition that receiving, willing, 
having, and preserving rectitude of will 
is “that from which we receive justice,” 
and that it is the simultaneous willing, 
acquiring, and having that constitutes 
justice. 

The extended discussion in §12 then 
closes with the application previously 
developed in the Proslogion, acknowl-
edging the adaptability of this defi nition 
of justice “to the highest justice.” The 
relational quality of justice—relational 
both in consideration of its defi nition in 
terms of other attributes such as truth, 
and of its character as a right ordering 
of the will—solves the anthropomorphic 
problem mentioned in connection with 
the Proslogion. The dialogue fi nishes in §13 
with a technical but important articula-
tion of this relational principle, this time 
borrowing from another category of rela-
tion, the human experience of time: 

[W]e do not say the time of this or 
that thing because time is in those 
things but because they are in time. 
And just as time considered in 
itself is not the time of something, 
although when we consider the 
things that are in it we speak of the 
time of this thing or of that, so the 
highest truth subsists in itself and 
belongs to no thing. But when some-
thing is in accord with it, we then 
speak of its truth and rectitude.27 

Thus the dialogue on truth comes to a 
fi nish with the word rectitude, defi ned in 
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the concluding sections of the colloquy 
as “the highest truth” and as identical 
with justice. Rectitude, justice, classically 
considered as the quality more or less 
inhering in human actions “in relation to 
our fellow men,” becomes, for Anselm, 
the aspect of self-subsistent divine essence 
to which humans accord in their relations 
with one another, to greater or lesser 
degree, as such relations partake of its 
intrinsically relational character as truth 
and rectitude. 

On Free Will
Prior arguments as to rectitude as 

the right ordering of the will shape the 
discussion in Anselm’s treatise On Free 

Will, where the “power of preserving 
rectitude of will” is recognized as always 
possessed by “a rational nature.” The 
discussants of the dialogue adopt “this 
power of preserving rectitude of will” 
as a working defi nition of the “power of 
free will in the fi rst man and the angel.” 
The defi nition from the treatise On Truth, 
“the rectitude of will preserved for its own 
sake,” must now be considered in terms 
of human agency: “nor could rectitude of 
will be taken away from them unless they 
willed it”—the historical circumstance 
of the fall.28 Given what we have seen in 
the argument already developed within 
the prior works, “to will the preservation 
of rectitude for its own sake is for it to 
prevail” is another way of characterizing 
what Anselm describes as the human 
agent’s participation in justice. By the 
same token, “to will what it ought not 
is for it to be conquered,” that is to say, 
a turning toward injustice. Space does 
not permit us to trace the details of this 
argument in the treatise on free will, but 
it is surely more than coincidence that 
Anselm builds here upon a formulation 

developed in the earlier work On Truth 
when he defi nes freedom of will as “the 
power of preserving rectitude of will for 
the sake of rectitude itself” (§13). Given 
what he had said in On Truth as to the 
interchangeability of “truth and rectitude 
and justice,” and the careful precision 
with which he develops his terminology 
in these works, it follows that freedom of 
will may be alternatively characterized 
as “the power of preserving justice,” and 
injustice, as the willful failure of this 
exercise of preservative power.

On the Fall of the Devil
This intuition that freedom of will is 

characterized for Anselm by the quality 
of justice is borne out with the subsequent 
work On the Fall of the Devil, in which the 
suggestive connections of the treatise On 

Free Will tie back together with the asser-
tion of the reality of justice in §15, where 
“that which when added to the will so 
moderates it that it can only will what it 
ought” is defi ned both as “something real” 
and as “nothing other than justice.”29 

With this definitional apparatus in 
place, Anselm proceeds to address the 
topic under consideration, the fall of the 
devil, as the paradigmatic act of injustice. 
In this central section of the work justice 
is considered in a different sense, as a 
quantitative attribute, to be “received” 
as a gift, or “added” in to the mix of per-
sonal characteristics of the rational being 
to whom it can be more or less ascribed. 
Receipt of the gift makes the recipient 
indebted, while “the same justice aban-
doned would leave in it beautiful traces 
of itself.” As the discussion hones in to 
a direct consideration of the fall of the 
angelic being, Anselm’s student remarks 
that “a nature that received justice, if only 
at one time, is shown to be more noble 
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and to bear the sign of always having a 
quasi absolute good than a nature that 
never had or ought to have had it.” It is the 
possession of the gift of justice to greater 
or lesser degree that renders its recipient 
more or less deserving of moral approba-
tion or blame: “[A]dd to this that the more 
a nature has this good, and ought to have 
it, it is praiseworthy, just as a person who 
ought to have it and does not is accounted 
more blameworthy.” And it is the posses-
sion of justice that bestows dignity and 
honor upon the recipient: “to have and to 
ought to have justice [sic] shows the natu-
ral dignity of a nature, and not having it 
constitutes personal dishonour.”30 

Of course this statement is critical for 
our consideration of the Cur Deus Homo, 
for it is the fi rst time in Anselm’s varied 
treatments of the theme of justice in which 
he connects it to the concept of honor, 
which assumes an important position 
in the argument of the later work. Thus, 
bestowing the gift of justice is a grant 
of dignity, a vesting of worthiness, for 
which the recipient owes an obligation; 
the abandonment of the gift is the morally 
blameworthy act of will of the erstwhile 
recipient. “For it was made worthy by him 
[God] who gave it but it does not have it 
because it abandons it. The obligation 
came from him who gave justice, the 
not-having it from him who abandoned 
it. He is obliged because he received it, 
he does not have it because he abandoned 
it.” Anselm does not here develop the 
notion of obligation; he leaves for later 
the discussion of the character of the debt 
that is owed in consideration of the gift of 
justice. The impersonal pronoun serving 
the place of “the gift” in these sentences, 
the direct object “it,” refers of course, to 
justice. Its possession to greater or lesser 
degree constitutes the worth and dignity 

of the will of the recipient, the fi rst “it” or 
indirect object of the same sentence.31 

The grammar is important for Anselm, 
author of a treatise on grammar; indeed, 
what he is describing in these inter-lock-
ing statements may best be characterized 
as a kind of analytical grammar of justice. 
“The only thing I blame in it [i.e., the recip-
ient] is the absence of justice, or not having 
justice.” Moral blame can be alternatively 
summarized as the lack of justice. “For as 
I already said, the worthiness adorns it, 
not having it [justice] demeans it, and the 
more the having adorns it the more not 
having demeans. Thus not having justice 
because of its own fault demeans the will 
only because being fi t to have it, thanks 
to the goodness of the giver, constitutes 
its dignity.”32 Moreover, as we previously 
noted in earlier contexts, the relational 
character of justice provides the frame-
work within which the allocation of moral 
blame and praise occurs. Justice—moral 
rectitude—is the cumulative right order-
ing of Creator-creature relations. In the 
individual soul formed in God’s image, 
it is both the receptacle and substance of 
human dignity. 

Anselm develops the argument con-
cerning the character of injustice, as 
defi ned against the context of this defi -
nitional matrix, by emphasizing, after 
Augustine, its privative sense: “just as 
the absence of justice and not having 
justice have no essence, so injustice and 
being unjust have no being, and so are 
nothing rather than something.”33 If it is 
the absence of justice that is the source 
of moral blameworthiness, Anselm 
addresses the question of how is it that 
“the same absence of justice is not called 
injustice before justice has been given”—
before the grant of the gift. “The reason 
is that the absence of justice is not blamed 
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where justice is not meant to be.” Certain 
orderings of the creator-creature relation-
ship are not meant to receive the added 
gift of justice suitable for rational beings.34 
Once again, the point is illustrated in 
terms of disgrace and honor, an echo, per-
haps, of Paul’s statement in 1 Cor 11:2-16: 
“Just as not having a beard is no disgrace 
in a man who does not yet have one, but 
when he should have one it is disgraceful 
that he does not; so not having justice does 
not deform a nature that ought not to have 
it, but debases one meant to have it.”

The donative relational character of 
justice is highlighted in the following 
section addressing the proposition: “Why 
the angel that abandons it cannot regain 
justice.” For, “there is no way in which he 
could acquire justice when he does not 
have it, either before receiving it or after 
having abandoned it.” It must come from 
an external source: “From him [God] they 
receive both the having and the capacity 
to keep or abandon it.” These arguments 
are summarized in the transactional, rela-
tional terminology of the preceding dis-
cussion: “Before receiving justice, in fact, 
no one is just or unjust and, after having 
received it, no one becomes unjust unless 
he willingly abandons justice.”35 

Again, restrictions of space and time 
do not permit us to follow the succeed-
ing argument in greater detail, though 
the notion of justice as the vital concep-
tual key for unlocking Anselm’s moral 
theology becomes still more apparent in 
the subsequent explicit considerations 
on the fall of the devil. In §21, Anselm 
states, “Evil is injustice, which is only 
evil and evil is nothing. But the nature in 
which injustice is found is something evil, 
because it is something real and differs 
from injustice which is evil and is nothing. 
Therefore, what is real is made by God and 

comes from him; what is nothing, that is 
evil, is caused by the guilty and comes 
from him.”36 In this way, the privative 
sense of evil is made compatible with 
the recognition that created natures exist 
“in which injustice is found” and which 
therefore are “something evil.” (See also, 
§§26 and 27, offering further explication 
on “the evil that is injustice.”)

On the Incarnation of the Word
The same themes of injustice, the will-

ful abandonment of rectitude—justice— 
and the absence of justice that informs 
the morally blameworthy will become a 
subject of discussion in the work on the 
incarnation, in §10. Characteristically, 
Anselm approaches the incarnation in 
terms of modality. The explication of the 
necessity of the incarnation of the Son, 
and not another person, gives rise to a 
description the human predicament in 
terms of injustice—the abandonment of 
rectitude in the will, both in the devil and 
in man. “A will subject to no one else’s is 
one’s own. But possessing a will as one’s 
own (i.e., a will subject to no will) belongs 
to God alone.” Injustice, the wrong order-
ing of the creator-creation relation, results, 
now described as a robbery of dignity 
and a deprivation of the excellence that is 
God’s due as Supreme Authority: 

Therefore, all who exercise their 
will as their own strive to be like 
God by robbery and are guilty of 
depriving God of the dignity proper 
to him and of his unique excellence, 
insofar as it lies within their power 
to do so. For if there is any other will 
that be not subject to anyone, God’s 
will will not be superior to all, nor 
will it be the only will with no other 
superior to it.37 

These statements serve as a kind of prole-
gomenon to the following work, the Cur 

Deus Homo, where the relational dynam-



49

ics of justice in Anselm’s grammar of the 
divine plan of redemption receive fuller 
treatment. Here, the fittingness of the 
incarnation of the Son is expressed in the 
familiar terminology of retribution: 

For no one more justly repels or 
punishes criminals, or more merci-
fully pardons or intercedes for them, 
than the one against whom injustice 
is more particularly demonstrated. 
Nor is anything more appropriately 
opposed to falsity in order to repel 
it, or more apposite for healing, 
than truth. For those presuming a 
false likeness to God seem to have 
sinned more particularly against 
him whom we profess to be the true 
likeness of the Father.38 

The incarnation is a corrective measure 
for the restoration of justice and truth.

Cur Deus Homo
Over the course of the foregoing sur-

vey, it has become apparent that none 
of Anselm’s works are self-contained. 
Many times themes merely introduced 
in one work are taken up in a subsequent 
endeavor; a loose end never satisfacto-
rily addressed at one stage is tied up at 
another. It should come as no surprise 
then that the themes of justice and 
injustice, of rectitude and abandonment 
return to the place of central focus in 
the Cur Deus Homo. Anselm’s modal way 
of thinking causes him to take up the 
question of the necessity of the means of 
divine redemption— given the plan to 
redeem lost sinners, introduced, as we 
have seen in the work on the Incarnation.39 
It is also understandable, given what we 
have seen thus far, that Anselm should 
state the human predicament for which 
Christ’s atonement provides the remedy 
in explicitly jurisdictional terms.40 

The argument for God’s jurisdic-
tion rather than the devil’s, proceeds to 

develop the argument along modal lines. 
It may be just for man to be tormented, 
but “the devil himself [does not act] justly 
in tormenting him,” being impelled by 
“malice” rather than “out of love of jus-
tice,” the devil acts in accord with “God’s 
incomprehensible wisdom, by which he 
orders even bad things in a way that is 
good.” Anselm repeats an earlier obser-
vation we noted in connection with the 
discourse On Truth, that “it can happen 
that one and the same thing is, from dif-
ferent points of view, both just and unjust, 
and for this reason, is judged by people 
who are not considering the matter with 
care, to be entirely just or entirely unjust.” 
The illustration that follows, involving the 
just and unjust striking of a person—“it 
is just where the person receiving the 
blow is concerned,” but not just from the 
standpoint of the agent who is striking 
the blow—similarly mirrors that earlier 
discussion. 41 

The argument continues with a series 
of questions that serve to hone in on the 
justness of the transaction of the atone-
ment: 

But how will it possibly be proved 
a just and rational thing that God 
treated, and allowed to be treated, 
in this way, the man whom he called 
his beloved Son in whom he was 
well pleased? … For what justice is it 
for the man who was of all the most 
just to be put to death for a sinner? … 
If God could not save sinners except 
by condemning a just man, where 
is his omnipotence? If on the other 
hand he was capable of doing so, but 
did not will it, how shall we defend 
his wisdom and justice?42 

There follows a careful exegesis of Scrip-
tural passages addressing these ques-
tions, upon which, the participants to 
the dialogue agree on a quest to ground 
the work of atonement related in the 
Scriptures on the footing of what is fi t-
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ting, proper, and appropriate for God to 
do, given the original creation of man for 
blessedness, the real, universal, abiding 
presence of sin, and the need for expiation 
of sin.43 The conversation then turns in the 
following direction:

A. If an angel or a man were always 
to render to God what he owes, he 
would never sin.
B. I cannot contradict this.
A. Then, to sin is nothing other 
than not to give God what is owed 
to him.
B. What is the debt which we owe 
to God?
A. All the will of a rational creature 
ought to be subject to the will of 
God.
B. Perfectly true.
A. This is the debt which an angel, 
and likewise a man, owes to God. 
No one sins through paying it, and 
everyone who does not pay it, sins. 
This is righteousness or uprightness 
of will. It makes individuals righ-
teous or upright in their heart, that 
is, their will. This is the sole honour, 
the complete honour, which we owe 
to God and which God demands 
from us … Someone who does not 
render to God this honour due to 
him is taking away from God what 
is his, and dishonouring God, and 
this is what it is to sin.

Illustrations follow in the familiar lan-
guage of retributive justice, including 
an extended discussion of the case of 
restitution of stolen property.44 It should 
be apparent by now that the entire 
grounding for the ensuing discussion of 
the atonement is being put forward here 
in the language and terms provided by 
the classical defi nition of justice. Sin is 
defi ned in terms of a failure of rendering 
what is due. The debt of honor owed by 
the sinner is defi ned in terms of rectitude 
of will. The restoration of this debt of 
honor is defi ned in terms of the retribu-
tive principle of restitution. All is stated 
in terms of the forensic grammar of justice 

that has informed much of Anselm’s work 
to this point—a grammar which modifi es 
the classical emphasis on the horizontal 
character of justice as the virtue of men 
among their fellows, to adjust for the verti-
cal dimension introduced in acknowledg-
ing the creator-creature distinction. Thus, 
it follows that “if it is not fi tting for God to 
do anything in an unjust and unregulated 
manner, it does not belong to his freedom 
or benevolence or will to release unpun-
ished a sinner who has not repaid to God 
what he has taken away from him.” More-
over, “if there is nothing greater and noth-
ing better than God, then there is nothing, 
in the government of the universe, which 
the supreme justice, which is none other 
than God himself, preserves more justly 
than God’s honour.”45 

 The necessity of God’s existence, 
argued in the Proslogion, determines the 
character of his government over the uni-
verse, described here as the just preserva-
tion of the honor of “the supreme justice.” 
In § 14, the vindication of God’s honor is 
described as a juridical action of replevin, 
a repossession action.46 This manner of 
stating the transaction of divine judgment 
of the sinner naturally raises the ques-
tion, how can the sinner take away God’s 
honor? The answer, again, is stated in 
relational terms, as we have seen in prior 
works, terms by which God’s honor is, 
“in relation to him, incorruptible.” When 
the rational created being does what is 
right, i.e., acts with rectitude of will, he 
honors God, “not because he is bestowing 
anything upon God, but because he is vol-
untarily subordinating himself to his will 
and governance, maintaining his own 
proper station in life within the natural 
universe, and, to the best of his ability, 
maintaining the beauty of the universe 
itself.” This is the fulfi llment of justice, a 
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right ordering of the rational soul within 
the order of the universe itself, which 
attains to a kind of aesthetic excellence. 
The failure of moral rectitude, on the other 
hand, works dishonor, and disorder—that 
is to say, injustice.47 

Setting Anselm’s terminology in the 
context provided by the bourgeoning 
crescendo on justice in the works lead-
ing up to the Cur Deus Homo thus assists 
in making sense of the central place of 
honor in this account. What appears as a 
curious appeal to aesthetics, resorted to as 
a means of squaring the circle and, thus, 
explaining how rational creatures can 
somehow stain the honor of an almighty 
Creator—attains coherence when viewed 
as an acknowledgment of the just main-
tenance of order in a universe governed 
by “the supreme justice”: “If the divine 
Wisdom did not impose these forms of 
recompense in cases where wrongdoing 
is endeavoring to upset the right order of 
things, there would be in the universe, 
which God ought to be regulating, a cer-
tain ugliness, resulting from the violation 
of the beauty of order, and God would 
appear to be failing in his governance.”48 
Rather than functioning as an exercise of 
pure, arbitrary will, God’s justice fuses in 
inseparable harmony with the other attri-
butes of his character. Thus, as Jaroslav 
Pelikan explains, rather than emphasize 
God’s wrath, which might lead to confu-
sion in the placement of divine impas-
sibility, “Anselm spoke of his justice: the 
justice of God had been violated by the 
failure of man to render to God what he 
owed him; the justice of God also made 
it impossible for God to forgive this sin 
by mere fi at, for this would have been a 
violation of the very order in the universe 
that God had to uphold to be consistent 
with himself and with his justice. Any 

scheme of human salvation, therefore, had 
to be one that would render ‘satisfaction’ 
to divine justice and leave the ‘rightness’ 
and moral order intact.”49

Space and time, again, do not permit a 
fuller treatment of the manner of Anselm’s 
development of these arguments. But the 
trajectory of the reasoning has become 
abundantly clear by now. Anselm’s con-
tinued appeals to the theme of justice keep 
with his overall strategy for the use of what 
Paul Helm identifi es as “procedural rea-
son.” That is, the universally recognized 
principle of justice and its defi nition as an 
inter-relational quality is taken as a given, 
from which succeeding propositions natu-
rally and logically follow. “The prime func-
tion of procedural reason is to discriminate 
the fact of logical connectedness, either 
inductive or deductive.”50 As faith seeks 
understanding, reason acts as a tool or set 
of procedures operating upon propositions 
known or reasonably believed. 

As we have seen, for Anselm, the given 
propositions of the classical account of 
justice provide the starting point for an 
analysis that develops over succeeding 
works, and culminates in the Cur Deus 

Homo. The modal argument for the neces-
sity of the atonement is grounded in an 
account of justice that penetrates to the 
limits of all human attempts at “render-
ing to each his due.” The method is dif-
ferent, but the trajectory and terminus of 
the argument aligns very closely to the 
tradition of Augustine, who famously 
argued in Book XIX of the City of God, 
that in the revealing light of God’s truth, 
no true justice is to be found in the this-
worldly Cities of Men. This relativizes 
human contrivances of law and politics, 
to be sure; though it does not render void 
such efforts. For “a people estranged from 
God … must be wretched; yet even such 
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a people as this loves a peace of its own, 
which is not to be despised.”51 In a world 
reeling from the fumes of a toxic political 
theology, it is a salutary exercise to con-
sider the theological sources of a Western 
tradition of law and justice that now faces 
severe threats from within and without. 
Pundits who would lump together Chris-
tian and Islamic traditions of thought on 
justice, law, and politics as variant forms 
of the same noxious “fundamentalism” 
fail to make critical distinctions. For the 
tradition represented by Augustine and 
Anselm, the reality of the incarnation of 
God in Christ exposed the radical inad-
equacy of all human political endeavors 
for the attainment of justice. At the same 
time, the added vertical dimension intro-
duced by biblical faith gave a fuller, richer 
account of justice than the classical pagan 
(and modern!) formulations, for it gave 
scope to the relational quality of justice 
as a principle of order in the universe, as 
partaking of the very nature of the God-
head, and as the element of God’s glorious 
redeeming work in Christ.
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“A free church in a free state is the Chris-
tian ideal.”1 So says the Baptist Faith and 

Message, and demonstrably so it is the 
case. Concerning this basic statement 
of religious liberty, the BF&M speaks of 
the separation of church and state, the 
ordination of civil government, the use 
of spiritual means alone to advance the 
gospel, and of God’s unique role as “Lord 
of the conscience.”

In support of this position, the BF&M 
cites a range of texts: the creation of man 
(Gen 1:27; 2:7); private prayer (Matt 6:6-7); 
a confl ict of masters (Matt 6:24); gaining 
the world at the loss of one’s soul (Matt 
16:26); God’s and Caesar’s prerogatives 
(Matt 22:21); soul liberty in Christ (John 
8:36); Peter and John’s “civil disobedi-
ence” in preaching (Acts 4:19-20); death 
to sinning (Rom 6:1-2); submission to the 
government (Rom 13:1-7); responsible 
freedom in Christ (Gal 5:1, 13); citizenship 
in heaven (Phil 3:20); prayer for rulers 
and civil concord (1 Tim 2:1-2); a single 
universal Lawgiver and Judge (Jas 4:12); 
exemplary submission to authorities (1 
Pet 2:12-17); the right thing, whatever the 
cost (1 Pet 3:11-17); suffering for Christ (1 
Pet 4:12-19). 

The following article is meant to 
complement the BF&M’s statement on 
religious liberty, noting other verses and 
non-scriptural rationales for appreciating 
a “free church in a free state.” We begin 
by underscoring the distinction between 
church and state, and then we look more 
closely at reasons for granting each its 
own room to work.

Ekklesia, not Panklesia

The ekklesia is not a panklesia. One is 
called out of society into the church. 
The body of Christ in a nation is not co-
extensive with the populace, a fact that 
has escaped, oddly enough and from time 
to time, Greek authorities. Though ekkle-

sia is their word, their practice has often 
been to require baptism for citizenship, 
to stamp “Orthodox” on the passports of 
infants, and to require those not wishing 
this designation to declare and argue their 
dissent at a government offi ce before they 
are granted separate status.2 

No Church Prisons, 

No State Ordinations

Though the Second Amendment to the 
U.S. Constitution allows Americans to 
bear arms, it does not allow them to carry 
just any arms they please. Private citizens, 
including parishioners, may not own anti-
tank missiles, anti-aircraft missiles, and 
crew-served weapons. Neither may they 
tax or imprison their fellow Americans, 
even those preaching false doctrine. 

Military operations, penitentiaries, 
and tariffs are matters of state. As 2 Cor 
10:4-5 teaches (and the BF&M might well 
have noted), the church advances through 
persuasion, not coercion.

On the other hand, the notion of state 
ordination of ministers and state admin-
istration of the ordinances (baptism and 
the Lord’s Supper) is bizarre, even oxy-
moronic (“state baptism” making as much 
sense as “2% tithe”). 
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Limits of State Competency

Facing massive unemployment and 
rising infl ation, British Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher was besieged by 
many in the church, demanding that the 
government correct things. In a speech 
entitled, “The Spirit of a Nation,” she 
insisted that the government could not 
do everything:

The state cannot create wealth. That 
depends on the exertions of count-
less people motivated not only by 
the wholesome desire to provide for 
themselves and their families, but 
also by a passion for excellence and 
a genuine spirit of public service.
The state cannot generate compas-
sion; it can and must provide a 
“safety net” for those who, through 
no fault of their own, are unable to 
cope on their own. There is need for 
far more generosity in our national 
life, but generosity is born in the 
hearts of men and women; it can-
not be manufactured by politicians, 
and assuredly it will not fl ourish if 
politicians foster the illusion that the 
exercise of compassion can be left to 
offi cials. And so, I repeat, it is on the 
individual that the health of both 
church and state depends.3

In America, the special abilities of the 
church have also been recognized, at least 
in the early days of the Republic, when the 
government partnered with churches to 
improve the lot of Indians.

