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The beginning of the year 2020 has certainly brought about some unanticipated 
changes, to say the least. The world finds itself in the midst of a global pandemic 
of COVID-19 which has resulted in all kinds of panic and tumultuous changes. 
One lesson we have learned so far: all human prognosticators have been wrong. 
So-called “scientific” models have led nations to make draconian decisions to 
shut down entire economies to save lives, but so far, most, if not all, of these 
models have been shown to be false. To be fair, for models to be accurate, they 
require a huge amount of correct data, which, at present, we simply do not have. 
At best, scientists, medical professionals, and government officials can only 
make educated guesses based on incomplete knowledge; hence the diversity 
of opinions, and decisions being made based on data that fluctuates every day.
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For Christians, this should not surprise us. Humans, both finite and 
fallen, do not have exhaustive knowledge, and the knowledge that we have 
is often misinterpreted or even distorted to promote our own agendas. The 
only objective ground for truth is in God himself who knows and plans all 
things. This is why Christians must be careful following the “wisdom” of 
this age, since unless it is grounded in God’s Word, it inevitably will end 
up flawed and unreliable. For it is only our triune God who has exhaustive 
and complete knowledge, and thus it is only if he chooses to reveal himself 
to us and to disclose his purposes and plan, that we have a sure foundation 
and warrant for our knowledge, and ground for hope. To use a phrase from 
Francis Schaeffer, apart from the “God who is there” and the “God who does 
not remain silent,” humans only know in part, and even our best, educated 
hypotheses fall short. This certainly is a lesson we are learning firsthand in 
the midst of our current crisis, and it is a lesson we must never forget.

So, if we cannot know with confidence anything about the future from our 
various scientific models, can we turn to Scripture to know what the future 
holds? Thankfully, the answer to this question is “yes!” and one of the best 
places to turn is Jesus’ Olivet Discourse (Matt 24-25). What is significant 
about this text is not that our Lord gives us a detailed description of every 
event that will occur in the future. Instead, our Lord Jesus Christ describes 
what the church can broadly, realistically, and definitively expect in every 
generation for the entire period between his first and second coming, what 
we call the inter-advental age. Given what our Lord has taught, this allows the 
church to interpret our world and times rightly, to discern what we should 
expect as we await Christ’s return, and how we are called to faithfulness as 
Christ’s people who are called to obey and follow him.

No doubt, there are a variety of interpretations regarding the Olivet Dis-
course, which we cannot discuss here. However, it is best to view the literary 
structure of Matthew 24 as broken into two parts: (1) vv. 4-28 which offers 
a general description of what will occur during the entire inter-advental age 
that we now live in, with a specific mention of the fall of Jerusalem in AD 
70 (vv. 15-21); and (2) vv. 29-35 which describes the return of our Lord 
Jesus at the end of age when he will gloriously consummate what he began 
in his first coming, eradicate all sin and evil in final judgment, and usher in 
a new heavens and new earth. What is especially instructive for us is what 
Jesus teaches will occur in every generation until he returns (vv. 4-28). In 
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teaching us what will occur, we not only know what to expect so that we are 
not caught unaware, but also what our Lord expects of his people in terms 
of our responsibilities as the church. What, then, ought the church to expect 
in every generation as we await the coming of our Lord? 

First, we can expect that this world will be characterized by suffering and 
difficulties. As our Lord reminds us, until he returns we will live and experi-
ence international rivalries, natural disasters (including famines, plagues, and 
viruses!), the rise and fall of nations, wars and rumors of wars, and incredible 
persecution against the church (vv. 5-8, 9, 12-13). Too often in the West, 
Christians have been lulled into thinking that peace and prosperity will be 
forever theirs. Even in the midst of our present natural disaster, many in 
the church seem to have been caught by surprise. Sadly, we have not taken 
Jesus’ words seriously! Instead, what our Lord tells us to expect are trials, 
difficulties, and opposition as we continue to live in this fallen world and 
await his return. In fact, even worse than natural disasters and wars, our Lord 
reminds us that sadly, within the church, we can expect ongoing apostasy, 
the increase of wickedness, the coldness of heart, and the rise of so-called 
teachers and leaders who will embrace and teach false doctrine (vv. 5-6, 
10-13, 21-23). For this reason, until Jesus returns, the church must be on 
her guard, be constantly vigilant for the truth, and to learn perseverance as 
we wait for the coming of our Lord.

Second, and simultaneously with the first, we can also expect that in the 
midst of opposition and difficulties, the church will also see the spread and 
preaching of the gospel to the ends of the earth (vv. 10-11). This glorious 
truth balances out the first, and it reminds us that this inter-advental age is 
not a time for fear, despair, and resignation but for confidence, courage, and 
boldness. Why? Because our Lord Jesus, in his first coming, has inaugurated 
the new creation, ratified the new covenant in his blood, and, as a result of 
his triumphant death and resurrection, has been seated at God’s right hand 
as the King of kings and the “Living One … who is alive for ever and ever” 
(Rev 1:18). And from his posture of authority and rule, King Jesus is directing 
and guiding his church, by the Holy Spirit, to fulfill the Great Commission by 
taking the gospel to all nations. In fact, as nations and natural disasters come 
and go; the one institution that will never fail is Christ’s people, the church.

This is why, based on what our Lord has taught us, that the topic of the 
church and her mission, evangelism, and the call to gospel ministry is never 
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old or out of date. Even in the midst of difficult times (which the Lord has 
told us to expect), God’s sure promises are for his people, and the calling 
of Christ’s church is to know and love our triune God and to obey him. As 
God’s people, we are to be busy about the business of taking the gospel to the 
world. Ours is not a time for retreat, fear, or cowardice; ours is a time for bold 
and courageous gospel advancement despite what is occurring around us. 

In this issue of SBJT, it is our privilege to focus once again on the theme of 
missions and the church’s mission. Too easily we can lose our focus on what 
our Lord has called us to be and do as his people. Although the articles and 
forum pieces cover a wide range of material, each contribution is designed to 
help us think about our calling as God’s people who live between the times. 
From discussions regarding what Scripture teaches about the mission of the 
church, the challenges and encouragement to evangelism, how we think of 
presenting the gospel in different cultural contexts, updates of the Lord’s 
work in various parts of the world, and our forum pieces encouraging us to 
respond properly to the challenges of our day, my prayer is that this issue 
of SBJT will encourage us to focus on what is most central in our calling to 
be the church, for the glory of Christ and the advancement of the gospel, 
while we cry with the church in all ages, “Come Lord Jesus” (Rev 22:20).
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The Missiological 
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Over a century ago, German theologian Martin Kähler offered a provocative 
but salient insight when he argued that mission is “the mother of theology.”1 
Kähler, a Professor of Systematic Theology in Halle, Germany, contended 
that theology was birthed out of a context of mission. In other words, it was 
as the apostles were living on mission in the world that they penned and 
produced theology for the early church. The late South African missiologist 
David Bosch, writes, “The New Testament writers were not scholars who had 
the leisure to research the evidence before they put pen to paper. Rather, they 
wrote in the context of an ‘emergency situation,’ of a church which because 
of its missionary encounter with the world, was forced to theologize.”2 Thus, 
the first theologizing of the early church emerged as it was attempting to 
explain the Scriptures and the good news of Christ’s resurrection to people 
across the Roman Empire. 

Based on the above claim that missions is the mother of theology and 
that theology initially emerged out of a context of mission, this article will 
examine the missiological motivation and intent of the epistle of 1 Peter. 
Peter’s encouragement and exhortation to exiles in this first century letter 
specifically addresses how Christians are to live and minister in the world. 
Reading and interpreting 1 Peter through a missiological lens and from a 
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missional perspective emphasizes the missionary nature of this text. In this 
article I will seek to establish the missiological motivation of 1 Peter by exam-
ining the identity, lifestyle, message, and hope Peter expresses in this letter. 

Eckhard Schnabel notes, “The First Epistle of Peter is a ‘missionary doc-
ument’ precisely because it raises the most fundamental question about 
the church: How should Christians live in a non-Christian society as a new 
community of people who have a discernibly different lifestyle?”3 Torrey 
Seland adds, “According to my reading, mission is much more integrated in 
the strategy and teaching of 1 Peter than is often recognized by NT scholars 
…”4 Dean Flemming further notes, 

But 1 Peter is more than simply a pastoral message designed to encourage believers 

facing hard times. The letter trots out what it means for Christian communities 

to live out their identity and witness in a society that treats them like strangers, 

even intruders. Peter wrestles with how the church embodies God’s mission in 

an unfriendly world. If that’s true, then this fascinating letter is not only open 

to a missional reading. It clamors for it.5

Thus, the missiological emphasis of 1 Peter is acknowledged by select scholars 
focusing on the themes of identity, lifestyle, message, and hope. 

An Identity to Embody 

The recipients of 1 Peter are, foremost, a people with an identity to embody. 
Peter’s concern from the outset of the letter is on who God’s people are in 
the world, namely, their missional identity. In his letter to the “elect exiles of 
the dispersion,” Peter begins with an emphasis on identity. In particular, he 
draws upon two aspects of Christian identity that are noteworthy. 

First, Peter identifies his audience as resident aliens (1:17; 2:11). He 
draws upon the resident alien theme utilized throughout the OT to describe 
this Christian community in Asia Minor. The resident alien identity is a rich 
theme and metaphor throughout Israel’s story.6 Of particular interest is Peter’s 
application of the metaphor to a primarily Gentile group of Christians.7 That 
Peter applies the resident alien metaphor to a group of Gentile Christians is 
significant. By utilizing this metaphor to describe their status in the world, 
Peter integrates this group of believers into Israel’s storyline. He aligns these 
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believers with the patriarchs of the past and with corporate Israel as they 
endured slavery in Egypt and exile in Babylon. In essence, Peter describes 
these resident aliens as being like Abraham, Moses, and Israel—people who 
are living displaced lives, the lives of refugees and immigrants. 

Yet, the refugee and immigrant nature of their lives in 1 Peter has nothing 
to do with their social or political status in these cities.8 Rather, this group 
of believers in Asia Minor are resident aliens by nature of their faith and 
transformation by the gospel of Jesus Christ. As Seland puts it, [T]heir 
strangeness was grounded not so much in their former and/or general status 
as social resident aliens as in their status being relatively recently converted 
Christians.”9 Peter even contrasts their new life with their old life. Dean 
Flemming writes, 

Peter’s language speaks of people who once were at home in their social world, 

but now are like foreigners in their own culture. Formerly, they did “what the 

Gentiles like to do (4:3). But that radically changed with their new birth (1:3). 

God gave them a new status as “chosen exiles” (1:1). He called them to a new, 

contrasting way of life, which by definition brought an estrangement from their 

non-Christian family members and neighbors.10 

Now, it is imperative to highlight that the new identity as resident aliens does 
not indicate a retreat, departure, or a calculated isolation from society. Mark 
Boyley writes, “Although their citizenship was not earthly, they were none-
theless to engage with the world around them. They were not to adopt a siege 
mentality, but be ready to minister to an often abusive world.”11 Embodying 
the resident alien identity in the world presents Christians with the struggle 
of trying to be in the world but not of the world. Nonetheless, this is the 
life that residents aliens are called to live. The paradoxical existence of these 
early Christians is Asia Minor was critical to their mission. Furthermore, 
their mission first and foremost begins with who they are in Christ. In other 
words, their mission flows out of who they are. The resident alien identity 
that Peter ascribes to this group of Christians has significant ramifications 
for how they were to live and minister in the world.

Second, Peter identifies his audience as a holy people (1 Pet 1:14–15). 
Building upon the resident alien metaphor, Peter once again chooses OT 
language to apply to his predominantly Gentile audience. Harkening back to 
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Leviticus 19:2, Peter incorporates the setting and situation of his audience 
into the larger story of the people of Israel. The instruction from Peter and 
from Leviticus 19 is, “You shall be holy for I am holy.” These words issue a 
call for distinct living. The essence of holiness is to be set apart from those 
around you. Wayne Grudem writes, “Be holy yourselves in all your con-
duct speaks of a pattern of life that transforms every day, every moment, 
every thought, every action …. To be holy ‘as God is holy’ includes a full 
and pervading holiness that reaches to every aspect of our personalities.”12 
Therefore, God is the standard. He is the only one who is truly holy, and he 
alone is worthy of emulation and imitation in every area and aspect of our 
lives. Christians testify to the very character and nature of God as they live 
holy lives as neighbors, family members, workers, and citizens in the world. 

Drawing upon another key OT text, Peter continues the exhortation to 
holiness by reminding his readers that because of their identity in Christ, 
they, like Israel, are to be holy, a royal priesthood, and a holy nation (1 Pet 
2:4–10). Andreas Köstenberger writes that

… categories reserved in the OT for Israel are now freely transferred to God’s 

“new people” (2:9–10). It appears that Peter’s entire vision of the church’s mission 

takes its cue from the OT concept of Israel as a mediatorial body, a light to the 

nations, thus revealing God’s glory (Exod 19:6 and Isa 43:20) … In analogy to 

Israel’s intended function, Peter perceives the church’s presence in the world from 

the vantage point of mission, stressing its identity as a witnessing community.13

Fundamentally, who we are shapes the trajectory of our mission. The identity 
of the people of God as resident aliens called to live a life of holiness is the 
starting point for effective mission in the world. Flemming writes, “Conse-
quently, the church’s call to be holy in 1 Peter does not live in tension with 
the church’s mission to the world. On the contrary, the two are inseparable 
…. Peter envisions a church that is radically different, yet fully engaged, for 
the sake of others.”14

In summary, Christians are to embody the identity “resident aliens” living 
a life of both individual and corporate holiness in every domain and setting 
in society. Like the people of Israel and the elect exiles in 1 Peter, Christians 
today are to be holy and live lives set apart from society around them. As 
neighbors, co-workers, family members, church members, and recreational 
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partners, Christians are called to be distinct. Notably, the book of 1 Peter 
demonstrates that Christians, pursuing the character and holiness of God, 
have a distinct identity to embody in the world. 

A Lifestyle to Embrace

Peter calls his readers to embrace a distinct way of living that flows from 
their identity as resident aliens. This distinct lifestyle is the natural overflow 
of a life of holiness and consecration to God. In essence, dedication to God 
leads to a difference in the world.

Peter emphasizes a unique theme in relation to the rest of the NT to 
describe this distinct lifestyle. Peter calls and exhorts his readers to live a 
life of good works among the Gentiles.15 The two Greek words that best 
represent this idea throughout the book are anastrophēn16 which is often 
translated as “conduct,” or “manner of life,” and the various forms and cog-
nates of agathos and agapoiein translated typically as “good,” and “to do 
good.”17 Peter repeatedly calls his readers to a life marked by good works. 
Peter exhorts his readers to, “Keep your behavior excellent among the Gen-
tiles, so that in the thing in which they slander you as evildoers, they may 
because of your good deeds, as they observe them, glorify God in the day 
of visitation” (1 Pet 2:12). Scholars debate the evangelistic nature of good 
works in 1 Peter.18 Nevertheless, whether or not the good works stimulate 
an evangelistic effect, Peter at a minimum seems to suggest that the good 
works possess a missional component for a watching world. God’s people, 
living in predominantly non-Christian environments, are to live out and 
embrace a lifestyle of good works and Christian conduct.

In addition to the good works and emphasis on good conduct, Peter also 
exhorts his audience to missional living and evangelistic witness “without 
word” (1 Pet 3:1). Peter’s imperative to wives to submit to their husbands 
and to focus their efforts on Christian behavior over and above Christian 
speech is peculiar. In fact, a straightforward reading of this verse might initially 
be puzzling to many readers. Surely, Peter is not advocating a silent witness 
or evangelism divorced from proclamation, is he?19 A closer examination 
of the context is helpful in understanding the thrust of Peter’s injunction in 
this verse. Flemming writes, 
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Peter describes some of these husbands as “disobedient to the word” (1 Pet 

3:1). This implies not mere indifference, but an active rejection of the gospel. 

Presumably, they are hostile to the faith. Nevertheless, Peter is convinced that 

some of these husbands may be won to Christ, because of the eloquent witness 

of a good way of life. In other words, their wives’ daily behavior can bear fruit 

in evangelism … Peter stresses that this lifestyle witness will happen without a 

word. This is not intended to prevent wives from speaking the gospel under any 

circumstances (see 1 Pet 3:15). Nor does it assume that husbands will be won 

over by actions alone. The fact that they have disobeyed the word implies that 

they have already heard the gospel message. Peter’s point is that in the face of 

opposition, behavior, not words, will do more to effect conversion.20 

Therefore, the emphasis on good behavior and the evangelistic impact it can 
have on a watching world is noteworthy throughout 1 Peter.21 

The emphasis on good works in 1 Peter applies to Christians in every 
segment of society. Christoph Stenschke writes, “Such honorable conduct 
is described in 2:13 in relation to civil authorities (2:13-17). Through doing 
right the Christians are to silence the ignorance of the foolish (2:15). Chris-
tian slaves are exhorted to exemplary conduct (2:18-25). Christian wives are 
called to accept the authority of their husbands so that unbelieving husbands 
would be won over without words.”22 All of God’s people regardless of loca-
tion, vocation, or position in familial or communal life are called to live a 
distinct and missional lifestyle. Boyley writes, “In Peter, then, good behavior 
is given an evangelistic potency rare in the New Testament … Holy living 
or good behavior which promotes Christian belief is a particularly strong 
thrust in this epistle.”23 The good conduct of Christians in every segment 
of society serves as a testimony of the redemptive and restorative purposes 
of God in the world.  

In summary, the lifestyle that Christians are to embrace is that which 
is marked by good works and honorable conduct. Like citizens, slaves, 
and wives in Asia Minor, Christians are called to “do good” in the eyes of 
government authorities, employers, and neighbors. The emphasis on good 
works throughout Peter’s epistle remind Christians that they are to adorn 
the gospel in all sectors of society. The identity of Christians as those who 
are holy and set apart as resident aliens inevitably leads to a lifestyle of good 
and righteous living that must be embraced in every arena of life. 
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A Message to Explain

The emphasis on good conduct and “witness without a word,” in 1 Peter might 
lead some to assume that verbal witness was not a priority for Peter and the 
witness of resident aliens in Asia Minor. On the contrary, Peter, the apostle 
who preached to thousands on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2), believes verbal 
proclamation of the gospel to be central to Christian witness and mission 
in the world. Flemming writes, “We have seen that Peter focuses on bearing 
witness through ethical living … This does not mean, however, that verbal 
testimony plays no role in Christian mission. Indeed, the witness of word and 
life are inseparable in 1 Peter.”24 Thus, it is imperative for Christians to rightly 
understand not only the missional nature of their identity and lifestyle, but 
also the critical message that they must explain while living in the midst of a 
non-Christian world.25 

Peter makes three explicit mentions regarding the nature and role of verbal 
proclamation in Christian mission. First, Peter hints at the initial explanation of 
the gospel that the readers received that led to their salvation. Peter writes, “It 
was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves, but you, in these 
things which now have been announced to you through those who preached the 
gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven—things into which angels long 
to look” (1 Pet 1:12, emphasis added). Peter insinuates that it was the gospel   
proclaimed to these believers in Asia Minor that ultimately changed their lives. 
Furthermore, the language that Peter intentionally uses is not descriptive of a 
casual or passive conversation, but of active and intentional proclamation of 
the good news. Seland writes, “The use of this verb here is crucial, it being the 
most important term in the NT writings for proclaiming the message of Jesus 
Christ: εὐαγγελίζεσθαι is not just speaking and preaching; it’s proclamation with 
full authority and power … one of the most common terms among the early 
Christians denoting the propagation of the gospel.”26 Peter does not give any 
specific details about who brought the gospel message to this group of elect 
exiles in Asia Minor.27 Nonetheless, the important fact is that the gospel was 
proclaimed and explained to this group in Asia Minor. Seland writes, “Be that 
as it may, it remains that, according to 1:3–12 and 1:22–25, the preaching of 
the Word of God was the source of life for these Christians.”28 

Second, Peter highlights the ongoing need and expectation for these 
Christians to continually proclaim the gospel in the world. As noted above, 
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incorporating significant OT imagery and language, Peter writes, “But you 
are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own 
possession, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you 
out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Pet 2:9, emphasis added). While 
some authors dispute the nature of Peter’s words in relation to evangelistic 
proclamation, Peter seems to be suggesting that Christians have a responsi-
bility to speak of the majesty and splendor of God.29 Those who have been 
changed by the gospel cannot help but speak and share the gospel. Flemming 
writes, “Missionary proclamation, then, flows out of the church’s identity as 
a holy priesthood (2:9a), and it partners with the kind of ethical conduct 
that attracts those outside into the sphere of God’s grace. The witness of the 
word is wedded to the witness of life.”30 Donald Senior adds, “The Christian 
mission is to proclaim publicly to the world the ‘great deeds’ of God, that 
is the acts of salvation that have given life to the Christians and are offered 
to all who would accept the gospel.”31 Central to the Christian witness of 
Christians in 1 Peter is a clear and compelling proclamation of the gospel. 

Third, Peter describes the need for Christians to be ready to explain and 
engage in an apologetic defense of the gospel to anyone and everyone in 
society. Peter writes, “But sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being 
ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope 
that is in you” (1 Pet 3:15, emphasis added). The focus for Peter in this pas-
sage is on the need for a verbal testimony. Seland writes, “The Christians of 
1 Peter are exhorted to have a much more active role in society concerning 
their faith. In addition to the texts dealt with above, the apologetic emphasis 
of 1 Pet 3:15 is another strong indicator of this missional attitude.”32 Living a 
distinct lifestyle in the culture will inevitably provoke questions and inquiries 
from those in society. As a result, alien residents must be able to give a verbal 
testimony, defense, and response to those who ask about their distinct and 
contrasting behavior and beliefs. Schnabel writes at some length,

The term apologia signifies that they should be prepared to give an account of 

the objective foundation of their Christian faith and identity. For example, they 

should be prepared to explain that sins can be forgiven because God, the Father 

of Jesus Christ, is merciful and because Jesus has died and has been raised from 

the dead (1 Pet 1:3). They should be able to explain that Christians have the hope 

of life after death, when they will receive “an inheritance that is imperishable, 

14
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undefiled, and unfading” (1 Pet 1:4). They should be willing to speak of their 

experience of the power of God in their everyday life, which enables them to 

endure the hostility and opposition they encounter (1 Pet 1:5–6). They should 

be willing and able to speak of Jesus Christ, whom they have not seen but still 

love, not least because he gives them “an indescribable and glorious joy” (1 Pet 

1:8). They should be able to explain the grace that God offers when Jesus Christ 

is revealed (1 Pet 1:13). They should be able to explain why they have given up 

their previous way of life and why they are now “holy” as God is holy (1 Pet 

1:14–17). They should be able to explain how they have been saved through the 

“precious blood of Christ,” who died on the cross (1 Pet 1:18–19). They should 

be able to explain why the world, which has a beginning, will come to an end 

(1 Pet 1:20). They should be able to explain their faith in the God who raised 

Jesus from the dead and soon will raise all people from the dead (1 Pet 1:21). 

They should be able to explain the meaning of the “new birth” that they have 

experienced, and the meaning of the “living word of God” that they have heard 

and in which they are instructed in their weekly meetings (1 Pet 1:23–25).33

The resident aliens to whom Peter is writing, by nature of their transformed 
lives and missional presence, must be able to speak and respond directly to 
questions concerning their identity and lifestyle as those who are in Christ.  

In summary, the message that Christians have to explain is that of the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. Verbal witness and proclamation of the gospel are to 
accompany the good works and conduct of Christians as they live out and 
speak the gospel in society. Christians have a message to explain to the world. 
Furthermore, the missional identity and lifestyle of good works embodied 
by Christians serves as a stimulus and elicits curiosity and spiritual questions 
from a watching world. 

An Enduring Hope

Lastly, two themes that appear frequently in 1 Peter have special significance 
for a missiological understanding of 1 Peter; namely, suffering and hope. 
Christians in the world must expect suffering to be a reality. Flemming 
writes, “We cannot understand the practice of missional holiness in 1 Peter 
apart from the theme of suffering. The word for suffering appears more in 
this letter than any other NT book. Peter sews this thread into the whole 
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fabric of the letter.”34 Green writes, “Peter has a well-developed registry for 
the experience of suffering: trials (1:6), testing (1:7; 4:12), suffering (1:11; 
2:19, 21, 23; 3:14, 17; 4:1, 13, 15–16, 19; 5:1, 9, 10), being beaten (2:20), 
the tree as an instrument of execution (2:24), intimidation (3:14), slander 
(3:16), fiery ordeal (4:12), vilification (4:14), and judgment (4:17).”35 Thus, 
Peter’s message to Christians throughout the book is consistent and clear. 
As followers of Christ in the world, they will endure suffering. Achtemeier 
writes, “The question is thus not whether such persecutions were occurring 
when this letter was written, but rather what kind of persecutions are therein 
reflected.”36 The reality of suffering and persecution in 1 Peter is a well-doc-
umented fact.37 However, the purpose and reason for Peter’s emphasis on 
suffering deserves more examination and exploration. 