In his February 8, 1822, report to the 
House of Representatives on “Con-
dition of the Several Indian Tribes,” 
President James Monroe listed the 
government’s agents for helping the 
Indians, including the Missionary 
Society of New York (to the Seneca); 
the Hamilton Baptist Missionary 
Society of New York (to the Oneida); 
the Moravians (to the Cherokee); the 
Cumberland Missionary Society (to 
the Chickasaw); the Baptist Board of 
Foreign Missions (to the Miami); the 
United Foreign Missionary Society 
of New York (to the Osages). Regard-
ing the Chickasaw, the report said 

“that the children have been orderly 
and attentive to their studies, and 
particularly so to moral and reli-
gious instruction.”4

Of course, one could count such close 
government cooperation with mission-
ary agencies unwise, and those saturated 
in the rhetoric of absolute church-state 
separation might fi nd such language in a 
“state of the union address” unthinkable. 
Many would object to the nation’s pater-
nalistic treatment of Indian people. But 
we must not lose sight of Monroe’s and 
Congress’s deeper wisdom, that faith in 
the living God is the deepest wellspring 
of civilization.

Now, having rehearsed some distinc-
tions between church and state, let us turn 
to reasons for bolstering the vitality of 
each of these two God-ordained institu-
tions. They are neither equal in weight nor 
exhaustive of the case that can be made, 
but they do suggest the rich wisdom in 
the Baptist, biblical, stance.

A Free Church

A Free Church is Typically 

a More Vital Church

In the 1930s, German Lutheran pas-
tor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
spent the better part of a year at Union 
Theological Seminary in New York. When 
he returned to Germany (where he was 
martyred by Hitler), he wrote an essay on 
the American church, observing,

Nowhere has the principle of the 
separation of church and state 
become a matter of such general, 
almost dogmatic significance as 
in American Christianity, and 
nowhere, on the other hand, is the 
participation of the churches in the 
political, social, economic, and cul-
tural events of public life so active 
and so infl uential as in the country 
where there is no state church.5
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In contrast to the free American 
church, the European state church has 
been languishing. Recently The Economist 
spoke of this malaise in marketing terms, 
and then turned its eyes on the budding 
charismatic and Pentecostal churches, 
which operate without state subsidy or 
control:

Grace Davie of the University of 
Exeter argues that there are really 
two religious economies in Europe. 
In the old one, religion is “a public 
utility”: there is one state-backed 
supplier, and most Christians fol-
low their religion vicariously (in the 
sense that somebody else does your 
church going for you). For instance, 
around 75% of Swedes are baptised 
as Lutherans, but only 5% regularly 
go to church. The church pockets 
a staggering $1.6 billion in mem-
bership fees, collected by the state 
through the tax system. It has been 
rare for Swedes to opt out, though 
that seems to be changing.
 Alongside this old religious 
economy, a smaller one, based on 
person choice, is growing. Together 
evangelicals, charismatics and 
Pentecostals accounted for 8.2% of 
Europe’s population in 2000, nearly 
double the rate in 1970, according to 
the World Christian Encyclopedia.6

Derek Davis, dean of humanities at Mary 
Hardin-Baylor, fi nds this disparity per-
fectly understandable: 

Many Europeans today unfortu-
nately look upon religion as just 
another government program. 
Attendance in most European 
churches is abysmal. The people 
have lost, to a very large degree, the 
will to support their own religious 
institutions because government 
does it for them.7

The Iron of State Needs the Iron of the 

Church to Sharpen It

As Margaret Thatcher explained above, 
the church stirs, directs, and fortifi es the 
souls of its members, making them better 

citizens. They are more reliable employ-
ees, more thoughtful managers, and less 
selfish colleagues and neighbors. The 
regenerate are good people, and goodness 
is essential to the welfare of society. In 
his farewell address, George Washington 
underscored this truth: 

Of all the dispositions and habits 
which lead to political prosperity, 
Religion and morality are indispens-
able supports. In vain would that 
man claim the tribute of Patriotism, 
who should labour to subvert these 
great Pillars of human happiness, 
these fi rmest props of the duties of 
Men and citizens. The mere Politi-
cian, equally with the pious man, 
ought to respect and to cherish 
them. A volume could not trace all 
their connection with private and 
public felicity. Let it simply be asked 
where is the security for property, 
for reputation, for life, if the sense 
of religious obligation desert the 
oaths, which are the instruments of 
investigation in Courts of Justice? 
And let us with caution indulge the 
supposition that morality can be 
maintained without religion. What-
ever may be conceded to the infl u-
ence of refi ned education on minds 
of peculiar structure, reason and 
experience both forbid us to expect 
that National morality can prevail 
in exclusion of religious principles. 
‘Tis substantially true, that virtue 
or morality is a necessary spring of 
popular government.8

Reading this, one might get the impres-
sion that the essential gift the church 
gives the state is the personal morality 
of its members, their respect for the rule 
of law, their fellow man, and their famil-
ial duties. Thus, winsome public policy 
would spring from the hearts of whole-
somely domesticated men. But, consistent 
with Washington’s statement, the church 
also has an edgier role to play, that of 
tireless critic.

When the state suppresses the pro-
phetic role of the church, allowing its 
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members to meet only for mutual edi-
fi cation, then the nation is robbed of a 
corrective—a form of discipline if you 
will. America’s second president, John 
Adams, said as much on the eve of the 
American Revolution:

It is the duty of the clergy to accom-
modate their discourses to the times, 
to preach against such sins as are 
most prevalent, and recommend 
such virtues as are most wanted. 
For example,—if exorbitant ambi-
tion and venality are predominant, 
ought they not to warn their hearers 
against those vices? If public spirit 
is much wanted, should they not 
inculcate this great virtue? If the 
rights and duties of Christian mag-
istrates and subjects are disputed, 
should they not explain them, show 
their nature, ends, limitations, and 
restrictions, how much soever it may 
move the gall of Massachusetts? 9

In this connection, the BF&M could well 
have cited the examples of Amos, Jonah, 
and Jeremiah to support their liberty sec-
tion. A nation needs its prophets.

This goes down badly in many minds 
today, and not only with the targets of 
rebuke. Secularists and other radical sepa-
rationists insist that the church remain 
silent and insular, a place for devotional 
life and deeds of charity. When it pre-
sumes to bring its perspectives to bear 
in the public square, the state is compro-
mised, or so think men like University of 
South Alabama political science professor, 
Ethan Fishman, who writes this in The 

American Scholar:

[Roger] Williams and [Thomas] 
Jefferson sought to prohibit gov-
ernment from directly translating 
church doctrine into law and policy. 
The Bush administration, on the 
other hand, has fought embryonic 
stem cell research, abortion, con-
traception, sex education, and the 
teaching of evolution, all apparently 
in deference to evangelical Protes-
tant theology.10

Never mind that Orthodox Jews, Roman 
Catholics, Muslims, and even atheists 
often agree on these things and that Presi-
dent Bush has selected a Jew, Leon Kass, 
to head his Council on Bioethics. Never 
mind that a state position has to rest on 
something, and it is not at all clear why that 
something must always be scrubbed clean 
of theological conviction? For Fishman the 
slightest hint of such conviction at play in 
the halls of government is toxic. And thus 
he and his fellow alarmists would insulate 
or pad the state from the sharpening per-
spective of religious conviction, binding 
the church in irrelevance. 

Of course, even believers can be reluc-
tant to bring the iron of biblical teaching 
to bear on the iron of pubic policy. As 
Darryl Hart argues in A Secular Faith, 
“[T]he basic teachings of Christianity are 
virtually useless for resolving America’s 
political disputes.”11 That is why he dedi-
cated his book to “the memory and legacy 
of J. Gresham Machen,” who, in Hart’s 
estimation, was 

a twentieth-century Presbyterian 
who opposed any church pro-
nouncements on the social or politi-
cal questions of the day because in 
so doing, he believed, churches were 
turning aside from their proper mis-
sion: “to bring to bear upon human 
hearts the solemn and imperious, 
yet also sweet and gracious, appeal 
of the gospel of Christ.”12 

(So much the worse, then, for the great 
Christian tradition of effectively opposing 
the gladiatorial games, infanticide, child 
labor, cruelty to animals, slavery, racial 
segregation, etc.)

Hart assures the reader,

[T]he problem I raise goes deeper 
than the tendency to reduce Christi-
anity to bumper-sticker propositions 
on the campaign trail. The more 
profound issue is that Christianity 
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is essentially a spiritual and eternal 
faith, one occupied with a world to 
come rather than the passing and 
temporal affairs of this world.13 

Of course, no one is trying to “reduce 
Christianity to bumper sticker proposi-
tions.” Clearly, it is more than this. But 
what would have been the problem with 
bumper stickers (had they had cars) in 
Wilberforce’s day, one reading, “Blacks 
and Whites are Equals” or “God Hates 
Slavery”?

And it is diffi cult to gainsay all Chris-
tian activism, such as that stirring up of 
19th-century British opposition to Turkish 
atrocities in the Balkans:

In certain circumstances the com-
bined moral indignation of external 
pressure groups and parliamentar-
ians could create a political explo-
sion of extraordinary power. Such 
was the case in 1876 following the 
Turkish suppression of an attempted 
insurrection by Bulgarian nation-
alists. The news that 15,000 men, 
women, and children had been 
massacred by the Turks produced 
repugnance and fury against both 
the Islamic power and Disraeli’s 
Eastern policy. In less than six weeks 
some 500 public demonstrations 
had provided a forum for all who 
felt moral revulsion at the Turks 
or guilt at British policy. The agita-
tion drew on the moral energy of 
those touched by the mid-century 
religious revivals and the Oxford 
Movement, including those who 
otherwise lacked political power, 
and who had learned lessons from 
earlier quasi-religious campaigns 
for anti-slavery, suffragette reform, 
and the repeal of the Corn Laws. 
Nonconformists and Anglo-Catho-
lics, especially ministers and clergy, 
were prominent at every level. They 
included that loyal son of the Con-
gregational manse, the crusading 
young Darlington editor W. T. Stead; 
Bishop Fraser of Manchester; Canon 
Liddon of St. Paul’s; and Samuel 
Smith, Liverpool Presbyterian cot-
ton merchant, one of those who 

had invited Moody and Sankey to 
Liverpool in the previous year, and 
now politically active for the fi rst 
time in his career. By early Septem-
ber more than half of the towns in 
England had held protest meetings. 
It was then that Gladstone, excited 
by this mass display of moral pas-
sion, lent his weight to the agitation, 
publishing his Bulgarian Horrors and 
addressing the great “atrocities” 
meeting at Blackheath on September 
9. Richard Shannon characterized 
that gathering as “a great revivalist 
rally”; certainly Stead continued to 
regard it as one of the most memo-
rable scenes of his life. But there 
is little sign of the manipulation 
of public sentiment by politicians; 
rather, their role was reactive, one 
of response more than initiation. In 
the view of George Kitson Clark, the 
agitation was “by far the greatest . 
. . revelation of the moral suscepti-
bility of the High Victorian public 
conscience.”14 

A silent, lapdog church is the dream 
of many, but it is a sub-Christian notion. 
Alas, two politicos, Thomas Jefferson and 
Lyndon Johnson,15 both stinging from 
the rebuke of clergy, have succeeded in 
diminishing the voice of the American 
church. In a letter to Danbury pastors 
after a narrow victory over John Adams 
in the presidential race of 1800, Jefferson 
introduced the extra-constitutional, “wall 
of separation” language so favored by the 
Supreme Court, ACLU, and Americans 
United in recent decades. And as a U.S. 
senator, Johnson introduced pulpit stric-
tures into the tax code in 1954, whereby, 
after 150 years of national practice to the 
contrary, it became illegal for preachers to 
take sides in political races. (Of course, it 
may be impious and imprudent to address 
such contests in the course of a sermon, 
but it is quite another thing to declare it 
illegal.)
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Where the Church Is Quashed, the State 

Is Eager to Fill the Vacuum

Nature hates a vacuum, and state idola-
try is ready to fi ll the one left by erasure 
or suppression of the church. Reporting 
on his visit to the international Eucharistic 
Congress in Dublin in 1932, G. K. Ches-
terton wrote,

[I]t is only by believing in God that 
we can ever criticise the Govern-
ment. Once abolish God, and the 
Government becomes God. . . . 
Wherever the people do not believe 
in something beyond the world, they 
will worship the world. But, above 
all, they will worship the strongest 
thing in the world.”16

Certainly, the twentieth century supplied 
two stunning examples of the secular 
state becoming the heart of a new religion. 
Having driven the church into submis-
sion, Adolph Hitler founded a cult of 
his own, centered around Nuremberg. 
There, annually, he gathered a hundred 
thousand Nazi soldiers, bearing thirty 
thousand banners, as a hundred thou-
sand spectators watched in awe. As Hitler 
entered through a spotlighted gate, a line 
of 150 searchlights popped on, casting a 
wall of light 25,000 feet straight up into 
the night air. A British ambassador said it 
was “solemn and beautiful . . . like being 
inside a cathedral of ice.”17 William Shirer, 
author of The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, 
observed that one meeting at Nuremberg 
“had something of the mysticism and reli-
gious fervour of an Easter or Christmas 
Mass in a great Gothic cathedral.”18

Besides a “cathedral,” Hitler’s religion 
had a prophet (himself), a sermon (cap-
tured in Leni Riefenstahl’s documentary, 
The Triumph of the Will), a pilgrimage (a 
1,000-mile youth march to the rally), a relic 
(a blood-stained fl ag), a ritual (homage to 
the dead), a litany (chants and responses), 

a confession (50,000 voices shouting fealty 
to the Fuhrer), hymns, an altar (a martyrs’ 
memorial modeled on the ancient pagan 
altar at Pergamum), and a congregation 
(assembled in Nuremberg by 500 special 
trains).19

Mao Tse-Tung provides another dra-
matic example. The “Cultural Revolution” 
of the 1980s ushered in “the exaltation 
of Mao and his ideas to the exclusion of 
everything else. He was no longer vener-
ated; he was worshipped.”20 The result 
was a reverse of the Ten Commandments, 
including the employment of image ven-
eration (“At workplaces each morning, 
people stood in formation and bowed 
three times before Mao’s portrait. . . . They 
repeated the same ritual each evening.”)21 
and the leader’s unbridled practice of 
adultery,22 theft,23 and slander.24 Before 
this mass murderer was done, seventy 
million lives were sacrifi ced on the altar 
of his false, state religion.25 

Religious Oppression

 Means Economic Peril

Through common grace, God has 
equipped “pagans” of every stripe with 
gifts, and the fl owering of their talents 
means economic gain. Quash religious 
liberty, including the liberty to be irreli-
gious, and you drive away business. As 
Russell Shorto argues effectively in his 
book, The Island at the Center of the World,26 
New York City’s (and America’s) pros-
perity is indebted to the Dutch tradition 
of religious freedom (largely a reaction 
to years of Spanish tyranny),27 not the 
oppressive atmosphere of Massachusetts 
Bay Colony, from which Roger Williams 
fl ed for the sake of liberty of conscience. 

Though “New York” is an English 
name, the city is replete with signs of 
her Dutch past: Brooklyn (Brueckelen), 
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Bronx, Staten Island, Flatbush (Vlackebos), 
Flushing (Vlissingen), Stuyvesant Street, 
Coney Island, and the Bowery. Dutch 
built Wall Street’s wall, and Vanderbilts 
and Roosevelts were pillars of New York 
culture.28 And, by the time the British took 
over, New Amsterdam was a Dutch reli-
gious “zoo.” As the fi rst English governor 
observed, the place was rife with “Singing 
Quakers; Ranting Quakers, Sabbatarians; 
Antisabbatarians; Some Anabaptists 
some Independants; some Jews.”29 It 
was reminiscent of Amsterdam, where 
Swiss Anabaptists had fl ed murderous 
magisterial Reformers, where English 
Separatist refugees became re-baptizers 
themselves, where the Pilgrims sojourned 
before heading out for Plymouth Rock, 
and where Jews, such as the ancestors of 
philosopher Baruch Spinoza, had found 
refuge from the Spanish Inquisition. 

Of course, freedom of religion—includ-
ing freedom from religion—can be very 
messy. In the early days, New York, “was 
little more than a place of chaos and slop, 
of barroom knife fi ghts, soldiers fornicat-
ing with Indian women while on guard 
duty, and a steady stream of wayward 
newcomers . . . ready to smuggle, drink, 
trade, whore, and be gone.”30 But there was 
trade aplenty, and both regenerate and 
unregenerate genius fl ooded the city. 

When the Dutch drafted the Union of 
Utrecht in 1579, they gained a “de facto 
constitution.” Written in response to long-
standing Spanish tyranny, it specifi ed that 
“each person shall remain free, especially 
in his religion.”31 Little did they know that 
this document would set the tone for their 
colonial efforts in the New World and 
pave the way for unsurpassed fi nancial 
vitality on “the island at the center of the 
world.”

Indeed, the striking Dutch example did 

not escape observers of that day:

Pundits wrestled with the problem, 
especially in the 1660s and 1670, and 
reached a consensus that religious 
liberty was responsible for their 
little neighbor’s [Holland’s] surpris-
ing ascendancy. In his widely read 
Observations upon the United Provinces 
of the Netherlands (1673), Sir William 
Temple concluded that the “vast 
growth of their trade and riches, 
and consequently the strength and 
greatness of their state” could be 
attributed to the wisdom of the 
Dutch in granting “impartial protec-
tion” to all religions in their country. 
William Penn was among those 
who agreed. Why, he asked, was 
the Netherlands, “that bog of the 
world, neither sea nor dry land, now 
the rival of the tallest monarchs.” 
Because, Penn answered, the Dutch 
“cherish [their] people, whatsoever 
were their opinions, as the reason-
able stock of the country, the heads 
and hands of her trade and wealth; 
and making them easy in the main 
point, their conscience, she became 
great by them; this made her fill 
with people, and they fi lled her with 
riches and strength.”32

The Arab world today provides a 
starkly contrasting example. By suppress-
ing religious dissent, they have strangled 
research and development, alienated 
investors and entrepreneurs, censored 
stimulating ideas, and primitivized the 
populace. In an interview with Congress 

Monthly, former CIA director, James Wool-
sey, summed up the situation:

Twenty-one Arab nations, plus Iran, 
have about the same population 
as the United States and Canada. 
Other than fossil fuels—mainly oil, 
of course—they export to the world 
less than Finland, a country of only 
5 million people. If the world moves 
away from oil, these countries will 
have to learn from countries like 
Finland that have no oil but that 
produce decent lives for their people 
by educating their women, teach-
ing engineering, math, and science 
in the schools and colleges—not 
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just rote memorization of religious 
texts—and otherwise move out of 
the 7th century. Indeed there is a fi ne 
role model quite near them, a nation 
that operates in this fashion, prac-
tices freedom of speech, press, and 
religion, and has a GDP per capita of 
over $18,000 per year (as contrasted 
to Saudi Arabia’s of some $13,000 per 
year). This country—Israel—has vir-
tually no natural resources except 
for farmland it has reclaimed from 
the desert. Tours should perhaps 
be organized for those who want to 
learn how to start with little more 
than sand and resolve, and from 
those create a prosperous democ-
racy in the Middle East.33

Of course, economic health is not 
the touchstone of spiritual vitality, but 
it seems to be a by-product of religious 
freedom. And though one would not want 
to build an apologetic for the faith on the 
basis of GNPs and GDPs, one would be 
foolish to ignore the correlation between 
liberty and prosperity.

A Free State

The Fall and Babel Teach the Necessity 

of Checks and Balances

The Baptist Faith and Message might well 
have listed the Fall (Genesis 3) and the 
confusion of languages at Babel (Genesis 
11) among its scriptural citations in sup-
port of religious liberty. For the grasp of 
these phenomena is foundational to sane 
government, including matters of church 
and state. Because humankind is corrupt, 
its creatures cannot be trusted. Working 
both from scripture and evidences of the 
Fall in recent European history, the Amer-
ican Fathers wrote limits and reversals 
into the Constitution: all public servants 
may be impeached; it takes two houses to 
approve a bill, and even then the presi-
dent may veto it; Congress may override 
his veto; the Supreme Court justices may 
declare bills unconstitutional; subsequent 

presidents and congresses may replace 
them with new justices. And so it goes. 
No one can really be trusted.

It is simply the case that mankind can-
not handle overarching power. The state 
must curb the church; indeed, the church 
must curb the church. While multi-ethnic 
congregations are admirable, it is probably 
good that there are distinctively-ethnic, 
unamalgamated (though cooperating) 
churches as well, for homogenized wor-
ship can rob the church universal of 
strong gospel music, meticulous theology, 
ethical zeal, and prophetic utterance. That 
is to say, some division keeps the church 
honest and vital.

The separation of church and state is 
essentially a conservative, even a pessi-
mistic, position. Unlike the utopian, who 
dreams of a worldwide Muslim caliphate, 
a United Nations authority to which all 
nations must bow, or a post-millennial 
Reconstruction, the conservative sets 
his sights lower. Writing in The New York 

Times Magazine back in 1973, Andrew 
Hacker connected the theological and 
political dots:

Conservatism has always had a 
straightforward theory of human 
nature. “History,” wrote Edmund 
Burke, “consists for the greater part 
of the miseries brought upon the 
world by pride, ambition, avarice, 
revenge, lust, sedition, hypocrisy 
and all the trains of disorderly 
appetites which shake the public.” 
A short way to say this asserts that 
man is infected by the virus of 
Original Sin, a position that James 
Burnham and other conservative 
scholars are prepared to argue. 
Burnham, a one-time Trotskyite and 
a philosophy professor at New York 
University until the mid-nineteen-
fifties, holds to “the traditional 
belief, expressed in the theological 
doctrine of Original Sin . . . that man 
is partly corrupt as well as limited 
in his potential.”
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Adam’s fall, whether an article 
of faith or a fi gurative metaphor, 
underlies every conservative conclu-
sion. It implies that man is prone to 
perversity; that the best-intentioned 
plans will have self-defeating con-
sequences; that no society can ever 
attain consensus. The conservative 
case for capitalism, capital punish-
ment, for believing that people pre-
fer loafi ng on welfare to working for 
a living, all arise from this view of 
human nature.
 One problem in that the left is 
unwilling to come to grips with 
this conception. In earlier centuries 
the debate among radicals, liber-
als and conservatives was clearly 
delineated: those on the left were 
prepared to assert that man was 
essentially good (Rousseau), inher-
ently rational (John Stuart Mill) and 
capable of ordering his own and 
society’s destiny (Thomas Jeffer-
son). In fact, the left still hold to this 
outlook – why else do they continu-
ally come forward with plans and 
proposals to remedy the maladies 
of our time? – but its adherents 
have become too sophisticated for 
so simple an affirmation. Never-
theless the assumption of altruism 
slips through. Hence the surprise in 
liberal quarters when account books 
of ghetto programs fail to balance. 
(They would be on safer ground, 
intellectually as well as fi nancially, 
in providing beforehand for a little 
pilferage.) 34

Now it may seem that this is a forlorn 
position, robbing mankind of its best 
achievements and highest spiritual 
exhilaration, but Sir Karl Popper argues 
quite to the contrary. In his Open Society 

and its Enemies, he demonstrates that 
there is nothing so lethal as a utopian, 
whether Plato or Marx. Once a party or 
people become convinced that earthly 
paradise is within reach, tyranny and 
ruin are just around the corner. Of course, 
the ideologue’s plans will fail, and many 
innocent people will be crushed in the 
process. Unfortunately, even the church 
can be the culprit.