First, Peter presents suffering as a normal and expected reality for Chris-
tians living in a fallen world. Peter writes, “Beloved, do not be surprised at the 
fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for your testing, as though 
some strange thing were happening to you” (1 Pet 4:12, emphasis added). 
Mentioned previously, the Christians to whom Peter is writing were described 
as “elect exiles.” Peter’s intentional wording illustrates that these Christians 
were chosen by God to live distinct and holy lives. By nature of their pursuit 
of holiness, they are not going to “blend in” and “fit in” seamlessly with the 
society around them. Therefore, suffering is going to be a reality for them. 
Suffering should not as Peter indicates be surprising to Christians in any 
way. For Christians, those who have been called to live contrasting lives, 
suffering will be the norm, not the exception. 

Yet, Christians do not live anticipating an escape from this present world 
and its sufferings. Peter does not advocate an escapism theology. On the 
contrary, Christians expect and endure suffering in this present world as 
they await the restoration of all things in the new heavens and new earth. 
Suffering is a reality because of the effects of sin on God’s good creation. 
However, Christians, as alien residents, live their lives with hope and expec-
tation that one-day God is going to redeem the world and restore his fallen 
creation. Christians enduring suffering are not looking to be taken up into 
an ethereal heaven. They are looking for heaven to come down to earth and 
for the New Jerusalem to be established and for God’s kingdom to come on 
this earth as it is in heaven. Herman Bavinck writes, 
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According to Scripture the present world will neither continue forever nor will 

it be destroyed and replaced by a totally new one. Instead it will be cleansed of 

sin and re-created, reborn, renewed, made whole … Biblical hope, rooted in 

incarnation and resurrection, is creational, this-worldly, visible, physical, bodily 

hope. The rebirth of human beings is completed in the glorious rebirth of all 

creation, the New Jerusalem whose architect and builder is God himself … The 

kingdom of God has come and is coming.38 

Bavinck shows that even a subtle difference in regard to the object of one’s 
hope and expectation in the midst of suffering can make all the difference 
in the world. Christians do not live in anticipation of escaping this world, 
but as those who eagerly await the renewal and restoration of this world in 
the new creation. 

Second, suffering reminds Christians of their eschatological hope in the 
new heavens and new earth. In what may appear strange, the two themes of 
suffering and hope, though vastly different, actually go together in Peter’s 
letter. It is the suffering of the saints that reminds them of their present 
purpose and eschatological hope. Tim Chester and Steve Timmis write, 
“There is no doubt, however, that the dominant perspective in 1 Peter that 
enables us to face suffering with joy is the hope of glory … The pattern of 
suffering followed by glory runs throughout the letter. Almost every para-
graph contains references to suffering or submission and glory or hope.”39 
Gordon Kirk writes, 

Endurance in suffering can be possible only as one is able to look forward to 

eternal reward. Believers are able to be steadfast in the most difficult situations 

if they are aware of the fulfilling and righteous inheritance which awaits them. 

Peter wants each believer to know that slander, insult, persecution, trouble, 

affliction, or any type of suffering is limited to the temporal realm, and that a 

future inheritance is yet to come. Hope, or something to look forward to gives 

people reason for enduring hardships. Christians have the invincible promise 

of ultimate victory which cultivates unwavering endurance.40

Suffering clearly and powerfully serves a key purpose in 1 Peter. Peter is 
exhorting his readers, before a hostile and watching world, to endure suffer-
ing after the example of Christ and to remember their eschatological hope. 
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David Lawrence puts it in excellent context,

Once we have caught a vision of the continuity between life in this age and the 

life of the age to come, the fact that what we do now can have eternal significance 

will challenge us to aspire to even greater achievements for Jesus … The belief I 

have about the future affects nearly every part of my life. My work and worship. 

My ability to rise in hope above my circumstances … Everything becomes 

coloured with different hues when my sights become fixed on the new earth 

where righteousness is at home, where God himself dwells with his people and 

where the earth is filled with the knowledge of his glory as the waters cover the 

sea! Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.41 

The hope of heaven is essential to the Christian life and God’s redemptive and 
restorative mission in the world. It is the hope of heaven and the promise of 
a renewed and restored cosmos that enables Christians to endure suffering 
and hardship in this life. 

In summary, 1 Peter reminds Christians that they have a hope that endures 
suffering in this world. In a fallen world, where many people are hostile to 
the gospel and the cause of Christ, suffering is a reality and the norm. As 
Christians endure suffering, they do so as those who have been born again 
to a “living,” eschatological hope. Anthony Hoekema succinctly connects 
the reality of suffering with the glory and hope of eternity. He writes, 

We must indeed be working for a better world now. Our efforts to bring the king-

dom of Christ into fuller manifestation are of eternal significance. Our Christian 

life today, our struggles against sin—both individual and institutional—our 

mission work, our attempt to develop and promote a distinctively Christian 

culture, have value not only for this world but even for the world to come … 

At the beginning of history God created the heavens and the earth. At the end 

of history we see the new heavens and the new earth, which will far surpass in 

splendor all that we have seen before. At the center of history is the Lamb that was 

slain, the first-born from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. Some 

day we shall cast all our crowns before him, “lost in wonder, love, and praise.”42

The suffering that Christians endure on this earth reminds them of eter-
nity in a restored and renewed cosmos. Ultimately, the hope for a restored 
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creation is the foundational motivation for why Christians strive to live a life 
of joyful endurance as they embody a new identity, embrace a new lifestyle, 
and explain an urgent message as resident aliens in the world. 

Conclusion

There is a clear missiological focus in 1 Peter. Peter, writing to elect exiles in 
Asia Minor, exhorts them to missional living in the world. Stenschke writes, 
“I want to argue that 1 Peter not only contains sections that clarify the nature 
of the mission task, that the letter as a whole can and should be read against 
the backdrop of the early Christian mission.”43 Indeed, the letter of 1 Peter 
is best understood against the backdrop of the mission of the early church 
in the Roman Empire. 

Peter’s emphasis throughout the letter on missional identity, the missionary 
lifestyle, the urgency of evangelism, and the hope of heaven emphasizes a 
missiological motivation behind the writing of this letter. The framework of 
the letter and exhortations expressed by Peter from the beginning to the end 
features a clear missiological intent. Green argues, “… 1 Peter is unrivaled 
among NT documents for its concern with questions of Christian identity, 
constitution, and behavior in a hostile world. For 1 Peter, Christian commu-
nities must struggle with how to maintain a peculiar identity as God’s people 
in the midst of contrary cultural forces.”44 The missiological motivation and 
focus of 1 Peter makes it a vital book for Christians today striving to live as 
salt and light in the midst of a fallen world until the King returns. 
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When a world-wide audience watched the March 2, 2018 funeral service for 
Billy Graham, commentators suggested Graham’s death marked “the end of 
an era.” But there was no universal agreement on exactly what was ending. 
Certainly Billy Graham’s preaching ministry, a ministry that touched millions 
worldwide, was ending—at least with live preaching (Graham’s sermons con-
tinue to be broadcast on Christian television and via the Internet). Perhaps it 
ended the practice known as “mass evangelism,” though history cautions us 
not to pronounce its demise too quickly.1 Some may have thought (or even 
wished) it ended the movement known as “evangelical Christianity” and 
one of its defining characteristics known as “evangelism.” But to paraphrase 
Mark Twain for this context: “the reports of the death of evangelism have 
been greatly exaggerated.”

Our word evangelism is taken from the Greek word euangelion, translated 
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“the gospel.”  Within the word evangelism we see the word evangel, meaning 
“good news.” The evangel which lies at the heart of the Christian faith is the 
good news about who God is, and how he has provided reconciliation for 
sinful humanity.

So evangelism is to announce the euangelion, the good news. The noun 
form appears over seventy times in the New Testament (NT), while the 
verb form, euangelizō, appears over thirty times. We find both the noun and 
the verb forms in Romans 1:15, “So, for my part, I am eager to preach the 
gospel to you also who are in Rome.” And indeed, if you have good news, 
life-saving news, even eternal life-saving news, how can you not desire to 
share that message with others?

I would like to highlight seven challenges to evangelism that Christians 
face in today’s world, as well as seven encouragements for evangelism today. 
These challenges will focus on a North American context, as some of these 
issues look very different in different parts of the world.

Challenges to Evangelism

The church has always faced obstacles to evangelism, from outright persecu-
tion to hostile cultural forces to evil spiritual forces in the heavenly places. As 
I view the contemporary religious and cultural landscape in North America, 
I see seven challenges to evangelism.

Loss of “Home Field Advantage”
Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:11: “Beloved, I urge you as aliens and sojourners to 
keep away from worldly desires that wage war against the soul.” This perspective 
of living as “aliens and sojourners” was an everyday reality for the first century 
church and increasingly is becoming a reality for believers in North America. 
Christianity no longer enjoys a “home field advantage” in North America. 
When I played sports in high school, I loved home games. Having a home field 
advantage meant the majority of the crowd was cheering for you to succeed. 
It meant if the referee had to make a judgment call, more often than not you 
would get the call, as the benefit of the doubt always seemed to favor the home 
team. For most of its history, the church in North America has functioned 
with a home field advantage. The broader culture was supportive and even 
non-church attenders recognized the value the church brought to society.
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But that reality has changed. Increasingly, secular society seems to view 
the church as part (if not a major part) of the problem instead of as a key 
part of the solution. Increasing numbers of people are not cheering for 
the church to grow and thrive but are hoping the church “loses” its influ-
ence in society. Public perception of Christian faith in North America 
is in decline. The scene has shifted where Christians are now seemingly 
functioning with every game being an “away game” in front of a hostile 
crowd. Non-Christians view Christianity as irrelevant, hypocritical, and 
self-focused, concerned primarily about money. North America is rapidly 
becoming less and less “Christian.”

Yet throughout twenty centuries of church history the worldwide church 
has often lacked a “home field advantage,” and still has grown and thrived. 
One benefit of losing this advantage is that it helps facilitate the death of 
“consumer Christianity,” hopefully to be replaced with “costly discipleship.”

Hypocrisy in the Church
The church has long battled the charge of “hypocrisy,” but with the 24-hour 
news cycle today, and many in the media celebrating every instance of “Chris-
tian hypocrisy” they can publicize, the church must confront this challenge 
head-on. What is a hypocrite? A hypocrite is someone who says one thing, 
yet does another. Some days many of us accomplish that feat before break-
fast! How should the church respond to this challenge thrown at it by a 
skeptical world?2

It is not helpful to try and deny there are hypocrites in our churches. 
Because our complete sanctification awaits us in another life, we all at times 
will act inconsistently with what we affirm. The church truly is a “hospital 
for sinners,” not a “museum for saints.” But not just sinners—repenting sin-
ners who are seeking the Lord’s help to walk in a manner worthy of their 
calling. Non-Christians aren’t looking for perfection in the lives of believers, 
but they are looking for reality—and they have every right to expect it. If 
non-believers don’t see that Christ has made any difference in our lives, why 
would they want to follow him?

Recently my wife Sharon and I were able to share the gospel with our 
Uber driver. He told us he had rejected Christianity because of hypocritical 
Christians he knew. I explained to him that Sharon was a piano teacher and 
asked him this question: “If one of Sharon’s students plays Mozart’s ‘Sonata 
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in C’ poorly, should we conclude that Mozart was a terrible composer?” He 
replied, “Of course not!” I then pointed out that just because some Christians 
follow Christ and his teachings poorly, we should not conclude that Jesus 
is not worth following.

As believers, we must realize God has always used imperfect vessels to 
accomplish his purposes. That means there is hope for you—and hope for 
me! We must be willing vessels for God to work in us and through us.

Evangelism is Seen as Unhealthy and Even “Wrong”
Evangelism presents an offensive picture to some people outside the church. 
When some hear the word evangelism, they equate it with hardline psycho-
logical pressure, yelling through a bullhorn, or proselytizing people against 
their will. Yet those negative connotations express poor stereotypes of an 
activity that by its very nature means the communication of “good news.” 
And indeed, if you have good news, life-saving news, even eternal life-saving 
news, how can you not desire to share that message with others?

Barna’s extensive survey highlights some disconcerting positions on this 
issue, not only from outside the community of faith but also from within the 
church. According to Barna, 47% of Millennial practicing Christians say it is 
wrong to evangelize.”3 And between 1993 and 2017, Barna’s surveys displayed 
dramatic changes in the position of Christians concerning sharing their faith:

Just one in 10 Christians in 1993 who had a conversation about faith believed 

evangelism was the job of the local church (10%). Twenty-five years later, three 

in 10 said so (29%). Nine out of 10 agreed in 1993 that “every Christian has a 

responsibility to share their faith” (89%). Only two-thirds said so in 2017 (64%).4

In addition, over one-fourth of Christians surveyed also believe it is “wrong 
to share one’s personal beliefs with someone of a different faith in hopes that 
they will one day share the same faith (27%).”5

My evangelism professor in seminary, Dr. Roy Fish, used to say that many 
believers had adopted a form of “closet universalism.” I hope Dr. Fish was wrong 
on this point, but the statistics indicate a significant percentage of believers 
no longer affirm the necessity of sharing the gospel with others. We face an 
on-going challenge of reminding not only non-Christians but also Christians of 
the imperative nature of evangelism, and that the gospel is indeed “good news.”
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Selfishness on the Part of Christians
Observers of church life in North America have noted how many faith 
communities seemingly have adopted a “consumer church” mentality. Some 
Christian believers act as if the church exists solely for them, ignoring the 
dictum that “the church is the only institution in the world that exists primar-
ily for those not yet a part of it.”6 Instead of being able to affirm the principle, 
“It is so not about us,” some Christians seem to think it is all about them.

This self-centered attitude can rear its ugly head in a variety of ways. Fear 
of rejection when sharing the gospel is the epitome of selfishness, where we 
place what others think about us as more important than them hearing the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. The call to discipleship is a call to surrender to the 
Lordship of Christ, to “live for an audience of One.” Perhaps some of this 
attitude is due to unregenerate persons in the church, to those who think 
they are saved when they are not,7 but some of it must also be attributed to 
genuine believers who are walking in the flesh and not in the Spirit.

Believers must get outside of their “comfort zones” to connect with 
unbelievers. Barna’s survey revealed a shocking reality: “Almost two in 
five practicing Christians say they have no non-Christian friends or family 
members (38%).”8 The title of Rebecca Manley Pippert’s excellent book 
on evangelism, Out of the Saltshaker and into the World,9 reminds us of what 
we must do. We must reach out to a lost and dying world and seek to build 
relationships of trust.

Richard Niebuhr, in his classic work Christ and Culture, sets forth different 
ways the church and Christians have related to culture: Christ against Culture; 
Christ of Culture; Christ above Culture; Christ and Culture in Paradox; and 
Christ Transforming Culture.10 Joe Aldrich, in his book Lifestyle Evangelism, 
has simplified Niebuhr’s discussion. Aldrich’s analysis mirrors Niebuhr’s, 
but it uses terminology that I find more understandable for today’s context. 
Aldrich suggests there are four different ways that Christians and churches 
can relate to secular culture.11

Rejection
This response involves withdrawal and isolation from “sinners.” It was the 
approach followed by some in the monastic movement, as they sought to 
keep sin “outside the walls” of their monastery. This response is common 
among fundamentalist Bible-believing Christians, based in no small part 
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on 2 Corinthians 6:17, “come out from their midst and be separate.” This 
position has a valid point: Christians should not be involved in sin and 
evil. But to adopt the rejection position—to withdraw completely from the 
world—means that we can no longer be salt and light.

Immersion
I may be the first Baptist you have ever read who would write against immer-
sion (but this is a different type). Aldrich uses the term immersion to highlight 
the exact opposite response to rejection. In this position, the Christian or 
the church radically identifies with the culture but in so doing becomes 
essentially indistinguishable from the world. The salt loses its saltiness and 
effective evangelism does not take place. The Christian message becomes 
so diluted that it loses its distinctiveness.

People who adopt an immersion approach have close proximity to lost 
people, but they have no distinctive message to share. They have neglected 
the admonition of Scripture to not let “the world cram you into its mold” 
(Rom 12:2, Phillips translation). The immersion approach allows the world 
to do just that—to cram the Christian or the Church into the world’s mold. 
It is reminiscent of the young couple who asked a pastor of a very liberal 
church, “What do you believe here?” The pastor replied, “What do you 
want us to believe?”

Split Adaptation
This approach blends the rejection and immersion options. In reality it is 
a form of spiritual schizophrenia. This person tries to be a citizen of two 
worlds and attempts to make a home and live completely comfortable in both 
worlds. He drifts with the majority opinion. This person could be described 
as a “Sunday-only Christian.” On Sunday, he follows the rejection approach, 
but on Monday through Saturday he adopts the immersion approach. It is 
like the man who applied for a job, listing as his references his pastor, his 
deacon, and his Sunday School teacher. The interviewer asked, “Can I get 
the names of some people who know you the rest of the week?”

Critical Participation
This is the approach Aldrich advocates, and one that I agree with as well. 
It seeks to follow Jesus’ admonition to be “in, but not of the world” ( John 
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17:14-16). Believers are to be spiritually distinct from the world’s culture 
but not socially segregated from it. This position is the most challenging of 
the positions to adopt because the believer must always live in the tension 
of being “in, but not of ” the world.

The Apostle Paul modelled this approach for us in 1 Corinthians 9. He 
writes, “For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, 
so that I may win more” (1 Cor 9:19). Paul had the status of a free man, but 
he made himself a slave of all. He maintains, “I have become all things to all 
men, so that I may by all means save some” (1 Cor 9:22).

Paul is prepared to accommodate however he needs to in order to reach 
people with the gospel. He adopted a person-centered approach in his wit-
nessing. Paul never denied the truth, never comprised in the realm of morality, 
but adjusted as much as he could to the perspective of those whom he was 
with. He did not adopt the approach, “when in Rome, do as the Romans do.” 
Accommodation for evangelism does not mean the witness involves himself 
or herself in sinful practices. Paul did not behave like them, but he identified 
with them as much as he could so he could reach them. Again, Paul was not 
teaching that “the end justifies the means.” He accommodated only in those 
things that were not sinful. He was not committing sins to try to further the 
gospel, but he was sacrificing liberties for the sake of the gospel.

In 2 Corinthians 8-9 Paul deals with the theme of Christian freedom. Paul 
drives home the point in chapter 8 is that “Christian freedom has limits.” 
In the context of chapter 8, it is limited by our love for “weaker” Christians, 
for those not as spiritually mature. In chapter 9 he gives us another reason 
why we would choose to limit our liberty. We limit our liberty for the sake 
of the gospel. In chapter 8 our liberty must be limited by our love for other 
believers. In chapter 9 our liberty must be limited by our love for the lost. 
Paul expressed it well in 2 Corinthians 4:5, “We do not preach ourselves, 
but Christ Jesus as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Christ’s sake.”

Barna notes that more than half of Christians report “having two or fewer 
conversations about faith with a non-Christian during the past year (56%).”12 
Pippert is correct—believers need to get “out of the saltshaker and into the 
world.” We need to build relationships of trust with unbelievers. But we must 
also be ready and willing to share the gospel with “strangers,” with people 
we do not yet know well. There are scores of people around all of us who are 
not blessed to have a Christian family, a Christian neighbor, or a Christian 

Challenges and Encouragements for Evangelism Today



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.3 (2019)

30

friend. If the only way to reach them is through building a relationship of 
trust, some people are never going to hear the gospel. We should do all we 
can to build relationships. Christians, of all people, ought to be in the ministry 
of relationship building, meeting new people, caring for people, and loving 
people. But if we adopt the viewpoint that we should not talk to someone 
about Christ until a relationship of trust has been built, countless numbers 
of people will never hear the gospel.

Mark McCloskey convincingly argues this point:

There are just too many people who need to know Christ as soon as possible 

to insist that effective evangelism must be relational in approach. Not everyone 

is blessed to have Christian friends who can “flesh out” the life of Christ. Not 

everyone is fortunate enough to witness the life-changing power of the gospel 

and new life in Christ as it is manifested corporately in the local church.

Thus, a philosophy of evangelism that insists on the presence of a relational element 

(as a normative practice) will unfortunately exclude those not privileged to have 

meaningful exposure to Christian friends or the corporate witness of the church. 

This is why many groups practice initiative evangelism and employ strategies that 

encompass masses of people. It is not that they are against the relational element 

in evangelism, but they do not allow it to determine the scope of their outreach. 

Let’s reach our friends. Let’s do whatever it takes to communicate authentically to 

them. But let’s not forget that others also need to hear the gospel.13

Biblical Illiteracy
In his article titled “The Scandal of Biblical Illiteracy: It’s Our Problem,”14 
R. Albert Mohler notes the huge problem of biblical illiteracy not only out-
side the church, but also within the church. That lack of biblical literacy no 
doubt plays a role in some of the negative attitudes Christian believers have 
about evangelism (see above), but also provides challenges for believers in 
communicating with non-Christians who have no religious background or 
context for understanding the message of the gospel. In my lifetime I have 
witnessed a shift from what I call an “Acts 2 culture” to an “Acts 17 culture.”

In Acts 2 we observe Peter preaching the good news, the gospel of Christ, to 
believing Jews.  Peter does not have to explain who God is; they already know 
the name Yahweh. In essence, Peter starts “in the middle” of the gospel message. 
He assumes a lot on the part of his audience. I bring this up because I grew 
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up in an Acts 2 culture. In my elementary school, we had the Ten Command-
ments on the wall of the school right next to the American flag, and we began 
every day of elementary school with our teacher leading the class in prayer. 
That meant that the students, even if they were not churchgoers, had a basic 
understanding of who God is, and even the gospel message. Evangelism in an 
“Acts 2” society focuses on clarifying for people what many of them already 
know (at least more or less). It involves “connecting the spiritual dots” for them.

Fast forward to today. We no longer live in an Acts 2 culture. Rather, 
our culture more accurately reflects Acts 17. In this chapter we also have a 
preacher and an audience. Paul is the preacher this time. The audience in 
Athens is not comprised of believing Jews; the audience is filled with pagans, 
with Gentiles, with those who have little to no knowledge of the true God. 
Paul notes that they had set up idols to all kinds of gods. Lest they miss any 
gods, they even set up an altar to the unknown God. Paul told them that 
what they worshipped in ignorance (this unknown God), he was going to 
explain to them. Paul did not follow the example of Peter. Instead of starting 
in the middle, Paul began with creation, with who God is.

Why do I emphasize this point? Because I am convinced that here in North 
America, we are no longer an Acts 2 culture; we are an Acts 17 culture. In our 
culture we can no longer assume that people have a basic level of understanding 
of Christian truths. That reality is significant because many of the evangelistic 
materials that are still utilized today were developed back during a time in 
which you could assume some knowledge of God on the part of your hearers. 
People used to know you were talking about the God of the Bible when you 
said, “God.” Today when people mention God, they could mean the God of 
the Bible, or Oprah Winfrey’s “god of the week.” Oprah would have “religious 
guests” on her program every week promoting some new version of spirituality. 
We must help people understand who the biblical God truly is.

An article on evangelism in Christianity Today in 1991 describes the real-
ity of our situation: “... growing Western populations who have no Christian 
background, memory, vocabulary, or assumptions; they are ‘ignostics,’ who 
do not know what Christians are talking about.”15 I agree with that analysis, 
and almost three decades later find it even truer. The majority of people I 
talk with about the gospel are not “agnostics” as much as they are “ignostics,” 
ignorant of the basic truths of the Bible and Christianity. We no longer can 
assume a basic Christian worldview. People no longer have Christianity as 
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their starting point for their religious explorations. We cannot assume that 
even in America—a nation filled with churches and Bibles and Christian 
radio stations—that persons have heard the gospel. Many have not heard 
the gospel and rejected it—they simply have never heard it. Many people 
in North America do not have even a basic understanding of key biblical 
themes or even know the basics of the gospel message.

Exclusivity of the Gospel
Another challenge to evangelism faced by the church in North America is 
the “scandal” of the gospel message. In a post-modern society, for any person 
or any group to claim they have “the truth” seems brash and arrogant. In a 
pluralistic culture, it just “makes sense” to people that there must be many 
ways to find peace with God.