Left to Itself, the Church Can Turn 

Tyrannical, Even Lethal

Though history is full of examples 
of religious violence and tyranny, the 
stunning cases at hand today are Mus-
lim. Where Sharia law reigns, no non-
Muslim (or dissident Muslim) is safe. A 
quick trip around the world provides 
a sampler, all these from 2006: the new 
democratic government in Afghanistan 
threatened Christian convert, Abdul 
Rahman, with the death penalty; Saudi 
police arrested four African Christians 
meeting for home prayer; a Malaysian 
authority forbade Catholics to build a new 
church with steeple and cross, claiming 
it would be too provocative; Pakistani 
Christian Mobeen Boota was imprisoned 
for his faith and otherwise persecuted 
in an attempt to drive him to Islam; in 
Dubai, a Filipino pastor was convicted 
of “abusing Islam” and deported, all for 
giving Christian literature to an Egyptian 
man. Earlier, in 2005, police, looking for 
Christian material, raided the home of 
Iranian Pastor Ghorban Tori just hours 
after he was kidnapped and stabbed to 
death. And currently, in Egypt, churches, 
unlike mosques, must clear with provin-
cial governors if they are to repair their 
buildings.35 

Of course, this sort of thing has been 
going on for years in Muslim quarters. For 
example, in 1989, Iran hanged Assemblies 
of God pastor and evangelist Hossein 
Soodman for his faith.36 And though 
the U.S. State Department has noted no 
executions for “apostasy” (specifi cally, 
conversion to Christianity) since the late 
1990s, the legal structure for such state-
sponsored murder is still in place in some 
countries: “Freedom of religion does not 
exist. Islam is the offi cial religion, and all 
citizens must be Muslims. . . . Conver-
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sion by a Muslim to another religion is 
considered apostasy. Public apostasy is 
a crime under Sharia and punishable by 
death.”37 This was the policy by which 
Saudi Arabia, in 1992, beheaded Sadiq 
‘Abd al-Karim Mal Allah for Bible smug-
gling.38

One does not need Muslims to teach 
us the lethality of religion. The Supreme 
Court of Georgia intervened when Jessie 
Mae Jefferson refused a Caesarian section 
to save the life of her unborn child. A 
devout Jehovah’s Witness, Mrs. Jefferson 
was fundamentally opposed to blood 
transfusions, an essential part of the 
Caesarian. (For them, it is tantamount to 
eating blood, forbidden by the Old Testa-
ment.) While the justices sympathized 
with her religious scruples, they could not 
let her deny the baby a life-saving opera-
tion.39 In the words of the court,

[T]he state has an interest in the life 
of this unborn, living human being. 
. . . [T]he intrusion involved into 
the life of Jessie Mae Jefferson and 
her husband, John W. Jefferson, is 
outweighed by the duty of the State 
to protect a living, unborn human 
being from meeting his or her death 
before being given the opportunity 
to live.40

Of course, the problem is not limited 
to false religions. Even the Christian 
Church can turn on the Christian Church. 
Consider, for instance, the family of Bal-
thasaar Hubmaier, the Anabaptist whose 
chief sin was declaring infant baptism a 
nullity. “Along with his wife, Elizabeth, 
who was thrown in the Danube River 
with a rock around her neck, Hubmaier 
was condemned to death and burned at 
the stake in Vienna by the Catholic King 
Ferdinand in March 1528.”41 Ferdinand 
was suffering from what Southeastern 
Baptist Seminary professor Daniel Heim-
bach calls “religious idealism,” which he 

describes as “an approach associated with 
pre-Vatican II Catholicism, various parts 
of the Orthodox Church, Saudi Arabia, 
Islamic terrorist groups linked to Osama 
bin Laden and Al Qaeda, Japan prior to 
WWII, and ideological communism.” It 
“is characterized by a single overarching 
principle, that only truth has rights, and 
error has no rights.”42

Of course, abuse in the name of God 
does not require acts of state, as in 
 Hubmaier’s case. Indeed, so widespread 
is vigilantism in church history that it 
has spawned the special study of the 
“religious riot,” which Princeton’s Natalie 
Davis defi ned as “any violent action, with 
words or weapons, undertaken against 
religious targets by people who were not 
acting offi cially and formally as agents of 
political ecclesiastical authority” (the tar-
gets could be objects, such as icons, as well 
as people).43 So either through channels or 
outside them, self-proclaimed Christians 
can be quite thuggish.

Left to Itself, the Church Can Render the 

State Excessively Tender

While tyranny can result from over-
reaching church power, the opposite 
is also possible. A feminized church 
can rob the state of its proper role. In 
this therapeutic age when the church is 
obsessed with victimhood, feelings, and 
such, clergy are often heard to counsel 
weakness in government. One could eas-
ily argue that if the National Council of 
Churches or the Episcopal Church (USA) 
took over the reins of power, they would 
cast aside the state’s prerogative to execute 
murderers, wage war, and draw natural 
distinctions, such as that between real 
marriage and “gay” unions. 

Of course, there will always be a con-
stituency for such tenderizing, as Darryl 
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Hart notes, citing a movie scene:

Even run of the mill ex-cons, like 
Ulysses Everett McGill, the schem-
ing ringleader of the three escaped 
prisoners in the movie O Brother, 
Where Art Thou?, could see that his 
colleagues’ conversion would have 
no effect on their legal predicament 
as fugitives. When Pete and Delmar 
both appealed to their recent bap-
tism in a muddy river as the basis for 
a general absolution of forgiveness 
for past and present violations of the 
law, Everett responded, “That’s not 
the issue. . . . Even if it did put you 
square with the Lord, the State of 
Mississippi is more hardnosed.”44 

Actually, Mississippi is not more hard-
nosed than God, who ordains the tough 
work of state justice in Romans 13. But it is 
quite possible that if clerics ran the state of 
Mississippi, all sorts of pastorally-minded 
compromise would be in the footing.

Even so stalwart an institution as the 
Roman Catholic Church has urged that 
the state pull its punches. Reversing 
centuries of commitment to retributive 
justice, Cardinal Bernardin and even 
Pope John Paul II pressed for the abolition 
of the death penalty—and commended 
now-jailed Illinois governor George Ryan 
for emptying death row. Appealing to a 
“consistent life ethic,” whereby the killing 
of an unborn baby is curiously equated 
with the execution of an adult murderer, 
the Vatican and the United States Council 
of Catholic Bishops were heartened as 
Governor Ryan gave reprieves to all of 
the state’s 156 death row inmates (to the 
consternation of the victim’s relatives). 
Abandoning the moral teaching of Augus-
tine and Aquinas on this matter, Catholics 
now claim that the state is incompetent 
to administer the death penalty even if 
capital punishment is, in principle, just. 
But the outcome is just the same, as if the 
death penalty were immoral per se.45

Of course, the state can use some use 
some tender council from time to time, 
just as it can benefi t from the stern word 
of prophets. Indeed, such was the basis 
for the English office of Chancellor, 
with its modern application to chancery 
courts and courts of equity. This “court 
of conscience” originated in the practice 
of sending clerical intermediaries from 
the king to the plaintiffs gathered ad 

cancellos, at the lattice which held them 
at a distance. The offi ce evolved under 
Charlemagne, came to England under 
Edward the Confessor, and was occupied 
by such luminaries as Cardinal Woolsey 
and Thomas More. Theirs was the task of 
assuring that widows, orphans, the poor, 
and the insane were not abused in their 
dealings with the powerful.46 

This is a wonderful tradition, but the 
Chancellor is not the king. Otherwise, the 
rule of law could give way to the rule of 
feelings. Unfortunately, there are many 
in the church who would be inclined to 
cheer this development.

The Church Cannot Even Manage Its 

Own Affairs, Much Less Those 

of State

To theocrats of every stamp, one might 
ask, “How can you presume to run the 
nation when you cannot even manage 
your own affairs?” For, at every turn, the 
writers of the epistles expressed alarm at 
a wayward church: Paul rebuked Peter 
for his Judaizing (Gal 2:11-21), fought the 
divisive example of Euodia and Syntyche 
(Phil 2:5-11; 4:2-3), scolded the Corinthians 
for harboring a sexually immoral member 
(1 Cor 5:1-2) and for bringing lawsuits 
against one another (1 Cor 6:1-8), and 
bemoaned party spirit in the congregation 
(1 Cor 10:1-17). James expressed dismay at 
quarrels and slanders (James 4:1-12) and 
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the tendency to favor the rich and power-
ful (Jas 2:1-13). Peter alerted the saints to 
false teachers in their midst (2 Pet 2). Jude 
reported that godless, heretical men had 
slipped in to the church (Jude 3-4). John 
attacked a wickedly powerful church 
member named Diotrephes (3 John 9-10) 
and recited a litany of disappointments 
in Asian churches (Rev 2-3).

The list goes on an on, and provides 
scriptural base for the church to be 
checked-and-balanced itself. But one 
needs only look to the contemporary 
church for examples of moral weakness, 
misdirection, and perfi dy—priestly pedo-
philes, fraudulent ministries, hedonistic 
televangelists, pastoral prima donnas, 
treacherous laymen, pharisaical watch-
dogs, and antinomian bishops. Thank 
God the church is not in charge.

State Support Breeds 

Pointless Resentment

When the Southern Baptist Convention 
took a stand against homosexuality back 
in 1993, some sensitive souls called it a 
“public relations disaster,” much as they 
had when the conservative resurgence 
reinstituted respect for biblical inerrancy 
in the seminaries. They were appalled that 
we would appear so negative and combat-
ive, and they feared that the denomina-
tion would “turn off” the watching world 
and undermine evangelism. What they 
missed was the fact that the gospel itself 
is a public relations disaster, alternatively 
“foolishness” and “a stumbling block” to 
various sectors of society. 

Yes, there is room for biblical public 
relations, if only to set the record straight. 
The early church had to correct a variety of 
misconstruals, including the claims that 
the believers practiced cannibalism (“eat-
ing” the blood and body of Christ) and 

incest (whereby Brother Aquila went home 
to bed with Sister Priscilla). The believers 
simply needed to be sure that they were 
despised for the right reasons.

When the state adopts the church, 
providing it sustenance, then critics of the 
church can question this support—and 
rightfully so. The situation is reminiscent 
of the furor over “welfare queens” and 
“welfare Cadillacs,” of which politicians 
spoke and lyricists wrote back in the 
1970s. When others are pulling their own 
weight, how is it that able-bodied charac-
ters were sent checks to keep them afl oat 
and to even luxuriate a bit?

Today, one hears the same sort of com-
plaint regarding the National Endowment 
for the Arts. Society resents the fact that 
insuffi ciently popular artists must turn 
to the public coffers to keep themselves 
going—and often going in the wrong 
direction. And while morally acute people 
may express disgust at some of what the 
private artists do, at least they do not 
have to pay for it. When, though, they are 
drafted to fund perversity, the complaints 
are loud and justifi ed. 

The fact of the matter is that in the 
aggregate, church members have a sorry 
record of giving. Simple mathematics 
reveals that if the membership even 
tithed, most churches could double, triple, 
or even quadruple their budgets. This 
would provide plenty of support for the 
maintenance of vital congregations, the 
multiplication of mission works, and the 
support of charities of every sort. Indeed, 
it is an embarrassment that charities bear-
ing Christian names would feel free to 
approach the taxpayers for help. There is 
scandal enough in the cross. Why add the 
scandal of panhandling to the church’s 
record?
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The Church Needs State Iron 

to Keep It Sharp

One has only to look to the Middle East 
for examples of an unsharpened “church,” 
where irrationality reigns because it has 
not been exposed to the full range of chal-
lenges. Canada’s Globe and Mail reports 
the following:

It’s been 375 years since Galileo 
published his earth-shaking Dia-
logue Concerning the Two Chief World 
Systems, 336 since John Milton wrote 
Paradise Regained and nearly 40 since 
James D. Watson had an apparent 
international bestseller with The 
Double Helix, about the discovery of 
the structure of DNA. Amazingly, 
however, none of these books, and 
thousands of classics like them, has 
ever been translated into Arabic, the 
fi rst tongue of more than 300 hun-
dred million persons worldwide. 
Indeed, according to a 2003 United 
Nations report into human devel-
opment in the Arab world, more 
books are translated into Spanish 
each year—10,000—than have been 
translated into Arabic in the previ-
ous 10 centuries.
 Now this situation is being recti-
fi ed by the sheikhdom of Abu Dhabi, 
one of the seven Muslim United 
Arab Emirates, which last month 
offi cially revealed its plans to trans-
late 100 epochal foreign-language 
texts into Arabic by the end of next 
year.47

Yes, this is Islam, with its own pecu-
liar pathologies, but Christians are not 
immune to damaging insularity. While it 
is true that the public schools often cheat 
their students by failing to mention such 
nation-transforming phenomena as the 
First and Second Great Awakenings and 
the Prayer Revival of 1857-1858, Christian 
schools, left to themselves, might fail to 
do justice to the (albeit specious) charms 
of evolution, communism, and exis-
tentialism. And a home-schooled child 
might, after a few short lessons, become 
convinced that J. S. Bach and Isaac Watts 

said it all in music and that seventeenth 
century Dutch painting was the only 
thing worth collecting. Of course, one 
can arrive at sweeping judgments on such 
matters, but it is better if the journey tra-
verses the land of alternatives. And here, 
the state can help. Take postage stamps 
for instance.

There are many spiritually-defective 
people who make a contribution to a 
nation’s institutions, and there is a place 
to acknowledge their genius and industry. 
Consider, for instance, U.S. commemo-
rative stamps for such non-Christian 
luminaries as atheist philosopher Ayn 
Rand (1999),48 racist baseball star Ty Cobb 
(2000),49actor-singer and Communist sym-
pathizer Paul Robeson (2004),50 and drug-
plagued singer Judy Garland (2006).51 
Were the Church to run the national 
stamp program, it is highly unlikely that 
such people would be mentioned, much 
less honored, but there is a place for the 
achievements of the lost to be celebrated, 
if only for the standards of excellence they 
attained in their fi elds of endeavor, the 
courage they showed as pioneers, and the 
way in which they advanced the national 
conversation. Common grace has its due. 
(Now if the secularists and separationists 
would give Christian giants their due. 
Witness Yale’s continuing campaign for 
a Jonathan Edwards stamp.)52

Two Wings

The ideal of a free church in a free state 
tracks well with Michael Novak’s account 
of the genius of American statecraft: “The 
United States took fl ight on two wings, 
and could not have taken fl ight on one of 
them alone. The two wings were (and are) 
humble faith and common sense.” 53 In say-
ing this, he intends to honor Tocqueville, 
who wrote, 
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Anglo-American civilization . . . is 
the product of two perfectly distinct 
elements which elsewhere have 
often been at war with one another 
but which in America it was some-
how possible to incorporate into 
each other, forming a marvelous 
combination. I mean the spirit of 
religion and the spirit of freedom . . 
. Far from harming each other, these 
two apparently opposed tendencies 
work in harmony and seem to lend 
to each other mutual support. 

Both men speak not only of cooperation 
but also of healthy tension,

reminding religious people of the 
importance of the wing of reason 
and common sense, and secular peo-
ple of the importance of the wing of 
biblical religion, the primary origin 
and nourishing mother even of such 
“Enlightenment ideals” as fraternity, 
liberty of conscience, and equality. 
Missing either of these wings, the 
American eagle cannot fl y.

One might say that God uses a free church 
in a free state to keep everybody honest—
and in so doing, he stimulates prosperity, 
produces magnet cultures, and glorifi es 
himself. Religious liberty and govern-
mental liberty are matters of principle and 
duty, but also engines of well-being. 

It is said that the “blood of the martyrs 
is the seed of the church,” and there are 
outstanding, historical illustrations of this 
claim. But facilitating the martyrdom or 
victimization of others, whether for their 
religion or irreligion, is both iniquity and 
folly. And against such ruin, both a free 
church and a free state stand watch.
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Introduction
Near the end of No Place for Truth, David 

Wells describes a striking anomaly: 

The vast growth in evangelically 
minded people in the 1960s, 1970s, 
and 1980s should by now have 
revolutionized American culture. 
With a third of American adults 
now claiming to have experienced 
spiritual rebirth, a powerful coun-
tercurrent of morality growing out 
of a powerful and alternative world-
view should have been unleashed in 
factories, offi ces, and board rooms, 
in the media, universities, and pro-
fessions, from one end of the coun-
try to the other. The results should 
by now be unmistakable. Secular 
values should be reeling, and those 
who are their proponents should be 
very troubled. But as it turns out, all 
of this swelling of the evangelical 
ranks has passed unnoticed in the 
culture.1 

I will contend in this article that part of 
the remedy to this problem is to be found 
in a shift in focus. The need for this shift 
in focus is attested to by a comment Amy 
Black makes in a review of David Kuo’s 
Tempting Faith. Black writes, 

[Kuo’s] call for a “fast” from politics 
(except for voting) has caused a bit 
of a stir, but perhaps that partially 
proves his point even if he presses 
too far toward an either-or dilemma. 
If we can’t fathom taking even a 
short break from political activity, 
perhaps we have too much faith in 
politics. Despite and even through 
its shortcomings, perchance Kuo’s 
book and the controversy it stirs will 
help turn Christians away from the 
temptation to place their primary 
confi dence in politics as God’s path 
to cultural restoration.2

My contention is that in seeking a Chris-

tian America we have hazarded our iden-
tity as Christian churches. David Wells has 
shown that success and infl uence have 
accomplished what liberalism failed to 
do to evangelical Christianity.3 The dis-
tinctive doctrines of Christianity and 
the hard edges of the faith are now hard 
to find in many evangelical churches, 
having been replaced by the guarantors 
of infl uence and success: self-help, moral-
ism, psychology, therapy, and programs, 
programs, programs. Most sermons are 
more like pep-talks from motivational 
speakers than they are proclamations of 
the living word of God. We evangelicals 
are waging war according to the fl esh (cf. 
2 Cor 10:3). 

We must shift our focus away from 
worldly measures of infl uence and success 
and return to what makes us Christian. 
This brief essay comes in three parts. First, 
a look at the problem. From there we will 
consider two related antidotes to the prob-
lem: a clear understanding of regeneration 
and a commitment to church discipline. 
We must re-arm ourselves with weapons 
of warfare that are mighty through God 
(2 Cor 10:4). 

If we are Christians, we believe that 
infl uence in America does not come from 
gaining the ear of the White House but 
through the transforming power of the 
one who will sit on the White Throne. The 
legislation of our worldview must not be 
our ultimate goal. We need a demonstra-
tion of the Spirit and power; we need to 
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return to God’s wisdom, which is the 
world’s folly, God’s power, which the 
world counts as weakness; and we look for 
the Lord to grant that the faith of astonish-
ing numbers of people will not rest on the 
wisdom of men but on the power of God. 
We need a great awakening. Our fi eld of 
labor is neither the public policies being 
debated on the Senate fl oor nor the legal 
matters before the Supreme Court. Our 
fi eld of labor is the place we have been 
assigned to plough, sow, and reap with 
a local body of believers with whom we 
have entered into solemn covenant before 
the Lord of heaven and earth. 

The Problem
Many people in America believe in 

something, but much of our spirituality 
has little connection to the contours of the 
historic Christian faith. Barna claims that 
36% of the population in the United States 
of America is born again, and he claims 
that only 10% of the population is atheistic 
or agnostic, which means that 90% of the 
population claims to believe in God.4 But 
only 9% of the population can be called 
“evangelical,” and between 1991 and 2004 
there was a 92% increase in the number 
of unchurched Americans.5 

Many people in America believe in 
something, but all this believing is an 
anemic, unspecifi c kind of “faith” that 
amounts to a vague interest in spiritual 
things but has little infl uence on the way 
people live. William J. Bennett claims 
that between 1960 and 1993 “violent 
crime has increased 560%, the number of 
single-parent households has increased 
300%, the number of births to unmarried 
women has increased 400% (68% of black 
children now fall in this category), and 
teenage suicide has increased 200%.”6 

Many people in America believe 

in something, but that does not mean 
churches are healthy. Every week in 
America, fi fty to seventy-fi ve churches 
close their doors.7 It is often claimed that 
3,000 churches in America close every 
year.8 

Why do we see such massive decline 
in church health and in societal morality 
when all these people claim to believe in 
God? Why do so many churches close, 
and why is the society not more widely 
affected by the fact that one third of its 
population claims to be born again? The 
answer to these questions is as complex as 
God’s hidden providence, but David Wells 
argues that one factor in the situation is 
clear: the church has become so worldly 
that it has lost its power.9 

We have drifted from what Mark Noll 
has referred to as a “defi ning principle of 
Protestant evangelicalism,” namely, an 
“unswerving belief in the need for con-
version (the new birth) and the necessity 
of a life of active holiness (the power of 
godliness).”10 Does this vast bloc of people 
that claims to be born again know what 
the new birth is? If not, who failed to tell 
them? Do they know the privileges and 
responsibilities of church membership? If 
not, who failed to tell them? Noll refers to 
conversion and godliness as the “defi ning 
principle of Protestant evangelicalism.” 
Without the new birth, conversion has 
not taken place, and the practice of church 
discipline is the pursuit of godliness in 
the church. 

Some seek to address the problems in 
our society by leaving the church and 
seeking to engage the culture on key 
social issues such as abortion, evolution, 
and gay marriage.11 God calls people to 
many vocations, but the church is the 
manifestation of his kingdom in our 
day. As Russell D. Moore writes, “If the 
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Kingdom is to be understood as having a 
present reality, and that reality is essen-
tially soteriological, then the Kingdom 
agenda of evangelical theology must focus 
on the biblical fulcrum of these eschato-
logical, salvifi c blessings: the church.”12 
The church is God’s appointed means of 
transforming human society at this point 
in salvation history. The great commission 
does not send us out to legislate morality 
but to make disciples. In order to under-
stand what it means to be the church, 
we must be clear on how people become 
part of the church, and we must devote 
ourselves to preserving the purity of the 
church. In other words, we must under-
stand the nature of the new birth, and we 
must practice church discipline. 

What seems to have happened in 
Baptist churches in the southern United 
States after the American Civil War sheds 
light on both the failure to understand the 
new birth and the decline in church dis-
cipline. Gregory A. Wills has shown that 
as church discipline declined attempts to 
improve the morality of the wider culture 
rose.13 Churches moved away from seek-
ing to preserve a clear line between the 
church and the world by maintaining 
regenerate church membership through 
rigorous church discipline. Instead of 
maintaining their own purity, churches 
and pastors sought to purify the culture. 
Instead of Christian churches, ministers 
set their sights on a Christian civilization. 
Along these lines, Ted Ownby writes that 
“[a]s churches were losing interest in dis-
ciplining the behavior of their members, 
they were trying to reform the behavior 
of all Southerners.”14 This altered goal 
reveals that the pure church was no longer 
seen as God’s tool for reforming people. 
Emphasis on the purity of the church nat-
urally declined, and the new goals needed 

new methods. In the process concern for 
the new birth and church discipline were 
eclipsed by the most signifi cant sign of 
success in North American evangelical-
ism: the big crowd. If the goal is infl uenc-
ing society and numbers of people are 
the gauge of success, emphasizing the 
miracle of regeneration and the practice 
of church discipline hinders more than it 
helps. Once the church lost its own purity, 
it began to look more and more like the 
world it sought to transform.

It is not that pre-Civil War generations 
were not interested in changing society; 
it is that they saw changed society as 
resulting from pure churches. Previous 
generations had sought the purity of the 
church fi rst, believing that this was the 
best path to revival.15 Since the Civil War, 
civil religion’s focus on purifying society 
rather than maintaining the purity of the 
church has made the very concept of a 
“pure church” foreign. Now, the broader 
society is no longer civil to religion, and 
the practice of church discipline is not on 
the radar of most churches. As a result, 
the church’s morality has been conformed 
to the spirit of the age. Many evangelical 
churches are now in danger of being so 
palatable to unbelieving Americans that 
the Lord Christ might fi nd them banal 
and insipid and spew them right out of 
his mouth (Rev 3:16). 

The history of the evangelical revival 
in the days of George Whitefi eld would 
indicate that if the church wants to infl u-
ence culture, it should make plain what it 
means to be born again. Having described 
the dissolute condition of English culture 
just prior to the fi rst Great Awakening, 
Arnold Dallimore quotes a description 
of the affects of the revival on society at 
large:
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[A] religious revival burst forth . . . 
which changed in a few years the 
whole temper of English society. 
The Church was restored to life and 
activity. Religion carried into the 
hearts of the people a fresh spirit 
of moral zeal, while it purifi ed our 
literature and our manners. A new 
philanthropy reformed our prisons, 
infused clemency and wisdom into 
our penal laws, abolished the slave 
trade, and gave the fi rst impulse to 
popular education.16

Whitefi eld “summarized his early min-
istry and its effect, saying, ‘The doctrine 
of the New Birth and Justification by 
Faith (though I was not so clear in it as 
afterwards) made its way like lightning 
into the hearers’ consciences.’”17 We turn 
to a consideration of one thing needful in 
the pursuit of the remedy to the church’s 
illnesses: a clear understanding of the 
new birth. 

The New Birth18

I am contending that the mission of 
the church is not to function as a politi-
cal action committee but to proclaim the 
gospel and pray for God to regenerate 
people. We should follow the apostles and 
“devote ourselves to prayer and the min-
istry of the word” (Acts 6:4). These are not 
weapons the world will see as effective, 
but they are mighty through God (cf. 2 Cor 
10:3–4). The great commission is to make 
disciples (Matt 28:19). Disciples cannot be 
legislated, and better laws do not bring 
about regeneration. It is important for us 
to understand what the New Testament 
tells us about regeneration. 

John introduces the theme of the new 
birth in the prologue to the Gospel, stat-
ing that those who received Jesus did so 
because they “were born, not of blood nor 
of the will of the fl esh nor of the will of 
man, but of God” (John 1:13). These people 
were born of God “not of blood.” This 

points away from ancestry and parentage. 
The children of God were born of God not 
“of the will of the fl esh nor of the will of 
man.” The double statement that those 
who receive Jesus are not born by human 
desire indicates that the new birth comes 
from God rather than from what people 
want or choose. John 1:13 clearly indicates 
that being born of God does not originate 
“from the will of man.” 

John tells us more about the new birth 
in John 3, where Jesus tells Nicodemus 
that he can neither see nor enter the 
kingdom of God unless he is born again 
(3:3, 5). The statements in John 3:3 and 3:5 
overlap, but the slight difference between 
them describes two different things. In 
John 3:3, Jesus tells Nicodemus, “unless 
one is born again he cannot see the king-
dom of God.” This literally reads, “he is 
not able to see the kingdom of God.” This 
is a statement about human ability. Apart 
from the new birth, humans are not able 
to experience the reality of the kingdom. 
Following the statement that humans are 
not able to perceive the kingdom unless 
they are born again, John 3:5 states that 
the new birth is a requirement for entering 
the kingdom: “unless one is born of water 
and spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom 
of God.” This is a statement about the 
entrance requirement for the kingdom of 
God. Those who have not been born again 
are not able to see the kingdom, and they 
are not permitted to enter it. 

Then Jesus says in John 3:7–8, “Do not 
marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be 
born again.’ The wind blows where it 
wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do 
not know where it comes from or where 
it goes. So it is with everyone who is born 
of the Spirit.” Those who are born again 
are born of the Spirit (cf. 3:6), and just as 
the wind blows where it pleases, so the 
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Spirit gives new birth to whom he pleases. 
Humans do not control the wind, nor do 
they control the new birth. 

John 6:63 provides yet more insight into 
the Spirit’s role in regeneration. We read, 
“It is the Spirit who gives life; the fl esh 
is of no avail” (John 6:63). Not only does 
the Spirit blow where he pleases without 
regard to what humans know of him (3:8), 
the fl esh cannot bring about the life that 
the Spirit gives (6:63). The fi nal phrase 
of John 6:63 adds an important element 
regarding the new birth. Jesus says, “The 
words that I have spoken to you are spirit 
and life.” This text seems to mean that 
the Spirit gives life to people through the 
word of Jesus. I take this to mean that 
when the Spirit gives life to those who 
hear the words of Jesus, they experience 
the new birth, gain the ability to see the 
kingdom (3:3), believe what they have 
heard Jesus say (cf. 6:40), and are thereby 
qualifi ed to enter the kingdom (3:5). 

John’s account of Jesus’ teaching on 
the new birth may very well undergird 
what Paul writes to the Ephesians on the 
same subject in Eph 2:1–5. In Eph 2:1 Paul 
writes that the Ephesian Christians were 
formerly dead in their trespasses and sins, 
and then he explains what that means in 
the next two verses. They followed the 
course of this world, they followed Satan, 
they lived in the passions of their fl esh, 
and they did what their bodies and their 
minds wanted to do (2:2–3). By switching 
from the second person plural in verse 1 
to the fi rst person plural in verse 3, Paul 
shows that this is not a condition limited 
to the recipients of his letter but one that 
he too experienced prior to conversion. 
All humans born outside Eden are born 
dead in trespasses and sins. 

It is important to observe that being 
dead in one’s trespasses and sins means 

that one lives in one’s own free will: 
“carrying out the desires of the body and 
the mind” (Eph 2:3). Prior to conversion, 
humans do exactly what they want to do, 
and what they want to do is follow the 
world and the devil, with the result that 
they are “children of wrath, like the rest of 
mankind” (2:1–3). No one is forced to live 
this way. We are very happy making our 
free choice to be miserable rebels. Nor is 
this something from which a human can 
deliver himself by his free will precisely 
because it is what his free will has cho-
sen.19 He does not want to be delivered. 
“There is no one who seeks God” (Rom 
3:11). He wants what he has chosen. He 
chose it freely. 

Humans freely choose to be children of 
wrath, but, Paul explains, God intervenes. 
Ephesians 2:4 reads, “But God, being rich 
in mercy, because of the great love with 
which he loved us, even when we were 
dead in our trespasses, made us alive 
together with Christ—by grace you have 
been saved” (Eph 2:4–5; cf. Rom 5:6–8). 
When Paul opens this statement with the 
words “But God,” he makes it plain that 
while the human is responsible for what 
is described in 2:1–3, God is responsible 
for what is described beginning in 2:4. The 
next two phrases in verse 4 explain why 
God saves people. Paul does not say that 
God is obligated to save people since they 
responded to him in a certain way, he says 
that God is “rich in mercy” (2:4). Lest it be 
thought that the richness of God’s mercy 
is due to some condition which the human 
has fulfi lled, Paul explains that this mercy 
is based on the love of God—it arises 
from within him. God is rich in mercy 
“because of the great love with which he 
loved us” (2:4). 

The fi rst phrase of verse 5 excludes any 
possibility of synergism between God and 
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man. Having explained in verse 4 that 
God saves because of his own free mercy 
and love, Paul reiterates the fact that God 
does not save humans because they are 
improving themselves. Rather, resuming 
the thought of verse 1, Paul prefaces the 
statement about what God did with the 
words “even when we were dead in our 
trespasses” (2:5). Then the next phrase 
explains what God did to save these 
people who were dead in sin: he “made 
us alive together with Christ” (2:5). 

This is regeneration. Dead people get 
made alive by God. These dead people 
were not taking steps toward God. They 
were dead in sin when they were made 
alive. These dead people did not do 
anything to prompt God to make them 
alive. These dead people in Ephesians 2 
were exercising their free will to fulfi ll 
the desires of their sinful fl esh and fallen 
minds when God made them alive. God 
did not make them alive because he owed 
them anything but because of his own 
free mercy and love. For this reason Paul 
adds the fi nal phrase of verse 5, “by grace 
you have been saved.” These dead people 
did not choose salvation, they did not 
earn it, and they deserved God’s wrath. 
They were dead and God mercifully, 
lovingly, graciously made them alive. 
Thus, in my judgment, The Baptist Faith 

and Message 2000 has it right: “Regenera-
tion, or the new birth, is a work of God’s 
grace whereby believers become new 
creatures in Christ Jesus. It is a change of 
heart wrought by the Holy Spirit through 
conviction of sin, to which the sinner 
responds in repentance toward God and 
faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.”20 

This is the liberating good news that 
we must proclaim. In this supernatu-
ral regeneration, no one is forced to do 
anything against his will. Rather, people 

are enabled to do what anyone with the 
ability to perceive God as he is in Christ 
would do, namely, trust him. Regenera-
tion frees people from bondage to sin and 
enables them to behold Christ and believe 
in him (cf. John 6:40; Rom 6:17–18). The 
regeneration of people depends upon the 
proclamation of the word and the move-
ment of the Spirit. If the Spirit does not 
give life, the fl esh will profi t nothing (John 
6:63). And the Spirit does not give life to 
those who do not hear the word, for “faith 
comes from hearing, and hearing through 
the word of Christ” (Rom 10:17).21 Those 
who understand the power of God’s word 
and Spirit agree with Walter Schultz, who 
writes, “It is, by defi nition, impossible for 
a human to generate such knowledge, 
holiness, and joy by any effort of will.”22

If we do not believe in the power of 
the Spirit, and if we do not understand 
regeneration, we will continue to employ 
manipulative, coercive methods that 
result in so-called conversions which do 
not bear the fruits of regeneration. These 
methods refl ect an implicit rejection of 
the suffi ciency of Scripture and the power 
of the Spirit. If we do not believe in the 
suffi ciency of Scripture, we will preach 
our own ideas rather than the Bible, and 
we will “do what works” even if it goes 
against what the Bible says. 

Emphasizing the supernatural work 
of God in regeneration is tantamount to 
emphasizing the power of God in salva-
tion, and of this we must not be ashamed 
(cf. Rom 1:16). We do not cause ourselves 
to be born into this world, and we do not 
cause ourselves to be born again. We do 
not choose to be born of our mothers, and 
we do not choose to be born again. The 
Spirit blows wherever he pleases. Once 
regenerated, we have eyes to see Jesus, 
and in seeing him we see the most trust-
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worthy person in existence. No one who 
sees him as he is would refuse to trust 
him. Regenerated people trust Christ. 

We must preach the Word, and we must 
pray for God to give life by the Spirit. The 
good news is that God does save, even 
when people, like Paul, have no desire to 
be saved (cf. Acts 9; 1 Tim 1:12–17). If by a 
great movement of God many people get 
regenerated through our preaching of the 
word, the benefi ts for society will go far 
beyond what any conservative political 
machinations might hope to accomplish. 

Church Discipline
Paul delivered Hymenaeus and Alex-

ander over to Satan so they would learn 
not to blaspheme (1 Tim 1:19–20). He 
commanded the Thessalonians to avoid 
anyone who would not work and anyone 
who would not obey his instructions, 
warning the idle not as an enemy but as a 
brother (2 Thess 3:6–15). He instructed the 
Corinthians to deliver an immoral man in 
their midst over to Satan “for the destruc-
tion of the fl esh, so that his spirit may 
be saved in the day of the Lord” (1 Cor 
5:5, cf. 1–5). These texts tell us that Paul 
saw church discipline as an evangelistic 
tool. Those who act like non-Christians 
are put outside the church, God’s realm, 
into the world, Satan’s realm, in the hope 
that they will repent. Those who do not 
act like Christians should not be treated 
like Christians, lest they be surprised 
on the last day (cf. Matt 7:21–23). Paul’s 
instructions about restoration show that 
he intends for the repentant to be restored 
to the church (2 Cor 2:5–11; Gal 6:1). These 
texts also tell us that Paul expects indi-
vidual churches to uphold the standard 
of Christian ethical conduct. 

By contrast, Paul explains to the Cor-
inthians that he does not expect them to 

“judge outsiders.” He wants nothing to do 
with regulating the behavior of unbeliev-
ers (1 Cor 5:12, cf. vv. 9–13). The Kingdom 
of God is advanced through the infl uence 
of the gospel proclaimed and publicly 
portrayed by the pure church. The New 
Testament knows no directives for Chris-
tians to seek to infl uence imperial policy 
through political means. Christians are to 
submit to their rulers, pray for them, and 
proclaim the gospel. Our task in the great 
commission is to make disciples, not laws. 
I am not suggesting that no Christians 
are called to pursue political vocations. I 
am saying that if the church is to be and 
do what she was commissioned to be 
and do, her warfare will be spiritual not 
political. Spiritual warfare will bear fruit 
in the political realm, but it seems that 
some have forsaken spiritual warfare for 
the political kind. 

How do we discern whether those 
of us in vocational ministry are waging 
war according to the fl esh or according to 
the Spirit?23 I would humbly suggest that 
two simple questions can help us gauge 
the weapons of which we are most con-
fi dent: (1) Do we spend more time read-
ing the Bible than, for instance, political 
commentary? And (2) Do we spend more 
time in prayer than we spend networking 
with infl uential people? Our answers to 
such questions reveal where we think the 
power is. 

Just as Paul’s teaching on regeneration 
probably grows out of statements Jesus 
made about the new birth, Paul’s teaching 
on church discipline can also be seen to be 
based on what Jesus said. Jesus gave his 
followers a process whereby they were to 
confront sinners and exclude the unrepen-
tant in Matthew 18:15–20. The instructions 
Jesus gave in Matthew 18 probably pro-
vide the background for Paul’s comments 
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on church discipline, particularly in Titus 
3:10–11, where Paul alludes to several 
warnings that culminate in the exclusion 
of the divisive person. 

In God’s Indwelling Presence, I argued 
that when Jesus imparted the Spirit to his 
disciples in John 20:20–22 he made them 
the new temple.24 Under the old covenant, 
the temple was the place of God’s dwell-
ing and the place where sin was dealt 
with so that God could dwell among 
his people. When Jesus breathed upon 
his disciples and said to them, “Receive 
the Holy Spirit” (John 20:22), the gift of 
the Spirit anticipated by earlier texts in 
John’s Gospel was realized (cf. esp. John 
7:39; 14:17). In John 14:16–17 Jesus told his 
disciples that the Spirit, which the world 
can not receive, would remain in them 
forever. No longer would worship be in 
Jerusalem (cf. John 4:21–24). After Jesus 
imparted the Spirit to his disciples, they 
would worship him in spirit and truth 
wherever they gathered in his name. After 
Jesus imparted the Spirit to his disciples 
in John 20:22, he immediately restated 
concepts he had communicated earlier 
both to Peter (Matt 16:19) and his followers 
in general (Matt 18:18), saying, “If you for-
give the sins of anyone, they are forgiven; 
if you withhold forgiveness from anyone, 
it is withheld” (John 20:23). 

As the new temple, indwelt by the 
Holy Spirit, the followers of Jesus are the 
place where God dwells, and they have 
authority to grant and withhold forgive-
ness. This matches what Jesus said to 
Peter about “the keys of the kingdom” and 
“binding” and “loosing” on earth and in 
heaven (Matt 16:19). This is also similar 
to what Jesus said to his disciples as he 
taught on church discipline in Matthew 
18, “whatever you bind on earth shall 
be bound in heaven, and whatever you 

loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” 
(Matt 18:18). 

The understanding of the church as the 
temple of the Holy Spirit informs Paul’s 
warning about how ministers build on 
the foundation he laid in 1 Cor 3:10–17 
as well as his call to the Corinthians 
to separate from unbelievers in 2 Cor 
6:14–7:1. Paul quotes Lev 26:11–12 in 2 Cor 
6:16–18 to make the point that just as the 
old covenant people of God had to keep 
the dwelling of God pure, so the new 
covenant people of God must keep the 
church pure. 

The church is the bride of Christ. He 
“gave himself up for her, that he might 
sanctify her, having cleansed her by the 
washing of water with the word, so that 
he might present the church to himself 
in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or 
any such thing, that she might be holy 
and without blemish” (Eph 5:25–27). If 
we care about what Christ clearly cares 
about—the purity of the church—we will 
join Paul in working with him, urging 
professing believers not to receive the 
grace of God in vain (2 Cor 6:1). 

Our task in church discipline is not 
only corrective, it is also formative. For-
mative church discipline fulfi lls the great 
commission as we carry out the task of 
teaching believers to observe everything 
Jesus commanded (Matt 28:20). This will 
intersect with the moral, political, and 
social issues of the day, but we should 
be careful to derive our positions from 
Scripture. We must show the connection 
between what we believe and what the 
Bible says, and we must not go beyond 
the Bible. Requiring a stricter ethical code 
than the one given in the Bible denies the 
suffi ciency of Scripture and calls God’s 
wisdom into question. 

Moreover, some contexts will require 
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us to distinguish between what we say to 
believers and what we say to unbelievers. 
Our task is to teach believers the com-
mands of Jesus and proclaim the gospel 
to the unbelieving world. If we moralize 
the unbelieving world, we run risks in 
at least two directions. On the one hand, 
we could create a class of legalists who 
are convinced of our arguments. These 
people will inevitably be proud of their 
morality, and they might not feel their 
need to believe in Jesus because they do 
not perceive their own sinfulness. After 
all, they live as we would have them live. 
On the other hand, those who reject our 
moralism might close their ears to the 
gospel. 

I am not saying that we should not 
engage unbelievers regarding what is best 
for society as a whole. Some Christians are 
no doubt called to reason with people on 
what is most rational, most secure, most 
healthy, etc. But we should be careful to 
preserve the distinction between reason-
ing with people for their temporal benefi t 
and explaining Christianity to them. If 
they are going to close their ears to us, 
we should do everything we can to make 
sure that what they heard from us when 
they decided to stop listening was the 
message of the gospel rather than some 
other message. Let us do everything we 
can to make sure that they are rejecting 
us because they are rejecting Jesus, not 
because they are rejecting a particular 
party or candidate. 

Formative church discipline has an 
important role to play in the wider society. 
Jesus prayed that God would sanctify his 
people through his word (John 17:17). In 
teaching Christians the Bible, we equip 
Christians to live radical lives of self-sac-
rifi cial neighbor love (John 13:34–35). As 
this self-inconveniencing love compounds 

in the virtue of many lives in the church, 
the church really will be a city set on a hill 
that cannot be hidden. Christians living as 
Christians because they are being taught 
the truths of the faith at church, which is 
the pillar and ground of the truth (1 Tim 
3:15), will affect society. Not because they 
set out to change the world, but because 
they will be the fragrance of Christ (2 Cor 
2:14–16). 

Formative church discipline simply 
means that we will teach people the Bible. 
In teaching them the Bible, their minds 
will be sharpened and they will become 
more able to think biblically about the 
social and political issues of the day. 
Some of these sharpened Christians will 
no doubt be called into political voca-
tions, and their convictions will, by the 
power of the Spirit, rise above the crass 
utilitarianism that causes politicians to 
co-opt religious language for votes. 

Corrective church discipline also has 
its part to play in affecting society at large. 
Politicians who are members of Christian 
churches should be made aware of the 
reality that if they are sinful and unrepen-
tant, the local church of which they are a 
part will indeed discipline them. This is 
how the church can infl uence politicians, 
but this fearful power is only rightly 
exercised if we are seeking to preserve 
regenerate church membership, which 
results from a proper understanding of 
what it means to be born again, if we are 
seeking to preach the word, which results 
in those who have been properly trained 
by the church’s formative discipline, and 
if we are seeking what is spiritually best 
for the soul of the brother or sister facing 
corrective discipline. 

If the church truly wants to infl uence 
the society, the best course of action is not 
for the church to seek to be something 
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it is not—a kingdom of this world. The 
best course of action for the church is for 
her to be what she is. She is a group of 
regenerated believers in Jesus who have 
entered into a solemn covenant with the 
Lord and one another to pursue holi-
ness of life and proclaim the gospel. If 
evangelical churches in America want to 
infl uence the public square, they should 
make clear what the new birth is, why 
it is needed (spiritual death and human 
inability), how it comes about (the Spirit 
making the human able to understand the 
gospel), and what its fruits are (obedience 
to Jesus). Building on that, churches must 
maintain their purity through formative 
and corrective church discipline. 

Is This a Return to 
Fundamentalism?

Fundamentalism was not wrong to 
“contend earnestly for the faith once for 
all entrusted to the saints” (Jude 3). Nor 
was fundamentalism wrong to “hold 
fi rmly to the trustworthy word as taught” 
(Tit 1:9). It seems that the error of some 
fundamentalists was that they contended 
for non-essential doctrines with the same 
tenacity that they contended for essential 
ones. This calls for wisdom. 

In our pursuit of humble, generous 
orthodoxy, we cannot become so humble 
that the word of the sovereign King 
revealed in the Bible is not allowed to 
mean what it says. Such “humility” is 
really pride. God has spoken in his word. 
And we cannot become so generous that 
we give away the faith. This course of 
action would not be orthodox. The chal-
lenge before us is to rightly discern what 
is essential and what is not. We cannot let 
go of the essential things, and while we 
may retain our preferred non-essentials, 
we need not evangelize for them as we 

do for the essentials. People must trust 
Jesus to be Christians, but they need not 
be pre-millennial. 

Conclusion
People who measure power by worldly 

standards will not be impressed with 
what I have suggested in this essay. Lob-
bying Washington, cultivating voters, 
and political activity generally seems 
much more relevant, visible, and effective. 
People who measure wisdom by worldly 
standards will, of course, agree with this 
assessment. 

But those who walk by the Spirit not 
the fl esh, those who know that Jesus will 
build his church, that God has exalted 
above all things his name and his word, 
that morality saves no one, that God 
shames the strong with the weak and 
the wise with the foolish will know that 
though the world count the church as 
weak scum, those who are with us are 
more than those who are with them. God’s 
purposes will not fail. We walk by faith, 
not sight. The church has been called to 
proclaim the gospel, to make disciples, 
and to pray. These are the weapons of our 
warfare. Let us be those who, because we 
know the Lord and know he reigns, are 
about our Father’s business.25 
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The great revival preacher Charles Finney 
declared, “Politics are a part of religion 
in such a country as this, and Christians 
must do their duty to the country as part 
of their duty to God.”1 Considering that 
Charles Finney is renowned as a revival 
preacher, not a political activist, his asser-
tion may surprise those who consider it 
inappropriate to mix religion and politics, 
but Finney was also a strong proponent 
of Christian cultural engagement. It was 
during Finney’s time that God stirred in 
the Northern states once again with such 
power that hundreds of thousands of con-
versions were recorded in the churches. 
The entire Northern United States was 
changed. Out of this great spiritual 
awakening a potent political movement 
emerged which greatly aided the anti-
slavery cause and ultimately changed the 
course of our nation through the election 
of Abraham Lincoln as President. Had 
that spiritual awakening not occurred, 
and had leaders like Charles Finney not 
encouraged those converted to turn their 
attention to the culture, it is very possible 
that Lincoln would not have been elected. 
Because he was elected, our nation fi nally 
settled the greatest moral issue of the 
day—slavery. 

Once again, our nation fi nds itself at 
a pivotal moment. It will either continue 
its downward slide or some great move-
ment will come along and sweep it up to 
new heights. It is likely that the direction 

our nation takes in the fi rst part of this 
century will set the country’s course for 
at least a generation to come. As He did 
in the early nineteenth century, so today 
God can use Christians to make a real 
difference in our nation’s moral direction. 
We say it will require Christian involve-
ment because the source of our nation’s 
decline is not political or economic. It is 
moral relativism. Moral relativism reigns 
supreme in most of the culture-molding 
sectors of our nation. In much of academia 
the very concept of absolute truth is held 
in derision. Even the general populace 
speaks of individual truth and individual 
values rather than universal norms. 
Our nation is quickly losing the ability 
to espouse universal moral values or to 
insist that such standards defi ne socially 
acceptable and affi rmed behavior. The 
result is a vapid culture in rapid decay, 
where behavior that was considered rep-
rehensible just a couple of decades ago 
is now allowed, and even applauded, in 
many culture-defi ning venues. 

Many of those involved in the decline 
of our culture state that they are person-
ally opposed to much of what is happen-
ing, but they do not believe they have the 
right to tell others how they should con-
duct their personal lives. So, for example, 
politicians are declaring their personal 
abhorrence of abortion, but they do not 
believe it is right for them to “impose” 
their moral values on others. This mindset 
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has also infi ltrated the judicial branch. 
The same-sex marriage debate is exhibit 
A. The pioneering same-sex marriage 
ground was actually plowed by the U.S. 
Supreme Court. In its disastrous deci-
sion in Lawrence v. Texas (2003) the court 
decided that moral grounds alone are 
not adequate justifi cation to criminalize 
behavior, overturning a Texas law against 
homosexual sex.2 This decision created 
the constitutional grounds to challenge 
laws prohibiting same-sex marriage. 
The fi rst state judiciary to take this to its 
logical conclusion was Massachusetts. In 
November 2003, four and half months 
after the Lawrence decision, the Massa-
chusetts Supreme Judicial Court ordered 
the Massachusetts legislature to extend 
marriage to homosexual couples.3 The 
attempt to rein in the spread of same-sex 
marriage through passage of a federal 
amendment defining marriage as the 
union of one man and one woman cannot 
even garner enough votes in the United 
States Congress to allow the states to vote 
on the question. Where this loss of univer-
sal absolutes will lead is anyone’s guess, 
but it is likely that we are witnessing only 
the fi rst wave of damaging impacts on 
our culture. 

The problem of moral decline is exac-
erbated in those cultures where the 
citizenry has the opportunity to choose 
its leadership, as in the United States. 
When the people who choose the nation’s 
lawmakers and judges have lost their 
moral compass, the result is culturally 
catastrophic. Our founding fathers were 
acutely aware of this danger. Refl ecting 
on the unprecedented freedoms granted 
the citizenry by the new Constitution, 
John Adams insightfully commented, 
“Our Constitution was made only for a 
moral and religious people. It is wholly 

inadequate to the government of any 
other.”4 Adams understood that this noble 
American experiment in unprecedented 
liberty would not work unless most of 
the populace acknowledged a higher 
power than the state to whom they were 
responsible and accountable. Otherwise, 
the unprecedented freedoms granted 
in the new governmental system by the 
United States Constitution would gradu-
ally decline from liberty to license. 

We are experiencing the tragic moral 
trajectory Adams feared. The populace is 
rapidly losing its moral bearings and it has 
either rejected Christianity and its moral 
norms outright, denied its relevance, 
or relegated it to the level of a self-help 
regimen. The religion which dominated in 
President Adams’ time has for too many 
been replaced by a faith in which man 
is the chief benefi ciary. God is invoked 
for the benefi t of the religious. What He 
desires of people is secondary at best. 
For many other Americans, yet further 
adrift on the seas of moral relativism, a 
Holy Trinity of narcissism has emerged: 
“I, Myself, and Me.”

For the sake of the nation and its future, 
Christians must become much more 
involved in its public life. Those who still 
believe in the existence of moral absolutes 
and who recognize their accountability to 
God must bring God’s truth and morality 
back into the public square. Jesus made 
this clear when He called His disciples the 
salt of the earth and the light of the world 
(Matt. 5:13-16). Jesus used two simple 
metaphors to help His disciples under-
stand their purpose in the world. 