Yet the NT witness is clear. John reports that Jesus claimed to be the 
“way, the truth and the life,” and that “no one comes to the Father but by 
me” ( John 14:6). Peter asserted in Acts 4:12, “And there is salvation in 
no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given 
among men by which we must be saved.”16 And it must be noted that these 
assertions were made in the midst of tremendous religious pluralism! The 
Bible refers to numerous gods and systems of worship in various cultures 
of the ancient Near East.

According to the NT, men and women are not “anonymous Christians” 
already in Christ and only needing to be told so. They are “dead in their tres-
passes and sins,” “separated from Christ,” and “perishing.” J. I. Packer concludes:

It thus appears that the case for other forms of faith beside Christianity being 

ways of salvation is forlorn indeed. Without Christ, we are without God and 

without hope. Non-Christian religions exhibit much that is noble and many 

insights that are true, but they do not exhibit saving grace. So far as the way of 

salvation is concerned, “believe on the Lord Jesus Christ” really is the last word.17

Lack of Confidence in the Gospel
Some believers today seem to have lost confidence in the gospel message. 
Perhaps it is because it has been some time since they have seen someone 
come to faith in Christ and display the fruit of conversion. Obviously, if one 
lacks confidence in the gospel, he or she will be reluctant to share it with 
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others. If we have given up believing that Jesus still changes lives today, we 
will not be his witnesses.

Encouragements to Evangelism

The challenges listed above may seem daunting, yet this particular histor-
ical context also produces great opportunities. People are ignorant but 
many of them are open. This era is not a discouraging time to be involved 
in evangelism—far from it! I am reminded of the story of two soldiers hud-
dled together in a foxhole, pinned down by enemy fire. During a lull in the 
shooting, one soldier peeked out to survey the situation. He exclaimed to 
his fellow soldier, “We are surrounded by the enemy!” to which the second 
solider replied, “That’s great! Let’s not let any of them get away!” While we 
must never view unbelievers as “the enemy” (they are held captive by our 
true enemy, Satan), we certainly are surrounded by those who do not know 
Christ. How can we seek to not let any of them get away? I trust these seven 
encouragements for evangelism will challenge and inspire us as we seek to 
be faithful to the task of being “fishers of men.”

The Great Commission is Still Operative
The gospel is “good news”—it has been good news and it always will be 
good news. The task we call “The Great Commission” (Matt 28:18-20) is 
still in force today. The “Tomb of the Unknown Soldier” is located in Arling-
ton National Cemetery in Washington, D.C. During the ceremony of the 
changing of the guard, one soldier says to his replacement: “Orders Remain 
Unchanged.” In a much greater way, Christ says to each new generation of 
believers, “Orders Remain Unchanged.” You shall be my witnesses!

Romans 10:14 is as true today as it was when Paul first penned these 
words: “How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? 
And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And 
how are they to hear without someone preaching?” The Great Commission 
is still operative.

Online Worship Services are becoming a “Front Door”
As I write these words, we have seen churches all across North America 
cancel their gathered worship services out of love for neighbor in the midst 
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of the COVID-19 crisis. Last week our church scrambled to broadcast our 
first “online” worship service in the church’s history. While online worship 
cannot and should not ever attempt to replace the gathering together of God’s 
people, technology has allowed thousands of churches to reach people with 
the gospel message who have never set foot inside their church sanctuary. 
For example, my own church in Louisville, Kentucky, averages around 200 
people for Sunday morning worship. And yet last week we had ten times 
that many connect to the church through the service being streamed on 
Facebook Live. We have already heard from people in the community who 
plan to visit the church once our doors are open again.

And even more encouraging to me, I have had three unchurched friends, 
two of whom I have known for more than 30 years, and one whom I have 
known for over 50 years, reach out to me following their listening to the 
sermon online. Our online services are creating an opportunity for many 
gospel conversations that humanly speaking, would not have happened apart 
from the online connection.

Learning How to Listen
One of the key results from the Barna survey was that when non-Christians 
were asked what qualities they would look for in a person with whom to talk 
about faith, the number one quality was “listens without judgment.”18 Much 
of our evangelism training focuses on us learning how to talk, and rightly so. 
But good evangelism is a dialogue, not a monologue. And we do not receive 
much training in how to listen. My wife Sharon is one of the best personal 
witnesses I know, and it is in no small part due to her listening skills. Barna’s 
survey encourages us that we can be more effective in witnessing if we will 
become a good listener.

We must listen with alertness and sensitivity in order to understand what 
the other person believes and where he/she is coming from. Listening is 
hard for us, because in a dialogue, when the other person is talking, our 
mind usually begins formulating what we will say next. Several verses in 
Proverbs 18 remind us of the importance of active listening: “A fool does 
not delight in understanding, But only in revealing his own mind” (v. 2); 
“He who gives an answer before he hears, It is folly and shame to him” (v. 
13); and “The mind of the prudent acquires knowledge, And the ear of the 
wise seeks knowledge” (v. 15).
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If we will learn to ask good questions and then listen, most people will open 
up and will talk about their life and their beliefs. They will often self-diagnose 
themselves in terms of what they are trusting in and where their hope is found. 
Evangelism involves both talking and listening. Listening is an act of love. 
It communicates, “I care about you enough to value what you have to say.”

Sharon and I have had wonderful opportunities to practice listening 
through inductive Bible Studies with non-believers. Two studies we highly 
recommend are Christianity Explored19 and Christianity Explained.20

The Gospel is Still True and Powerful
In spite of what people in secular culture think, or how some people inside 
the church doubt the power of the gospel, people are still lost and they still 
need Christ. The Gospel remains the power of God for salvation!

Paul had full confidence in the power of the gospel, as he evidences in 
Romans 1:16, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of 
God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the 
Greek.” Do we really believe the gospel is the power of God for salvation? We 
too often settle for a religion of the “possible.” We give up on some people 
and think, “There is no way that person’s life could change—they are too 
far gone.” But we must remember Paul, the chief persecutor of the Christian 
church, became one of the greatest Christians to ever live. John Newton, 
a slave trader and alcoholic, wrote the hymn, “Amazing Grace” with these 
powerful lyrics, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch 
like me.” Chuck Colson, the “hatchet man” of the Nixon administration, 
was powerfully converted and wrote the best-selling books, Born Again, 
and Loving God. Nowhere in the Bible does it say, “Go into all the world and 
share the gospel with everyone who looks like they are a good candidate to 
become a Christian.” We are to share with all! To every person!

My undergraduate studies were in engineering at Kansas State Univer-
sity. Dr. Dudley Williams, one of the top nuclear physicists in the country, 
was one of my professors. Dr. Williams was one of a handful of scientists 
chosen to participate in the first atomic test made by the U.S. Government. 
He shared in class one day about that first atomic test in the desert sands of 
New Mexico. He told us special gauges were designed to be able to record 
the magnitude of that first blast. But when the blast occurred, all the nee-
dles moved quickly to their maximum reading. He laughed as he told us, 
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“The top engineering minds in the country had totally underestimated the 
power of the atom.”

I fear that is what is happening in the hearts and minds of some Christians 
today. They are underestimating the power of the gospel, and that is causing 
them to be hesitant, perhaps even ashamed of sharing it with others. In 
Mark 4, Jesus teaches what we know as the Parable of the Sower. I think we 
often misapply this parable. The sower went out to sow. He did not go out 
to inspect the soil and sow or withhold seed based on the state of the soil. 
No, the sower sowed the seed everywhere. In our witnessing we need to stop 
being soil inspectors and start being sowers of the gospel seed!

Another way to phrase this truth is: “Never say ‘no’ for someone else.” 
We make that mistake far too often. We decide someone is not good soil, 
and we say “no” for that person, withholding the seed of the gospel. Jesus 
is telling us we are going to receive different responses to the message, but 
that is not our responsibility. What is our responsibility? The sower went 
out to sow—we are called to be sowers, not soil inspectors!

There are individuals and churches all over the world who are reaching 
people even though others are telling them there are too many challenges, 
that it is too difficult. I am convinced there are two types of attitudes among 
Christians and churches:

1. We can’t reach people today—it has become too difficult.

2. With God’s help, we will reach people.

I am convinced they both are right in their own way! Those who say “we 
can’t,” usually don’t. Those who say, “with God’s help we can,” usually do.

The Power of Testimony
While some Christians may think sharing one’s personal testimony is an 
“outdated” method, I believe it has great value in a postmodern culture. 
A personal testimony or “Faith Story” is you telling the story of how you 
became a Christian and what Christ has done in your life since then. 
Criticism of this approach often stems from the testimony focusing a great 
deal on the person and very little on Christ. However, one’s conversion 
testimony serves as a helpful tool as long as the gospel is clearly commu-
nicated in the testimony.
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Christ should be the focus of your testimony, not your deeds or misdeeds. A 
good conversion testimony uses your story to tell Christ’s story, the good news 
of the gospel message. The Apostle Paul certainly believed in this approach, 
as he utilized it three times in the Book of Acts (Acts 9; Acts 22; Acts 26).

Use your story to tell his story, but make sure you share with humility. D. T.  
Niles, a theologian from Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), offered this pungent 
definition: “Evangelism is witness. It is one beggar telling another beggar 
where to get food.”21 Reminiscent of the four starving men in 2 Kings 7:1-9 
who stumbled upon an abundance of food, this definition reminds us that 
we have come to faith due to God’s mercy and grace. The difference between 
the two classes of beggars in Niles’s definition is that one has discovered the 
Bread of Life and the other needs to know that truth. 

This definition reminds us of the importance of humility in our witness. If 
our salvation were something we could earn by our own efforts or good works, 
then we would have grounds for boasting. But the Scriptures constantly remind 
us that salvation is a gift from God, a gift that is completely undeserved on our 
part (Eph 2:8-9). The ground is indeed level at the foot of the cross.

This humility is crucial in our witness because a major reason unbeliev-
ers are turned off by Christianity is they perceive Christians as somehow 
claiming “they are better than everyone else.” If we understand grace we will 
be humble. Christians should be the most humble people in the world. We 
can share the gospel with deep conviction but also with genuine humility. 
We truly are “one beggar telling other beggars where to find food,” and our 
personal testimony can be a strategic way to explain the gospel message.

Embarrassment of Riches in Training Tools
We live in a day where we have an embarrassment of riches in terms of 
evangelistic tools and methods. How encouraging to have at our disposal so 
many different ways to communicate the good news of redemption in Christ! 
But the sheer volume of options can lead us to the “paralysis of analysis.” We 
aren’t sure which is the best method to use, so we end up using none of them! 
D.  L. Moody was confronted one day by a person who disapproved of his 
method of witnessing. Moody replied that he wasn’t overly fond of it himself 
and asked, “What methods do you use?” “Oh, I don’t have a method,” the 
critic replied. “Well,” Moody retorted, “I think I like the way I do it better 
than the way you don’t!”22
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Too many people get sidetracked in debates over methodology. Jesus used 
different methods when healing blind men.23 On one occasion he merely 
spoke a word (Mark 10:52), another time he touched a blind man’s eyes 
(Matt 9:29), and on another occasion he placed mud on a blind man’s eyes 
( John 9:6). Can you imagine what might have transpired had these men 
happened to meet together to discuss their experiences? “Isn’t it wonderful 
how Jesus heals by simply speaking?” one would say. “You are wrong,” the 
second man would protest, “he uses touch.” The third man would interject, 
“You are both wrong! He doesn’t use words, or touch—he uses mud to heal!” 
Their argument could have led them to form three new denominations:  the 
Touchites, the Speakites and the Mudites. I tell people, “If you don’t like 
a particular method of witnessing, don’t waste precious time and energy 
criticizing it—use one you feel comfortable with and get on with the task!”

Part of our evangelistic task is highlighted by 1 Peter 3:15, “but in your 
hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense 
to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with 
gentleness and respect.” Barna’s survey shows that a significant number of 
non-Christians might be “more interested in Christianity if they had more 
evidence (44%).”24 Greg Koukl, whose book Tactics is an extremely helpful 
resource for doing apologetics in a postmodern context, writes: “The Great 
Commission task assigned to believers is to communicate the gospel as 
clearly, graciously, and persuasively as possible and let God use these efforts 
to draw people to Himself.”25

Faith in Jesus Christ is not a “leap in the dark” as it is sometimes described 
by skeptics. Faith in Jesus Christ is instead a “step into the light.” We have good 
reasons for believing what we believe! When people ask genuine questions, 
we need to seek to answer those questions. Paul Little quotes John Stott as 
offering a wonderful balance with this observation: “We cannot pander to a 
man’s intellectual arrogance, but we must cater to his intellectual integrity.”26

Christ Has Promised to Build His Church
A seventh source of encouragement is that Christ has promised to build 
his church (Matt 16:18). The Gospel has sounded forth for over twenty 
centuries and will continue to do so until Jesus returns. Matthew 24:14 
instructs us that the gospel must be preached as a witness to every nation, 
and then the end shall come. Revelation 5:9, 7:9, and 14:6 assure us that in 
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heaven will be people from every tongue and tribe and nation. The Great 
Commission will be fulfilled! Hear this heavenly witness: “The kingdom of 
the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ; and He 
shall reign forever and ever!” (Rev 11:15).

We labor in the confidence that the work will be finished. Evangelism, as 
the heartbeat of theology, directs our energy to that goal toward which history 
is moving—the return of Christ and the hastening of his kingdom. Victory 
is certain! In the councils of eternity, the celebration has already begun. As 
Andreas Köstenberger and Peter O’Brien maintain, “This theme of God’s 
saving purposes reaching the ends of the earth forms a grand envelope that 
contains the entire story of Scripture.”27 God’s saving plan is the major thrust 
of the Scriptures from beginning to end.

With this vision before us, let us pick up the shout of heaven, and go forth 
to proclaim his Kingdom.

Until with yonder sacred throng

We at His feet may fall,

To join the everlasting song,

And crown Him Lord of all

1 Those who argue Billy Graham’s death signals the end of mass evangelism should reflect on these words 
from an evangelist of a previous era, Oswald J. Smith. Writing in 1932, Smith asserted:

Well, now, where in such a church is there room for an Evangelist? Why, he is simply crowded 
out, for that kind of programme doesn’t need him. Think you the churches of today are pleading for 
evangelistic services? Could Crossley and Hunter persuade the worldly churches of this Laodicean 
age to close their doors and unite in a city-wide campaign? Can you picture the modernistic ministers 
of this generation sitting together on the same platform, lauding, praising and backing a Moody and 
Sankey campaign? Certainly not. Evangelism has been ruled out of court. It is no longer the order of 
the day. Nor will the churches ever again throw open their doors to traveling Evangelists, as they did 
a generation ago. That peculiar type of Evangelism has gone and gone forever. (Oswald J. Smith, The 
New Evangelism [Toronto: The People’s Church, 1932], 10-11).

God raises up people in his time and in his way for his work. Just as the ministry of Billy Graham could 
not be foreseen by Smith, those “doomsayers” who confidently predict the demise or death of mass evan-
gelism after Billy Graham might look foolish in the years ahead. While such predictions “might” hold true 
for North America, in many parts of the world today, mass evangelism is thriving.

2 In the recent Barna Report, entitled Reviving Evangelism, survey results from non-believers show that 34% 
would be more interested in Christianity if the faith had a better reputation. See Barna Group, Reviving 
Evangelism: Current Realities That Demand a New Vision for Sharing Faith (Ventura, CA: Barna Group, 2019), 13.

3 Ibid., 11.

Challenges and Encouragements for Evangelism Today



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.3 (2019)

40

4 Ibid., 36. 
5 Ibid., 46. 
6 Source unknown.
7 For a helpful discussion on this issue, see Dean Inserra’s new book, The Unsaved Christian: Reaching Cultural 

Christianity with the Gospel (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2019).
8 Barna Group, Reviving Evangelism, 10.
9 Rebecca Manley Pippert, Out of the Saltshaker and into the World: Evangelism as a Way of Life (Downers Grove, 

IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999).
10 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York, NY: Harper, 1951).
11 Joe Aldrich, Lifestyle Evangelism: Crossing Traditional Boundaries to Reach the Unbelieving World (Portland, OR: 

Multnomah Books, 1981), 59–65.
12 Barna Group, Reviving Evangelism, 11.
13 Mark McCloskey, Tell It Often, Tell It Well: Making the Most of Witnessing Opportunities (Eugene, OR: Wipf and 

Stock, 1985), 171.
14 R. Albert Mohler, “The Scandal of Biblical Illiteracy: It’s Our Problem,” Albertmohler.Com (blog), January 

20, 2016, https://albertmohler.com/2016/01/20/the-scandal-of-biblical-illiteracy-its-our-problem-4/.
15 George G. Hunter, “Can the West Be Won?,” Christianity Today, December 16, 1991, 43–44.
16 Ted Peters notes that the concept of salvation through other religions makes a mockery of the early church 

and Christian martyrs: “This bold confession, ‘Jesus Christ is Lord,’ is itself a phrase which has accounted 
for numerous martyrs amidst a climate in which it was thought that only Caesar was lord. Would it have 
helped in the pursuit of truth for the early church to make it clear that it believed there was a single nameless 
and transcendent divine reality that was revealed equally through Caesar and Jesus, and that salvation could 
be found in both? Should Christians have affirmed the saving efficacy of Caesar right along with that of 
Jesus Christ?” See Ted Peters, “Confessional Universalism and Inter-Religious Dialogue,” Dialog 25, no. 2 
(1986): 147.

17 J. I. Packer, “Way of Salvation, Part IV: Are Non-Christian Faiths Ways to Salvation?,” Bibliotheca Sacra 130 
(April 1, 1973): 116.

18 Barna Group, Reviving Evangelism, 12.
19 Rico Tice and Barry Cooper, Christianity Explored (Milton Keynes: Authentic Media, 2002).
20 David Pawson, Christianity Explained (Ashford: Anchor Recordings, 2014).
21 D. T. Niles, That They May Have Life (New York, NY: Harper, 1951), 96.
22 Leighton Ford, The Christian Persuader (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1966), 68.
23 Ibid., 125.
24 Barna Group, Reviving Evangelism, 13.
25 Gregory Koukl. Tactics: A Game Plan for Discussing Your Christian Convictions (Grand Rapids, MI:  Zondervan, 

2009), 37.
26 Cited in Paul E. Little, Know Why You Believe (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2009), 25.
27 Andreas J. Köstenberger and Peter T. O’Brien, Salvation to the Ends of the Earth: A Biblical Theology of Mission 

(New Studies in Biblical Theology 11; Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2001), 26.



41

What are the Essentials 
of a Local Church? 
Guidelines for Missionary 
Ecclesiology 
Zane Pratt

Zane Pratt is Vice President for Assessment, Deployment, and Training with the 

International Mission Board (IMB) of the Southern Baptist Convention. He also 

serves as Associate Professor of Christian Missions at The Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky, where he previously served as the dean of the Billy 

Graham School from 2011-2013. Dr. Pratt earned his MDiv from Gordon-Conwell 

Theological Seminary and his PhD from Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary. 

From 1991-2011, Dr. Pratt served as a church planter and regional leader with the IMB 

in Central Asia. He is the co-author of Introduction to Global Missions (B&H, 2014) and 

a contributor to Theology and Practice of Mission (B&H, 2011).

Ecclesiology is a debated subject in evangelical missionary circles. The debate 
surrounds two questions. The first question asks whether local churches are 
even needed on the mission field. Church planting can be messy and slow. 
So much of church life in the West, with its buildings and programs and large 
budgets, seems extra-biblical. The command of the Great Commission is to 
make disciples, not (explicitly, at least) to plant churches. There is, in fact, no 
explicit command to plant churches anywhere in the New Testament (NT). 
Shouldn’t missionaries concentrate on evangelism and discipleship, and 
leave off church formation as a luxury, maybe viewed as even a hindrance?1

The second question, asked by those who believe that church formation is 
an essential part of the missionary task, relates to the characteristics required 
by the NT of a local church. What is the nature of a local church, and what are 
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its essential structures and functions? At what point does simplicity become 
unbiblical reductionism, or contextualization become syncretism? How 
much of the missionary’s experience of church in his or her home setting 
reflects nonnegotiable biblical norms, and how much of it reflects human 
tradition or the missionary’s home culture? What role does the urgency of 
the missionary task play in the shape of the church? At the heart of all these 
questions lies one summary issue: what must be present in any church, in 
any setting, for that church to be a biblically faithful church?

The Necessity of Local Churches

Are local churches a necessity or a luxury? Is it possible to be a faithful dis-
ciple of Jesus Christ outside of committed involvement in a local church? As 
already stated, there is no explicit command in Scripture to plant churches. 
There is also no explicit command to become a member of a church. How-
ever, this article will argue that local churches are a necessity, and that it is 
not possible to be a faithful Christian apart from committed involvement 
in a local church.2 

This necessity is rooted in the very nature of the imperative given in the 
account of the Great Commission in Matthew’s Gospel. As is well known, 
there is only one verb in Matthew 28:16-20, and that verb is “make disciples.” 
The goal of Christian mission is disciples, not merely decisions. This fits with 
the entire flow of the biblical narrative. From the beginning God has been on 
a mission to glorify himself by filling his creation with his image-bearers. God 
created humanity, man and woman, in his image. The point of being made in 
the image of God was to reflect and represent God as his vicegerents and as 
stewards of his creation. That image was badly marred by human rebellion 
in the fall of humanity recounted in Genesis 3.

In the biblical narrative that followed the fall, Israel, as God’s son, was 
to reflect and represent God to a watching world, but badly failed in that 
mission. Israel culminated in Jesus, God’s only begotten Son, who was the 
perfect image of the invisible God. Jesus, being God himself in human flesh, 
perfectly reflected and represented God as True God who was also the True 
Man and the True Son. He perfectly represented the nature and character 
of God (“Whoever has seen me has seen the Father,” said Jesus to Philip in 
John 14:9), and as the Risen King who has all authority in heaven and on 
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earth, he perfectly represented for all eternity the sovereign rule of God in 
his Kingdom. Jesus now sends his people to every tribe, tongue, people and 
nation to make disciples, who themselves are destined to be conformed to 
his image (Rom 8:29). This conformity will be accomplished completely 
when believers see Jesus face to face, because, “when he appears we shall be 
like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). The goal of Christian 
discipleship, then, is to be conformed to the image of Christ, and that entails 
reflecting the character of Christ through the transformation of every area 
of life, and representing Christ as his ambassador to a rebellious world, all in 
the context of abiding in Christ in union with him through the Holy Spirit. 

The NT has no other conception of a Christian. To be a Christian is to 
become more and more like Christ and to engage more and more faithfully 
in his mission. A Christian is a disciple, and anyone who is not a disciple of 
Jesus is not a Christian in any biblically meaningful sense of the word. This 
then leads to the necessity of local churches. Where does discipleship happen? 
It happens in the context of the body of Christ, the church. There are three, 
and only three, necessary resources for growth in discipleship, but all three are 
essential. These three are the word of God, the Spirit of God, and the people 
of God. In an individualistic culture, the third resource is often neglected or 
downplayed. However, both 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4 make it clear 
that other Christians in a committed church context are required for growth 
and health as a disciple. 1 Corinthians 12 teaches that no Christian has all 
the spiritual gifts, so every believer needs what every other believer in the 
body brings to the table. One-on-one discipleship would be sufficient only 
if the person doing the discipling possessed all the spiritual gifts.3 This text 
also teaches that believers do not exist only for themselves, but for the body, 
so followers of Jesus who voluntarily isolate themselves from a local church 
are being disobedient stewards of the gifts God has given them. Ephesians 
4:1-16 likewise teaches that maturity happens when each part of the body 
works properly and does its part. It may or may not take a village to raise a 
child, but it most certainly takes a church to raise a disciple.

This is consistent with the unbroken example of the apostles and other 
followers of Jesus in the NT. The very first believers met together regularly 
to carry out the functions of a church. Everywhere the apostles went in 
their missionary efforts, they left behind local churches. These were not 
minimalist churches, either, as the appointment of elders and the detailed 
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instructions about church life in the epistles make clear. The NT simply has 
no concept of a believer in Jesus who willingly separates from the fellowship 
of a local church.

It is, therefore, not surprising that the Book of Hebrews commands us 
not to neglect meeting together, but rather to encourage each other and to 
stir one another up to love and good deeds (Heb 10:24-25). This happens in 
the context of a group of believers who are committed to one another to be 
the body of Christ and who assemble regularly to do so. The local church is 
a non-negotiable component of biblical Christianity. Planting local churches 
where there are none is an equally non-negotiable component of the mis-
sionary task. Those who deny its necessity or who neglect it in practice are 
guilty of missiological malpractice.

Biblical Essentials for Local Churches

This leaves the question of what constitutes a biblical church. No one answers 
this question in a vacuum. Everyone is influenced by their own experience 
of church, and the unreflective tendency of any church planter is to repro-
duce the patterns and characteristics of the church that raised him. This 
was certainly true for much of the early history of the modern missionary 
movement. European and North American missionaries planted churches 
around the globe that looked exactly like their home churches, down to 
architecture, church programming, and hymnody. As late as the 1990s, the 
International Mission Board (IMB) of the Southern Baptist Convention 
(SBC) utilized an annual statistical report form that asked its missionaries 
how many graded choir programs, Royal Ambassador and Girls in Action 
groups, and age-graded Sunday Schools they had started in the last year. All 
these programs are good. There is nothing in them that violates Scripture. 
Each of them was created by past generations of Southern Baptists to help 
fulfill a biblical function of the church. However, although the functions 
are required by the Bible, the specific programs are not, and thoughtful 
missionaries seek to distinguish between the two.

The Minimalist Approach 
At the other end of the spectrum is a quest for a minimalist ecclesiology.4 
There are tremendous virtues to simplicity. Simplicity can be carried out 
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and reproduced by ordinary believers with no worldly resources, as in the 
NT. Churches in the NT seem remarkably devoid of the programs that 
characterize so much of modern church life. They had no church buildings, 
no sound systems, no worship bands, and no elaborate worship service 
productions. For those engaged in missionary service in environments 
that are closer to the world of the early church than to the world of Western 
evangelicalism, simple church is doable and sustainable without outside 
funding and support, while typical Western church life is not. Furthermore, 
the task is urgent. There are more people alive today with no access to the 
gospel than the total population of the world just 60 years ago. That number 
is only growing. Any form of church life that requires extensive training and 
resources will drastically slow down the spread of the gospel, and it will do so 
for extra-biblical reasons. At what point, however, does a quest for simplicity 
become extra-biblical reductionism?

The motivation behind the quest for ecclesiological minimalism is the 
appropriate desire to strip away any requirements or expectations for church 
life that are extra-biblical. There are several reasons why this motivation is 
appropriate. First, to quote the Baptist Faith and Message 2000, “God alone 
is Lord of the conscience, and He has left it free from the doctrines and 
commandments of men which are contrary to His word or not contained 
in it.”5 No one should ever require of any church that which the word of 
God does not require. Second, biblically appropriate contextualization 
requires such an approach. The modern Western church worships in ways 
and makes use of technologies that would be thoroughly alien to any first 
century believer. However, these things may not be contrary to Scripture, 
and they may be culturally appropriate in a contemporary Western setting. 
Churches in other parts of the world should be equally free to make use of 
biblically neutral cultural forms that are appropriate in their own setting.6 
This does not mean that the point of contextualization is to make the gospel 
comfortable. The gospel, properly understood, is never comfortable to any 
sinner in any setting, although it is enormously comforting in the strongest 
sense of that word. It also does not mean that there are no boundaries to 
contextualization. Scripture has a great deal to say about church structure 
and function, and nothing that the Bible requires is negotiable. The point of 
contextualization is to strip away the offense of foreignness in things that are 
biblically neutral, so that the only offense left is the clearly understood offense 
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of the gospel. Third, as has already been stated, this approach is necessary 
for church to be sustainable in majority-world settings without a constant 
infusion of outside support. That in turn leads to the fourth and final reason, 
which is that this approach is necessary for the church to reproduce on its 
own, so that the mission harvest joins the mission force.

However, there are dangers in the language of ecclesiological minimalism. 
It can degenerate into a quest to see how much one can get away with.  In 
an anti-theological world that exalts pragmatism, it can become “whatever 
works,” when “whatever works” is defined as what produces the greatest 
number of people in attendance without regard to biblical understandings 
of conversion, discipleship, and church. The goal is not simply the elimina-
tion of as much as possible from our understanding of church. The goal is to 
eliminate as much extra-biblical material as possible from our ecclesiology 
while simultaneously discovering and embracing everything the Bible teaches 
about the church. In order to be missionally effective, churches need to be 
robustly biblical and healthy.7 Church health and missional effectiveness are 
not rival concerns but inseparable allies. Rather than speaking of ecclesio-
logical minimalism, the quest should be for an ecclesiology that is robustly, 
but exclusively, biblical.

This also addresses the relationship between missionary urgency and the 
shape of missionary ecclesiology. The mission God has given his people is 
urgent. Scripture teaches that all people everywhere are sinners, that there 
is no salvation outside of Jesus Christ, and that sinners must hear (or read, 
or have signed to them) the message of the gospel, repent of their rebellion 
against God, and trust in Christ in order to be saved. Given the vast numbers 
of people in the world who currently have no access to the gospel, both love 
for God and love for neighbor make urgency an appropriate and necessary 
response. There is no conflict between a high view of the sovereignty of 
God in salvation and a sense of urgency about the missionary task, just as 
there is no conflict between a high view of the sovereignty of God in sal-
vation and the necessity of evangelism. The concern sometimes expressed, 
however, is that a sense of urgency and a desire for the rapid spread of the 
gospel will lead to imprecision in gospel proclamation and reductionism in 
ecclesiology.8 In other words, in the interest of speed, biblical requirements 
will be jettisoned if they are perceived as slowing down the advance of the 
gospel. The danger is real, and it has manifested itself at various times and 
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places. However, it is a fundamental principle of logic that abuse does not 
take away use. The fact that something can lead to certain dangers does not 
necessarily imply that it automatically produces those dangers. In this case, 
a biblical sense of urgency about the missionary task must be held hand in 
hand with a passionate commitment to everything that the Bible teaches a 
church should be and do. To lose either is to fall into error.

Definition of Local Church

What, then, is a local church? The Baptist Faith and Message 2000 defines 
it as follows:

A New Testament church of the Lord Jesus Christ is an autonomous local congre-

gation of baptized believers, associated by covenant in the faith and fellowship of 

the gospel; observing the two ordinances of Christ, governed by His laws, exer-

cising the gifts, rights, and privileges invested in them by His Word, and seeking 

to extend the gospel to the ends of the earth. Each congregation operates under 

the Lordship of Christ through democratic processes. In such a congregation each 

member is responsible and accountable to Christ as Lord. Its scriptural officers 

are pastors and deacons. While both men and women are gifted for service in the 

church, the office of pastor is limited to men as qualified by Scripture.

Certain theological and ecclesiological convictions are evident in this 
definition. Congregationalist polity, a Baptist understanding of the ordi-
nances, and a complementarian perspective on church leadership are clearly 
articulated. The nature of the church is a deeply theological issue, and other 
theological traditions would define a local church in different terms.  In 
many ways, Baptist distinctives are as much about the nature of the church 
as they are about baptism itself. However, this theology plays itself out in 
practice. In concrete terms, what does this definition mean, and what does 
it look like to plant such a church where the gospel has newly penetrated?

First, it is essential to realize that church planting is one component in 
a larger missionary task. The IMB has defined the missionary task as com-
posed of six elements or components: entry, evangelism, disciple making, 
healthy church formation, leadership training, and exit to partnership.9 
These cannot be separated, and they often occur simultaneously. Missionary 
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church planting is not a matter of rearranging the saints. It is the fruit of 
evangelism and the context for disciple making. This means, in most cases, 
that missionary church planting involves very young believers. Given the 
reality that discipleship happens in the context of the body of Christ, and 
given the example of the apostles, who gathered new converts into churches 
immediately, new churches on the mission field will often be growing toward 
everything that Scripture requires rather than possessing full health from 
the start. One thinks, for example, of the fact that Paul and Barnabas planted 
churches in each city they visited on their first missionary journey, but only 
appointed elders in them on the return journey back to Antioch in Acts 13 
and 13. Newly started churches made up of newly converted disciples must 
grow into maturity.

Given that caveat, a local church on the mission field can be defined by its 
nature, its structures, and its functions. A good summary statement is found 
in the IMB’s Foundations: “A church is a group of baptized believers in Jesus 
who are committed to each other to be the body of Christ to one another 
and who meet together regularly to carry out the functions of a biblical 
church.”10 There are three parts to this definition, and each one is significant.

Baptized Believers
A church first of all is a group of baptized believers in Jesus. The Greek word 
ekklesia refers to an assembly or congregation.11 It always has the significance 
of a group of people. The number of people in this group is not defined in 
the Bible. Unlike the synagogue in Rabbinic Judaism, there is no minyan 
or quorum required for a church to be a church. Of greater importance is 
the kind of people who make up this group. A biblical church is a group of 
baptized believers in Jesus Christ. Regenerate church membership is a key 
component in the definition of a local church. The NT shows no evidence 
of the intentional inclusion of unbelievers in a church, and it also gives both 
a command and a consistent example of all believers being baptized at the 
beginning of their life as a Christian and their involvement in church life. A 
church is always more than one person. All the people in this group known 
as a church are believers who show credible evidence of regeneration, and 
all of them have been baptized as believers.

It is appropriate at this point to probe more deeply into the question of 
church size. Does Matthew 18:20 teach that two or three people can constitute 
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a church? As Grayson Gilbert argues cogently,12 to reach this conclusion is 
to wrench the verse out of context and to misapply it to a question it is not 
intended to address. Matthew 18:15-20 is a passage about church discipline. 
The promise of Jesus’ presence in verse 20 is an assurance of his involvement 
in the difficult work of holding church members accountable. It was never 
intended to be a statement about how many people are required to form 
a church, much less a comprehensive statement on ecclesiology by Jesus. 
Everything else in the Bible that bears on the subject must be brought into 
any formulation of ecclesiology. All the same, it must be remembered that 
the Bible never gives a required number of members for a church, and if 
there are only a small number of believers in a location, that small group 
can still be a real church. In fact, there is no requirement for churches to be 
large. Large numbers are helpful to fund a building, a large staff, and com-
plex programming, but none of these are biblical requirements for a local 
church. Small churches have significant advantages in terms of fellowship 
and pastoral care, and the biblical oxymoron of anonymous and uninvolved 
church membership is all too easy in a large church but more difficult in a 
small one. The majority of churches in the world are small, and small church 
fits well in high-persecution and other majority-world environments.

Committed to One Another 
A church, secondly, is a group of baptized believers who are committed to 
each other to be the body of Christ to one another. A church is not a casual 
association of people. There is a covenantal nature to church membership, 
as expressed by the Baptist Faith and Message 2000 definition cited above. It 
is true that that there are no examples of formal, written church covenants 
in the Bible. However, the very nature of the “one another” commands of 
the NT indicate a high degree of commitment between Christians, and the 
biblical practice of church discipline requires some conception of church 
membership to make any sense at all. (A person can only be put out of 
something they are first definitively in.) Churches in the NT knew who was 
in and who was out. Specifically, church members are in the church in order 
to be the body of Christ to one another and to do the mission of Christ in 
the world. A church is a group of people characterized by both commitment 
and purpose, and both are centered in Christ.



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.3 (2019)

50

Assembled Together 
A church is also a group of baptized believers who meet together regularly 
to carry out the functions of a biblical church. The word “church” means 
assembly, and a group of people who do not assemble cannot be called a 
church. Although there are no specific commands in the NT regarding when 
or how often a church should meet, it seems clear that apostolic churches 
met at least once a week, on the first day of the week (1 Cor 16:2), and that 
in some instances they were together more often than that (Acts 2:46). It is 
also clear, from passages such as Acts 2:42-47 and 1 Corinthians 14:26, that 
they came together for specific purposes, and the Didache13 shows us that 
their gatherings took on a fairly fixed form within a generation. 

These three clauses, then, summarize the essence of a local church. It is 
a group of people, all of whom are baptized believers in Jesus Christ. It is 
a group of such believers who are committed to each other to be the body 
of Christ to one another. It is a committed, covenantal group of believers 
who assemble regularly to carry out the functions of a biblical church. This 
is a helpful starting point, but it is not enough. Scripture prescribes what 
those functions should be, and it also prescribes the structures that shape 
the church.

Structures of a Local Church

A local church is not an amorphous blob. It has a structure, and that structure 
is taught in Scripture. The structure is simple, but it is deliberate, and churches 
tamper with biblical polity at their own peril. The convictional foundation 
underlying the remarks that will follow is that classical congregationalism 
with a Baptist understanding of the church and its ordinances are the model 
taught and exemplified by the NT.14 However, there will hopefully be much 
in this discussion that readers from other traditions will find profitable. 

Regenerate Membership  
The first structural element in a biblical local church is a regenerate church 
membership, and in many ways “church member” is the most foundational 
office of the church.15 The concept of church membership is questioned today 
by many, and for good reason. Membership apart from church discipline can all 
too easily become meaningless, or even a source of ungodly pride and boasting. 
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It is well known the Southern Baptists, if asked, would be unable to find millions 
of the members they claim in their church membership rolls. It is also true that 
there is neither command nor example of keeping church membership rolls 
in the NT. Nevertheless, as has already been stated, churches in the NT knew 
who was in and who was out. They knew the individuals for whom they had 
pastoral responsibility. The concept of church membership is not dependent 
on a particular format of recording the identities of those members. Further-
more, church membership is not a passive thing in the teaching of the NT. This 
office carries significant responsibility, and entails serious ministry.16 It is the 
saints who do the work of ministry, according to Ephesians 4:11-12. Church 
discipline is also in the hands of the membership of a church (Matt 18:17, 1 
Cor 5:1-5, 2 Cor 2:5-8). The members of a church engage in worship, and even 
in leading worship, together (1 Cor 14:26). The gifts and ministries of every 
member of the church are necessary for the healthy functioning of the whole 
church (1 Cor 12:12-26). A robust understanding of church membership as 
a serious, well-defined office within the church, carrying both responsibility 
and accountability, is essential for church health.

Biblical Leadership 
The second structure prescribed by the NT for local churches is the function 
and office of pastor/elder/overseer. These three titles are mentioned together 
as one because they are used interchangeably in Scripture. Their separation 
into distinct orders of ministry did not occur until after the apostolic age, and 
in NT churches they functioned as three different ways of referring to the 
same role.17 The term used most often in the NT is elder. Ironically, the term 
used most often in modern church life, pastor, is the term used least often in 
the NT. Whichever term is used, the qualifications and responsibilities of 
this person are laid out clearly in such passages as 1 Timothy 3:1-7 and Titus 
1:5-9. In summary, the pastor/elder/overseer must be an exemplary disciple. 
The qualifications listed are not the extraordinary marks of a super saint, but 
rather what should be true of any mature disciple of Jesus. He must also be 
able to give sound instruction and refute error. This, along with 2 Timothy 
4:1-2 and Hebrews 13:17, indicates that the functions of this office include 
authoritative teaching, pastoral exhortation and encouragement, and spiritual 
oversight. There are no educational credentials required by the NT to hold 
this office, although it is clear that anyone who serves in this way must know 
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the word of God well, must hold fast to sound doctrine, and must know how 
to teach. Only men can hold this office and function (1 Tim 2:12), although 
both men and women exercise significant ministries in the church. Men who 
hold this office may be paid (1 Tim 5:17-18, Gal 6:6), although it is not 
required that they must be paid. Men in ministry supporting themselves by 
secular labor stand in a long and honorable tradition that goes back to the 
Apostle Paul and his work as a tent maker. Finally, the NT never says how 
many pastor/elder/overseers a local church should have, but the general 
pattern observed in the NT indicates that a plurality of such leaders was 
common (Acts 14:23, 20:17; Phil 1:1). Although the example of Paul and 
Barnabas in their first missionary journey indicates that it is possible to be a 
church first and only raise up elders afterwards, these pastor/elder/overseers 
are clearly necessary for a church to be healthy and growing in maturity.

Biblical Deacons 
The third structure given in the NT is the office and role of deacon. In many 
ways, it is unfortunate that the people of God over the centuries have chosen 
to transliterate the word “deacon” for this particular role, rather than translat-
ing it as we do pastor, elder, and overseer. Much mischief in the life of many 
churches could have been avoided if these saints had been called “servants” 
rather than given an ecclesiastical title transliterated from Greek. There 
are very few references to deacons in the NT. They are only mentioned in 
Paul’s greeting in his letter to the Philippians and in his description of the 
qualifications for deacons in 1 Timothy 3:8-13. In neither passage are the 
responsibilities of deacons mentioned. The seven men chosen to serve the 
Hellenistic widows in Acts 6:1-6 are never called deacons. However, their 
job description in Acts accords well with the title “Servant.” As with pastor/
elder/overseers, the qualifications given in 1 Timothy are simply a description 
of an exemplary disciple. While the role of pastor/elder/overseer seems to 
have existed in all apostolic churches, it is not at all clear that deacons were 
equally universal. The safest approach would seem to be to choose deacons 
as needed for areas of service that arise in the church.18

This completes the NT outline for the structure of a local church. It is 
simple. It requires no committees, no work teams, and no programs. It does 
not require a building (although it does not forbid buildings either), and it 
can be funded through whatever resources exist within a congregation. It is 
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equally appropriate in an affluent suburb in the Bible Belt and in a high-per-
secution environment in the majority-world. It is, however, irreducible and 
non-negotiable. No church anywhere is free to replace, ignore, or modify 
any of these simple structural elements, and churches should be highly wary 
of adding elements to them.

Functions of a Local Church

What does a local church do? The NT gives clear instruction on the things 
that should happen when a church assembles, and also when it scatters. A 
local church is not simply a club of people who get together to decide what 
they want to do with their time and resources. There are at least ten things 
that churches assemble to do.19

Gathered to Worship 
A local church assembles to worship God. This worship must be done in 
Spirit and in truth ( John 4:23-24). It includes teaching and admonition, 
singing songs, hymns, and spiritual songs, and giving thanks to God (Col 
3:16-17). It also includes prayer and the celebration of the ordinances of 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Giving is also an act of worship (1 Cor 
16:2, Ps 96:8), as are testimony and mutual encouragement (1 Thess 5:11). 
Worship is God-focused, not people-focused, and it should be characterized 
by reverence and awe (Heb 12:28-29). The church should offer worship to 
God, not offer worship experiences to those in attendance. All things should 
be done decently and in order (1 Cor 14:40), and all things should serve to 
edify those in attendance (1 Cor 14:26). In summary, worship should be 
regulated by the word of God, and it should aim to glorify God and to build 
up the people of God in their knowledge, trust, love, and obedience to God.20

Preaching and Teaching 
A local church engages in biblical preaching and teaching (Acts 13:1, 15:35; 
Matt 28:20, Acts 2:42, Rom 12:7; 1 Tim 4:13; 2 Tim 4:2). The content of this 
teaching must be exposition and application of the word of God (1 Tim 6:3-5; 2 
Tim 3:16-17, 4:2; Titus 2:1). Expositional preaching is not a matter of style, but 
of content and intent.21 Style of presentation may vary according to the cultural 
setting of the church and the personality and gifts of the preacher/teacher, but 
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goal of preaching and teaching in the church must always be to expose the text 
of Scripture to those who are listening and to apply it to their lives.

Prayer
A local church prays (Matt 6:5-15, Luke 18:1-8, Acts 2:42, Rom 12:12, Phil 
4:6, 1 Thess 5:16-18). Church members pray corporately when they gather 
together, and they encourage each other to pray privately. Their prayers 
include worship and adoration to God, confession of sin, thanksgiving for 
God’s blessings, supplication for their own needs, and intercession for the 
needs of others. Prayer honors God by its intrinsic admission that apart from 
Him believers can do nothing.22

Baptism and the Lord’s Supper
A local church observes the biblical ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper (Matt 28:18-20, Acts 2:37-42, Rom 6:1-4, 1 Cor 11:17-34). Bap-
tism is immersion in water in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
and it must follow profession of faith in Jesus Christ. Baptism in water is 
specifically commanded by the Lord Jesus, and it may not be avoided or 
replaced with a substitute initiation ritual.23 Baptism occurs once in the 
life of a Christian, preferably at the beginning after conversion. The Lord’s 
Supper is a ceremonial meal involving bread and the fruit of the vine, in which 
church members remember and proclaim the broken body and shed blood 
of Jesus which accomplished their salvation (1 Cor 11:23-26), affirm their 
covenantal unity with one another as the body of Christ (1 Cor 10:16-17), 
and anticipate the return of Christ and the wedding feast of the Lamb (1 
Cor 11:26, Rev 19:6-9). There is no command in Scripture regarding the 
frequency of observing the Lord’s Supper, although it seems to have been 
the practice of the early church to observe this ordinance weekly.24

Discipleship 
A local church engages in the discipleship of its members. This discipleship 
involves preaching, teaching, worship, and the ordinances, but it also involves 
individual exhortation, encouragement, fellowship, and mentoring (Matt 
28:18-29; Eph 4:1-16; Col 1:28-29, 3:1-17; 1 Thess 5:11; 2 Tim 2:1-7, 24-26, 
4:1-4). The goal of this discipleship is maturity in Christ, which is defined as 
conformity to the image of Christ (Rom 8:29). There are various tools used 
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by different churches and organizations for discipleship, but discipleship 
itself is not a tool or a program. Rather, it is the intentional involvement of 
church members in one another’s lives to spur one another on to grow in 
grace. Discipleship involves the transformation of every area of life, and it 
results in ever-increasing Christlikeness, holiness, and obedience. Churches 
which are not intentional in discipleship are failing their church members, 
whether in the Bible Belt or on the edges of the advance of the gospel.

Fellowship
A local church engages in fellowship. This does not refer to holding social 
gatherings. Biblical fellowship means that the members of the church love 
one another as Christ has loved them ( John 13:34-35; Rom 12:10; 1 John 
3:11-18, 4:7-21), that they encourage one another and build each other up 
(1 Thess 5:11), that they serve one another and bear one another’s burdens 
(Gal 5:13, 6:2), that they teach, admonish, and exhort one another (Col 
3:16, Heb 3:13), and that they stir one another up to love and good deeds 
(Heb 10:24). Fellowship in the biblical sense involves intentionality in 
relationships, and requires that people know one another and engage in one 
another’s lives enough to be spiritually useful to one another.25

Accountability and Discipline
A local church practices accountability and church discipline (Matt 18:15-
20, 1 Cor 5:1-13, 2 Cor 2:5-11). This function is closely intertwined with 
both discipleship and fellowship. Members of the church are to hold one 
another accountable for their faithfulness to Christ, His word, and his church 
(Gal 6:1-2, 1 John 5:16, Jude 22-23). Leaders of the church are responsible 
for watching over the spiritual welfare of the members of the church (Heb 
13:17). When church members are found in unrepentant sin, the church 
must exercise church discipline, always praying and striving for restoration 
of the expelled brother or sister.26

Generous Giving  
A local church engages in biblical giving (Ps 96:8; Matt 6:1-4; 1 Cor 9:6-
12, 16:1-4; 2 Cor 8:1-9:15; Gal 6:6-10; 1 Tim 5:17-18, 6:17-19). Church 
members give to relieve the poor, to support the ministry of the church, and 
to advance the gospel around the world. The NT encourages generosity, but 
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does not specify amounts or percentages of giving.27 Careful oversight is 
needed in the handling of money in the church in order to ensure integrity 
and transparency.28

Evangelism 
A local church engages in evangelism (Matt 28:16-20; Luke 24:46-48; Acts 
1:8, 5:42, 8:4; Phil 1:12-18; 1 Thess 1:8). The missionary strategy of the 
Apostle Paul seems to have depended on ongoing local evangelism by the 
churches he planted. He could assert that he had fulfilled the ministry of 
the gospel in the eastern Mediterranean by planting those churches, even 
though there is no indication that he had personally proclaimed the gospel 
to everyone in those regions, because he expected the churches to continue 
the work in their localities (Rom 15:18-19). This evangelism by members 
of a church must be faithful to all the elements of the biblical gospel, call 
for repentance and faith, and point clearly toward biblical conversion and 
a life of discipleship.29

Missions
A local church engages in missions (Matt 28:16-20; Luke 24:46-48; John 
20:21; Acts 1:8; Rom 10:5-17, 15:20-21; Rev 5:9-10, 7:9-10). This engage-
ment takes the form of learning and embracing God’s heart for the nations as 
found throughout the narrative of Scripture, learning about the vast gospel 
needs of the world, praying for the advance of the gospel and the fruitfulness 
of missionaries, giving to send missionaries and to fund such necessary 
activities as Bible translation, and actively sending missionaries from the 
church to the ends of the earth. The local church is the primary agency for 
developing and training missionaries, for discerning and affirming their call 
to missions, and for sending and supporting them. Mission agencies such as 
the IMB serve as highly useful instruments in the hands of local churches, 
but they do not replace the local church in this responsibility. Even new 
churches on the edge of the advance of the gospel need to embrace their 
responsibility for global missions from the beginning of their existence as 
a church.30

From the descriptions just given, it is evident that these functions overlap 
and intertwine with each other. A healthy church (both on the mission field 
and on the home front) should exhibit all of them. If a church is lacking or 
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weak in any of these functions, that lack or weakness becomes a blueprint 
for needed growth. Ideally, the members and leaders of the church will lead 
the way in undertaking whatever growth is needed, but church planting 
missionaries are alert to these issues and come beside new churches to help 
them in these areas. 