Christians as the Salt of the Earth
Let us look at each of these metaphors 

in turn as we refl ect more specifi cally 
upon our responsibility as Christians 
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living in the world. Jesus’ statement that 
Christians are the salt of the earth is 
declarative. He was not suggesting that 
His disciples could be salt, as though 
they had the option. He was stating a 
fact. Christians are salt.5 Frederick Bruner 
fi nds signifi cant meaning in the declara-
tive force of Jesus’ statement. He notes, 
“Christians are, by the simple fact that 
they are with Jesus, the salt of the earth. 
The Christian ethic is an ethic of ‘become 
what you are’ rather than the Greek or 
Confucian ethic of ‘become what you 
should be.’”6 

 Jesus reinforced the signifi cance of His 
declaration with a negative illustration. 
Salt is supposed to be salty. If it loses its 
saltiness, it is contaminated in such a way 
that it can no longer fulfi ll its purpose, it 
is useless.7 Jesus said that salt that is use-
less is thrown out. We must be careful not 
to stretch this analogy too far. Jesus did 
not mean that Christians who lose their 
saltiness, (i.e., are corrupted), are literally 
thrown out of the Kingdom, (i.e., lose their 
salvation). He was just making the point 
that people do this with salt, and disciples 
who do not fulfi ll their function as salt 
are about as useless to the Kingdom as 
contaminated salt is to people who cannot 
use it as salt any longer. While we should 
not read anything salvifi c into this state-
ment, we should recognize that Jesus was 
issuing a warning to His disciples—If 
they failed to fulfi ll their function as salt, 
they ran the risk of being set aside by God 
in terms of His purposes for their earthly 
sojourn. 

Christians as the Light of the World
Jesus also said His disciples are the 

light of the world. As before, He did not 
suggest that they can be light. He declared 
that they are the light of the world (kos-

mos). Not surprisingly, Jesus’ choice of 
words is signifi cant. I. Howard Marshall 
notes that “the nearest thing that the NT 
has for a word for ‘culture’ is ‘world’ (kos-

mos) which expresses the organized life of 
mankind in the created world. Kosmos is 
not simply the created universe inhabited 
by man; it is much more human society 
itself as it inhabits the universe and stands 
over against God.”8 Jesus has declared 
that His disciples are the light of culture, 
of human society. They are not a candle 
waiting to be lit; they are the light itself. 
This time, he used an absurd example 
to help make His point. No one would 
light a candle and put it under a bushel. 
Instead, a person maximizes the ability of 
a candle to fulfi ll its purpose. For Jesus, 
the disciples are already shining. The 
only question is whether or not they will 
perform their function and shine their 
light far and wide.

Political Implications of Christians 
as Salt and Light

Now that we know that Christians are 
salt and light, we must understand what 
that means spiritually and in application 
in the world. Salt performs many func-
tions. Two principal ones are its fl avor-
enhancing abilities and its preservative 
quality. Anyone who has ever been on 
a bland diet knows what it is like to eat 
food without salt. Salt helps to bring 
out the zestful fl avor of other foods. No 
doubt, Jesus had this enhancement aspect 
in mind. He was helping His disciples 
understand that they were life enhancers. 
Their lives introduced a quality of life to 
the world that the world did not possess 
on its own. In the Gospel of John He spoke 
of it as abundant life (John 10:10). By this 
He meant a quality of life that the world 
could not acquire on its own. The primary 
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application of Jesus’ promise was salvifi c. 
In Him man could be saved from sin’s 
condemnation and experience new birth, 
a life in harmony with God, enjoying all 
the spiritual fulfi llment that new relation-
ship afforded. However, salvation is not 
the end but the beginning of the Christian 
life, a life more abundant here and now as 
well as in the hereafter.

It is easy to see the importance of this 
life-enhancing role of Christians in the 
world. Man, left to his own devices, spi-
rals downward emotionally, morally, and 
culturally. The lost human condition is a 
condition of despair. No one should be 
surprised about this dark descent. Sepa-
rated from God, man lives without hope 
in this world and the world to come. One 
cannot help but despair when he hears 
continually about war, famine, death, 
destruction, and misery. 

The Christian brings a much-needed 
positive message into these dark sur-
roundings. Christianity does not ignore 
the world’s present realities, but it is 
keenly aware of a God who can help 
humans rise above life’s despair and 
infuse hope. Christians have been bring-
ing this positive attitude into the culture 
since the fi rst century, improving every 
area of life they touched and improv-
ing the conditions of millions of people. 
Often, they have been at the cutting edge 
of humanitarian efforts, rescuing children 
from Rome’s dumps, starting hospitals 
to care for the sick, building orphanages, 
ending the slave trade. Today, one can 
fi nd Christians actively engaged in a wide 
range of issues to improve the quality 
of people’s lives. They work to resist the 
pornographers’ efforts to spread their 
“entertainment” to every home, defend 
the defi nition of marriage, and engage 
on a host of other issues. They encourage 

sound ethical practices by businesses. 
They call for selfl ess virtue in the home, 
offi ce, and public square. 

Engaging at the public policy level of 
a nation’s life enables the Christian to 
maximize these life-enhancing practices 
for the benefit of all. Through public 
policy, Christians can mitigate or even 
prevent some of the worst moral prob-
lems a nation might face. In Twilight of a 

Great Civilization Carl Henry refl ected on 
his earlier work The Uneasy Conscience of 

Modern Fundamentalism.9 While he was 
pleased with much of what he said in 
that earlier work, and saw the amazing 
strides Evangelicals had made since its 
writing, he also regretted some aspects of 
that work. He described one feature that 
he considered to be “a notable weakness” 
this way: “For Uneasy Conscience failed to 
focus sharply on the indispensable role 
of government in preserving justice in a 
fallen society. Essential as regenerative 
forces are to transform the human will, 
civil government remains nonetheless 
a necessary instrument to constrain 
human beings—whatever their religious 
predilections—to act justly, whether they 
desire to do so or not.”10 

Henry is simply acknowledging the 
Apostle Paul’s explanation that God 
ordained government “the civil magis-
trate” for the exact purpose of punishing 
those who do evil and rewarding those 
who do good (Rom 13:1-7). The evange-
listic mission of the church is its most 
important function. Winning hearts and 
minds is crucial. However, both the Bible 
and history teach us that all men will not 
be converted, all the converted will not 
live as they ought to, and even faithful 
Christians find themselves in need of 
civil guidance at times. Civil authority is 
designed by God to meet these needs. In 
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order to fulfi ll God’s intention for govern-
ment Christians must be engaged. For 
example, our nation is currently engaged 
in a debate about the defi nition of mar-
riage. We will soon be deciding, or hav-
ing a judge decide for us, whether or not 
marriage should be redefi ned to include 
homosexual couples. This decision has 
far-reaching implications. 

If marriage is thus redefined, that 
already damaged institution will be fur-
ther weakened, perhaps fatally. Studies 
of the Scandinavian countries that have 
broadened the definition of marriage 
illustrate this truth. Stanley Kurtz has 
documented the significant change in 
attitudes toward marriage that is accom-
panying those national redefi nitions.11 
As the meaning and value of marriage 
deteriorates, people see less need for mar-
riage. After all, if marriage means any-
thing, then it means nothing. In Norway, 
for example, where marriage is increas-
ingly rare, couples are choosing simply 
to cohabitate rather than marry, even 
persisting in this attitude when children 
enter the relationship. Thus illegitimacy, 
with all its concomitant demonstrated 
disadvantages to children, is soaring.

In addition, if our nation were to 
allow homosexual marriage, the nation’s 
children would be overwhelmed with 
messages attempting to indoctrinate 
them about the legitimacy of same-sex 
marriage and affi rming the normality of 
homosexuality. Their textbooks would 
be changed to show homosexual couples 
living “normal” lifestyles in the same way 
that heterosexual couples do. The very 
language used to refer to marriage would 
be changed. One could no longer refer 
to husbands and wives; children would 
be taught to think in sexless terms, like 
“signifi cant other” or “life partner.” 

Marriage is God’s idea, not man’s 
invention. He instituted it in the garden 
of Eden. He knew that man was not com-
plete without woman, and woman was 
not complete without man. Each needed 
the other to be complete and fulfi lled. God 
knew that children needed the environ-
ment of home and marriage to prepare 
them for the demands of responsible 
adulthood. Within the loving relation-
ship between a husband and wife, chil-
dren learn such crucial characteristics as 
sacrifi ce, compassion, service, sharing, 
and commitment. These are all essential 
traits that enable communities to function. 
Any weakening of these will weaken the 
community. 

In addition to its life-enhancing quali-
ties, salt prevents decay. Salted meat, for 
example, lasts for long periods of time 
because destructive bacteria cannot sur-
vive in that salted medium. Christians act 
as social preservatives. Christianity brings 
a set of values into culture that arrest 
the worst effects of human depravity. 
Christians living out their values do not 
eliminate human depravity or the desire 
of humans to exercise that depravity, but 
they do help to defi ne and denounce it. 
Consequently, by their efforts, public 
policy is more life-affi rming. We can see 
the value of this is in the area of the sanc-
tity of human life. Today, more than one 
million unborn babies are aborted in this 
country every year. The vast majority of 
these children are aborted merely because 
their mothers, often with their father’s 
consent, either by direct involvement or 
indifference, considered them to be too 
inconvenient or too embarrassing to bring 
into the world. These aborted children are 
people created in God’s image whose lives 
are being snuffed out because government 
has told women that this is an acceptable 
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choice. Christians have an opportunity 
to bring a better understanding of the 
value of human life into the debate and 
change attitudes about these so-called 
“inconvenient” humans. Part of this 
educational process can be public policy 
that tells people it is not acceptable to kill 
unborn children. It can back this up with 
laws that criminalize abortion and those 
who perform abortions. Christians can 
help people understand that in a truly 
civilized society no one should be permit-
ted to have an absolute right of life and 
death over another human being—be it a 
slaveholder or a baby’s mother.

The issue of abortion is just one in 
a growing number of attacks on the 
sanctity of human life. Today, people are 
debating whether or not to derive stem 
cells from human embryos, destroying 
the embryos, i.e., nascent human life, in 
the process. Others are talking about the 
need to clone human embryos in order 
to obtain stem cells. Once again, the fact 
that these embryos are destroyed in the 
process is considered to be of no signifi -
cant consequence. Christians who under-
stand that every human life, regardless 
of age, health, or condition, is created in 
the image of God and therefore deserves 
respect and protection, can protect these 
tiniest humans by outlawing embryo-
destructive research and promoting 
life-affi rming practices in its place. For 
example, they can help gain more fund-
ing for adult stem cell research. They 
can adopt so-called “left-over” embryos 
that are sitting in in-vitro fertilization 
clinics.12

Metaphorically, Christians are also 
light. No doubt, Jesus was aware of many 
ways this metaphor applied to Christians. 
He certainly intended to emphasize the 
ability of light to expose what is in the 

darkness and its ability to dispel that 
darkness. As an illuminating agent Chris-
tians are seldom surpassed. Lived in obe-
dience to God, the Christian life reveals 
man’s lost condition and the moral decay 
of lost human culture. It is easy to iden-
tify a Christian who is living faithfully 
before God in contrast to those around 
him who are living according to the moral 
standards of a culture in decline. Take for 
example, the difference in marital satis-
faction between Christian couples who 
enjoy the interpersonal communication 
involved in praying together on a regular 
basis and those who do not share this 
experience. According to Dennis Rainey, 
President of the family-oriented Christian 
ministry FamilyLife, a survey conducted 
by that organization in 1995 revealed that 
“couples who pray together frequently (at 
least three times per week) have higher 
levels of marital satisfaction than those 
who don’t.”13 Rainey linked this practice 
directly to a lower divorce rate among 
those couples in comparison to the rest 
of the country. This contrast reveals what 
is possible when a husband and wife are 
committed to one another at the deepest 
possible level. This is the result of lives 
lived in conformity with God’s standards. 
The obedient Christian life reveals that 
God’s ways produce happier, healthier, 
more fulfi lled people. Darkness fi nds no 
resting place when light enters.

Sound public policy can help illumi-
nate and promote the values that can 
help people live more rewarding lives. J. 
Budziszewski has argued effectively that 
people change their laws in order to help 
them salve their consciences. He makes 
the argument that natural moral law 
is hardwired in the human conscience. 
When people violate the natural law, 
their consciences demand satisfaction 
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for the violation, i.e., guilty knowledge. 
These include confession, atonement, 
reconciliation, and justifi cation. At this 
point, humans have two choices. They 
can repent and fi nd peace or they can 
attempt to suppress their knowledge of 
guilt so they can persist in their activity. 
Those who attempt to suppress their con-
sciences fi nd it an impossible task, and so 
must evolve ever more elaborate schemes 
in their attempt to quiet their offended 
consciences. Part of this effort includes 
transforming society “so that it no longer 
stands in awful judgment. So it is that they 
change the laws, infi ltrate the schools, and 
create intrusive social-welfare bureaucra-
cies.”14 One can see how private behavior 
precedes public policy. Nations seldom 
change their laws to accommodate condi-
tions that do not exist. They change their 
laws to accommodate current moral con-
ditions. As light, Christians can prevent 
this by refusing to allow public policy 
to be used as a means to silence guilty 
consciences. This kind of engagement will 
help to restrain the downward spiral of 
the culture. It will also put public policy 
in a didactic mode. Rather than refl ecting 
the moral standards of an ever-coarsening 
culture, public policy can help remind 
people of right and wrong. 

Light also reveals what is in the dark. In 
spiritual terms this means that the Chris-
tian life exposes man’s sinful behavior. In 
comparison to a pure life man’s true sinful 
failings become obvious. So, for example, 
depraved human reasoning concludes 
that destroying human embryos in order 
to search for cures for other humans is 
morally preferable to doing nothing to 
attempt to alleviate human suffering. But 
in comparison to the biblical teaching 
that all human life is sacred, including 
the human embryo, embryo-destructive 

research is revealed for what it really is—
the deliberate destruction of one human 
being for the benefi t of another. 

When Jesus called His disciples salt 
and light, He was not just speaking of 
those gathered few, but of all His disciples 
throughout the ages to come. The Apostle 
Paul’s ministry demonstrates this. Paul 
was not even present when Jesus told 
His disciples they were salt and light. 
Nevertheless, on the road to Damascus, 
the risen and ascended Jesus encountered 
Paul and called him to the mission of 
bringing His gospel to the Gentile world 
(Acts 9:1-18, see especially vv. 15-16). Paul 
went on from that encounter as salt and 
light in the Lord. 

Luke tells us that he even spoke to 
government offi cials. He spoke to Felix, 
the Roman governor of Judea, about “righ-
teousness, self control, and the judgment 
to come” (Acts 24:25). This conversation 
covered more than the basic message of 
salvation. It included a call to live rightly, 
according to God’s moral standards. It was 
not unusual for Paul to speak to moral 
issues. In his letters, we fi nd him speaking 
on the biblical teaching about marriage, 
slaves and slave owners, work, family, 
and a myriad other issues pertinent to the 
culture of his day. He also instructed his 
fellow believers to emulate the example of 
his life (1 Cor 4:16).15 This certainly sounds 
like a man who was living out what it 
means to be salt and light.16 

As those who have inherited the spiri-
tual responsibilities and obligations of our 
Christian forebears, today’s Christians 
must fulfi ll their responsibilities to act as 
salt and light in the nation’s political life. 
Responsible stewardship and responsible 
citizenship allow no other response. As 
was pointed out in The Divided States of 

America?, Francis Schaeffer, 
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helped Evangelicals jettison a deep 
strain of pietism that had misled 
them to believe they shouldn’t 
be involved in politics and other 
“worldly” activities. He helped an 
entire generation of Christians to 
understand their biblical responsi-
bility to be salt and light in society—
and, of course, salt has to touch what 
it preserves; light has to be close 
enough to the darkness that it can 
de seen. Among the questions that 
Schaeffer repeatedly posed (usually 
in the context of the abortion issue) 
in his books such as How Shall We 
Then Live?, The God Who Is There, and 
A Christian Manifesto, were these: If 
not you, who? If not now, when? If 
not this, what?17
 
Schaeffer believed in “truth with a 

capital T—‘true truth,’ he called it. That 
meant it was true not just on Sunday, 
but also on Monday. It was true not just 
at home, but also at school and at work 
and in the public arena. Christians had 
an obligation to be ‘salt’ and ‘light’ as the 
Bible says (Matthew 5:13-16).”18 This is 
admirably refl ected in Article XV of The 

Baptist Faith and Message, “The Christian 
and the Social Order”:

All Christians are under obligation 
to seek to make the will of Christ 
supreme in our own lives and in 
human society…In the spirit of 
Christ, Christians should oppose 
racism, every form of greed, selfi sh-
ness, and vice, and all forms of sex-
ual immorality, including adultery, 
homosexuality, and pornography. 
We should work to provide for the 
orphaned, the needy, the abused, 
the aged, the helpless, and the sick. 
We should speak on behalf of the 
unborn and contend for the sanctity 
of all human life from conception 
to natural death. Every Christian 
should seek to bring industry, gov-
ernment, and society as a whole 
under the sway of the principles of 
righteousness, truth, and brotherly 
love.19

Christians must enter the public square 
and bring their biblically-based morality 

with them. They have the right, and the 
obligation, to share their faith-informed 
moral values with the nation and to advo-
cate the adoption of those values through 
the democratic process. Government is a 
divinely ordained human institution. Paul 
made this case effectively in Rom 13:1-7. 
The governing authorities are ministers of 
God for good (vv. 3-4). God holds govern-
ments accountable for how they govern 
and the cultures they produce. They 
are intended by God to punish evil and 
reward good. When a culture has sunk 
too far into moral decay, God has been 
known to bring swift and severe judg-
ment on the people (Gen 18:1-19:29). But 
God does not take pleasure in judgment. 
He prefers for people to turn from sinful 
behavior (Ezekiel 18:23). It is reasonable to 
assume that God wants those who know 
His truth to engage in the process that can 
help restrain man’s immoral inclinations 
and avoid God’s judgment. He did this 
Himself when He issued the Law to His 
people Israel. He did not leave the people 
to try to discern for themselves how they 
ought to live. He expected the nation’s 
kings and judges to affi rm these stan-
dards among the people, and He called 
His prophets to interact with government 
leaders and the people in order to remind 
them of their moral obligations. 

We are not proposing that the church 
employ the power of the government to 
promote or enforce its beliefs. Besides, the 
Constitution’s First Amendment rightly 
prevents the government from favoring 
any particular religion. The organized 
church and the organized state have 
separate responsibilities, and they should 
function separately in their efforts to 
fulfi ll those responsibilities. This said, 
however, it is inconceivable that separa-
tion of church and state also means that 
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Christians, and organized churches, 
should not engage in the nation’s politi-
cal life in an effort to infl uence its policies 
through the democratic process. 

Our Christian Responsibility 
towards the State

 In addition to the demands of respon-
sible stewardship, responsible citizenship 
also requires that Christians engage in 
the nation’s political life. Christians are 
citizens of two worlds, the heavenly 
kingdom (Eph 5:24; Phil 3:20; Col 1:13) 
and an earthly one (Rom 13:1-7; Titus 3:1; 
1 Pet 2:13-17). Responsible citizenship in 
both requires adherence to their respec-
tive duties. As a member of the heavenly 
kingdom, Christians are to apply the 
spiritual teachings of the Bible to their 
lives and live according to the expecta-
tions of their heavenly king, Jesus. But 
these same Christians are commanded 
to fulfi ll the duties and responsibilities 
of citizenship in their earthly kingdom as 
well. Jesus taught this principle when He 
told the people that they should render 
to God what is God’s and to the ruling 
authority that which pertains to it (Matt 
22:21). He said this in response to the 
query about whether or not the people 
should pay taxes. The payment of taxes 
was an expectation placed on the citizenry 
by the government. Jesus instructed the 
people to fulfi ll their civic obligations. 
In the same way, political engagement 
is an expectation placed on the citizens. 
This is true in varying degrees, of course, 
depending on the form of government, 
but it reaches its highest level of respon-
sibility in democratically constituted 
government. In a democratically chosen 
government, it is the duty of the citizens to 
engage in the nation’s political life. To fail 
to do so is a failure to fulfi ll the duties and 

obligations of citizenship. It is a failure to 
render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s. E. Y. 
Mullins, former president of The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary and chair-
man of the committee that produced the 
1925 Baptist Faith and Message, commented, 
“The Christian citizen is commanded to 
render to the state its just dues. He is to 
perform faithfully his duty to the state 
(Matt. 22:21; Rom. 13:1-7).”20

Some argue that the effort to change 
the culture is waged best in the battle 
to change the way people think. These 
people focus principally on apologetics to 
achieve their goal. We agree that it is bet-
ter to get a person to change his behavior 
because he chooses to do so, but we do 
not believe it is a question of either/or. It 
must be a both/and approach. While we 
are busy engaging the mind of man, the 
culture continues its downward spiral, 
and millions are being caught in its vor-
tex. We can slow down the decline with 
public policy that upholds, commends, 
and rewards moral behavior. To do this, 
we must become involved in the politi-
cal life of the nation. The political arena 
is part of the overall effort of cultural 
engagement. Lawmakers elected by the 
people determine the laws that will either 
permit immoral behavior to fl ourish or 
restrain it. Legalized abortion is just one 
of many examples of this truth. The Ethics 
& Religious Liberty Commission of the 
Southern Baptist Convention is heavily 
engaged in efforts to convince women not 
to abort their babies, but in the meantime, 
an entire government-authorized indus-
try is at work convincing them that it is 
not only acceptable but legal to abort their 
unborn children. The culture must be 
engaged both privately and publicly.

Many have argued that political activ-
ism distracts the church from its primary 
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mission of evangelism and disciple-mak-
ing. We agree that the church’s fi rst task 
is to win lost souls. Individual Christians 
should make evangelism their highest 
priority, and churches need to as well 
(Matt 28:18-20). However, neither indi-
vidual Christians nor churches can ignore 
what Jesus said about the need for the 
church to engage the culture. The Lord’s 
“Great Commission” to His followers 
was not only to evangelize, but to “make 
disciples” and to teach those converts “to 
observe everything I have commanded 
you,” which would include His expecta-
tion for them to act as salt and light (Matt 
5:13-16; 28:16-20). Cultural engagement is 
part of Christian discipleship.21

Some argue that Jesus was talking 
about how His disciples should live, not 
that they should impose their values on 
others. Richard Mouw partially refl ects 
this attitude. In speaking of the role 
Christians should play in regulating 
sexual behavior in culture, he declares 
that “Christians ought not to act in such 
a way that the sole purpose of their action 
is to prohibit non-Christians from behav-
ing in a promiscuous manner.” He says 
that Christians should only get involved 
in regulating the sexual behavior of non-
Christians when they have a “legitimate 
conviction that sexual patterns have 
important connections to other serious 
dimensions of human existence.” Incred-
ibly, his philosophy for Christian public 
policy engagement leads him to state that 
“opportunities for sexual promiscuity 
must be restricted when it infringes seri-
ously on the genuine rights of others—for 
example, on the rights of children. But the 
Christian’s ‘right’ to rest in the knowledge 
that no one is enjoying pornography is 
not one such genuine right.”22 In principle 
Mouw may be correct. It is crucial that 

Christians do not seek to impose personal 
preferences on society. However, he uses 
a horrifi c example to make his point. It is 
diffi cult to imagine any situation in which 
Christians would not be justifi ed in their 
insistence that pornography is danger-
ous and hurtful to others, especially, but 
not only, in the way that it dehumanizes 
women and leads to horrifi c crimes of 
sex and violence against women and 
children.23

To assure they are not attempting to 
interject personal preferences into public 
policy, Christians must be fully aware of 
God’s moral standards. These standards 
are communicated either by way of direct 
propositional directives or principles con-
tained in biblical texts.24 If God prefers a 
particular moral commitment, it is pref-
erable for all people, not only Christians, 
and Christians should strive to help bring 
their culture into conformity with that 
standard.25

Others object to Christian political 
involvement by claiming that it uses the 
power of the government to force reli-
gious beliefs on people. Those who make 
this argument are making a serious error 
in judgment. They suppose that morality 
and religious belief are the same thing.26 
In reality, they are not. Religious belief 
pertains to the theological beliefs a person 
holds. These beliefs inform a person’s con-
science, thus shaping his or her morality. 
The religious beliefs are the foundational 
truths that order the Christian’s world. 
They are the truth claims to which he 
adheres and through which he thinks 
about life. They inform his worldview. 
Out of his worldview he develops his 
system of ethical thinking and from there 
he shares his insight on the great moral 
questions of his day. For example, the 
Bible teaches that God is the author of life. 
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Those who embrace this theological truth 
develop an ethic about the sanctity of 
human life. From this ethical perspective, 
the Christian answers such questions as 
appropriate responses to violence, abor-
tion, and stem cell research. While it is 
true that the Christian’s answers to these 
questions were informed by his religious 
beliefs, it is obvious that they are not his 
beliefs. His religious beliefs informed his 
decision-making process. 

This is an important distinction. With-
out it, it would not be possible for people 
of faith to engage in infl uencing public 
policy. In truth, however, without this 
distinction, no one could engage in public 
policy. People of faith work from a set of 
foundational truths that enable them to 
form a worldview, but everyone has a set 
of beliefs that serve the same purpose. 
The atheist, for example, may develop 
a worldview in which he declares that 
humans have relative value, based not 
in anything intrinsic to his nature, but 
rather in his ability to contribute to human 
society. Where might this worldview and 
ethic come from? It would come from 
his foundational belief that humans are 
merely an interesting product of the forces 
of nature. Both the atheist and the Bible-
believing Christian have a foundational 
belief that leads to the creation of his 
worldview, which leads to the develop-
ment of his ethic of the value of human 
life.27 These ethical positions provide the 
moral framework for making decisions in 
life. The application of the ethic is not the 
foundational belief. It is informed by it. 

Keeping one’s religiously informed 
beliefs out of the role of public policy 
development was not what our founding 
fathers had in mind when they wrote the 
Constitution or the First Amendment. 
Many of these men professed a deep per-

sonal faith and a signifi cant majority of 
them adhered to a Judeo-Christian world-
view. If they believed that their founda-
tional beliefs disqualifi ed them to govern, 
they could never have written a single 
word or passed a single law. Given the 
fact that they recognized their religious 
roots, and even codifi ed their religiously 
informed ethic about the value of human 
life in the Constitution, makes it obvious 
that they did not believe that they were 
imposing their religion on others when 
they made value judgments about what 
would, and would not, be acceptable prac-
tice in this new republic. Yale Law School 
professor Stephen Carter comments, “In 
a nation that prides itself on cherishing 
religious freedom, it would be something 
of a puzzle to conclude that the Establish-
ment Clause means that a Communist or 
a Republican may try to have his or her 
world view refl ected in the nation’s law, 
but a religionist can not.”28

The following excerpt from The Divided 

States of America? makes an important 
distinction between religious faith, the 
moral values individuals deduce from 
that faith, and the necessary commitment 
to democratic processes:

People of faith share their faith. 
They don’t assume that it should 
be accepted just because it is reli-
gious. They have the right to bring 
to the public arena the values that 
are informed by their faith, and to 
share with the public the insights 
they have gained through their 
faith. If the public agrees, then that 
becomes the public policy of the 
nation by consent of the people. We 
must always agree to government 
‘of the people, by the people, and 
for the people’ and by consent of the 
governed. Even if the people make 
the wrong decision, we must abide 
by the will of the people and seek 
to change the will of the people in 
future elections.… Otherwise, there 
is a terrible tendency for it to become 
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coercive, as vitiating of human 
freedom as a naked, purely secular 
public square devoid of religiously 
informed moral values is of the same 
freedom of conscience and belief. 
In either extreme, the rights of the 
minority and of the weak are not 
protected.29

Having accepted their status as salt 
and light, Christians must ask God to give 
them a desire to engage in the nation’s 
political life. Many Christians are doing 
all they can to escape from the world 
in order to shield themselves and their 
children from its secular infl uences. What 
they are discovering, however, is that they 
cannot completely escape. The culture 
gets in one way or another. Paul warned 
the Christians in Corinth that they would 
have to leave the planet to achieve their 
goal of separation from the world (1 Cor 
5:11). This is not the answer. 

The only truly effective response to the 
coarsening of the culture is to engage it on 
every level, including the political. At this 
point, motivation is extremely important. 
Some get involved because they see it as 
their duty to fulfi ll God’s expectation. 
Some get involved out of desperation or 
anger, to protect their families and to fi ght 
back against the growing tide of immo-
rality. Others get involved out of love for 
the millions, or billions, whose lives are 
being devastated by a declining culture 
and the bad public policy that feeds and 
reinforces the decline. 

This last motivation seems to be the 
most Christ-like motivation.30 It is also the 
most likely to compel Christians to make 
the kinds of sacrifi ces necessary to make a 
difference. It was God’s love that led Him 
to choose to sacrifi ce “His only begotten 
Son” for the world’s sinners. It was love 
that drove Christ to the cross. Love is 
the strongest motivating force that can 

cause someone to willingly sacrifi ce for 
others. Love for their fellow man is what 
can impel Christians from their places 
of comfort and retreat into the bruising, 
resistant, often hate-fi lled world that they 
desire to change. Only God can instill this 
love through His Holy Spirit in Christian 
hearts for lost mankind and an immoral 
culture (Gal 5:22-23). 

Overcoming Barriers to Christians 
Political Involvement 

With God’s love motivating them to 
act, Christians must overcome several 
potential barriers to their involvement. 
First, they must overcome their fear of 
the government. While their concern over 
their tax exempt status is understandable, 
too many churches live in such inordinate 
fear of losing that status that they have 
circumscribed all political engagement 
in order to make sure they are untouch-
able. While this may keep the govern-
ment inquisitors off their backs, it puts 
them in a position where they may fi nd 
themselves giving more serious account 
to God. After all, it is unlikely that Jesus 
will ever say, “Well done, good and faith-
ful servant, you protected your tax exempt 
status.” However, He may very well say, 
“I sacrifi ced My life for you, why didn’t 
you at least do what the laws of your 
country allowed to protect people from 
the ravages of moral decline and immoral 
public policy?”

The truth of the matter is that churches 
can do a lot before they come close to 
violating the restrictions placed on them 
to retain their tax exempt status. Every 
church can still speak to the great moral 
issues of the day, including abortion, 
pornography, and homosexuality. They 
can distribute voter guides that help 
their members and their communities 
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understand the positions of the various 
candidates. They can hold voter registra-
tion drives. They can invite candidates to 
speak as long as they invite all the candi-
dates in a particular race.

Furthermore, as individual citizens, 
Christians can engage in any level of pub-
lic life they choose. A growing cacophony 
is attempting to convince Christians that 
they violate the First Amendment if they 
engage in efforts to infl uence public policy. 
These voices are attempting to convince 
Christians that because they are religious 
people their moral convictions are con-
stitutionally barred from the debate. We 
have already described the distinction 
between morality and religious belief. The 
Christian has as much right to attempt to 
have his moral convictions codifi ed into 
law as anyone else.

The clauses of the First Amendment 
that address church/state relations apply 
to religion, not morality. In addition, the 
First Amendment is designed to keep 
government out of the church business, 
not to keep Christians out of government. 
The amendment consists of two clauses. 
The fi rst clause, known as the “Establish-
ment Clause” prohibits Congress from 
establishing a national religion and giv-
ing it favored status. This is the clause 
most often emphasized by liberals. They 
are fearful that government will be used 
by some religious group to promote a 
particular set of religious beliefs. While 
we support efforts to prevent govern-
ment from promoting religious belief, 
we disagree strongly that morality born 
out of one’s religious beliefs is inherently 
religious. The second clause, known 
as the “Free Exercise Clause,” is also 
focused on the government. It prohibits 
Congress from passing laws that would 
restrict the exercise of religious belief. 

This clause is most often the clause that 
evangelical Christians emphasize. They 
are concerned that the government may 
introduce polices that intrude on the life 
and work of religious organizations or 
impede the consciences of individual 
citizens. Obviously, neither of the clauses 
prevents Christian engagement in the 
nation’s public life.

Second, Christians must stop worrying 
about public perception when it comes to 
engaging the culture. Many pastors and 
church members fear that their involve-
ment in public policy issues and elections 
will sour people on their church or their 
denomination, making it more diffi cult 
for the church to reach them with the 
gospel of salvation. It is more likely that 
those who reject a church’s message 
because that church or its members have 
become politically engaged are using that 
as an excuse to reject the church and its 
message rather than for the stated reason. 
It is like the old “the church is full of hypo-
crites” argument that people have used 
for centuries as their excuse for rejecting 
the church and its message. The truth of 
the matter is that the message of the Bible 
includes very clear teachings on the moral 
issues of every age and of God’s expecta-
tions for a nation’s leaders. God has moral 
standards, and He expects all people, in 
and outside the church, to live by them. 
To remain silent on these standards is a 
disservice to a community and a nation. 
The people need to know what God has 
to say. Christians have the responsibility 
as salt and light to make known God’s 
perspective. 

Third, Christians must themselves 
begin to live more faithfully. Too much 
of the church has become captive to the 
culture. The result is that the church has 
lost its moral high ground. When divorce 
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occurs within the church almost as regu-
larly as it occurs outside the church, it 
should not surprise anyone that the world 
is not listening to us when we speak on 
moral issues. When Christians begin to 
live according to the moral guidance of 
the Bible, and their families and relation-
ships are healthy, the world will take 
notice. They may choose not to accept our 
answers, but they will not be able to deny 
the effectiveness of our morality.

Engaging the Political Process 
Having overcome the obstacles to pub-

lic engagement, Christians must engage 
the political process. They can do this at 
a number of important levels. First, they 
should register to vote and then vote in 
every election. Of course, it is not enough 
to just show up to vote. Christians need 
to make sure they are well-informed and 
that they are voting about issues, not 
personalities. An informed voter is an 
intelligent voter. Christians must take the 
time to become acquainted with the issues 
involved in the election, not just the parti-
san politics or personalities. These issues 
will vary depending on the level of offi ce, 
but the more information the Christian 
has, the more likely he will be to select 
someone who will help resolve problems 
in the most biblically responsible way.

Christians must also vote from the 
foundation of their values. In order to do 
this, they must make sure they are think-
ing about things from a Christian world-
view. A Christian worldview is a biblically 
faithful belief system that answers the 
fundamental questions of life, such as, 
is there a God? Where did humans come 
from? Why is there evil? What is human-
ity’s purpose? What lies in the future? The 
answers to such foundational questions 
provide the starting point for addressing 

the issues of life. From such an informed 
perspective, Christians can better discern 
the best answers to the problems of the 
day and vote for people and policies that 
are most likely going to achieve those 
goals. This is much more effective than 
simply voting for the most likable candi-
date, or for one’s particular party.

Second, every Christian should fi nd 
ways to get involved nationally and 
internationally. There are great press-
ing needs on both of these levels. The 
pro-life struggle is far from settled. It is 
diffi cult to imagine an issue more in need 
of Christian involvement. New fronts in 
this “culture war,” like embryonic stem 
cell research and euthanasia, are open-
ing up regularly. The needs are also great 
internationally. The world is in desperate 
need of greater Christian involvement 
to address poverty, human traffi cking, 
tyranny, and a host of other needs.

Third, Christians should become 
involved with national organizations to 
help them stay aware of developments 
in the issues they are concerned about. 
These organizations can help keep them 
informed about developments and also 
alert them when they need to act. The 
Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission 
has a series of web sites and radio pro-
grams designed to help Christians stay 
abreast of events and become involved. 
The Commission also regularly sends 
out action alerts that can help Christians 
know where their voice is needed most 
to make progress on issues of concern 
to them.

John Adams, our nation’s second presi-
dent, furnished some timeless words of 
caution to our country as he considered 
the future of the new nation. He wrote, 

While our country remains untainted 
with the principles and manners 
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which are now producing desola-
tion in so many parts of the world; 
while she continues sincere, and 
incapable of insidious and impious 
policy, we shall have the strongest 
reason to rejoice in the local desti-
nation assigned us by Providence. 
But should the people of America 
once become capable of that deep 
simulation towards one another, 
and towards foreign nations, which 
assumes the language of justice and 
moderation while it is practicing 
iniquity and extravagance, and dis-
plays in the most captivating man-
ner the charming pictures of candor, 
frankness, and sincerity, while it is 
rioting in rapine and insolence, this 
country will be the most miserable 
habitation in the world; because 
we have no government armed 
with power capable of contending 
with human passions unbridled by 
morality and religion.31

It would appear that John Adams had 
a heart-wrenching premonition of the 
future of the nation he loved so dearly. 
The challenge set before us is to do all we 
can to prevent this chilling image from 
coming to fruition. Christians must rise to 
the challenge and engage in our nation’s 
life with the same fervor that drove our 
forefathers to risk life and liberty to bring 
it forth. May God help us all to leave our 
nation a more moral and God-honoring 
land than we found it.
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SBJT: Is there anything distinctive about 

a Christian—and specifi cally biblical—

understanding of the relationship 

between church and state? 

D. A. Carson: Quite a lot of answers might 
be given to this question. For example, one 
of the remarkable features of the Bible is 
the sheer wealth of the perspectives it 
brings to bear on this subject. It does not 
content itself to offer nothing more than 
a reductionistic monochrome ideal, but 
faces up to the exigencies of a broken 
world. Consider the following list of por-
trayals of the relationship between church 
and state—by no means an exhaustive list: 
(a) In passages ranging from the beati-
tudes to the teaching of Jesus before his 
passion to the instruction of the apostle, 
the Bible not infrequently speaks in terms 
of opposition and persecution. Where 
the persecuting power is not personal or 
local, but the state, then clearly one kind 
of church/state relationship is being rec-
ognized as the sort of thing with which 
many Christian have to come to terms. (b) 
On the other hand, a passage like Romans 
13:1–7 tells us, within certain parameters, 
to respect the state and be obedient to it. 
Inevitably some have attempted to rein-
terpret this passage in various creative 
ways (I have briefly addressed these 
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alternatives in the fi fth chapter of my 
book Christ and Culture Revisited [Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008]). On the face of it, 
however, the straightforward meaning of 
the text should not be avoided: Christians 
are duty-bound to obey the state as they 
obey the Lord, for the Lord himself has 
ordained the authority of the state. Set 
within the witness of the New Testament, 
of course, such an injunction has neces-
sary limits. When the state tells us to defy 
or disown God, we must reject the author-
ity of the state: we then adopt the stance 
of the fi rst apostles, who insisted they 
were obliged, if push comes to shove, to 
obey God rather than human beings (Acts 
4:19–20). In that case, of course, Christians 
must be willing to absorb the persecution 
that might then ensue—which of course 
brings us back to the fi rst form of the pos-
sible relationships between church and 
state, already described. (c) Sometimes the 
confrontation is more restricted, of course. 
Opposition may spring not from state 
opposition—in the fi rst century, Rome 
itself—but from local authority. In other 
words, offi cial persecution is not neces-
sarily state persecution. That was obvious 
in the Québec of my youth. Between 1950 
and 1952, Baptist ministers spent a total of 
about eight years in jail. None of this was 
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sponsored by the Dominion of Canada; 
none of it sprang from judicial decisions 
in the highest provincial courts. All of 
it, so far as I am aware, was municipal. 
Similarly in the fi rst century: persecution 
could break out in Philippi and be threat-
ened in Thessalonica, while just down the 
road Berea might be wonderfully peace-
ful. At very least, however, that means 
the state is adopting a kind of “hands off” 
self-distancing from the problem. If the 
state is not the active agent of persecution, 
neither is it the bulwark of religious free-
dom. (d) From a biblical perspective, an 
eschatological dimension is inescapable. 
Even while the New Testament writers 
want Christians to be good citizens, they 
also insist that our ultimate citizenship is 
in heaven (Phil 3:20–21); we belong to the 
“Jerusalem that is above” (Gal 4:26). That 
means that thoughtful Christians can 
never afford to give ultimate allegiance 
to any state. However much his reign is 
currently contested, Jesus is reigning now 
with all authority—and ultimately Jesus 
wins, his last enemies crushed under 
his feet. The Christian’s allegiance to the 
state, then, is always and necessarily con-
tingent, conditional, partial. (e) Whether 
the state is supportive or confrontive of 
Christians as individuals or of the church 
as a community, we must recognize that 
the essential dynamics of its authority are 
thoroughly unlike the operation of author-
ity as it ought to be manifested among 
believers (Matt 20:20–28). 

This is far from an exhaustive list of 
biblically-grounded stances on the rela-
tionship between church and state. The 
entries on this list are enough to remind 
us, however, that any analysis of the rela-
tionship that depends too narrowly on one 
of these perspectives, claiming this one 
perspective to be the biblical control, is 

necessarily wrong because it is reductionis-
tic. What must be found is a biblical-theo-
logical framework that is comprehensive 
enough to embrace all that the Bible says 
on these matters, recognizing that the 
Bible does not offer us mutually exclusive 
case studies from which we may pick 
and choose, but a “thick” description 
that turns on such immense themes as 
the sweep of the Bible’s story-line, the 
matchless sovereignty of God, an account 
of rebellion and redemption, and much 
more. In short, one of the things that is 
unique about the biblical revelation of the 
relationships between church and state 
is its extraordinary depth, penetration, 
subtlety, fl exibility, and “thickness.”

One other distinctive element should 
command our attention here, viz. Jesus’ 
remarkable utterance, “Give back to 
Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what 
is God’s” (Mark 12:13–17). Some have 
attempted to domesticate the passage by 
asserting that since nothing ultimately 
belongs to Caesar, nothing should be 
paid to him. That interpretation does not 
listen very attentively to the context of 
Jesus’ utterance. Others argue that Caesar 
and God operate in mutually exclusive 
domains, and just as Caesar must not 
intrude onto God’s domain so God must 
not intrude onto Caesar’s. That interpreta-
tion ignores the repeated insistence that 
God alone is God: if Caesar has authority 
in certain domains, it is because Caesar 
has received this right from God himself. 
From a Christian perspective, all legiti-
mate authority ultimately derives from 
the God of all authority. Paul, clearly, 
understood the point (Rom 13:1–7): the 
powers that be are ordained by God, and 
therefore they cannot possibly be thought 
of as independent of God or, still less, 
properly competing with God. 
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So what, then, is the force of this pas-
sage, and why do we judge it to make a 
unique contribution to Christian under-
standing of the relationship between 
church and state? Living in the West, 
as we do, two thousand years after the 
empty tomb, we fi nd it easy to forget that, 
before the coming of Christ, religion and 
state were tightly bound together. Trans-
parently this was true in ancient Israel, 
but it was no less true of the surrounding 
nations and of the great pagan empires. Of 
course, a really large and diverse empire 
like the Roman Empire might allow many 
religions within its borders—religions 
that were often tied to particular geo-
graphical or ethnic regions. It was not 
long, however, before Rome insisted that, 
apart from the exception of Jews, all living 
within the boundaries of the Empire must 
acknowledge the deity of the Emperor 
himself and offer a little incense to him 
from time to time: religion needed to be 
in the service of the Empire. For Jew and 
Gentile alike, then, Jesus’ words “Give 
back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to 
God what is God’s” were staggeringly 
original, evocative, even mysterious. 

Two thousand years of subsequent 
history bear witness that, however poorly 
Christ’s words have at times been thought 
through and applied, the distinction has 
never entirely been lost. Sometimes the 
distinction worked its way out in terms of 
tussles between the authority of the Pope 
and the authority of monarchs; sometimes 
it worked its way out in terms of brutal 
anti-clericalism; sometimes it worked its 
way out in terms of various theories of 
the separation of church and state (the 
American model is not the only one, of 
course). But even where people spoke 
of themselves, rather optimistically, as 
belonging to “a Christian nation,” the 

vast majority meant by this and similar 
expressions that Christian ideals were 
encoded in much of the nation’s laws, or 
that a majority of its citizens belonged 
to the Christian heritage, or the like. 
They did not mean that the nation was 
Christian in the same way that, say, the 
ancient Israelite nation was constituted 
the covenant people of God, even though 
from time to time rather risky analogies 
were drawn.

I shall end with three brief refl ections 
that fl ow from this biblical element in the 
theological relationship between church 
and state:

(1) And as far as I can see, Christian-
ity’s contribution in this respect is unique. 
Where other religions have tried to adopt 
something like it, it has in part been under 
Western infl uence. For instance, Shintoism 
and Buddhism may recede somewhat in 
Japan owing to pressures from consumer-
ism, democratic forms of government, and 
even philosophical materialism. Thus one 
might be a pretty consistent secularist in 
Japan, provided one continues to conform 
to the dictates of expected and approved 
conduct imposed by a shame culture. But 
no major religious fi gure has attempted to 
introduce into Japan the kind of distinc-
tion between church and state that Jesus 
introduces. 

(2) In this respect, Christianity is thor-
oughly unlike Islam. Its founder never 
said anything remotely similar to “Give 
back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to 
God what is God’s.” There is no “church” 
that is somehow distinct from the “state”: 
the ummah, the people of Allah, are all 
those who submit to the will of Allah, and 
one of the state’s functions is to enforce the 
law of Allah. It has no quasi-independent 
function. The fond hope of many Western 
liberals that Islam will eventually develop 
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in the direction of some sort of similar 
tension is probably unrealistic: for Islam 
to develop in this direction, it would have 
to cease being Islam in the various con-
fi gurations in which it is known. One of 
the reasons why it is diffi cult to imagine 
exactly how Islam might evolve in this 
direction springs from the fact that Islam’s 
appeal is not to a God who reaches into a 
lost world and saves by calling to himself 
men and women whom he redeems, thus 
constituting them a separate community 
distinct from the state. Rather, in Islam 
people are simply expected to submit to 
Allah. People do not become Muslims by 
a kind of Islamic form of regeneration, 
but by willingness to submit to Allah. 
Muslims do not typically speak of know-
ing God, or being loved by God, but of 
submitting to Allah. One could, I suppose, 
imagine an evolution in Islamic thought 
that begins to think of the ummah as a 
special community distinguishable from 
the state by its willed submission to Allah, 
but in the absence of historical rootage 
for the distinction introduced by Christ, 
“Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and 
to God what is God’s,” it is diffi cult to dis-
cern from what corner of its intellectual 
history this distinction might spring.

Of course, it is unrealistic to think that 
the various forms of Western democracy, 
including democracy’s characteristic 
embrace of freedom of religion, owe their 
existence to nothing other than Christi-
anity: they owe much to the Enlighten-
ment, the peculiar rise in the eighteenth 
century of the European nation-state, and 
to several other infl uences. Yet one of the 
foundational influences was certainly 
Christianity, and that includes simulta-
neous beliefs in a sovereign God who 
holds us accountable (shared with Islam), 
and a fundamental distinction (however 

worked out) between church and state—
a distinction that traces back to the Lord 
Jesus himself.

(3) It cannot be too strongly empha-
sized that even after Christians have rec-
ognized the uniqueness of Jesus’ words, 
“Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and 
to God what is God’s,” much more study 
and theological synthesis are needed to 
work out what the relationship between 
church and state should look like in prac-
tical terms. It is one thing to recognize that 
Jesus mandates some sort of distinction; it 
is another to spell out the concrete param-
eters of the distinction. Thus there are 
Christians today who follow Stanley Hau-
erwas, for example, who thinks, in effect, 
that we should not bother trying to reform 
the state with Christian ideals, but devote 
our energy to establishing an alternative 
community. On the other hand, there 
are theonomists whose placement of law 
in their theological synthesis demands 
that they work toward a renewal of the 
nation such that biblical law will become 
the law of the land in every domain save 
where Jesus has specifi cally abrogated it. 
Inevitably there is a spectrum of positions 
between these two poles—and still more 
variations along quite different axes, too. 
This is not the place to begin to test rep-
resentative positions by Scripture. I am 
merely specifying that all of these theories 
and their outworkings share something 
fundamental at the core, something 
unique to Christianity, something that is 
traceable back to Jesus Christ.

SBJT: Why is it helpful to compare and 

contrast Romans 13 and Revelation 

in considering the role of governing 

authorities?

Thomas R. Schreiner: First, we shall 
consider Rom 13:1-7. Believers are com-
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manded to submit to governing authori-
ties. Against some scholars, there is no 
reference to angelic powers here; the 
authorities mentioned are secular rulers. 
We can be confi dent that human rulers 
are in view, for taxes are obviously paid to 
civil authorities, not angels. Paul empha-
sizes that rulers have been appointed and 
instituted by God. Seeing God as the one 
who ordains rulers was not a Pauline 
innovation but harkens back here to the 
OT where God’s sovereignty over rulers 
is affi rmed regularly (2 Sam 12:8; Prov 
8:15-16; Isa 45:1; Jer 27:5-6; Dan 2:21, 37; 
4:17, 25, 32; 5:21). Civil authorities are not 
the ultimate authority. God establishes 
rulers, and he removes them from power 
as well. Their authority is delegated and 
provisional, and, hence, they must not 
succumb to arrogance.

Since rulers are ordained by God, 
believers are called upon to submit to 
authorities (cf. also Titus 3:1). Governing 
authorities maintain order in society by 
punishing evil and extolling what is good. 
Rulers have the right and duty to use the 
sword to enforce justice against those who 
practice evil (Rom 13:4). It is likely that the 
reference to the sword refers to capital 
punishment, which is enacted upon those 
who kill with malice aforethought. Again 
Paul draws upon OT tradition, especially 
Gen 9:6. 