Conclusion

Ecclesiology is an essential component of biblical missiology. The local church 
trains, assesses, and sends missionaries to plant local churches. Any mission 
strategy which leaves converts disconnected from healthy local churches 
is unbiblical. The Bible has a great deal to say about the nature, structures, 
and functions of a healthy local church, but those biblical requirements 
may be implemented in any global setting. The goal in missionary church 
planting is not to see how similar or dissimilar newly planted churches are 
to the missionary’s sending church and culture. The goal is also not to see 
how simple church can be, although simplicity within the bounds of biblical 
instruction is very helpful. The goal in missionary church planting is to be 
robustly biblical, and then to carry out appropriate contextualization within 
those biblical boundaries.

1 This author heard these very words from a missionary working with a large international student ministry, 
who was told by his organizational leadership that church planting took too much time and that he should 
concentrate solely on evangelism and one-on-one discipleship. This was in a location that did not yet have 
indigenous churches.

2 Obviously, situations where Christians are involuntarily cut off from the possibility of church involvement, 
such as imprisonment or exile, are not in view in this statement.

3 This is not to say that there is no place for one-on-one discipleship. It can play a very useful role in spiritual 
growth. It is to say that one-on-one discipleship is never enough, and that it must take place in the context 
of a local church in which all the members are exercising their gifts.

4 “Church planters must seek to understand what is the irreducible ecclesiological minimum, or the basic 
essence of the church, for the church to be the church among any people.” J. D. Payne, Discovering Church 
Planting (Colorado Springs: Paternoster, 2009), 32.

5 Baptist Faith and Message 2000, Article XVII.
6 Examples might include taking off shoes before entering the room for worship, sitting on the floor rather 

than sitting in chairs or pews, using local instruments rather than pianos, guitars or a drum set, and singing 
the praises of God in local musical styles.

7 Joshua Manley, “Be Patient, Missions Is Urgent” (https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/be-patient-mis-
sions-is-urgent/), February 15, 2017.

8 Ibid.
9 Foundations (Richmond, VA: International Mission Board, 2019), 75.
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11 Ibid., 90. See also Steve Smith and Ying Kai, T4T: A Discipleship ReRevolution (Monument, CO: WIGTake 
Resources, 2011), 252-253.

12 For a much more detailed discussion on this word, see John Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2005), 26-28.

13 Grayson Gilbert, “’Where Two or More Are Gathered’ Doesn’t Make a Church” (https://www.patheos.
com/blogs/chorusinthechaos/where-two-or-more-are-gathered-doesn’t-make-a-church/), March 14, 2018.

14 “Didache,” in The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations, 3rd ed. (Michael W. Holmes, ed.; Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007), 354-361.

15 One of the most satisfying expositions and defenses of the biblical foundations of congregational polity 
remains The Cambridge Platform of 1648, and the interested reader is encouraged to examine it. Other excel-
lent resources are: Mark Dever, The Church: The Gospel Made Visible (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2012); 
Mark Dever and Jonathan Leeman, eds., Baptist Foundations: Church Government for an Anti-Institutional Age 
(Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2015); and Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches.

16 I am grateful to my friend Nathan Shank, who first articulated to me the idea of referring to church member 
as an office of the church.

17 For an excellent discussion of the responsibilities of biblical church membership, see Jonathan Leeman, 
Don’t Fire Your Church Members (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2016).

18 An excellent summary of the evidence for this interchangeability is found in Hammett, Biblical Foundations 
for Baptist Churches, 161-162.

19 For a much more detailed discussion on both elders and deacons, see Benjamin L. Merkle, 40 Questions 
about Elders and Deacons (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2008).

20 These ten functions of a local church are taken from the twelve characteristics of a healthy church listed in 
the IMB’s Foundations. There are ten and not twelve functions listed here because two of the twelve char-
acteristics mentioned in Foundations are biblical membership and biblical leadership, which have already 
been considered under the structures of a local church. 

21 Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches, 238-249.
22 Mark Dever and Greg Gilbert, Preach (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2012), 36-38.
23 Dever, The Church, 71; Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches, 242.
24 One western missionary of my acquaintance, who was pursuing an Insider Movement strategy, replaced 

baptism with a ceremony in which new converts went into another room and changed into clean, white 
clothes. He rejected water baptism because it was widely regarded in the local community as the decisive 
break with the local religion, and he desired to keep new believers in the community as much as possible. 
My counsel to him was that he was in disobedience to Scripture.

25 For more detailed discussion of the ordinances of both baptism and the Lord’s Supper, see the articles 
in Dever and Leeman, Baptist Foundations, 79-163; and Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches, 
257-296. See also Thomas Schreiner and Shawn Wright, Believer’s Baptism (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 
2006).

26 Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches, 35-36, 232-238.
27 Dever, The Church, 63; Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches, 105-107, 124-126; Thomas White, 

“The Why, How, and When of Church Discipline,” in Dever and Leeman, ed., Baptist Foundations, 199-226.
28 Thomas Schreiner, “7 Reasons Christians Are Not Required to Tithe” (https://www.thegospelcoalition/

article/7-reasons-christians-are-not-required-to-tithe/), March 28, 2017.
29 Ivan Mesa, “How to Honor Your Maker with Your Wallet” (https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/

how-to-honor-your-maker-with-your-wallet?), January 5, 2017.
30 Foundations, 47-54, 80-83.
31 Andy Johnson, Missions: How the Local Church Goes Global (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017).
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Christopher J. H. Wright is one of the leading evangelical voices today address-
ing the theology of the church’s mission. Wright, an Anglican pastor, Old 
Testament (OT) scholar, and International Ministries Director of Langham 
Partnership International, is a key figure in the Lausanne Movement. This 
includes his role as the chair of the Cape Town 2010 Statement Working 
Group which drafted the Cape Town Commitment, the third major decla-
ration of the Lausanne Movement, following the 1974 Lausanne Covenant 
and the 1989 Manila Manifesto. Both the Cape Town Commitment and the 
larger body of Wright’s publications are expressions of his project “to present 
a whole-Bible approach to missional theology,” framing the Christian mission 
within the metanarrative of Scripture and the larger mission of God.1 As an 
OT scholar, Wright particularly wants Christians to see the special role of the 
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OT in formulating missiology, an expression of what Wright calls “the great 
love-affair of my life with the ethical study and relevance of the Old Testament.”2

Not only does Wright highlight the importance of framing missions 
within the larger story of Scripture but also the importance of having “the 
right story ‘in our heads,’” with Wright especially emphasizing that God’s 
mission—and related human missions—are central to understanding “the 
right story” of the Bible.3 The right story produces the right conception of 
missions since “if we are to understand the mission of the church, then, we 
must understand the overarching biblical narrative within which the church 
participates.”4 Furthermore, Wright identifies the centrality of the biblical 
covenants to this scriptural storyline. According to Wright, 

the story of the covenants in the Bible is the story of God, and vice versa ... The 

succession of covenants recorded in the Bible is like a series of signposts in the 

developing story of God’s saving response to the plight of humanity ... In fact, 

to trace the sequence of major covenants within the Bible is a very useful way of 

seeing the Bible as a whole, that is, to see the coherent plot that runs through it all.5  

For Wright, the story of Scripture is the story of God’s mission, and “cov-
enant runs through this story like a core nerve.”6  Wright’s understanding 
of missions cannot be separated from his understanding of the covenants, 
since “the mission of God is as integral to the sequence of covenants as they 
are to the overarching grand narrative of the whole Bible.”7

The importance of the covenants for doing theology (including theology 
of mission) is affirmed by many, including Peter Gentry and Stephen Wellum 
who argue that “every loci of theology is affected by one’s understanding 
of the relationship between the biblical covenants, given the fact that the 
covenants form the backbone of Scripture’s story line.”8 But more debated 
is how properly to conceive of the Bible’s covenantal structure and how 
rightly to understand our present “covenantal location.”9 This article will first 
describe Wright’s view of the mission of the church, followed by a demon-
stration of the connection between his view of missions and his emphasis 
on covenantal continuity within the biblical storyline. Finally, this article 
will suggest an alternate conception of the Bible’s covenantal structure that 
posits more discontinuity than in Wright’s story of the covenants, thereby 
avoiding some of the pitfalls that Wright’s view produces.
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Christopher Wright’s View of the Mission of the Church

Wright is among the foremost proponents of “holistic missions,” an approach 
which upholds both verbal proclamation and social action as equal elements 
of the Christian mission toward those still outside the New Covenant. For 
Wright, the holism of the Christian mission is ultimately rooted in the holism 
of God’s own mission, as “mission is the dynamic process by which God will 
transform the earth of God’s own creation, now spoiled by human sin and 
the powers of evil, into the new heaven and new earth of God’s redeemed 
creation.”10 The human role in God’s mission can then be described as “the 
committed participation of God’s people in the purposes of God for the 
redemption of the whole creation.”11 According to Wright, “the compre-
hensiveness of the biblical understanding of God’s redeeming work, as 
portrayed in the Old Testament” means that the Christian work of redemption 
must likewise be comprehensive.12 Wright understands Christ’s work as “an 
accomplished victory over the effects of the fall in every dimension of our 
lives—spiritual, intellectual, physical, and social, as well as the cosmic realm. 
This has the crucial implication for our social ethics that in wrestling with 
the problems and brokenness caused by sin in the social realm, we are not 
struggling to achieve victory but to apply a victory already won.”13 As a result, 
Wright sees some measure of presently realized holistic social transformation 
as both a Christian responsibility and an expected result, all because of the 
finished work of Christ. The cross and resurrection of Christ are therefore 
“good news for every area of life on earth that has been touched by sin—
which means every area of life,” and Christians are therefore responsible 
actively to bring redemption to every area of life.14 Wright proclaims, “we 
need a holistic gospel because the world is in a holistic mess.”15

As an OT scholar, Wright gives special attention to holistic missions 
as rooted and evident in the OT. Wright identifies “the primary model 
for redemption in the Old Testament” as “the exodus,” an event in which 
God redeemed his people politically, economically, socially, and spiritu-
ally.16 Wright believes that God’s “exodus-shaped redemption demands 
exodus-shaped mission” from us, a holistic approach to missions which 
“must demonstrate the same broad totality of concern for human need that 
God demonstrated in what he did for Israel.”17 The church’s “exodus-shaped 
mission” therefore should combine “effective evangelism and discipleship” 
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with efforts “to work for political reform, the replacement of tyranny with 
democratic freedoms, to devise programs of economic uplift and community 
development, to campaign for redistribution of resources, social justice, the 
restraint of state-sponsored violence or genocide.”18 According to Wright, 
such social action (and additional work, like “car[ing] for and protect[ing] 
God’s creation against exploiters and polluters”) is “just as much” a part of 
“the battle against the powers of evil” and the confrontation of “the reality of 
sin and Satan” with “the light and good news of Jesus Christ and the reign of 
God” as is the “struggle evangelistically to bring people to faith in Christ as 
Savior and Lord and plant churches.”19 Because God’s work of redemption 
is holistic and because God’s redemptive model in the OT (the exodus) was 
holistic, Wright believes that Christians must not prioritize verbal evangelism 
over social action but instead see “redemptive” work in every sphere of life 
as equally valid expressions of our God-given mission.

The Roots of Christopher Wright’s Holistic View of Missions 
in his Conception of Continuity within the Bible’s Covenantal 
Structure

Wright warrants his call for holistic missions by reaching back to the era 
of the Old Covenant (as well as the Adamic/Noahic Covenants) and by 
reaching forward to the era of the consummated New Covenant. According 
to Wright, since God’s redemptive action in the Old Covenant (the exodus) 
and in the consummated New Covenant (new heavens and new earth) 
is comprehensive and holistic, therefore God’s redemptive action in the 
present inaugurated New Covenant era (and by extension, in the church’s 
mission) is likewise comprehensive and holistic. Crucial to Wright’s telling 
of the story of Scripture (and his understanding of the holistic mission of 
the church) is a fundamental continuity between the different covenantal 
eras of the biblical narrative. This is not to suggest that Wright sees only 
continuity between these covenantal eras. He acknowledges discontinuity 
between the covenants, affirming that there is not “a flat identity between the 
two Testaments” but instead “diversity within the Testaments and ... crucial 
developments between them,” such as different “historical eras, covenantal 
articulations, and changing cultural contexts at each stage of [the biblical 
storyline].”20 On one hand, in contrast to theonomists (who believe that 



The Church’s Mission Constrained by the Covenants: Engaging Christopher Wright’s Conception of the Bible’s Covenantal Structure

65

the OT law should function directly as civil law in contemporary society, 
a claim of radical covenantal continuity), Wright asserts that there is “no 
hermeneutical validity in seeking to reestablish some kind of political the-
ocracy on Old Testament lines in modern nations,”21 even if he “appreciates 
[theonomists’] over-riding desire to see the lordship of Christ recognized 
and realized in all of life on earth.”22 On the other hand, in contrast to dis-
pensationalists (who typically emphasize covenantal discontinuity), Wright 
rejects the claim that the OT land promises to Israel will be fulfilled literally 
in the millennial kingdom as a necessary expression of continuity between 
an Old Covenant promise and a New Covenant fulfillment. Instead, Wright 
affirms discontinuity in the land promises since he believes that “the land of 
Palestine as territory and turf is no longer theologically (or eschatologically) 
significant in the New Testament.”23 He believes that OT promises (such 
as the land promises) do not need to be fulfilled literally but instead have 
“the potential of different and progressively superior levels of fulfillment”24 
because of “changed circumstances and the progress of history,” even if the 
promises were “probably understood quite literally at the time of their giving.”25

But even while recognizing legitimate discontinuity, Wright concludes that 
“the unity of God’s people in the Bible is a far more important theological 
truth than the different periods of their historical existence,”26 transcend-
ing “the varying degrees of cultural discontinuity.”27 Wright’s view of the 
church’s mission is rooted in “the organic unity and continuity of God’s 
work of revelation and redemption in history, from the call of Abraham to 
the return of Christ, [as] the fundamental key to understanding the whole 
grand-narrative of the biblical canon ... Therefore, discerning the unity of the 
narrative exercises hermeneutical priority over isolating its parts.”28 Wright 
is convinced that “the Reformed, covenantal understanding of the unity 
of the testaments and of the fulfilled, redefined nature of Israel in the New 
Testament is a more adequate framework for biblical interpretation than 
dispensationalism.”29 Wright also identifies this “continuity between Old and 
New Testaments” as crucial to the 2010 Cape Town Commitment which 
he took the lead in drafting,30 with its declaration that “the Church from all 
nations stands in continuity through the Messiah Jesus with God’s people 
in the Old Testament.”31 Furthermore, in describing the church’s mission as 
“wholly derived from God’s mission,” a mission which “addresses the whole 
of God’s creation,”32 the Cape Town Commitment also expresses Wright’s 
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conviction of fundamental continuity between the cosmic mission of God 
and the mission of God’s people, with the result that “the scope of our mission 
must [emphasis added] reflect the scope of God’s mission, which in turn will 
match the scale of God’s redemptive work.”33

Wright’s emphasis on covenantal continuity undergirds his proposal for 
the functional authority of OT ethics in contemporary settings, applying the 
reality of OT Israel to both the New Testament (NT) church and to broader 
society. Wright’s “paradigmatic method” for OT ethics34 allows “the objectives 
of Old Testament laws” to be brought authoritatively to bear on present-day 
circumstances, “with much more sharply articulated objectives” than most 
other Christian uses of OT laws, even while still “allow[ing] for a degree 
of variety and disagreement among Christians over the details of ethical 
decisions and social policies.”35 This broader ethical continuity of Wright’s 
“paradigmatic method” is likewise expressed in the continuity of the mission 
of God’s people throughout covenant eras. For example, according to Wright, 
just as Old Covenant Israel was to care for its covenant land, so is the New 
Covenant church to care for the environment of the whole earth. Wright is 
convinced that “justice towards the earth and entire cosmos forms an inte-
gral part of the mission of the church ... [which] must include the ecological 
sphere within its scope, and see practical environmental action in general and 
aggressive responses to the climate crisis in particular as a legitimate part of 
the Christian mission.”36 If someone raises the objection that the NT does 
not record Jesus explicitly giving the church a mission of creation care, Wright 
dismisses such an objection as unwarranted since “it is a distorted and surely 
false hermeneutic to argue that whatever the New Testament tells us about 
the mission of the followers of Christ cancels out [original emphasis] what we 
already know about the mission of God’s people from the Old Testament.”37 
For Wright, continuity between the Old Covenant and the New Covenant 
is such that Old Covenant responsibilities are assumed to continue into 
the New Covenant, unless explicitly abrogated. This contrasts with a view of 
greater discontinuity which assumes that Old Covenant responsibilities do 
not necessarily continue into the New Covenant, unless explicitly reaffirmed.  

Wright’s championing of paradigmatic continuity extends beyond the 
connection between OT Israel and the NT Church to include also the link 
between OT Israel and broader human society. Accordingly, the exodus is 
not merely a paradigm for God’s work in the church but is also a “model for 
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the way God wishes to act in the world.”38 Wright agrees with John Stott’s 
critique that liberation theologians’ use of the exodus does not typically 
recognize sufficient discontinuity between the position of those within the 
covenant and those outside, but Wright goes on to claim that Stott’s point 
of objection is “not the whole truth” since Stott does not go “far enough in 
recognizing the paradigmatic nature of the exodus on the basis of the para-
digmatic significance of Israel itself for the rest of humanity”—that is, Stott 
does not embrace a position which acknowledges enough continuity between 

the society of OT Israel and general 
human society.39 Wright’s view of 
“essential continuity”40 between 
OT Israel and all humanity is visu-
ally expressed in his double triangle 
illustration, whereby he sees “unmis-
takable correspondence between the 
‘redemption triangle’ of Israel’s faith 
(God, Israel and the land) and the 
‘creation triangle’ (God, human-

kind and the earth)”41 [see Figure 1]. Consequently, Wright believes that 
“unavoidably ... we are led to see that what God did in and to [OT Israel], 
what he demanded of them, is intended to relate to the wider stage of God’s 
creation” since, by “assuming [God’s] moral consistency,” Christians should 
be able to “argue for social objectives and policies which are comparable in 
principle to Israel’s, even in the wider world of fallen humanity around us.”42 
Wright identifies this continuity and correspondence between OT Israelite 
society and broader human society as “the theological key which unlocks 
the ethical relevance of the Old Testament to the wider world of nations 
and the global mission of the church” through means of his paradigmatic 
method,43 empowering Christians to “work to bring their society nearer to 
conformity with the overall paradigmatic structure of principles underlying 
the concrete laws of Old Testament society.”44

Offering an Alternative to Christopher Wright’s View

By stressing continuity between God’s mission and the human missions 
(in creation, in the Old Covenant, and in the New Covenant), Wright’s 
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conception of the covenantal structure of Scripture lends support to his 
call for holistic missions, carrying the holism of Genesis 1-2, of the Old 
Covenant, and of the Consummated New Covenant into the present age 
of the Inaugurated New Covenant. An alternate telling of the covenantal 
narrative of Scripture, one which highlights greater discontinuity between 
the covenants, would correspondingly call Wright’s view of holistic missions 
into question. I have developed just such an alternate proposal in my book Do 
Good to All People as You Have the Opportunity: A Biblical Theology of the Good 
Deeds Mission of the New Covenant Community.45 This article will give a brief 
look at some elements of that more detailed covenantal proposal, demon-
strating that a recognition of greater discontinuity in the Bible’s covenantal 
macro-structure avoids some of the pitfalls that arise from Wright’s view.

Adamic Creation Covenant and Noahic Fallen Creation Covenant 
Relationship
Although Wright notes that “the relationship between God and Adam is not 
described [explicitly as a covenant relationship in Genesis 1-2],”46 he does 
believe that “a strong case” can be made “for seeing a covenantal pattern in 
the prefall relationship between God and creation (including humankind).”47 
This Adamic Creation Covenant, like all biblical covenants, includes cove-
nant responsibilities for the human members. Wright describes the human 
covenant mission as “the fundamental creation mandate to care for the earth 
... [as well as] other duties and responsibilities built into creation—such 
as the task of filling the earth, engaging in the rhythm of productive work 
and rest, and marriage.”48 For Christians, Wright proposes, creation care is 
a part of our mission, both because we share this “first great responsibility 
that God laid on the human race”49 and because “the cross of Christ is good 
news for the whole creation,” with the result that “our mission must include 
being and bringing good news to the whole creation.”50

But what about the impact of sin’s entrance into creation in Genesis 3? 
Wright acknowledges that human creation responsibilities “have been radi-
cally impacted by our sin, the consequent curse on the ground, and Adam and 
Eve’s expulsion from the garden context,” but nonetheless asserts that “there 
is no rescinding of the basic function and mission of our humanity.”51 This 
unchanging mission is reflected in Wright’s view of the relationship between 
the Adamic Covenant and the Noahic Covenant (Genesis 9), with “God 
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renew[ing] his original creation mandate to Noah and his sons”52 and with “the 
human task remain[ing] the same.”53 But if more discontinuity is recognized 
between the Adamic and Noahic Covenants, Wright’s warrant from Genesis 
1-2 for a strong creation care mission for the New Covenant community is also 
more questionable. While there is continuity between these two covenants 
in their universal orientation to all creation, in the special role of humanity as 
the multiplying “image of God,” and in the overarching goal of divine blessing, 
evidence of discontinuity is also readily seen in the text. Discontinuity between 
the covenants includes: changed human partners (sinless vs. sinful), changed 
responsibilities (no longer a command to “subdue the earth,” the introduction 
of sword-wielding government, and a changed relationship to animals, agri-
culture, and childbirth), a changed arena (the garden vs. life “east of Eden”), 
and changed promises (the tree of [eternal] life vs. general preservation and 
provision—or special grace versus common grace).54 When the relationship 
between the Adamic and Noahic Covenants is seen as a mixture of continuity 
and discontinuity, including a greater level of discontinuity than Wright high-
lights, his paradigmatic transfer of Adamic Covenant responsibilities into the 
New Covenant context, including a strong church mission for creation care, 
becomes less defensible. To highlight both the continuity and discontinuity 
between these two covenants, we can label them the “Adamic Creation Cov-
enant” and the “Noahic Fallen Creation Covenant.”

Noahic Fallen Creation Covenant and Old Covenant Relationship55

Wright recognizes clear discontinuity between the Noahic and Old Covenants, 
including a “distinction between the general blessing of God and the specifically 
covenantal blessing that is enjoyed by the descendants of Abraham and Sarah 
through the line of promise.”56 Though Wright does not distinguish between 
the Adamic and Noahic Covenants as a “special grace” covenant [Adamic] vs. a 
“common grace” covenant [Noahic], he does identify this distinction between 
the Abrahamic and Noahic Covenants, with the Abrahamic as “the basis of 
God’s redemptive work within human history” and the Noahic as “the basis of 
God’s providential preservation of all life throughout the span of human history.”57 
In spite of this recognition of discontinuity, Wright continues to emphasize 
broad continuity between the Creation Covenants (Adamic/Noahic) and the 
Old Covenant, with this continuity functioning as additional support for his 
holistic mission claims. This continuity means that, in Wright’s view, OT Israel 
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is intended to function as an ethical model for all people, with Christians rightly 
applying the paradigm of OT Israel to “our socio-ethical endeavor in secular 
society” today since Israel as a model was rooted in universal “principles of 
creation” or “creation ordinances” [see the double triangle illustration above].58 
The Christian holistic mission in broader society is therefore “authorized” 
by the paradigm of Old Covenant Israel since that paradigm was itself drawn 
from the Creation Covenants.

On the basis of the paradigm of Old Covenant Israel, Wright makes fairly 
expansive claims concerning holistic goals which Christians ought to pursue 
in the public square. For example, concerning redistribution of land, Wright 
proposes that:

[The OT system of land tenure] is itself a reflection of God’s wider original 

creation purpose for mankind on the earth. That all people should have access to 

some of the resources of the earth that is God’s gift is a basic human right which 

takes priority over the unchecked accumulation of private ownership. Israel, 

as God’s redeemed, ‘model’ community, were given an institution designed to 

protect this principle in their own stewardship of their land. So we may justifiably 

take it as a moral paradigm and apply its force as a ‘lever’ in Christian-based 

arguments for land reform.59

In stressing the continuity between the Creation Covenants and the Old 
Covenant, Wright makes clear that “what God required of Israel reflects what 
in principle he desires for humanity; namely, broadly equitable distribution 
of the resources of the earth, especially land, and a curb on the tendency to 
accumulation with its inevitable oppression and alienation.”60 Concerning the 
redistribution of wealth in general, Wright believes that proper application of 
the Old Covenant paradigm means that “If in our day the rich—individuals 
or nations—cannot be persuaded [original emphasis] to make the sacrifices 
necessary to enable a more equitable deal for the poor, we face the moral and 
political question of whether they should be compelled to do so, whether by 
radical revolutionary means or by the more gentle process of redistributive 
taxation.”61 But should Wright’s strong statements in favor of his vision of 
holistic missions (in this case, a vision which appears tilted toward efforts 
of social reform through the mechanism of coercive government power) 
be accepted as bearing the weight of biblical authority? Wright believes his 
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proposals for the public square are “authorized” by Scripture on basis of the 
paradigm of Old Covenant Israel. But when one identifies more discontinu-
ity between the unique circumstances of the Old Covenant and the limited 
parameters of the Noahic Fallen Creation Covenant, Wright’s use of the 
paradigm of Israel to “authorize” expansive proposals for holistic missions 
in the public square fails to persuade.

Old Covenant and Inaugurated New Covenant Relationship62

Once again, Wright acknowledges a measure of discontinuity between 
another set of covenants, asserting that “we must take into account the radical 
newness of the era of salvation history inaugurated in the New Testament. We 
are not Old Testament Israelites living within a theocratic covenant bound 
by Old Testament law.”63 And yet, Wright once more proceeds to stress the 
continuity between the Old and New Covenants in that “the paradigmatic 
force of the socioeconomic legislation that governed Israel’s life in the land 
still has ethical and missional relevance for Christians—in the church and in 
society.”64 This emphasis on covenantal continuity provides further support 
for his vision of holistic missions as “the relevance of Israel as a society will 
feed and shape our evangelism and social action. Both together are the means 
of extending the redemptive sphere of the Kingdom of God in the world.”65 
But if one focuses on what the NT writers actually state concerning the 
Christian responsibility in the public square (rather than on responsibilities 
paradigmatically derived from OT Israel), one encounters more modest 
exhortations, such as “do good to all people as you have the opportunity, and 
especially to those who are of the household of faith” (Gal 6:10). In contrast 
to a holistic mission which Wright roots in a meta-narrative of covenantal 
continuity, Paul’s words are difficult to interpret as a call to “extend the 
redemptive sphere of the Kingdom of God in the world” through “social 
action.” With a greater emphasis on discontinuity between the Old and New 
Covenants, the “holistic mission” of God in theocratic Old Covenant Israel 
cannot be transferred quite as readily into the Inaugurated New Covenant 
church as Wright does through his paradigmatic method.

Inaugurated New Covenant and Consummated New Covenant Relationship
One final area of covenantal continuity which Wright offers in support of his 
call for holistic missions is the continuity he sees between the Inaugurated 
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New Covenant of today and the Consummated New Covenant of the escha-
ton. Wright acknowledges that in the present age “we cannot redeem or 
transform the world—that is God’s, not ours, to accomplish” but also believes 
that we should be more optimistic about the results of our holistic work in 
broader society during this age.66 One reason why we should be more opti-
mistic, according to Wright, is that by God’s “purging and redeeming power, 
our [present] work will contribute to the new creation”67 Wright believes 
that “all [emphasis added] that humanity has accomplished in fulfilment of 
the creation mandate” in this age will not be destroyed or in vain but will 
instead be “purged and disinfected of all the poison and corruption of our 
fallenness” and brought into “an eternity of new creation and new creativity.”68 
Though this optimistic vision of our holistic labors continuing into the New 
Creation is attractive in many ways, it is hard to find significant and clear 
biblical support for this claim of continuity. Nevertheless, in articulating this 
position, Wright is providing one final example of covenantal continuity in 
support of holistic missions. For Wright, since the New Heavens and New 
Earth of the Consummated New Covenant will be the realization of holistic 
transformation, our mission in the Inaugurated New Covenant era should 
likewise be holistic, both in contribution to and in anticipation of the com-
plete transformation to come. But if one posits more discontinuity between 
the New Covenant in its inaugurated and consummated forms, Wright’s 
final argument for holistic missions is again unpersuasive. The ontological 
continuity of our good deeds into eternity is never offered in Scripture as a 
motivation for holistic missions.

Conclusion

Like the old hymn, Christopher Wright “loves to tell the story ... to tell the old, 
old story” of Scripture. He correctly identifies the story’s unity as centered in 
overarching metanarrative of God’s mission, with the covenants providing 
the skeletal structure which the story fleshes out. Even while recognizing 
aspects of discontinuity between the covenants, Wright consistently priori-
tizes covenantal continuity as more fundamental to interpreting the biblical 
narrative. Wright’s emphasis on continuity provides the framework for his 
extended argument in favor of holistic missions, a view that the church’s mis-
sion should be as comprehensive as God’s own mission, including God’s 
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“exodus-shaped” redemption of OT Israel. But if the story of Scripture is told 
with more discontinuity between the covenants, Wright’s expansive claims 
for holistic missions become hard to sustain. As well, a recognition of greater 
discontinuity between covenants keeps the local church more focused on the 
verbal proclamation mission of the Inaugurated New Covenant, along with 
the NT’s (more modest) good deeds mission (Gal 6:10). Even as Christians 
do good to all as they have the opportunity, their good deeds even then serve 
the “greatest good deed” of evangelism, in that, by their good deeds, Christians 
“adorn” and beautify the Gospel message proclaimed verbally (Titus 2:10). In 
contrast to Wright’s advocacy for holistic missions, the verbal proclamation 
mission must maintain operational priority for the institutional local church 
since verbal proclamation of the Gospel message is a uniquely Christian voca-
tion which will largely not occur if the local church neglects or downplays it. 
As well, verbal proclamation is the only means of bringing individuals into 
the eternal blessings of the New Covenant, while doing good deeds at best 
provides temporal blessings. As Jesus says, “For what will it profit a man if 
he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul?” (Matt 16:26). Additionally, 
since the local church has limited resources of time, money, and personnel, 
verbal proclamation should be given priority—questions of priority cannot be 
bypassed in a world of scarce resources. Moreover, any consideration by a local 
church of doing good in matters of public policy and politics is complex and 
moves quickly into many issues not directly addressed by Scripture, meaning 
that when the local church gives priority to such matters they typically speak 
beyond the authority of Scripture and beyond the competency and expertise 
of the institutional church. Therefore, in order to uphold the NT priority for 
verbal proclamation, local churches must allow their understanding of missions 
to be properly “constrained by the covenants.”
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Introduction

It is difficult not to notice how the notion of shame surfaces in the first 
chapters of Genesis1 and how the need for men and women to cover them-
selves from “the shame of their nakedness” remains in focus even as the 
canon comes to a close in Revelation.2 The dynamics of shame are intricately 
woven through the biblical storyline. A significant thrust of scholarship has 
argued, however, that the language of shame has been largely eclipsed by the 
language of guilt in western culture at large and in the western theological 
tradition in particular. An early and influential voice in the current discus-
sion was anthropologist Ruth Benedict, who argued in 1946 that Japan and 
other Eastern civilizations were characterized by concepts of shame and 

SBJT 23.3 (2019): 77-98



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.3 (2019)

78

honor which were foreign to the cultures of the West.3 Scholars following 
Benedict have shown that a hard distinction between “shame cultures” and 
“guilt cultures” cannot be maintained,4 but the growing awareness of shame’s 
presence in the West has drawn increasing levels of attention to the topic in 
western scholarship. Psychologists have sought to understand and describe 
the phenomenon of shame, its roots in the individual psyche, and its wider 
cultural underpinnings. They have defined shame using the categories of 
their discipline and sought to provide clinical solutions.5 

Christians have sought solutions as well. Evangelists and missionaries have 
struggled to share the gospel among people who seem to have no category 
for guilt, and pastors have struggled to help those who are burdened by an 
overwhelming sense of disgrace, dishonor, and humiliation.6 They have 
searched the Scriptures and rediscovered its rich shame and honor themes, 
but some have looked to the western theological tradition and found it 
wanting for doctrinal resources which are able to deal with the presenting 
problem. More specifically, a number of scholars and practitioners have 
studied the doctrine of penal substitution and been unable to reconcile its 
legal categories of sin and guilt with the communal and interpersonal notions 
of shame with which they are confronted. They have therefore abandoned 
penal substitution in favor of other conceptions of the atonement.7

Into this category falls the influential work of Mark Green and Joel Baker 
who argue in Recovering the Scandal of the Cross that a penal satisfaction model 
of atonement is dependent on western categories of thought rather than 
biblical exegesis.8 Furthermore, they contend that biblically, the significance 
of Jesus’ crucifixion “is variously parsed, depending on the narrative within 
which it is located.”9 This conviction leads them to conclude that “the models 
championed in the New Testament (NT) for expounding the meaning 
of Jesus’ suffering may not (all) be suited to our day,”10 and that a western 
guilt-based penal satisfaction doctrine of atonement has little significance 
in shame-based cultures such as Japan.11

Similar criticism has come from Stephen Pattison, who contends that the 
Christian tradition, including its substitutionary view of the atonement, “has 
little to offer to the condition of shame” and suggests that “Christian theology 
may therefore have to repent, turn around, and change its focus of attention 
quite radically—for example in relation to atonement—to make shame and 
defilement much more directly visible and redeemable.”12
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My Thesis

The question at hand is whether a move away from penal substitutionary 
atonement is a necessary or appropriate response to the presenting problem 
of shame. In this article, I contribute to the discussion by providing analysis 
of some of the shame dynamics presented within the canon of Scripture and 
highlighting some of their critical points of contact with classic evangelical 
theology. Without delving deeply into any particular point of theological 
formulation, I pursue the modest goal of showing that the Bible’s shame 
categories are inherently related to the classic orthodox and evangelical doc-
trines of God, humans, sin, forgiveness, justification, regeneration, adoption, 
union with Christ, sanctification, and glorification, when these doctrines are 
considered within the full-orbed framework of the New Covenant inaugu-
rated by Christ’s penal substitutionary atonement. 

So, in contrast to Green, Baker, and Pattison, the exegetical and theological 
evidence leads to the conclusion that a move away from penal substitutionary 
atonement is neither necessary nor appropriate. The key to communicating 
the gospel to people who are sensitive to shame dynamics13 is becoming fluent 
with Scripture’s own presentation of those dynamics and with the biblical 
connections which relate those dynamics to other doctrines.

Shame in the Scriptures

The attention given to shame in contemporary discussions has yielded no 
shortage of analysis and debate, and the social sciences have offered helpful 
proposals for understanding the phenomenon and addressing its problems. 
As theologians seek to appropriate the fruit of such efforts, however, they 
will want to evaluate proposals in light of the biblical testimony. Since the 
theme of shame appears so regularly through the Bible’s pages, theologians 
have ample resources for study, and the examination of the biblical material 
leads to a number of relevant insights.

Initial Definitions
The Oxford English Dictionary defines the word shame first as “The painful 
emotion arising from the consciousness of something dishonouring, ridiculous, 
or indecorous in one’s own conduct or circumstances (or in those of others 
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whose honour or disgrace one regards as one’s own), or of being in a situation 
which offends one’s sense of modesty or decency.” The second definition adds 
to the first, noting that shame can also be “modesty” or “fear of an offence 
against propriety or decency, operating as a restraint on behavior.”14 This is 
what comes to mind when we speak of shame, and voices in the discussion 
are in general agreement with that characterization, but the Bible’s depiction 
of the concept provides nuance and sophistication to the Oxford definition.

Shame and Exposure
One facet of shame regularly recognized in the literature is summarized 
by Gershen Kaufman: “Phenomenologically, to feel shame is to feel seen 
in a painfully diminished sense ... No one else need be present in order for 
shame to be felt, but when others are present shame is an impediment to 
further communication.”15 Green and Banker state the same concept more 
succinctly: “Shame is experienced as exposure to others and to oneself.”16

This description of the shame experience is largely consistent with the 
biblical testimony. A sense of being “seen in a painfully diminished sense” is 
what David has in mind in Psalm 25 when he cries out, “O my God, in you 
I trust, let me not be put to shame; let not my enemies exult over me.” By 
placing the idea of being exulted over by enemies in parallel with the idea of 
being put to shame, David associates being “put to shame” with being debased 
in the eyes of other men. Similar sentiments are expressed throughout the 
Psalms and the Prophets as, on the one hand, God’s people plead with him 
that they not be put to shame, and, on the other hand, God warns his people 
that if they persist in sin and unbelief they will be put to shame.17 In both 
cases the being put to shame is being debased in the eyes of the nations.

This sense of defiled exposure is evident perhaps most clearly, however, in 
Genesis 3. Adam and Eve had been described as “naked and unashamed” in 
2:25, but in 3:7–8 “the eyes of both were opened,” they sought to cover them-
selves with fig leaves, and they hid from the Lord God to avoid his presence. As 
the episode concludes we read that a covering was provided: “The Lord God 
made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed them” (3:21).

Shame and Guilt
A closer look at this passage in Genesis leads to questions about the relation-
ship between shame and guilt. Their exact connection remains a point of 
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significant controversy, but scholarly consensus does seem to have converged 
in locating the distinction between the two. As expressed by Tangney and 
Dearing, “the fundamental difference between shame and guilt centers on 
the role of the self. Shame involves fairly global negative evaluations of the 
self (i.e., ‘Who I am’). Guilt involves a more articulated condemnation of a 
specific behavior (i.e., ‘What I did’).”18

Taking the question from a biblical perspective, we note that Genesis 3 
establishes a causal relationship in which shame is a result of transgression 
and iniquity. It was the sin of Adam and Eve that caused them to feel ashamed. 
In terms of the shame/guilt distinction cited above, it was what they did that 
changed their conception of who they were before God. They were still naked, 
but they were no longer unashamed; they were now painfully conscious that 
they stood before God no longer as his faithful, trusting representatives, but 
as willful violators of his command.19 If the account of the fall is meant to 
describe the fundamental human problem, then the shame which is funda-
mentally problematic is causally related to sin and guilt.20

Genesis 3 is not the only text which points to that relationship; the link 
between guilt and shame is described explicitly throughout the canon. Ezra 
9:6 provides a compelling example in Ezra’s penitent prayer: “O my God, I 
am ashamed and blush to lift my face to you, my God, for our iniquities have 
risen higher than our heads, and our guilt has mounted up to the heavens.”21 
Notably, Ezra expresses a sense of shame for sins he did not commit. The 
immediate occasion for his shame and his prayer was the news of the faith-
lessness of the returned exiles (9:4), but as he prays in the first person plural 
he reflects on the “great guilt” of his people since the days of their fathers 
(9:5). Again referring to the “who I am” vs. “what I’ve done” distinction, we 
can paraphrase Ezra’s assessment of the situation as follows, “I am part of a 
people who have done terrible things in forsaking God’s commandments.” 
He is ashamed because he is identified with his people and his people have 
piled up iniquity.

The causal connection is further emphasized in the passages which rebuke 
people for a lack of shame in the face of their sin. Jeremiah, for instance, 
repeats the following judgment: “Were they ashamed when they committed 
abomination? No, they were not at all ashamed; they did not know how to 
blush. Therefore they shall fall among those who fall; at the time that I punish 
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them, they shall be overthrown” (6:15 and also 8:12).22 The rebuke is built 
on the underlying principle that sinful actions should produce a sense of 
shame; it assumes the causal relationship we are discussing. A lack of shame 
in such circumstances is a further deficiency of character.

Shame as Virtue
This leads to a third point: The Scriptures consider it virtuous when people 
align their sense of shame to God’s standard. As is reflected in the Oxford 
definition above, this virtuous shame is described in the literature as appropri-
ate “modesty” or “fear of an offence against propriety or decency, operating 
as a restraint on behavior.”23 An accurate understanding of what is shameful 
is tied to a proper conception of God’s righteousness and law, and the phe-
nomenon can be observed biblically in, for instance, the episode of Amnon 
and Tamar. As Amnon tries to seduce his sister, her protests are motivated 
by a proper standard of righteousness and a proper sense of shame: “No, 
my brother, do not violate me,” she answered him, “for such a thing is not 
done in Israel; do not do this outrageous thing. As for me, where would I 
carry my shame? As for you, you would be as one of the outrageous fools in 
Israel” (2 Sam 13:12–13). Tamar’s sense of shame was a mark of her godly 
character.24 In contrast, Zephaniah informs us that, “The unjust knows no 
shame” (Zeph 3:5). A person with a virtuous sense of shame knows when 
shame is appropriate and when it is not appropriate.

Shame as Instrumental
A fourth observation is that shame is often depicted instrumentally. Lyn 
Bechtel has described this use of shame as a “sanction of social control”25 
and David deSilva has framed it in terms of “community maintenance,”26 but 
both have shown that just as a proper sense of shame can restrain behavior, a 
proper sense of shame can induce repentance and motivate positive obedi-
ence. This is why the Psalmist can say, “Fill their faces with shame, that they 
may seek your name, O LORD” (Ps 83:16, emphasis added). Though he goes 
on to pray that his enemies would “perish in disgrace” (v. 17), he recognizes 
that shame can serve instrumentally to turn them toward God. The idea of 
shame’s instrumentality is also present in 2 Thessalonians 3:14, where the 
church is commanded to shame any man who will not obey the commands 
of the apostle. Shame, in this case, has an instrumental role in bringing about 
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repentance and sanctification in the church. A similar example is found in 
Paul’s instruction to Timothy. When he urges his protégé to do his best to 
present himself to God as one approved, “who has no need to be ashamed” 
(2 Tim 2:15), the prospect of being ashamed before God is meant to moti-
vate Timothy’s behavior. Shame is also instrumental in Christian witness. 
Both Peter and Paul urge believers to live virtuous lives so that unbelievers 
will be ashamed when they slander Christians (1 Pet 3:16, Titus 2:8). This 
shame opens the door for evangelism.27 On the flip side, however, shame 
can be used instrumentally by wicked men to pressure righteous men into 
embracing ungodliness (e.g. 1 Pet 4:4).

Shame’s Standard
Contrasting what is considered shameful by wicked men with what is con-
sidered shameful by the righteous requires recognition that people use 
varying standards for evaluating shamefulness. Thus competing “courts of 
reputation” or “courts of opinion” vie for dominance at the points where 
their standards stand in contradiction.28 Further, there are different types 
of “courts of opinion.” Jackson Wu’s taxonomy can be helpfully adapted for 
categorizing shame accordingly: Shame can be psychological, where the court 
of opinion consists of an individual’s own personal convictions; shame can 
be social, where the court of opinion is composed of a particular external 
group; and shame can be sacred/theological, where the court of opinion is 
the court of God himself.29

This idea of a varying standard for shamefulness is expressed biblically 
in Psalm 4:2 when David cries out, “O men, how long shall my honor be 
turned to shame? How long will you love vain words and seek after lies?” 
The issue, here, is that what should be honored (according to David’s stan-
dard) is being treated as shameful, and it points to the fact that David and 
his enemies were using different standards to judge between shameful and 
honorable behavior. The same phenomenon is on display in the NT when 
Jesus warns his followers in Mark 8:38: “For whoever is ashamed of me and 
of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will the Son 
of Man also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the 
holy angels.” The moral standard of this adulterous and sinful generation 
has been so corrupted that Jesus’ disciples are shamed for identifying with 
Jesus, even though he is the fullest expression of beauty, honor, and truth.
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Shame and Punishment
A final observation, and one not frequently recognized in honor-shame liter-
ature, is that many passages of Scripture list shame as a component of God’s 
punishment. It’s not simply that men and women ought to be ashamed on 
account of their iniquity; they will also be put to shame when God executes 
his judgment. Thus David can write of the enemies of God’s people that they 
“shall be ashamed and greatly troubled; they shall turn back and be put to 
shame in a moment” (Psalm 6:10). God himself declares to his people that 
“all who are incensed against you shall be put to shame and confounded; 
those who strive against you shall be as nothing and shall perish” (Isa 41:11), 
and as we read in Ezra 9, Israel saw its own shame as an outflow of God’s 
punishment. The people of Israel were ashamed of their sin, but they also 
understood that they had been put to shame because of their sin.

Appropriate Shame
In synthesizing these insights it becomes clear that there are some forms 
of shame which are biblically appropriate. Appropriate Shame is that shame 
which (1) exists objectively before God as a result and consequence of sin 
as measured by God’s standard, and will be (2) recognized socially and (3) 
experienced personally by groups and individuals (respectively) whose 
standards align with God’s. When sinners have rebelled against God and 
violated his righteous commands, it is right and appropriate to experience 
a sense of unworthiness or defilement before Him and before other people. 
This appropriate shame must, however, be distinguished from Inappropriate 
Shame.30 Because the world’s standard of righteousness has been skewed, 
people can be socially shamed and experience psychological shame for actions 
or circumstances which are not shameful in the eyes of God, and this shame 
is inappropriate. To return to Jackson Wu’s taxonomy, psychological and 
social shame are judged “appropriate” or “inappropriate” based on whether 
they align with theological shame.31

Shame in Experience
Though shame can be appropriate or inappropriate, the way shame is expe-
rienced is not strictly determined by whether it falls on one side of the 
distinction or the other. The Bible describes shame as a real subjective sense 
of humiliation, defeat, embarrassment, disappointment, or an objective loss 
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of dignity, standing, honor, or respect within a social community. This is true 
regardless of whether the shaming was appropriate or inappropriate. One 
example is the account of the messengers of David sent to the king of the 
Ammonites to pay respects upon the death of his father (2 Sam 10). When 
Hanun shaved off half their beards and cut off their garments at the hips, the 
men were ashamed (v. 5). The Ammonites had falsely attributed wrongdoing 
to David’s servants (they assumed David sent them to spy out the city), so 
the objective shaming in view should be considered inappropriate, but the 
experience of humiliation, embarrassment, and loss of dignity were real 
nonetheless. Another example is found in Acts 5 where Luke records the 
experience of the apostles in the hands of the Jewish council. Their arrest, 
imprisonment, trial, and beating were not imaginary. They suffered real, 
objective “dishonor” (v. 41) in the eyes of men, even though the shaming 
was inappropriate. The passage, however, points to the solution for inap-
propriate shame when it describes the apostles “rejoicing that they were 
counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name” (v. 41, emphasis added).

Shame’s Solution
This idea of being counted worthy or being honored in the sight of God 
or being vindicated in the sight of men is presented as both the opposite 
and the antidote to shame. When the biblical authors found themselves 
ashamed, their great hope was that they would eventually be vindicated by 
an expression of God’s favor and honor. This is the case both when their 
shame was inappropriate and when it was appropriate, but the situation 
was more complex in the latter. Where shame is inappropriate, the hope 
is that God’s righteousness and justice will prevail so that the mocking of 
God’s enemies will be turned on its head and result in their punishment and 
disgrace. However, in the case of appropriate shame which is tied to guilt, 
God’s righteousness and justice can only result in judgment, destruction, 
and further dishonor. This creates tension in the biblical storyline as the 
prophets warn of God’s judgment while teaching Israel to place their hope 
in God’s promise to redeem and purify a people for himself in spite of their 
guilt and shame.32 The ultimate solution for shame is hinted at when God 
provides garments of skin to cover Adam and Eve, it takes on shape and 
definition as the covering theme is developed through the Old Testament 
(OT),33 and it comes to full expression in the NT where God’s people are 
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clothed in righteousness as a result of Christ’s accomplished work. Classic 
evangelical soteriology has sought to articulate the work of Christ through 
the central motif of penal substitution. To that subject we will now turn.

Articulating the Shame Solution

Roger Nicole has argued in his “Postscript on Penal Substitution” that sub-
stitution functions as “the major linchpin of the doctrine of the atonement,” 
such that “if the linchpin is removed, the other parts no longer perform their 
own functions but float away in futility.”34 His argument is convincing. Nicole 
points out how competing views of the atonement focus on the benefits 
procured through penal substitution without acknowledging that without 
penal substitution those benefits could not obtain. He did not discuss shame 
in the essay, but the relief and reversal of shame fits squarely alongside the 
other benefits which turn on the fulcrum of this “major linchpin.”

Since the reformation, scores of major works have presented thorough 
expositions of the doctrine of penal substitution.35 While it may be true that 
theologians have not devoted significant attention to penal substitution’s 
relationship to shame, the foregoing overview of the biblical testimony on 
the topic shows many points of contact with classic Evangelical theology. 
What is necessary for the current concern is simply to highlight where those 
points of contact are made in the definition of the human problem and in 
the articulation of the divine solution.