Occasionally Rom 13:1-7 has been 
interpreted as a treatise, as if Paul com-
prehensively speaks of the relationship 
between believers and ruling authorities. 
We must recall that the admonition is 
exceedingly brief and was originally writ-
ten to the Roman churches. Paul did not 
intend to examine in any detail the role 
of government. Hence, the exhortations 
in Romans 13 cannot be used to say that 
in every possible situation the govern-

ment must be obeyed. The call to submit 
represents the normal way that believers 
should respond to civil rulers. Paul was 
quite aware from his own experience as a 
missionary that those in power could act 
unjustly and thereby promote evil rather 
than good. Furthermore, the text is forced 
to say more than it intends if carte blanche 
authority is assigned to governments. It 
was simply not Paul’s purpose to specify 
the cases in which faithfulness to God 
would demand contravention of what the 
government ordained.

John in Revelation, however, looks at 
government from another perspective, 
and we must put together what John says 
in Revelation 13 with what Paul says in 
Romans 13 for a more comprehensive 
view of secular rule. The city of Rome 
in Revelation represents Babylon with 
its greed, love of luxury, and immoral-
ity (Rev 17:1-19:10). Most signifi cantly, 
Babylon spills the blood of the saints 
(Rev 17:6; 18:24; 19:2). Believers lived in a 
context in which the governing authority 
oppressed them and even put them to 
death (Rev 2:12; 6:9-11; 20:4; cf. Rev 3:10). 
Satan likely fi nds a home in Pergamum 
because the emperor cult was practiced 
there (Rev 2:13). The Roman empire is 
not presented as a model of justice and 
righteousness but as a rapacious and 
inhuman beast that tramples upon and 
mistreats God’s people (Rev 13:1-18). The 
image of the beast stems from Daniel 
7 where the kingdoms of the world 
are portrayed as inhuman beasts that 
unleash evil upon their subjects. The 
beast of Revelation combines the evil 
characteristics of all the beasts of Daniel 
7, so that the Roman empire is viewed as 
the culmination and climax of the evil 
rule of human beings. What stands out 
particularly is that the beast of Revelation 
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demands supremacy and worship, so that 
it stands as a rival to Almighty God and 
the Lamb. The beast has its own prophet 
speaking on its behalf (Rev 13:11-18), and 
it lays claim to its own resurrection (Rev 
13:3). The beast wields its power over 
believers, so that it persecutes and slays 
those who oppose it (Rev 13:7). Whereas 
Paul focuses on government as an entity 
that restrains evil, John emphasizes the 
satanic and demonic character of govern-
ment. The problem with Rome and every 
government is the desire for totalitarian 
rule. Lurking behind the government’s 
demand for absolute commitment and 
submission is Satan himself, who uses 
government to advance his own ends so 
as to procure worship of himself. 

It might appear that Revelation repre-
sents government run riot as it exercises 
its insatiable appetite over the lives of 
others. Indeed, Rome’s power comes from 
Satan himself (Rev 13:4). Nevertheless, 
God still reigns sovereignly over all the 
beast does, so that the beast accomplishes 
nothing apart from God’s will. Revelation 
often refers to God’s throne, highlight-
ing the truth that he rules over all (Rev 
1:4; 3:21, etc.). The entirety of chapter 4 
focuses on God as creator and hence as 
the sovereign one. So too, Jesus is the ruler 
of the kings of the earth (Rev 1:5). Even in 
chapter thirteen which features the beast’s 
rule on earth, John repeatedly remarks 
that the authority that belongs to the beast 
“was given” (edothē) to him. Most likely, 
this form is a divine passive, emphasiz-
ing that authority was granted to him by 
God himself. Hence, God allowed him to 
blaspheme (Rev 13:5), to rule for forty-two 
months over the entire world (Rev 13:5, 7), 
and to conquer the saints and put them 
to death (Rev 13:7). Even the abilities and 
miracles of the false prophet were given 

to him (Rev 13:14, 15). Even though God 
rules over all, evil cannot be ascribed 
to him. The intentions and motives of 
Satan and the beast are malicious, but 
God’s intentions and motives are perfect, 
even though he ultimately reigns and 
rules over all that happens. John does 
not attempt to provide any philosophi-
cal defense of how God can rule over all 
things without himself being stained by 
evil. He simply assumes that God rules 
over all, and yet at the same time affi rms 
that the evil infl icted by Satan and the 
beast is horrifi c and deserving of judg-
ment by God.

Believers await the day when God’s 
reign over the world will be consum-
mated. In the meantime God has ordained 
governing authorities to prevent anarchy 
and to regulate lawlessness, so that a 
measure of peace and order exists in the 
world. Believers are called upon to submit 
to these authorities, unless the authorities 
mandate something that God forbids. NT 
writers are not naïve about the venality 
and evil of governing powers. In Revela-
tion the profound evil and even demonic 
character of the state is unmasked. The 
pax Romana was certainly not the whole 
story behind Roman rule! Nevertheless, 
believers are not encouraged to adopt a 
revolutionary mindset, as if they could 
bring in the kingdom of God through 
political change. They are to pay taxes 
and ordinarily subordinate themselves 
to authority. Still, their ultimate devotion 
is to God himself and Jesus as Lord, and 
hence when government demands totali-
tarian worship it must be resisted. [Note: 
The wording here is adapted slightly 
from the forthcoming book, New Testa-

ment Theology: Magnifying God in Christ 
(Baker, 2008).]
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SBJT: One of the most formative books 

in the history of the West has been 

Augustine’s The City of God. What was 

the context in which it was written, and 

what was Augustine’s main point in the 

book? Furthermore, what lessons about 

history and the Christian life can we 

continue to draw from this seminal work 

by Augustine?

Michael A. G. Haykin: Augustine wrote 
this work over the course of fi fteen years 
(412-427) and in the light of the impending 
fall of the Western Roman Empire. There 
were a number of key events in the late 
fourth century that led to this climactic 
event. But what some have identifi ed as 
the “true moment of collapse, the moment 
of irreversible disaster”1 for Roman impe-
rial power in the West was the crossing 
by huge numbers of barbarian warriors—
Vandals, Suevi, and the (non-Germanic) 
Alans—over the frozen surface of the 
Rhine River, Rome’s natural frontier in 
that part of the Empire, during the winter 
of 406-407.2 They poured into the western 
provinces of the Empire, wresting forever 
those areas of the imperium from Roman 
rule. 

But the event truly emblematic of the 
passing of Roman might was the three-
day sack of Rome in August of 410. Alaric 
(d. 410), more of a profi teer than deter-
mined enemy of Rome, and his Visigoths, 
who were largely Arian by theological 
conviction, entered the city on August 
24. Over the course of the next three 
days the symbolic heart of the Empire 
went through what Augustine would 
later describe as “devastation, butchery, 
[and] plundering.”3 A number of leading 
senators were slain, women were raped, 
even some who had devoted themselves 
to celibacy for Christ’s sake, and others 
taken hostage.

Although Rome had long ceased to be 
the real political heart of the Empire, her 
status in the early fi fth century was iconic, 
the symbol of an entire way of life, and 
her sack by a foreign invader—the fi rst 
since the Celts had taken the city in 390 
BC—spoke volumes, however, to a world 
accustomed to fi nding meaning below the 
surface of a text through allegorization. 

Pagans, Augustine tells us, were sure 
that the disaster was attributable to the 
abandonment of the worship of the old 
gods, which had taken place during the 
fourth century when the Roman Emperors 
declared themselves to be “Christians.”4 
Augustine quoted pagans as saying to 
believers, “Look at all the terrible things 
happening in Christian times [tempora 

Christiana], the world is being laid waste 
… and Rome destroyed.”5 This pagan 
conviction was rooted in the long-held 
belief that it was Roman pietas—namely, 
Rome’s submission to the gods and her 
fulfi llment of her duty towards them—
that had guaranteed her earthly triumphs 
and stability. 

Many Christians were equally stunned 
and shocked by the horrors that had over-
taken the city of Rome. Jerome, the trans-
lator of the Bible into the Latin Vulgate, for 
instance, was absolutely overwhelmed by 
reports that he heard and for a while could 
do little else but weep.6 When he did write 
down his thoughts he did so through the 
medium of apocalyptic language. “The 
whole world is sinking into ruin,” he 
told one correspondent.7 Jerome, like so 
many other Christians of his day, seems 
to have been utterly unable to conceive of 
a Rome-less world.

By Augustine’s own admission, The 

City of God was “a long and arduous” task, 
a “huge work” as he says at its close.8 The 
Latin text runs to about a quarter of a mil-
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lion words. Not surprisingly, at times it 
is repetitious and rambling, replete with 
diversions and sidebars, as it were. Some 
of the latter—dealing with subjects like 
the relationship of true philosophy to 
skepticism, the meaning of the miracu-
lous, and the Incarnation as an expres-
sion of divine humility—are extremely 
interesting windows into Augustine’s 
thinking. 

All of this means that it is not easy 
to produce a comprehensive summary 
of the book. But at the book’s heart was 
Augustine’s mature refl ection on God’s 
purposes in the realm of history, a refl ec-
tion that sought to be rigorously biblical 
and that represented a well-thought-out 
rejection of any vision of history that 
equated the Kingdom of God with earthly 
realms. Although the taking of Rome by 
the Visigoths provided the immediate 
reason for beginning the work, there is 
every indication that even if this event 
had not happened Augustine would have 
written this massive tome. As Johannes 
van Oort puts it, “The City of God is not 
an occasional pamphlet that developed 
into a comprehensive work, but one of 
Augustine’s principal works, written after 
a long process of maturation.”9 

What abiding lesson may we learn 
from this seminal work? Obviously, there 
are many, but one lesson in particular 
is that Augustine reminds us that the 
Christian life is a life of pilgrimage. The 
eternal world to come is the believer’s true 
home. Those who are journeying towards 
this goal are part of a holy community 
that lives by faith, hope, and self-denying 
love, and that is thus marked by humil-
ity and obedience to God.10 Nor can this 
community be fully identifi ed with any 
earthly kingdom, for none of these king-
doms are eternal. 

In this age, the City of God often 
goes through tribulation and hardship. 
Augustine refuses to countenance the 
fundamentally pagan idea that religious 
commitment automatically issues in 
health, wealth, and prosperity. Christians 
do go through suffering. But, Augustine 
skillfully argues, suffering is never sim-
ply that and nothing else. Rather, it is 
how suffering is borne. It can be either a 
curse or a blessing, since it hardens and 
degrades the godless, but purifies the 
devout and frees them to seek God and 
fi nd in him their true wealth and joy.

There is thus an ambiguity about his-
tory when it is viewed solely in the light 
of this age. Both good and bad befall both 
those in the pilgrim City of God and those 
inhabitants of the earthly city. No clear 
distinction can be made between the two 
communities if one simply looks at the 
circumstances affecting them. This obvi-
ously demands that we view history from 
its eschatological end-point. 

But this also means that Christians 
cannot stand aloof from the needs of their 
fellow-citizens for when affl ictions come 
they affect all in an earthly community. 
Christians therefore can and should be 
good citizens and involved in the life of 
the earthly communities surrounding 
them.11 As Augustine said in a sermon 
preached at the time he began work on 
this massive work:

I beg you, I beseech you, I exhort you 
all to be meek, to show compassion 
on those who are suffering, to take 
care of the weak; and at this time 
of many refgees from abroad, to be 
generous in your hospitality, gener-
ous in your good works. Let Chris-
tians do what Christ commands, 
and the blasphemies of the pagans 
can hurt none but them selves.12 
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SBJT: What should the Christian’s pos-

ture toward the state be? 
Jonathan Leeman: Most people, whether 
Christian or not, assume a posture toward 
the state somewhere on a spectrum 
between an old man’s cynicism and a 
young man’s optimism (picture Jimmy 
Stewart in “Mr. Smith Goes to Washing-
ton”). 

Thoughtful Christians commonly 
warn fellow believers against the latter 
end of this spectrum—against over real-

izing their eschatologies and over equat-
ing the kingdom of God and the kingdom 
of man. Salvation will not come from the 
state, and a pastor’s job is to preach the 
gospel. Period. Whatever opinions he 
harbors over health care, minimum wage, 
or immigration, he has the authority to 
preach the Word and not one word more 
(2 Tim 4:2; also, John 7:18). 

So cautionary tales are told about the 
leftward and rightward ventures of main-
line Protestantism and the Moral Majority, 
respectively. (Of course, Emergent and 
New Perspective stump speeches make 
one think this tale should be rehearsed 
more often!)

Postmodern Cynicism
But in our postmodern and media-

saturated era, I wonder if the more com-
mon sin among the saints is cynicism 
and apathy. Those are the sins of my post-
Vietnam generation, anyhow. Where the 
modern man had ideological delusions of 
political grandeur, whether of the Marxist 
or liberal variety, his postmodern progeny 
is (ironically) the older cynical man on 
the spectrum (See Timothy Bewes, Cyni-

cism and Postmodernism [London: Verso, 
1997]). The Enlightenment ideologies that 
formerly claimed the faith of the nations 
were blown to smithereens when the real 
story was leaked: “It’s All About Power 
Says Postmodernism.” 

For once, the Christian with his doc-
trine of original sin can embrace this bit 
of wisdom from the world. We know that 
every ideology, whether the West’s or the 
East’s, is a form of idolatry (See David T. 
Koyzis, Political Visions & Illusions [Down-
ers Grove: InterVarsity, 2003], 15, 22-34). 
We know that every political hero is 
deeply fallen. 

In the late nineties, the window of 
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my offi ce in Washington overlooked the 
entrance to Monica Lewinsky’s lawyers’ 
building. My colleagues and I probably 
lost several hours of work watching the 
DC paparazzi swarm as she came and 
went. In retrospect, what’s more remark-
able to me than anything Clinton did 
through the entire affair was the fact 
that the Republican speaker of the house 
leading the impeachment charge against 
Clinton was simultaneously having an 
affair of his own, as he recently acknowl-
edged. 

Sure enough, patriotism is harder 
to fi nd today than it was in my grand-
father’s day. It feels clichéd to list off 
Watergate, Iran-Contra, “Read My Lips,” 
Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction, 
and Abu Ghraib, but these clichés have 
transformed America’s political culture. 
Cynicism and apathy are in. Why waste 
your time with politics?

Biblical Response to Cynicism
In jarring contradistinction to such 

cynicism comes Paul’s admonition: “I 
urge, then, first of all, that requests, 
prayers, intercession and thanksgiving 
be made for everyone—for kings and 
all those in authority, that we may live 
peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness 
and holiness” (1 Tim. 2:1-2). His words 
strike our condescending ears for several 
reasons. First, praying typically involves a 
commitment of the heart that is anything 
but natural toward those in authority 
over us. Second, Paul urges Christians to 
pray with expectation: “that we may live 
peaceful and quiet lives.” In other words, 
pray to the end of effecting change in 
the political mechanisms responsible for 
yielding peaceful and quite lives. Prayer-
fully involve yourself, Christian, in the 
affairs of the state. Third, Paul surely had 

more reason to be cynical about govern-
ment living under Caesar than anyone in 
the democratic West. 

And Paul’s example is not the only one 
which commends a supportive posture 
toward the state. Joseph’s posture was 
loyal, diligent, and hard-working as he 
prepared Egypt for famine. Daniel’s 
posture before Darius the Mede was 
downright reverential, as evident in his 
exclamation, “O king, live forever!” (Dan 
6:21), even if that was a common salute 
for a king (see Dan 2:4; 3:9; 5:10; 6:6). Even 
Jesus’ command to render to Caesar what-
ever belongs to him exemplifi ed a certain 
kind of deference. 

In short, Christians should not regard 
the state with disdain, contempt, or apa-
thy, but with prayer, honor, and reverence. 
As Paul said speaking of the governing 
authority, “he is God’s servant for your 
good” (Rom 13:4).

Both the young man’s tour-bus naivety 
and the old man’s back-room cynicism 
result from the same failure to trust 
Christ. What is cynicism, after all, but the 
fruit of placing one’s hope in the wrong 
place to begin with. 

Like Non-Christian Family 
Members

The appropriate posture of a Christian 
toward the state can be analogized, I 
believe, to a Christian’s posture toward 
non-Christian family members. We Chris-
tians desire for our family members to 
know Christ. But even if they never do, 
we still hope they will live morally, act 
justly, work legally, and show compassion. 
And we act in their lives toward this end, 
as when we teach our children to be law-
abiding citizens, whether they embrace 
the gospel or not.

We may not be called to love and care 
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for the nation to the same extent we are 
called to care for our family members, but 
the command to love our neighbors as 
ourselves obligates us to seek the nation’s 
good, including, as occasion permits, 
through the mechanisms of the state.

I’d even propose that this analogy can 
be rooted in the structures of redemptive 
history. In ancient Israel, the mechanisms 
of the state and of the family were sub-
sumed within covenantal structures. One 
might say that the Abrahamic and Sinai 
covenants assigned jobs to the nation-
state and to the family. A Jew’s religion 
operated through the state and through the 
family. The three spheres overlapped. The 
IRS and the church offering plate worked 
together.

Not so under the new covenant. The 
people of God are no longer defi ned by 
political and familial-ethnic boundar-
ies. Jesus’ distinction between what’s 
rendered to Caesar and what’s rendered 
to God presumed that the nation state 
of Israel was no longer sovereign, and 
the context of Jesus’ remarks in all three 
Synoptic Gospels demonstrates the divine 
intentionality behind this dramatic shift. 
Before and after the passage containing 
Caesar’s coin are parables and inquisi-
tions indicating that the Jews’ time was 
up. God was bringing in a new adminis-
tration. The old offi ce holders were only 
tenants (e.g., Mark 12:1-12). 

Paul’s willingness to appeal to Caesar 
over and against the Jews on a capital 
matter indicates this same bifurcation 
of political and spiritual authority (Acts 
25:11ff). Indeed, it’s at fi rst odd that the 
latter chapters of Acts would be so con-
sumed with this appeal to Caesar and 
the movement toward Rome. Yet Luke’s 
movement from Jerusalem in the early 
chapters of Acts to Rome in the latter 

chapters clearly has not just missiological 
implications, but covenantal and politi-
cal ones (See David W. Pao, Acts and the 

Isaianic New Exodus [Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2000]). From the Israelite’s perspective, 
church and state were now divided. 

Henceforth, no earthly emperor could 
legitimately claim the name “holy” or the 
ability to rule by “divine right.” Instead, 
God’s people would live in permanent 
geographic exile, even as they dwell per-
manently with God. (How deeply ironic 
and tragic that one signifi cant segment 
of the church would identify its author-
ity and name with Rome and, for many 
centuries, alternatively collaborate and 
compete with the emperor for secular 
rule.)

Did that mean Paul could blow off the 
old political, familial, and religious alli-
ances with the wave of a cynical hand? 
Hardly. Instead, he said, “For I could wish 
that I myself were cursed and cut off from 
Christ for the sake of my brothers, those 
of my own race, the people of Israel” (Rom 
9:3-4). His heart yearned for them. 

Are a Christian’s family obligations 
moot? Hardly. “If anyone does not pro-
vide for his relatives, and especially for 
his immediate family, he has denied the 
faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 
Tim 5:8). 

Just as a Christian should continue to 
care for his family’s welfare, even though 
the economy of redemption has now 
placed church and family in different 
spheres, so a Christian should pray for 
the nation and seek its good through the 
mechanisms of the state, even through 
church and state belong in different 
spheres. 

Render to Democracy
What specifi cally are we obligated to 
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render to Caesar in a democratic nation? 
Pay our taxes, stop at red lights, and gen-
erally stay out of trouble?

In fact, I believe we are obligated to 
render to a democratic Caesar everything 
the command to love our neighbors 
requires us to render. You might say we’re 
to render to democracy what belongs to 
democracy. 

Like love’s requirements generally, dif-
ferent opportunities and resources will 
require different levels of engagement 
from individual to individual, whether 
voting, lobbying, nominating, candidat-
ing, adjudicating, or even participating 
in civil disobedience. A failure to vote, 
if one is capable, is arguably a failure to 
love one’s neighbor and, therefore, God. 
Quite simply, God has placed this and 
other institutional mechanisms into the 
Western Christian’s hands for securing 
peace, justice, and mercy. 

This means there’s no room for cyni-
cism or apathy in a Christian’s posture 
toward the state. As the general public 
becomes more apathetic, Christians 
should remain civically informed and 
engaged. Yet we do so remembering 
the lines between church and state and 
between the kingdom of God and the 
kingdoms of this world.

In the fi nal analysis, it’s a deepening 
understanding of this new covenant 
gospel that simultaneously compels and 
constrains the Christian’s regard for the 
state, keeping us from veering toward 
either cynical indifference or false mes-
sianic hopes.
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Renewing Minds: Serving Church and 

Society through Christian Higher Educa-

tion. By David S. Dockery. B&H Aca-
demic, 2007, 288 pp., $19.99 paper.

Martin Luther once warned Chris-
tians with these words: “I greatly 
fear that schools for higher learning 
are wide gates to hell if they do not 
diligently teach the Holy Scripture 
and impress them on the young 
folk.” The great Reformer knew of the 
importance of Christian education 
and the development of Christian 
thinkers, but his great fear of schools 
as potential “wide gates to hell” is all 
too justifi ed.

In his new book, Renewing Minds: 

Serving Church and Society through 

Christian Higher Education, David 
Dockery proposes that the Christian 
college or university should not be 
merely an academic institution with 
Christian teachers and Christian 
students, but instead it should be “the 
academic division of the kingdom 
enterprise.”

Dockery serves as president of 
Union University in Jackson, Ten-
nessee, and that school serves, in 
substance, as evidence of his vision 
for Christian higher education. Dock-
ery’s central model is the Christian 
university, combining several disci-
plines of learning and professional 
study within its institutional reach. 
He proposes his own vision for 
making all of these areas of study 
accountable to Christian truth.

He also calls for the recovery of the 
Christian mind and the development 

of Christian thinkers:

Our task will be intellectually 
challenging. The work is not 
easy, but it is faithful to the call-
ing upon Christ-followers. There 
is no room for anti-intellectual-
ism in Christian higher educa-
tion. We are to have the mind of 
Christ, a concept that certainly 
requires us to think and wrestle 
with the challenging ideas of 
history and the issues of our 
day. To do otherwise would 
result in another generation 
of God’s people becoming ill-
equipped for faithful thinking 
and service in this still-new 
century. A Christian worldview 
is needed to help interpret an 
ever-changing culture. Instead 
of allowing our thoughts to be 
captivated by culture, we must 
take every thought captive to 
Jesus Christ.

To their shame, many Christian 
institutions of learning fall short of 
a model of responsible Christian 
scholarship. Dockery calls for a 
reversal of this trend and a reasser-
tion of the scholarly vocation and 
responsibility.

In his words:
Serious scholarship is often 
described as “a search for 
knowledge or a quest for truth,” 
phrases so familiar as to be 
clichés in higher education. 
Our task must not be described 
carelessly or fl ippantly. When 
we speak of scholarship from a 
Christian perspective, we speak 
of more than scholarship done 
by Christians. Rather, we speak 
of a passion for learning based 
on the supposition that all truth 
is God’s truth. Thus, as Chris-
tian scholars related together in 
a learning community, we are 
to seek to take every thought 
captive to Christ.

Book Reviews

But the recovery of Christian 
scholarship and the development of 
young Christian minds also requires 
the recovery of the vocation of the 
teacher. Even as many of the most 
prestigious academic institutions 
in the land elevate research above 
teaching, the Christian school can 
never forget the central role of the 
teacher in the educational process. 
At the same time, those teachers must 
be practicing scholars who model 
the academic vocation and the life 
of the mind.

Dockery explains,

In the large majority of Chris-
tian universities, it is teach-
ing that is rightly prized and 
prioritized, but we also need 
a complementary place for 
Christian scholarship. Rightly 
understood, Christian scholar-
ship is not contrary to either 
faithful teaching or Christian 
piety. Christian scholarship 
provides a foundation for new 
discovery and creative teaching 
as well as the framework for 
passing on the unified truth 
essential to the advancement 
of Christianity.
This revealed truth is the foun-
dation of all we believe, teach, 
and do. We believe that this 
God-revealed truth is the frame-
work in which we understand 
and interpret our world, the 
events of human history as well 
as our responsibilities toward 
God and one another in this 
world. This is what it means 
for us to advance the Christian 
intellectual tradition and to 
love God with our hearts, our 
strength, and our minds.
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ity of the churches that he founded 
(1-42). Plummer rightly observes a 
dichotomy in scholarship: “Some 
scholars argue that Paul’s writings 
refl ect only a passive or supportive 
missionary vision for his churches 
in distinct discontinuity with his 
own centrifugal mission. Others 
see evidence for greater continuity 
between the apostle’s own outward-
directed missionary labors and 
his evangelistic expectations of his 
churches” (41f). In chapter two, 
“The Church’s Mission in the Pau-
line Letters: A Theological Basis 
for Apostolic Continuity” (43-70), 
Plummer argues that the nature of 
the gospel is powerful and dynamic: 
it is God’s effective, self-diffusing 
word, spread by the apostle(s) and 
all other Christians. “Paul speaks of 
the gospel as a dynamic entity that 
propelled both him (as an apostle) 
and the churches (as gospel-created 
and gospel empowered entities) into 
the further spread of God’s word” 
(67). He further sets Paul’s theol-
ogy of mission within the broader 
New Testament understanding of 
the church’s mission. The chapter 
closes with all too brief observations 
on the discontinuity of missionary 
activity between the Old Testament 
and the New Testament (which in 
view of Plummer’s emphasis on the 
effective word of God would have 
deserved more attention!) and a mere 
two pages on the co-workers of Paul 
who form a close link between the 
mission of Paul and the mission of 
the Pauline communities. In view of 
its importance for Plummer’s case, 
the effective and dynamic nature of 
God’s word in the Old Testament as 

Renewing Minds is a genuine and 
helpful contribution to evangelical 
scholarship. Furthermore, it comes 
from one who leads a major Christian 
university and has earned the credi-
bility to set forth his vision. This book 
should be read by pastors, parents, 
educators—and all who share a pas-
sion to see the renewal of Christian 
minds in this generation.