A Robust Definition of the Problem
The first point of contact relates to the classic evangelical doctrine of God. 
In describing the appropriateness of the shame which stems from sin, the 
Scriptures tie shame to God’s attribute of holiness. Sin and guilt lead to shame 
because sin is an expression of willful wickedness, and God is a holy God 
who cannot dwell with sin and cannot look at wrong (Ps 5:4 and Hab 1:13, 
respectively). It is God’s “holy hostility” to sin that makes sinners ashamed 
before him.36 Furthermore, the connection between shame and guilt links 
shame to God’s attribute of justice. Not only do our sins shame us by making 
us unacceptable in God’s sight, but the nature of his justice entails that our 
shame-causing sins cannot be dismissed by God without him executing the 
appropriate retributive sentence. To do otherwise would be to violate his 
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righteous character, and, as Jackson Wu has argued, bring shame to God’s 
own name.37  The situation is compounded even further by the doctrine of 
original sin. The evangelical tradition has recognized that all human beings 
have inherited a corrupt nature and stand under condemnation through their 
association with Adam, even apart from any wrongs they have done.38 An 
accurate conception of “who I am” apart from Christ results in confession 
that “I am a person who has sinned, who is prone to sin, who is corrupt in 
very nature, and who is identified with and represented by the first sinner, 
Adam, whose sin resulted in the corruption of the whole world.” It is both 
our sins and our fallen nature, therefore, which leave us in the predicament 
of appropriate shame, and since punishment involves further shaming, the 
situation looks terribly bleak.

But it gets worse. The doctrine of total depravity makes further contact 
with shame by reminding us that no one perfectly possesses the virtuous 
shame which would restrain us from sin and help us to respond appropriately 
when shame is called for. There are circumstances in which every person 
shows his moral standard is skewed so that he ashamed when he ought not 
to be and is not ashamed when he ought. This is tied to inappropriate shame. 
One of the consequences of original sin is that Adam’s children are regu-
larly shaming and being shamed inappropriately, and people therefore find 
themselves humiliated and embarrassed at the hands of men. The righteous 
are maligned by the world when they do not join in the flood of debauchery 
(1 Pet 4:4) and are thereby put to shame when they ought to be most hon-
ored. The lack of virtuous shame is also tied to instrumental shame, because 
instrumental shame is completely ineffectual apart from an accurate moral 
standard which is able to judge when shame is appropriate and respond to 
it accordingly. The problems are different, but the presence of inappropriate 
shame and the lack of virtuous shame, call out for solutions as well. The 
categories of evangelical soteriology, centered on penal substitution, provide 
the biblically grounded answer.

A Robust Description of the Solution
The problems of appropriate shame, inappropriate shame, and inept virtu-
ous shame each find solutions in evangelical theological categories, but the 
solutions are different and must be treated in turn.  The Bible repeatedly 
emphasizes that a man’s standing before God is of more significance than his 
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experience in life,39 so appropriate shame, with its connection to guilt and 
eternal condemnation, must be understood as the most fundamental of the 
three. Inept virtuous shame is serious as well, since it is this ineptitude which 
prevents God’s instrumental shaming from being effective. The experience 
of inappropriate shame is real, but as it does not, by definition, accurately 
reflect God’s standard, its resolution is not directly related to salvation on 
the Day of Judgment.

Recall that appropriate shame is tied both to the sinful actions a person 
has committed and to the defilement of his corrupt nature as a descendant of 
Adam. To this two-pronged root, evangelical soteriology offers a two-pronged 
solution. Penal substitutionary atonement is the critical means by which 
guilt is addressed as Christ bears our punishment, including our shame.40 
However, the benefits of atonement are applied to sinners only through 
union with Christ in the new covenant which Christ’s substitutionary death 
inaugurated.41 This union with Christ is inextricably linked to new birth in 
Christ, new creation in Christ, and the corresponding new nature in Christ 
which is holy and pure and clothed in righteousness, rather than being guilty, 
defiled, and exposed.42 Thus, in Christ and through penal substitution, the 
sinner is both forgiven and changed, so that there remains no ground for 
appropriate shame, just as there remains no ground for punishment or 
condemnation. In Christ, an accurate conception of “who I am” results in 
the joyful declaration that “I am a new creation, a child of the living God, 
a fellow heir with Christ—the old has gone, the new has come. I have no 
reason to be ashamed.”

The problem of inept virtuous shame finds its solution in regeneration 
and sanctification. In regeneration, sinners are given ears to hear and eyes 
to see, such that they are able to rightly discern their guilt and the accom-
panying sense of appropriate shame. In sanctification this virtuous shame, 
in cooperation with instrumental shame, continues its work in increasing 
measure. Since regeneration and sanctification are both grounded in union 
with Christ through the new covenant, the substitutionary sacrifice of the 
covenant mediator, which was required to inaugurate the new covenant, 
proves crucial to the solution for this aspect of the shame problem as well.

The problem of inappropriate shame is addressed by clarifying believ-
ers’ conception of it and assuring them that they will be vindicated. In the 
first place, virtuous shame (an accurate standard of shamefulness) helps 
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believers recognize when shame is inappropriate, so that they do not bow 
to the shaming pressures of the world. Second, Christ’s faithfulness through 
the experience of inappropriate shame43 on the cross serves as an example 
for believers to follow. Third, his promise to reward those who do follow 
his example reminds believers that they are being honored by God even 
as they are being dishonored by men. All of this changes the experience 
of inappropriate shame so that believers are able to rejoice like the apos-
tles when they are mistreated for Christ’s sake (Acts 5:41). The changed 
perspective grounds Paul’s declaration that he is not ashamed of the gospel 
(Rom 1:16) and his charge that Timothy, likewise, be unashamed of Christ’s 
testimony and of Paul’s imprisonment (2 Tim 1:8). The final solution to 
inappropriate shame, however, is the Day of Judgment, where the righteous 
will be vindicated and the wicked will be put to the everlasting appropriate 
shame which is their rightful due. The believer’s hope for this vindication 
is grounded in the penal substitutionary nature of the atonement, since it 
is that display of God’s upheld justice which confirms that sin cannot, and 
will not, be ultimately overlooked. 

Further observations could certainly be made, but this overview of the 
connections between shame and evangelical theological categories is sufficient 
for the purpose at hand. As we have seen, the penal substitutionary model 
of the atonement answers the biblically defined problems of shame when 
it is properly set within the broader evangelical soteriological framework. 
With these biblical and systematic categories in mind, we can move on to 
consider other proposals.

Evaluating Other Shame Proposals

Though secular psychologists, philosophers, and anthropologists have 
contributed to the analysis and discussion of shame, considering shame’s 
relationship to the atonement of Christ is a specifically Christian project, 
and should therefore be governed by the biblical categories just outlined. 
This section will evaluate a number of proposals which abandon the penal 
substitutionary view in addressing the problem of shame by (1) considering 
their depictions of shame in light of the biblical categories outlined above, 
and (2) comparing their broader theological frameworks against that of the 
evangelical tradition.
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Mark Baker and Joel Green: Alienating Shame
As an extension of their larger argument that biblical atonement theology 
must not be dominated by one central atonement model, Mark Baker and 
Joel Green apply their conclusions to the problem of sharing the gospel in 
shame-honor cultures. Leaning heavily on the work of Norman Kraus,44 they 
provide a thorough analysis of shame that is consistent in many respects with 
the biblical insights articulated above. They agree that shame is “experienced 
as exposure to others and to oneself,”45 they recognize that shame is tied to a 
standard of judgment,46 and they cite Krauss approvingly when he identifies 
the ultimate internalizing norm of shame as “exposure to the eyes of the 
all-seeing, righteous, loving God.”47 Thus, they rightly distinguish between 
“truly shameful acts” for which people “appropriately feel shame,” and “false 
shame” which results in “inappropriate shaming.”48 They also approve of 
Kraus’ mention of shame which can be used instrumentally “as a sanction 
against undesirable conduct,” and of an “internalized theological standard” 
which falls within the bounds of what I have called virtuous shame.49

However, despite recognizing “evil intentions, selfish desires, deceit, 
dishonoring parents, fornication, theft, adultery, coveting and the like” as 
“truly shameful acts,”50 Baker and Green do not view the guilt associated with 
those acts as a serious problem. They agree that only appropriately sinful 
actions can lead to appropriate shame, but they don’t agree that appropri-
ate shame must be dealt with (or even can be dealt with) by addressing the 
underlying guilt and corrupted human nature. The problem, as they see it, 
is the alienation that results from shame, not the guilt which leads to shame 
and alienation in the first place.51 Tellingly, they mention that Kraus “sees the 
cross addressing both shame and guilt,” but explain that they will forego a 
discussion of guilt and “focus specifically on the cross and shame in relation 
to the Japanese context.”52 Guilt, for Baker and Green, is inconsequential, but 
their trivialization of guilt marks their departure from the biblical testimony.

Referring once again to the categories of evangelical theology, the trajectory 
of their departure can be traced back to their formulation of the doctrine of 
God. As described above, the problem of guilt is rooted in the justice and 
holiness of God’s character which keep him from justifying wicked men. 
Baker and Green, however, see nothing in God’s nature which would pre-
vent him from forgiving sin and withholding the retributive penalty. They 
view the evangelical emphasis on the necessity of substitutionary sacrifice 
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as an imposition in which “an abstract concept of justice instructs God as 
to how God must behave.” It is, therefore, no surprise that they reject the 
substitutionary view.53 Their problem with penal substitution is not that it 
cannot address the problem of shame on its own terms. Rather, they take 
issue with the doctrine of God which undergirds penal substitution and 
evangelical theology as a whole.

Stephen Pattison: A-Moral Shame
Stephen Pattison defines shame primarily by describing the associated 
psychological phenomena, and lists a sense of unwanted exposure, a sense 
of being seen and judged (even in private), a heightened critical self-con-
sciousness, a sense of isolation and alienation, and a desire to hide, disappear, 
or flee among the features typical of the shame experience.54 

Shame’s distinguishing characteristic, he says, “revolves around the percep-
tion of the self as being judged to be inferior, defective, incompetent, undesirable, 
or unlovable.”55 This is largely consistent with the biblical depiction of the 
shame experience, and Pattison also acknowledges that shame can still 
serve useful functions at the individual and social levels. He is concerned 
primarily, however, with what he terms “chronic shame,” which may “become 
pathological and destructive.”56 He spends the bulk of his book describing 
the dynamics and negative consequences of this dysfunctional shame and 
the shame-avoidance behaviors which it engenders, but he does so without 
making a clear distinction between that shame which is appropriate and that 
shame which is inappropriate. Most importantly, his judgment that the sense 
of shame is “fundamentally a-moral”57 and unrelated to sin and guilt leads 
to his conclusion that the Christian tradition, including its substitutionary 
view of the atonement, “has little to offer to the condition of shame” and 
his suggestion that “Christian theology may therefore have to repent, turn 
around, and change its focus of attention quite radically – for example in 
relation to atonement – to make shame and defilement much more directly 
visible and redeemable.”58

We have seen, however, that shame is not “fundamentally a-moral.” Though 
people may experience shame apart from moral transgression, this is due to 
a distortion of the moral standard. Pattison speaks of a “confusion of shame 
and guilt”59 because he fails to recognize the way the Bible itself connects 
the two. While he does draw a distinction of types of shame in the realm of 
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experience (chronic/pathological vs. normal/healthy), in focusing on the 
effects of shame and on reactions to it he overlooks the biblical point of 
distinction which centers on the moral standard in play when experiences 
of shame arise. If shame is a-moral and disconnected with sin and guilt, 
then penal substitution does seem to have little to offer, but since the Bible 
connects appropriate shame to moral transgression and character, the penal 
substitutionary view holds out hope as a solution.

Laurel Burton: Misguided Shame
Laurel Burton paints the problem in a slightly different light: “The difference 
between shame and sin,” she says, “is obscured by Augustine’s doctrine of 
Original Sin.”60 She believes there are “theological resources available for 
dealing with each of these powerful issues,” but those resources cannot be 
applied successfully unless shame and guilt are properly distinguished.61 

For Burton, shame is tied to the question, “Who am I?”, guilt is tied to the 
question, “What have I done?”, and “one cannot be forgiven for who one is, 
but rather only for what one does.  It is grace and acceptance that deals with 
shame, not forgiveness.”62 On her reading of Augustine on Original Sin, the 
answer to the question “Who am I?” must always include a degree of unwor-
thiness and defilement before God. In other words, the question “Who am 
I?” is answered, “Ontologically guilty,”63 which, she says, mixes the categories 
of guilt and shame and necessarily entails a sense of shame, even when we 
haven’t actually done anything wrong. This leaves the believer in a dreadful 
predicament, since, on the one hand, acceptance before God is the required 
means of overcoming shame, and yet, on the other hand, ontological guilt 
precludes acceptance. There appears to be no recourse. Burton’s solution is 
to abandon Augustinian doctrine with its implicit theology “of a demanding 
God ... before whom one can only tremble in terror or gravel in despair,”64 
and recognize “the reality of God’s graceful acceptance.”65

Burton’s proposal is most striking for the complete absence of any refer-
ence to the cross.66 This is consistent, however, with her conception of the 
problem. She excludes from the outset the possibility of appropriate shame 
before God on grounds that men and women are already acceptable in his 
sight. This short-circuits the biblical narrative which points to sin, guilt, and 
corruption as the reason why sinners are unacceptable, and to the cross as the 
means by which vile sinners can become acceptable. Apart from the atoning 
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work of Christ, a sense of defilement and unworthiness is appropriate, but 
through union with Christ a sinner becomes a new creation, and the problem 
of “ontological guilt” and its corresponding shame is overcome.67 Burton 
has correctly recognized the severity of the problem, but she has failed to 
rightly understand the soteriological significance of new covenant union 
with Christ. When the substitutionary sacrifice of Christ is properly seen 
in its broader context as the inauguration of the new covenant in which vile 
sinners are made ontologically pure, it can be embraced as the solution to 
shame’s most fundamental root.

Mark McConnell: Shame is Central
In Mark McConnell we find another proposal that embraces the “what 
I’ve done” vs. “who I am” distinction between guilt and shame, but, unlike 
Burton, McConnell doesn’t rely exclusively on psychological findings to 
form his conclusion. He grounds his argument in Genesis 3 and suggests 
that “shame has always been the more significant dynamic” when compared 
to guilt,68 and that shame is the “primary problem with regard to the human 
condition.”69 He does not completely discount sin and guilt, but he (1) argues 
that the experience of shame dominates the biblical narrative, (2) agrees 
with Pattison that “shame has received a negligible amount of sustained 
theological consideration,”70 and (3) builds on Brad Benau’s recapitulation 
model to present a solution to the shame problem.

Since “shame affects humanity ontologically and existentially ... those strug-
gling with shame would be helped to know that in Christ God has recreated 
every aspect of their life in the renewed image of God.”71 Following Irenaeus, 
McConnell sees this re-creation happening through Christ’s identification 
with humanity, in which “God has fully and wholeheartedly embraced our 
humanity and creatureliness,” such that “there is no fundamental shame in 
being a human, even with all its vulnerability, imperfection, and limitations.”72 
Furthermore, God’s identification with humanity is understood primarily as 
identification with us in our shame, which is demonstrated most climactically 
on the cross.73 In McConnell’s view, Christ’s faithfulness and shamelessness74 
at the lowest depths of the human shame experience recreates humanity so 
that we no longer need to be ashamed. This restores our connection to God 
and enables us to follow in the pattern of Christ’s faithfulness.

McConnell is certainly right that there are ontological roots to the problem 
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of shame; we have seen that our identity as fallen creatures in the line of 
Adam entails defilement, guilt, and appropriate shame before God. He’s 
also correct in noting that re-creation in Christ provides a solution. He goes 
wrong, however, in describing the mechanism by which the re-creation 
happens, since he fails to incorporate the biblical teaching on new cove-
nant union with Christ. In McConnell’s recapitulation scheme, humanity is 
united with Christ through the incarnation. In the biblical scheme, the elect 
are united with Christ through the new covenant inaugurated by Christ’s 
substitutionary death and resurrection.  Being created anew in Christ does 
solve the problem of ontologically-rooted shame, but new creation depends 
on penal substitution.

Conclusion

Classic evangelical soteriology centered on penal substitutionary atone-
ment has sufficient theological resources to address the problem of shame 
and should not be abandoned on those grounds. Those who believe new 
models are necessary have failed to define shame in a manner consistent with 
biblical categories or have rejected other aspects of the broader evangelical 
theological framework (or both). It may be true that those resources have 
not been a central locus of theological discussion, but the solution is not to 
abandon the penal substitutionary view. Instead, when pastors, missionaries, 
and theologians find themselves in cultures where the experience of shame 
is more dominant than that of guilt, they must take care to articulate the 
distinctions between appropriate, inappropriate, instrumental, and virtuous 
shame and proclaim the good news of how the shame problem was answered 
when Christ addressed the underlying sin on the cross.

1 “And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed” (Gen 2:25). “Then the eyes of both 
were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves 
loincloths” (Gen 3:7). “And the LORD God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed 
them” (Gen 3:21).

2 Rev 3:18 makes this point explicitly: Jesus says “I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire, so that 
you may be rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself and the shame of your nakedness 
may not be seen ...”. For additional insight on the nakedness theme, see Ryan C. Hanley, “The Use of 
Nakedness Imagery as Theological Language in the Old Testament” (PhD, Louisville, KY, The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 2019).
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After years of discussing the validity of Christianity and Islam with his Chris-
tian friend, Nabeel Qureshi, a devout Muslim, reached a point of spiritual 
crisis. He longed to know the truth and follow the true religion but was now 
uncertain which religion was the true one. He prayed to Allah and Jesus. 
He read the Qur’an and the Bible. He specifically asked God to send him 
a dream or vision to guide him to the truth. As a Muslim, he was taught to 
carefully consider his dreams because, according to Muhammad, the faithful 
receive prophetic dreams. God answered his prayer and sent him a series of 
visionary experiences. He discussed his experiences with his Muslim mother 
and his Christian friend, David. He even sought interpretations from an 
ancient Muslim dream interpretation book. All of it led him to Jesus and 
to the gospel message David had shared with him many times. In August 
2005, he believed upon Jesus and was converted to Christianity.1 Qureshi’s 
experience, though remarkable, is not an isolated incident. Thousands of 
Muslims background believers have reported dream and vision experiences 
that directed them toward Christian conversion.2 Such experiences are not 
a new phenomenon for one can find other instances recorded throughout 
church history.3 The Bible—both Old Testament (OT) and New Testament 
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(NT)—are filled with dream and vision accounts. So, what should we make 
of these dreams and visions? Placing these experiences within a biblically 
orthodox understanding of revelation is the key theological task. Should we 
dismiss them or affirm that God sends them and uses them? Should they 
always be considered revelation or, more specifically, special revelation?

I propose the following answer to these questions: In the OT covenants 
and the beginning days of the New Covenant, God used dreams and visions 
to relay special covenant messages and as special providential acts4 and they 
were special revelation; today, God only uses dreams and visions as special 
providential acts and they should still be considered special revelation in a 
limited sense. To explain this answer, I will give an overview of the dreams 
and visions in the OT and NT and give particular attention to a few key 
texts. Then, reflecting on the biblical data, I will make and defend theolog-
ical assertions regarding how one ought to evaluate the dream and vision 
experiences in the Bible and today.

Dreams and Visions in the Bible

It is difficult to distinguish the difference between a dream and a vision. 
Dreaming is a common human experience and most dreams are subconscious 
workings of the human mind that carry no spiritual significance. Still, the 
Bible reveals that God uses dreams at certain moments in special ways. In 
this use, the dream and the vision are clearly related to one another.5 The 
two are often used synonymously and listed together in parallel lines where 
one term defines or clarifies the other (Num 12:6; Isa 29:7; Acts 2:17).6 
The only discernible difference is that a dream is a “vision of the night” (Isa 
29:7; Acts 16:9) that occurs during sleep and a vision occurs when one is 
awake (Eze 1:1-3; Rev 1:1, 9–11). Yet, the vision is not more external than 
the dream. Though the recipient is awake, there is no indication that another 
person standing near would also see the vision. Thus, dreams and visions 
are internal and spiritual.7

The Old Testament
Overview of the OT 
The OT presents many examples of God using dreams and visions.8 Many of 
the dreams and visions are clustered around the Patriarchs and Joseph and 
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Daniel, the two “dreamers.”9 Yet, dreams and visons are not more character-
istic of certain points in OT history, nor are they greater or lesser mediums 
of revelation at different points in the OT.10 Just because a word revelation 
comes via a dream or vision does not make it more or less authoritative than 
other forms of word revelation.11

Though most dreams and visions are given to God’s covenant people, 
some are given to pagans with little knowledge of God. Some of the dreams 
received by pagans must be interpreted by a prophet of Yahweh (Gen 40:1–
41:36; Dan 2:1–45; 4:4–27) but others need no interpretation (Gen 20:3–7; 
Judges 7:13–15). Still, the dreams given to pagans are given to benefit God’s 
covenant people. God uses them to glorify himself, exalt his prophets, and 
protect his people.12 Nonetheless, God warns that dreams and visions may 
be false and lying; lying visions will lead to judgment and must be rightly 
evaluated and rejected ( Jer 14:14; Ezek 13:7).

Deuteronomy Prophetic Evaluations 
In Deuteronomy 13-18 God provides evaluations to help his people discern true 
prophets and prophetic messages from false.13 These evaluations also help them 
discern true dreams and visions from false. In Deuteronomy 13:1–5 God says, 

If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you and gives you a sign or a 

wonder, and the sign or wonder that he tells you comes to pass, and if he says, 

“Let us go after other gods, which you have not known, and let us serve them,” 

you shall not listen to the words of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams. For 

the LORD your God is testing you, to know whether you love the LORD your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul. You shall walk after the LORD 

your God and fear him and keep his commandments and obey his voice, and 

you shall serve him and hold fast to him. But that prophet or that dreamer of 

dreams shall be put to death, because he has taught rebellion against the LORD 

your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt and redeemed you out of 

the house of slavery, to make you leave the way in which the LORD your God 

commanded you to walk. So you shall purge the evil from your midst.

God promises to send other prophets after Moses and institute the cove-
nant prophetic office (Deut 18:15–18).14 Prophets are called “dreamers of 
dreams” because God previously established dreams and visions as a means 
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of communicating with his prophets (Num 12:6) and never indicates that 
he will stop using them.15 There will also be false prophets who serve other 
gods and lead them astray.16 How should the people evaluate these dreamers?

To begin, they must not evaluate them based on signs and wonders. False 
prophets may perform powerful signs and wonders, but they alone do not 
determine true divine power and a true divine message.17 Instead, their message 
must be evaluated. God wants them to love him, walk after him, fear him, keep 
his commandments, and obey his voice. So, if a dream or vision leads them 
away from right obedience of any of the covenant statues it must be rejected 
as false. A true prophet will never lead them away from the Law of God.18

Furthermore, the Law of God was written down, placed in the ark, read 
publicly, and taught to future generations (Ex 24:4, 34:1, 27–28; Deut 
31:9–13, 31:24–32:52). Israel and her future leaders are commanded to 
read, mediate upon, and obey this book of the Law (Deut 17:14–20; Josh 
1:7–8, 23:6).19 Therefore, it is plausible to assert from Deuteronomy 13:1-5 
that all dreams and visions must be evaluated by the written Scripture. This 
written word is true, authoritative, and for later generations and every dream 
or vision from God will agree with and not contradict the written Scriptures. 
God’s written word is his established truth and he will never contradict him-
self. The written word must never be altered, changed, or ignored because 
of a dream or vision.

This evaluation guides the people of God throughout the Old Covenant. 
There is a progression of revelation and other prophets and other written 
words. These prophets do receive authoritative revelation via dreams and 
visions. The true prophets who follow Moses enforce the covenant by calling 
people back to the Law of God, applying it to new situations, pronouncing 
judgments rooted in the covenant curses, and declaring God’s promise of 
a future New Covenant.20 The false prophets with their lying dreams and 
visions are condemned because they lead people away from the Law, pervert 
God’s word, and ignore the covenant curses by preaching peace when there 
is no peace ( Jer 23:32–40; Ezek 13:6–16).