R. Albert Mohler Jr.

Paul’s Understanding of the Church’s 

Mission: Did the Apostle Paul Expect 

the Early Christian Communities to 

Evangelize? By Robert L. Plummer. 
Paternoster Biblical Monographs. 
Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2006, 190 
pp., $25.00 paper

When Christians want to motivate 
each other to spread the gospel, pas-
sages like Matt 28:19f or 1 Pet 3:15 
quickly come to mind. But it is not 
all that obvious which passage from 
Paul’s letters should be used. This 
is all the more surprising as Paul is 
the missionary par excellence in the 
New Testament and as all of his let-
ters were written in the context of 
the early Christian mission. Robert 
Plummer, Associate Professor of 
New Testament Interpretation at 
The Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary, addresses this observa-
tion head on and asks in the present 
volume: “Did the apostle Paul expect 
the early Christian communities to 
evangelize?” 

Plummer sets out with a detailed 
survey of research on approaches 
to the continuity between the mis-
sion of Paul and the mission activ-

a backdrop for the proclamation of 
the gospel deserves more than a few 
lines. This lack of detail is the one 
weakness in Plummer’s otherwise 
persuasive treatment of a question 
crucial for our understanding of 
Paul as well as the nature of the 
missionary task in the early church 
and today. 

Chapter three examines the 
instructions to spread the gospel in 
Paul’s letters (71-105). Plummer fi nds 
the following Pauline exhortations to 
witness actively: Phil 1:12-18; 2:14-16; 
Eph 6:15, 17, 18-20 and 1 Cor 4:16; 
7:12-16; 11:1; 14:23-25. He concludes, 

There can be no doubt that Paul 
instructs and approves of his 
churches actively proclaim-
ing the gospel. In Philippians, 
Ephesians, and 1 Corinthians … 
Paul commands the churches to 
declare the gospel, to be pre-
pared to do so, or to imitate him 
in the way that he strives for 
the salvation of non-Christians. 
Also, in Philippians, we saw 
that Paul approvingly men-
tions that ordinary Christians 
in his current setting have 
been emboldened to preach the 
gospel because of his example 
(96). 

Plummer also discusses reasons why 
Paul has not addressed the mission-
ary task of the communities more 
often (96). In addition, there is an 
expectation to witness passively in 
2 Cor 6:3-7, 1 Thess 2:5-12, and Titus 
2:1-10 (slaves are charged to adorn 
the gospel, i.e., to make it attractive 
through their behaviour). 

Chapter four gathers “Incidental 
Evidence that Paul Expected the 
Churches to Spread the Gospel in 
the Apostolic Pattern” (107-39). Paul 
expected that the gospel would pro-
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pel the church in missionary activity 
that paralleled his own apostolic 
mission. He also expected that other 
facets of his apostolic mission would 
be replicated in the life of the church, 
namely signs, wonders, and miracles 
in confi rmation of the proclamation 
of the gospel, prayer for missions: 
“Paul prayed for the churches’ rela-
tionship with outsiders, for the 
churches’ internal spiritual health, 
and (in all likelihood) for his own 
mission. Paul expected the churches 
to also pray for the same things. 
The apostolic ministry of prayer is 
replicated in the churches” (116). 
The teaching and “building up” of 
the church was also part of Paul’s 
expansive missionary vision which 
he expected to be replicated in his 
congregations (107-21), together with 
the apostolic pattern of suffering 
(121-38). The pattern of suffering in 
the early church is a powerful argu-
ment for the church’s missionary 
nature as it demonstrates that the 
dynamic and offensive gospel was 
progressing effectively through its 
adherents. Plummer concludes that 

Paul thought of all but the 
non-repeatable functions of his 
apostleship as devolving upon 
the churches. The cumulative 
witness … gives us grounds 
for concluding that Paul viewed 
the church as continuing his 
apostolic mission (minus non-
repeatable functions). We would 
expect nothing less than such 
missionary activity from an 
entity defi ned by the same self-
diffusing gospel as its apostolic 
founder (138). 

Plummer concludes by offering a 
summary of his study and drawing 
implications (141-45): “Just like the 
ancient churches that Paul addressed, 

modern churches should be active in 
proclaiming the gospel, suffering for 
the gospel, authenticating the gospel 
by their behaviour, confi rming the 
gospel through miracles, building-
up the church, and praying for mis-
sions and the church” (144). A full 
bibliography (147-75) and an index 
of scripture and authors round off 
the volume. 

Plummer offers a short, but suc-
cinct study of a signifi cant aspect of 
early Christian mission. Despite the 
limited textual evidence that is avail-
able, he demonstrates that beyond 
the apostles and the band of their 
co-workers, all Christians were called 
and expected to spread the gospel. 
This is also to be expected in view of 
the rapid spread of Christianity from 
the very beginning. Plummer’s study 
raises a number of important impli-
cations for the mission of the church 
today. Monastic orders, missionary 
societies, para-church organisa-
tions, evangelists, or other certain 
gifted individuals cannot fulfi l the 
missionary task for the church, nor 
should they attempt to do so. Close 
relationships and cooperation with 
churches will grant them validity and 
legitimacy. The most effective way of 
returning the missionary task to the 
church “is to teach and preach the 
gospel accurately. Because the gospel 
is self-diffusive, when it truly dwells 
in a congregation, that congregation 
will experience ‘spontaneous expan-
sion’, empowered by God’s word and 
presence” (144f). Plummer’s stress on 
the effective, self-diffusing nature 
of the gospel carries missiological 
implications but also implications for 
the nature of the church. If this word 

of God is no longer suffi ciently or cor-
rectly proclaimed, the church divests 
itself of its dynamism and vitality. No 
programmes whatsoever will be able 
to replace this force on the long run. 
The last words belong to Plummer: 
“While Paul does speak of the mis-
sionary task entrusted to him as an 
obligation, it is more comprehensively 
described as a natural overfl ow of 
the dynamic gospel’s presence in his 
life. The church also, because it is cre-
ated and characterized by the same 
gospel, must be an active missionary 
community” (145). 

Christoph Stenschke
Missionshaus Bibelschule 

Wiedenest and Department of 
New Testament

University of South Africa

Gospel-Centered Hermeneutics: Foun-

dations and Principles of Evangelical 

Biblical Interpretation. By Graeme 
Goldsworthy. Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 2006, 341 pp., $29.00. 

Graeme Goldsworthy, a retired 
lecturer from Moore Theological 
College, Sydney, carries his passion 
for biblical theology and applies it 
to the discipline of hermeneutics. 
As the title of this work suggests, 
Goldsworthy unashamedly seeks 
to develop a thorough-going evan-
gelical hermeneutic. The book is 
divided into three parts. Part one, 
“Evangelical Prolegomena to Herme-
neutics,” considers the foundations 
and presuppositions of evangelical 
exegesis, interpretation, and theol-
ogy. Goldsworthy strongly affi rms 
that the Bible has a single, coherent 
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message—a message that centers on 
the person and work of Jesus Christ: 
“At the heart of evangelicalism is 
the belief that the gospel of Jesus 
Christ is the definitive revelation 
to mankind of God’s mind, and the 
defi ning fact of human history. The 
person and work of Jesus provide us 
with a single focal point for under-
standing reality” (21). Because neu-
trality and complete objectivity are 
presuppositional myths, it is better 
to declare our assumptions up front. 
Thus, he explains that his evangeli-
cal presuppositions (e.g., grace alone, 
Christ alone, Scripture alone, faith 
alone), as well as his gospel-centered 
hermeneutics are Christocentric. 
He states, “For hermeneutics to be 
gospel-centered, it must be based on 
the person of Jesus Christ” (58). He 
then gives the reader a sampling of 
his biblical theology by examining 
(1) Creation and Fall, (2) Torah, (3) 
Wisdom, (4) Prophets, (5) the Gospels, 
(6) Acts, (7) the Epistles, and (8) Rev-
elation. Only when the progression of 
biblical revelation is understood can 
we accurately interpret the Bible.

Part two, entitled “Challenges 
to Evangelical Hermeneutics,” is 
a survey and critique of the his-
tory of hermeneutics. Goldsworthy 
addresses several influences that 
have caused the gospel to be mini-
mized or ignored throughout the 
history of the church. He traces how 
the intrusion of inconsistent presup-
positions and unbiblical philosophies 
resulted in the true gospel message 
being eclipsed in (1) the early church, 
(2) the medieval church, (3) Roman 
Catholicism, (4) liberalism, (5) philo-
sophical hermeneutics, (6) historical 

criticism, (7) literary criticism, and (8) 
evangelicalism.

Perhaps the most interesting and 
relevant chapter in this section is the 
fi nal one, which evaluates the eclipse 
of the gospel in evangelicalism. He 
fi rst mentions the danger of Quiet-
ism (or evangelical Docetism), which 
relates to those who claim they do 
not make decisions because the Holy 
Spirit makes them for us. In this case, 
the “human characteristics of the 
biblical documents are ignored” and 
“historical and biblical theological 
context are regarded as irrelevant” 
(168). Literalism (or evangelical Zion-
ism) fails to correctly understand 
both the progressive nature of bibli-
cal revelation and the use of fi gura-
tive language in the Bible. Thus, some 
(wrongly) insist that certain prophe-
cies in the OT must be interpreted 
literally—especially those prophe-
cies related to the restoration of the 
nation of Israel. One problem with a 
literalistic approach is that the NT 
authors do not interpret OT prophe-
cies literally. A third danger, legalism 
(or evangelical Judaism) highlights 
humanity’s desire to merit salvation. 
Decisionism (or evangelical Bultman-
nism) involves the calling for deci-
sions to follow Jesus without telling 
people why they should make such 
a decision. Goldsworthy comments, 
“The problem is not in the call for 
decision. The error of decisionism 
is to dehistoricize the gospel and to 
make the decision the saving event” 
(174). Subjectivism (or evangelical 
Schleiermacherism) is the trend to 
elevate feelings over thinking. It is 
the idea that if something feels right, 
then it must be right. The problem is 

that such a focus on emotions “is in 
fact a form of reader-response herme-
neutics in which the reader, often 
under the guise of being led by the 
Spirit, determines the meaning of the 
text” (176). A sixth danger, Jesus-in-
my-heart-ism (or evangelical Catholi-
cism), puts too much emphasis on 
God’s grace as a kind or spiritual 
infusion into the life of the Christian 
and tends to minimize the focus of 
God’s grace in the historic gospel 
event of Jesus’ life, death, and resur-
rection. As Goldsworthy says, “The 
gospel is seen more as what God is 
doing in me now, rather than what 
God did for me then” (176). Further, 
the NT does not speak in terms of 
asking Jesus into one’s heart, nor 
does it ever teach us to pray to Jesus. 
Finally, Goldsworthy discusses the 
dangers of evangelical pluralism and 
evangelical pragmatism.

The third part of the book, “Recon-
structing Evangelical Hermeneutics,” 
considers the role of critical evangeli-
cal approaches to the literature, his-
tory, and theology of the Bible. After 
highlighting some pre- and post-
Enlightenment evangelical inter-
pretation, Goldsworthy offers three 
key principles: (1) the sole content of 
Scripture is Christ (unity), (2) Scrip-
ture is self-authenticating (authority), 
and (3) Scripture is self-interpreting 
(meaning). The literary dimension 
of Scripture is then examined. This 
chapter includes a brief section 
on linguistics, speech-act theory, 
and double-agency discourse. The 
historical dimension examines the 
importance of history in evangelical 
hermeneutics. The section on theol-
ogy is divided into two chapters: (1) 
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the two testaments and typology 
and (2) biblical and systematic theol-
ogy. Next, Goldsworthy discusses 
the role of contextualization in the 
hermeneutical process, including a 
helpful section on contextualization 
and the translation of the Bible. The 
fi nal chapter offers a summary of 
how Christ must be the ultimate aim 
and interpretive center of evangelical 
hermeneutics. This chapter ends with 
some practical suggestions for read-
ing and studying the Bible.

Overall I found this book helpful 
in painting the big picture of herme-
neutics. We are reminded that the 
science (and art) of hermeneutics 
does not merely involve a step-by-
step method of interpreting the Bible 
or certain principles for interpret-
ing the various genres of Scripture. 
Goldsworthy’s aim is to stress the 
importance of biblical theology in the 
interpretation process. As he states 
in his book, “I want to commend 
the much neglected role of biblical 
theology in hermeneutical practice” 
(15). Before we seek to interpret an 
individual text we must fi rst of all 
understand the fl ow of redemptive 
history. The stress on Christ as the 
focus of hermeneutics is also a good 
reminder. Goldsworthy reminds us 
that “the prime question to put to 
every text is about how it testifi es 
to Jesus” (252). This Christ-centered 
approach also applies to the OT 
because God has given us a unifi ed 
message.

I was not, however, completely 
satisfied with the book. At times 
(especially in part two) I felt that it 
was so philosophical and academic 
that the average pastor or Bible 

interpreter would quickly lose inter-
est. Goldsworthy provides a solid 
foundation for biblical hermeneutics 
but rarely carries these principles 
through to provide concrete exam-
ples. His discussion of hermeneutics 
remains somewhat abstract. As such, 
I would not recommend this book 
as a main textbook for a college or 
seminary course on hermeneutics. It 
may, however, serve as a secondary 
text to highlight evangelical presup-
positions and the need for biblical 
theology. Another shortcoming of the 
book is Goldsworthy’s dependence 
on secondary literature. Although 
he readily admits this in his book (87, 
107), it seems that in the end it would 
have paid off to examine and quote 
from original sources.

Benjamin L. Merkle 
Southeast Asia

Theology: The Basic Readings. By Alis-
ter McGrath. Oxford: Blackwell, 2008, 
xxi + 210 pp., $24.95 paper.

The prolific Oxford professor 
Alister McGrath has added a new 
item to his bibliographical tapes-
try—another volume of readings 
in theology. This volume is much 
smaller than his earlier work, The 

Christian Theology Reader, and has a 
less ambitious goal. The book is a 
companion to McGrath’s other new 
work, Theology: The Basics, and, like 
that book it is intended for an audi-
ence that knows little or nothing 
about theology. As McGrath notes, 
“It assumes that you know virtually 
nothing about the subject” (xi, italics 
his). The volume contains some good 

selections from historical sources, 
mostly orthodox, but his selection of 
more contemporary authors leaves 
something to be desired. Various 
liberals, feminists, and neoorthodox 
theologians are cited, but little from 
modern evangelical writers. Still, 
the book is a good resource and can 
be used effectively in an introduc-
tory course on theology. The price is 
somewhat prohibitive at $75.00 for 
the cloth edition and $25.00 for the 
paperback in such a slim volume. 
Perhaps Blackwell might consider 
a more “Basic” price for the volume.

Chad Owen Brand

Passionate Conviction: Contemporary 

Discourses on Christian Apologetics. 
Edited by Paul Copan and William 
Lane Craig. Nashville: B & H, 2007, 
viii + 280 pp., $19.99 paper.

Here is another fi ne work in apolo-
getics published by B & H Publish-
ers in Nashville. Copan and Craig 
assembled a very fi ne team of writers 
to deal with a set of specifi c contem-
porary issues in apologetic discourse. 
Especially helpful are the chapters 
by Jay Richards on contemporary 
issues in design argument and 
Francis Beckwith’s chapter on moral 
relativism. The essay by N. T. Wright 
on the resurrection of Jesus is a very 
fi ne piece of historical work done in 
a short essay. His discussions of the 
rise of resurrection belief in Judaism 
is very helpful, as is his defense of the 
bodily nature of Jesus’ resurrection 
over against those theologians who 
want instead to argue for some form 
of spiritual exaltation of the Savior 
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after his death.
Craig Hazen of Biola University has 

also contributed a helpful essay on 
Christianity in the world of religions. 
Among other points, he notes that the 
very fact that nearly all world religions 
co-opt Jesus for their own purposes 
ought to make us pay attention to 
Christianity as the central religious 
tradition which ought to be examined 
and evaluated by everyone. R. Scott 
Smith’s essay on MacLaren and the 
Emergent tradition is also incisive. 
He notes that the emergent people 
are asking important questions, but 
coming up for the most part with the 
wrong answers. Gary Habermas also 
wrote a very fi ne piece on emotional 
doubt, an article that can be helpful 
for pastors to use with their church 
members.

In all, this is a very good book. I was 
a bit disappointed in a book on “Con-
temporary Discourses” that there was 
no substantive discussion of Presup-
positionalism. Also, it is obvious that 
the contributors are all (or nearly all) 
out of the libertarian tradition.

Chad Owen Brand

Seeing the Word: Refocusing New Testa-

ment Study. By Markus Bockmuehl. 
Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006, 
297 pp., $21.99.

Markus Bockmuehl has contributed a 
thought-provoking book that illumi-
nates the way for future productive 
New Testament study. The work is 
the fi rst in the Studies in Theological 
Interpretation series and reads like 
a conglomeration of essays with an 
intended order and shape, beginning 

with the problem, moving toward a 
proposed solution, and concluding 
with illustrative case studies. Bockm-
uehl—professor of biblical and early 
Christian studies at the University of 
St. Andrews—argues that in order to 
survive as an intellectual discipline, 
New Testament studies must focus 
more carefully upon effective history 
(i.e., the history of the text’s effect 
upon the church) and upon the text’s 
implied readings and readers. 

Bockmuehl begins with a discus-
sion of Simon Marmion’s miniature, 
St. Luke Painting the Virgin and Child, 
in which Luke is depicted painting 
a portrait of the virgin and child 
that is “deliberately and strikingly 
different” from the reality sitting 
before him (16). In Luke’s version, 
the pair appears less messy and more 
heavenly. Bockmuehl argues that 
the scholar is similar to Marmion—
“painting the biblical author painting 
Christ” (19). The scholar must reckon 
with the “real” empirical image and 

the one viewed through the lens of 
the biblical author. Biblical exegesis 
“fails to do justice to both if it denies 
either their difference or their same-
ness” (20). Bockmuehl contends that 
all interpreters can benefi t from the 
rediscovery that adequate inter-
pretation will ultimately resemble 
Marmion’s task. 

The book proceeds in three stages: 
(1) taking stock of the problem, 
(2) exploring implied readers and 
readings, and (3) “remembering the 
Christ” (24). Chapter 1 examines 
current predicaments in New Testa-
ment studies, as well as past “rescue 
attempts,” offering two suggestions 
for ways forward: (1) effective his-

tory and (2) implied readings and 
readers. Chapter 2 describes the 
“implied exegete” whom the biblical 
texts themselves envision—namely, 
a believing disciple. Chapter 3 turns 
to implied readings, arguing that 
the text ultimately “intends believ-
ers’ instruction, encouragement, and 
hope” (119). Chapter 4 considers the 
relationship between Peter and Paul 
with regard to the reception history 
of the post-apostolic period. Chap-
ter 5 provides an illustration of the 
organic link between text and church 
through the work of British scholar 
E. C. Hoskyns. 

In the fi nal two chapters, Bockm-
uehl moves to the third stage of the 
book, “remembering the Christ.” 
Chapter 6 argues for the importance 
of living memory in the apostolic 
period. Chapter 7 considers the impli-
cations of the gradual rediscovery of 
Jesus’ Jewish identity in New Testa-
ment scholarship. Lastly, a summary 
epilogue closes the book.

Bockmuehl has clearly demon-
strated that there is a problem in 
New Testament studies. He argues 
persuasively that the discipline fails 
to manifest “anything approaching 
a consensus about even its purpose 
and object” (39) and that the future of 
New Testament studies as a publicly 
accepted academic discipline is ques-
tionable at best. While Bockmuehl’s 
remedy will likely not convince 
everyone, he succeeds in posing the 
problem in such a way as to elicit a 
sense of urgency for seeking some 
kind of solution. 

His critique of traditional “rescue 
attempts” also appears accurate. On 
the one hand, modern historical-
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criticism has been short-sighted, 
tending to neglect that, given the 
theological nature of the New Tes-
tament, there can be “no objective 
history—and certainly no neutral 
historian” (45). On the other hand, 
postmodern ideological criticism 
has not fared any better, curiously 
combining suspicion of the motives 
of the biblical authors with a naïve 
credulity toward its own agenda (51). 
Both routes suffer from the same 
weakness: failure to be self-critical. 
At this point the reader is set up 
nicely for Bockmuehl’s solution. 

Indeed, his solution—effective 
history and implied readings and 
readers—appears promising. View-
ing the New Testament as the Scrip-
ture of the church, even if merely 
from a phenomenological vantage 
point, is a fruitful endeavor “for any 
approach that aims to do justice to 
the texts themselves, let alone to their 
historic footprint” (64). For those of 
us who hold the Bible as the rule of 
faith, it is especially beneficial to 
view the text as whole, given by God 
to shape his people. But even if one 
were not to share this presupposi-
tion, there are conceivable benefi ts 
to studying it the way Bockmuehl 
describes, since this is the way the 
text appears to present itself, and 
this is the way that the majority of 
the church has received it. 

Moreover, Bockmuehl’s emphasis 
upon implied readings and readers 
is also to be welcomed. For a work of 
the magnitude of the Bible, a reading 
with the grain of the text, rather than 
against it, seems only fair. Of course, 
this kind of approach will inevita-
bly create a sharp division between 

“interpretations that seek to hear 
and expound the text and those that 
intend primarily to subvert it” (74). In 
this case, Bockmuehl’s proposal will 
no doubt hold out more promise for 
those of the former persuasion than 
those of the latter. Yet, one wonders if 
this is such a bad prospect; any great 
piece of literature deserves at least a 
mildly sympathetic reading.

Therefore, Bockmuehl provides 
good stimulus for rethinking New 
Testament interpretation. At the 
same time, the book suffers from two 
weaknesses. First, despite its witty 
and thought-provoking individual 
chapters, it is not particularly well-
constructed as a whole. To be sure, 
a general shape is present. But the 
chapters and their arguments are 
not put together in a fashion that 
convincingly establishes a thesis. 
The book begins strongly enough, 
with a statement of the problem and 
two suggestions for ways forward. 
But soon enough Bockmuehl’s forest 
often cannot be seen for the trees. 
For example, his chapter on Peter 
and Paul feels unexpected and awk-
wardly placed, and even more so 
does the chapter on E. C. Hoskyns. 
To a slightly lesser degree, the same 
could be said of the following two 
chapters. In themselves, the chapters 
are interesting and suitably-crafted, 
but as a whole they have the appear-
ance of a disparate collection of 
essays that have a common theme 
but do not fl ow together to make a 
tightly-woven argument.

Second, with all the discussion 
of implied readers, one cannot help 
but wonder who Bockmuehl’s own 
implied reader may be. On the one 

hand, his argument for canonical, 
theological interpretation of the Bible 
will fi nd a ready-made audience with 
those of us who already take the Bible 
as an inspired whole. Yet Bockmuehl 
will no doubt have a much tougher 
time convincing those who do not 
share his assumptions. This would 
be fi ne if it did not seem as though he 
were sometimes appealing to these 
very people. He writes that “students 
of Christian faith, of other faiths, 
or of no faith can find their own 
understanding of the New Testament 
honed and interrogated by a plural 
but common conversation about the 
object of these writings” (231-32). 
While on some level a “common 
conversation” may be a possibility, 
one wonders what the incentive to 
join the conversation would be for 
someone with a radically different 
approach (e.g., a postmodern decon-
structionist). Bockmuehl would need 
to provide much more evidence to 
convince someone like this that his 
ways forward are truly viable for 
interpreters of all stripes. 

In the end, Bockmuehl has suc-
ceeded in highlighting a serious 
diffi culty in New Testament studies. 
He has also provided two important 
avenues for resolving this diffi culty. 
The book is an interesting and 
stimulating read for the sympathetic 
reader. That it will convince the 
unsympathetic reader is unlikely. 
However, Bockmuehl’s proposals for 
future New Testament study appear 
to be headed in the right direction 
and should provide good impetus for 
further work on the subject. 

Andy Hassler
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