The New Testament
Overview of the NT
The NT begins with dreams and ends with a vision.21 In the beginning chap-
ters of Matthew, dreams are used to guide Joseph (Matt 1:20–25; 2:13–23) 
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and warn the wise men (Matt 2:12). At the end of the NT, John records 
to us what he saw in an apocalyptic vision (Rev 1:1–2; 9:17; 22:8–9). In 
between these beginning dreams and the ending vision, Pilate’s wife receives 
a disturbing dream that leads her to warn her husband to leave Jesus alone 
(Matt 27:19). Ananias receives communication from Jesus in a vision and is 
told that Paul saw him in a vision (Acts 9:10–12). Cornelius and Peter each 
receive visions which lead to the conversion of Cornelius and his house-
hold (Acts 10:1–19). Paul receives visions of guidance (Acts 16:9–10) and 
encouragement (Acts 18:9). To support his apostolic ministry, Paul tells of 
visions and revelations he received (2 Cor 12:1–4). Colossians 2:18 and Jude 
1:8 warn about false believers and false teachers who misuse and wrongly 
emphasize dreams and visions.22 Throughout the NT dreams and visions 
are recognized as a means God uses to communicate.23

The Culmination of Revelation
According to the NT, the progression of revelation was culminated and 
completed in Christ and consequently in the NT. Hebrews 1:1–2 is clear: 

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the 

prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed 

the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world. 

God disclosed his plan little by little “at many times and in many ways” 
through Moses and the other prophets in the progress of revelation. Now, 
the Messiah, his Son, has come and God’s revelation has been completed 
in him. Gentry and Wellum state it well:

But now, with the coming of the Son, the last days have dawned—the last days 

which the Old Testament revelation anticipated. That revelation has now come 

to fulfillment literally “in Son” (en huiō; v.2), underscoring that in Christ the 

final, definitive, complete revelation has now come. In this way the author of 

Hebrews, along with the entire New Testament, places the Son in a qualitatively 

different category than the prophets who proceeded him.24

The OT revelation was incomplete and intentionally pointed beyond itself. 

Jesus is the Prophet, the ultimate fulfillment of God’s promise to Moses in 
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Deuteronomy 18:15–18, and the fulfillment of the entire prophetic insti-
tution.25 He is God’s final word and there is no progression beyond him.26

Furthermore, this final “last-days” word has been written down and recorded 
in the NT so that future generations can have access this word of Christ. Jesus 
chose and empowered his apostles—the 12 plus Paul—to be his authoritative 
authorized representatives.27 They were witnesses to the resurrected Christ 
(Acts 1:21–26; 1 Cor 9:1, 15:7–9). They had a once-for-all temporary min-
istry and, along with the prophets, became the foundation of the church with 
Jesus as the cornerstone (Eph 2:20).28 They did not add to revelation lacking 
in Christ or complete what was incomplete in Christ, but were bearers and 
teachers of the revelation of Christ ( John 16:14–15).29 By the Holy Spirit, they 
remember the teachings of Christ and are guided “into all the implications of 
the truth, the revelation, intrinsically bound up with Jesus Christ” ( John 14:26, 
16:13).30 The church, from the beginning, is devoted to their teaching (Acts 
2:42). As the church grows to the ends of the earth, this teaching is written 
down, and immediately considered the authoritative apostolic tradition. This 
tradition came by word and letter (2 Thess 2:15). These “letters” (Col 4:16), 
this “word” (1 Pet 1:24-25), this “gospel” (Rom 1:16), this “word of Christ” 
(Rom 10:17) is to be obeyed and we must have access to it to experience the 
salvation Christ offers.31 Therefore, this “last-days” word spoken by the Son 
is the NT.32 The canon of Scripture is now closed because to add to it would 
be to add to the work of Christ or the revelation of Christ.33

Joel 2:28-32 in Acts 2:16-21. 
In Acts 2:16-21, the apostle Peter says a thing or two about dreams and 
visions and the fulfillment of Joel 2:28-32. 

But this is what was uttered through the prophet Joel: “And in the last days it 

shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, and your sons 

and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and 

your old men shall dream dreams; even on my male servants and female servants 

in those days I will pour out my Spirit, and they shall prophesy. And I will show 

wonders in the heavens above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and 

vapor of smoke; the sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, 

before the day of the Lord comes, the great and magnificent day. And it shall 

come to pass that everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.”
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It appears the prophet Joel and the apostle Peter promise that the age of 
the Spirit will bring regular experiences of dreams and visions. Craig Keener, 
who takes this view, notes that “by quoting the Joel text in full … Luke also 
appears to assume that visions and dreams remained part of the church’s 
experience.”34 Keener contends that “prophecy was far more common among 
early Christians,” “the church continues the prophetic anointing of the OT” 
through the ministry of people like Agabus and Phillip’s daughters, and the 
entire church carries forward the prophetic task in “the broadest sense of 
prophetic inspiration.”35

However, a more careful look at the text brings a different conclusion. 
Peter emphasizes that the activity of the Spirit is for all God’s people.36 Yet, 
only a few people in Acts are called prophets and the act prophesying is 
rare.37 Visions and dreams are only mentioned on certain occasions for key 
figures.38 Therefore, Alan Thompson draws a better conclusion: “In contrast 
to the work of the Spirit in the OT when the Holy Spirit empowered only 
certain people, prophets, to mediate God’s word to the people, now all of 
God’s people are able to speak for God.”39 God has now fulfilled what Moses 
desired (Num 11:29)—all God’s people are prophets.40 This prophetic 
ministry is the ministry of gospel proclamation. All God’s people are filled 
with the Holy Spirit and prophesy; they proclaim the word of the Lord, the 
gospel.41 The continuing trajectory of the Acts narrative shows that all New 
Covenant people indeed prophesy in this way. The New Covenant experience 
is altogether different than the Old. The least in the Kingdom is greater than 
John the Baptist (Luke 7:28).42 Moreover, the dreams and visions in the New 
Covenant will not be just like those under the Old nor will they be a normal 
experience for every Christian. Instead, this reference to dreams and visions 
is a “poetic way of saying the same thing: all will prophesy.”43

Theological Evaluation of Dreams and Visions

With the biblical data before us, let us consider how God used dreams and 
visions in redemptive history and if or how he uses them today. Let us also 
consider where to place dreams and visions in the doctrine of revelation.

Dream and Vision Categories 
God’s use of dreams and visions always fits into one of two categories. 
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Category 1, God uses them to relay special covenant messages; messages because 
God is communicating information, covenant because the information is 
key to the redemptive relationship God’s people have with him in covenant, 
and special because all God’s word communications are special revelation 
and, thus, special. Category 2, God uses them as special providential acts; 
acts because God is doing something, providential because God is acting 
to govern his creatures, and special to distinguish them from the general 
providential work God does to preserve and govern his creation in ordinary 
ways day after day.44

The Categories applied to Old Testament Dreams and Visions. 
God used dreams and visions in the old covenants—those recorded in the 
OT—as special covenant messages and special providential acts. As special 
covenant messages, God used dreams and visions to communicate necessary 
covenant teaching, calls for covenant obedience, pronouncements of covenant 
judgments, and future New Covenant promises. Examples of this use are the 
Davidic covenant messages given to Nathan via a dream (2 Sam 7:4–17; 1 
Chron 17:1–15) and Jeremiah’s “Book of Consolation” ( Jer 30–31) which 
includes a promise of the coming New Covenant ( Jer 31:31–34).45

As special providential acts, God uses dreams and visions providentially to 
glorify himself and keep his covenant promises to his people. The communi-
cation in these dreams and visions do not communicate a specific covenant 
message or covenant teaching. Examples of this use are the dreams received 
by the baker, cupbearer, and Pharaoh and interpreted by Joseph (Gen 40–41) 
and the strange dream received and interpreted by the Midianite soldiers 
( Jud 7:13–15). With these dreams, God glorifies himself by providentially 
guiding the affairs of humanity, preserving the life of his creatures, helping 
his chosen leaders, inciting fear in his enemies, and ultimately protecting 
his covenant people.46

Some dreams and visons, like the dream received by Nebuchadnezzar 
and interpreted by Daniel (Dan 4), fit into both categories. God uses this 
dream as a special providential event to glorify himself and exalt Daniel’s 
influence (Dan 4:1–3; 5:11–12).47 However, the message of the dream is a 
specific pronouncement of judgement against Nebuchadnezzar and a call 
to repent under the covenant of creation (Dan 4:24–27).48
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The Categories applied to NT Dreams and Visions. 
The dreams and visions in the NT are sorted by the same two categories. 
The dream accounts recorded in Matthew’s gospel are Old Covenant dreams 
because God has not yet inaugurated the New Covenant. The dreams given 
to Joseph in Matthew 1:20-25 and 2:13-23 seem to fit into both catego-
ries. Certainly, God is acting providentially to guide Joseph, Mary, and the 
infant Jesus, yet he also reveals covenant information about Jesus’s name, 
his redemptive mission (Matt 1:21), and the fulfillment of specific Old 
Covenant prophecies (Matt 1:23; 2:15). 49 The dreams given to the wise men 
(Matt 2:12) and to Pilate’s wife (Matt 27:19) are only special providential 
acts. They did not contain important covenant information, but God used 
them to glorify himself, protect the wise men and Jesus, and attest to the 
innocence and righteousness of Jesus.50

After the inaugurating of the New Covenant and the coming of the Holy 
Spirit at Pentecost, God modifies his use of dreams and visions but they 
still fit within the two categories.51 The visions described in 2 Corinthians 
12:1-4 and the book of Revelation relay special covenant messages. Yet, as 
discussed above, the apostles are not prophets in the exact same sense as 
the Old Covenant prophets. The progression of prophets and revelation 
is completed in Jesus, and the Holy Spirit takes what belongs to Jesus and 
declares it the apostles ( John 16:14-15). Paul had revelatory encounters with 
Jesus whereby he disclosed New Covenant information to him.52 In John’s 
Revelation, Jesus is the revealer throughout the book and he communicates to 
John what must take place.53 These visions are special covenant messages from 
Jesus, bound up in Jesus, and part of the “last-days” word spoken by Jesus.

The visions of Peter and Cornelius (Acts 10:1-11:18) and Paul’s vision 
of the Macedonian man (Acts 16:9-10), are New Covenant examples of 
special providential acts. With Peter and Cornelius, God uses the visions to 
providentially bring Cornelius in contact with the gospel message and to 
prepare the way for the gospel to go to the gentiles.54 With Paul’s Macedonian 
call, God glorifies himself and blesses his witnesses by giving them direction 
on where to continue preaching the gospel. Yet, these special providential 
dreams and visions are modified some from their Old Covenant counterparts. 
They are dependent upon the gospel message. Cornelius’s dream does not 
need an interpretation and Peter is not a dream interpreter. Cornelius needs 
to hear the gospel, and Peter comes to proclaim the gospel to him and his 
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household.55 Paul’s Macedonian vision providentially leads his mission team 
to go proclaim the gospel in Macedonia.56 Yet, Paul is not the sole interpreter 
of this vision. He presents the vision to his brothers on mission with him 
and together they decide to go to Macedonia (Acts 16:10).57

Dreams and Visions and Revelation
Christian theology divides the revelatory acts of God into two categories: 
general and special revelation.58 General revelation is “God’s communication 
of himself to all persons at all times and in all places”59 in creation, in his-
tory, and in maintaining and governing all things. God reveals his invisible 
attributes to everyone all the time in the ordinary working of the things he 
has made (Rom 1:20).

Special revelation, as defined by Herman Bavinck, is

that conscious and free act of God by which he, in the way of historical complex 

of special means (theophany, prophecy, miracle) that are concentrated in the 

person of Christ, makes himself known—specifically the attributes of his justice 

and grace, in the proclamation of law and gospel—to those human beings who live 

in light of this Special Revelation in order that they may accept the grace of God 

by faith in Christ or, in case of impenitence, receive a more severe judgment.60

Special revelation is the extra-ordinary things God does in the world. It 
is not given to everyone in all times and places but only to those certain 
individuals who are blessed to receive it from God. Special revelation may 
be further divided into theophany, prophecy, and miracle as Bavinck does 
above.61 Theophany is the divine appearances of God through impersonal 
signs or personal beings.62 Prophecy is the words and messages God gives to 
communicate his thoughts to human beings.63 Miracle is the extraordinary 
works of God—his signs and wonders—that uniquely display his power, 
authority, and covenant lordship.64 Miracles, signs, and wonders, by them-
selves, always have a measure of insufficiency. They may be misunderstood 
and misinterpreted, so a word revelation is needed to guide humans to rightly 
understand and respond to the miracles they witness.65

The dreams and visions recorded in the OT and NT are all events of 
special revelation. When God uses them as special covenant messages, he is 
communicating special covenant prophetic words and making himself known. 
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When God uses them as special providential acts, they are “miracles, signs, 
and wonders” type events that uniquely display God’s power, authority, and 
lordship for the good of his covenant people. They are not general events 
that happen to everyone but are special events experienced by only some.66

Dreams and Visions Today
Today we live under the New Covenant in Christ and we live with a closed 
canon of Scripture—the OT and NT—that is inerrant, necessary, sufficient, 
clear, and authoritative.67 Therefore, God no longer uses dreams or visions 
today as special covenant messages. However, he does still use dreams or 
visions as special providential acts. These dreams and visions are “miracles, 
signs, and wonders” type events. They may be considered special revelation 
in a nuanced and limited sense. I will defend this claim with four assertions.

First, there is no biblical reason to assert that God does not or would not 
use a dream or vision today.68 There are many dream and vision accounts 
recorded at different stages in church history that result in God being glori-
fied and his New Covenant people being blessed.69 Even B.B. Warfield, the 
exemplar of reformed cessationism,70 gladly affirmed that God still made 
use of the dream.71

Second, God does not and will not use a dream or vision today to give spe-
cial covenant messages. Under the Old Covenant, dreams and visions were used 
to communicate authoritative messages as part of the continuing progress of 
revelation. Under the New Covenant, Jesus is the Prophet, the Messiah, and 
the Son. The progression of revelation has been completed in him and the 
Bible is the book of special revelation.72 With the closing of the canon, the 
OT and NT are the only sources of covenant word communication today 
and there are no more covenant messages to give. So, God will no longer 
use dreams or visions to relay authoritative word revelations. Scripture is 
sufficient and new word revelations may not be added to it.73 The fulfillment 
of Joel 2:28–32 in Acts 2:16–21 does not communicate that dreams and 
visions will be part of ongoing New Covenant prophetic revelations.

Third, God only uses dreams and visions today as special providential acts 
and they are acts of special revelation. The special dream and vision events 
used by God today cannot be considered General Revelation.74 Ordinary 
dreams received by humans are General Revelation because they reveal a 
glorious creator who made a human mind that functions while asleep. Yet, 
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sometimes God uses the dream in a special way to push a person to believe 
the gospel or to provide unique guidance. Most people do not receive special 
dreams or visions, so when God uses them in a special way, they become 
something special and not general.

Christians are tempted to say that there is no other form of special reve-
lation today except the Bible. This instinct is good because we must protect 
the unique place of the closed canon of inspired Scripture. But, if we affirm 
that God still does miracles, signs, and wonders when he sees fit for his 
own purposes, then we must affirm that these acts are events of special 
revelation.75 These events are not accompanied by new authoritative word 
revelations, but, instead, always give attestation to the completed revelation in 
Christ revealed in the Bible. Christians can safely affirm that God is finished 
giving new word revelations, but he does still do special revelatory acts that 
providentially point people to that completed word. The special providential 
acts today are examples of “special providences.”76 They function as signs 
or wonders and must be considered revelation in this limited sense. Not in 
the sense that they are new word revelations that contribute in some way to 
Scripture—emphatically no—but in the sense that when God uses a special 
dream or vision he is acting in the world in a special way and that act is an 
extraordinary revelation of his power and authority.

Fourth, dreams and visions received today are not necessary or sufficient. 
They are not necessary because one does not need them to be converted, 
grow in Christ, and live the Christian life. One may live his entire life without 
receiving a special providential dream or vision. In fact, the ordinary Chris-
tian experience is a life lived in the Bible illuminated by the Spirit with never 
an occurrence of a special dream or vision. Scripture alone is necessary.77

Also, dreams and visions received today are not sufficient. They can never 
stand on their own and their content must always be interpreted by and sub-
missive to the sufficient Scripture. As noted above, even the Old Covenant 
dreams and visions were evaluated by the written Scriptures. This dictum 
is especially true under the New Covenant. Any dream, vision, or similar 
unique experience that contradicts the closed canon of Scripture and leads 
a person away from the gospel revealed in it is accursed (Gal 1:8).78

John Feinberg contends that dreams and visions can stand alone today. 
He states, 
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If someone lives in a remote part of the world where there is no Bible and no 

missionary has ever come, can he or she get revelation from God? Can’t God give 

revelation in a dream or a vision? Can’t he send and angel to convey a message? 

There seems to be no biblical reason to think this couldn’t happen. After Christ’s 

first advent, the NT teaches that revelation still came to people in some of these 

forms, so why not again today.79

Feinberg is misguided for two reasons. First, Romans 10:13–17 provides 
the necessary steps to bring about God’s salvation in a person’s life.80 The 
gospel is the power of God for salvation (Rom 1:17) and faith comes by 
hearing the message of the gospel—the word of Christ—and believing in 
the Lord Jesus Christ. The message is heard when Christians are sent to 
proclaim it. The message is only found in the Bible. A person who lives in a 
remote part of the world must hear the gospel and believe. He may read the 
Bible or a portion of the Bible, read a gospel tract, hear the gospel proclaimed 
on TV, encounter a missionary, or hear or read in other ways, but he must 
hear the gospel and the primary source of the gospel is the Bible. Second, if 
God used a dream or vision in the way Feinberg proposes, it would violate 
the necessity of Scripture making it unnecessary. This person in a remote 
part of the world can be converted and, presumably, be sanctified by dreams 
and visions alone. He does not need Scripture for his spiritual life, and if 
Scripture is not necessary for one it must not be necessary at all. 

There are many glorious reports of God using dreams and visions to 
aid conversion like he used them in the conversion of Cornelius.81 These 
dreams alone are not sufficient to bring one to Christ. God uses them as 
signs or wonders to shake worldviews, break through darkness, and drive 
people to the gospel message. Perhaps a person has previously heard the 
gospel and the dream or vision presses them to believe, or perhaps they 
have not heard the gospel and the dream or vision prepares the soil for the 
seed. In every case, the experience must be dependent on gospel message 
found in the Bible.

God may also use a dream or vision to provide special guidance or 
encouragement like he did with Paul in Acts 16:9-10 and Acts 18:9.82 
Yet, decisions must not be made solely on guidance received in a dream 
and encouragement must not rely only on a message received in a vision. 
One must always go to Scripture. Decisions must be made chiefly on the 
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teaching and wisdom found in the sufficient Scripture and encouragement 
must be chiefly rooted in the assurances and encouragements found in the 
sufficient Scripture. 83

Conclusion

You may say that Nabeel Qureshi is a dreamer, but he’s not the only one. God 
used dreams and visions in the past, in church history and throughout both 
Testaments. There are growing reports of him using them today in various 
situations and contexts. No doubt, God will continue to use them for his 
glory until Christ returns and we see him face to face. Yet, Christians must 
be careful because the devil roams about seeking whom he may devour with 
a false dream or vision. We must stay fiercely devoted to the necessary and 
sufficient Scriptures and test every spirit (1 John 4:1). We must think rightly 
and biblically about dreams and visions we experience or hear about today. 
In the OT covenants and the beginning days of the New Covenant, God used 
dreams and visions to relay special covenant messages and as special providential 
acts and they were special revelation; today, because of the culmination of 
revelation in Christ and the closed canon, God only uses dreams and visions 
as special providential acts. They are still considered special revelation in a 
limited sense but are never necessary or sufficient. May God, as he sees fit, 
continue to use the dreamer of dreams for his own glory.  
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God is building his church in the Middle East in ways not seen since the rise 
of Islam—even as the historic churches are dying and few Muslims convert 
directly to Christianity. These easily verifiable realities seem contradictory 
but they are, in fact, complementary.

The turmoil in the Middle East has triggered an unprecedented exodus of 
both Eastern Orthodox and Protestant Christians from the region. When, 
for example, the US army finally pulled out of Iraq in 2011 there were a 
million less Christians in that country than when it arrived in 2003.1 The 
upheavals which are shaking the region are leading to the fear that nearly 
two millennia of Christianity there will come to an end.2

At the same time, few Muslims convert directly out of Islam. They first 
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give up on Islam and then, later, they seek an alternative. Some of them find 
Christianity, and these are the ones driving the unprecedented growth of 
the church in the region today. 

Shattering of Islam, Crisis of Faith, and Openness to 
Christianity

After the Iranian Revolution of 1979, Islam was hailed as an unstoppable, 
unifying force which would usher in a new era in the wake of failed Arab 
nationalism. Today, however, Islam is shattered and, like a broken car window, 
it is impossible to see anything hopeful through the fragments—at least 
from a Muslim perspective. How has a religion which in the 1980s and 90s 
gave Muslims a “renewed confidence in their distinctive character and in the 
worth of their civilization and values compared to the West”3 come to such 
a low ebb? What are the consequences of this for missions?

Islam failed to live up to the high expectations it had fostered. Shariah 
did not result in God’s kingdom on earth. The Muslim Brotherhood’s rule 
over Egypt lasted a mere 13 months and ISIL failed to redraw the bound-
aries imposed upon the Middle East by the European colonizers. In 2013 
Abdullah Gul, the former Islamist president of Turkey, expressed fears that 
the ethnic and sectarian conflicts in the Muslim world presaged an era of 
medieval darkness across the region.4 Little wonder increasing numbers of 
disenchanted Middle Easterners are quietly giving up on Islam. The social, 
economic and political chaos of today’s post-Arab Spring, post-Islamic State, 
and post-failed-coup in Turkey (blamed on an Islamic cleric) have left many 
thoughtful Muslims wondering what to believe.

Voting patterns bear this out. In the 1995 national elections in Turkey the 
strongly religious Welfare Party won 21.3% of the vote. In 2018 its successor, 
the Felicity Party, won just 1.4% of the vote. Similar stories are repeated across 
the region. In Egypt in 2012 the Muslim Brotherhood received over 51% 
of the vote but in 2018 a mere 6% had a “very positive view” of it5. In short, 
large numbers of Middle Easterners today are, at the very least, ambivalent 
towards Islam. Many are fed up with it.

Take Iraq’s Kurds, for example. They were once very resistant to the gospel, 
yet today a small-but-growing body of churches is emerging. During a visit 
in March 2019 to Northern Iraq, I asked a number of long-term missionaries 
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how they explained this change. The answers I received were similar. After the 
1991 Gulf War they were able to enter the region, they learned the language, 
translated the Bible and other Christian literature, evangelized, launched 
various mercy ministries, etc. There was some response but not much. Then, 
in 2014, the Kurds were suddenly confronted with ISIL. Fighting for their 
lives,   Kurds had to ask themselves which is true Islam: their more peaceful 
version or that of ISIL? According to those long-term, well-integrated mis-
sionaries about 75% of the Kurds still hold that their version of Islam is the 
true one. The rest, however, believe that ISIL’s Salafist version represents 
true Islam—and they don’t want to have anything to do with it any more. 
In other words, a quarter of the Kurdish population is done with Islam. A 
significant number is turning towards Christianity.

Though it is almost impossible to find statistics, it is safe to say that this is 
true for the rest of the Middle East as well. The Turkish columnist Mustafa 
Akyol entitled his March 25, 2018 article for the New York Times, “How 
Islamism Drives Muslims to Convert.” He estimated that Iranian converts to 
Christianity from Islam from 1960 to 2010 number around 100,000. “The 
trend seems strong enough to worry Iran’s religious establishment — and 
make it turn to a solution it knows well: oppression.”6 Garrison, in his 2014 
book A Wind in the House of Islam, corroborates this figure for Muslim back-
ground Christians inside Iran. It does not include the many converts in the 
Iranian diaspora.7 His book is a tour-de-force on how God is drawing Muslims 
around the world to faith in Jesus Christ. One of his conclusions is that,

While the tools of jihad and sharia law have certainly been used to advance 

Muslim territory, today’s Muslims are increasingly repulsed by a religion that 

imposes its will with force. Muslim brutality against Muslims in North Africa, the 

Arab world, South Asia and Indo-Malaysia have been key stimulants to millions 

of Muslims questioning the divine origins of Islam and turning to Jesus Christ.8

Muslims do not usually convert directly to Christianity. They first break 
with Islam even if secretly, “in the heart.” Societal pressure and cultural rea-
sons may cause them, when asked, to still self-identify as Muslims, but the 
religion has lost its hold on them. They will celebrate the annual feasts of 
Islam with a visit to the mosque and fast for a day or two during Ramadan, 
much like liberal Christians will celebrate Christmas and Easter. In reality, 
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however, they have become Arabs or Turks or Kurds or North Africans 
floundering in an ideological vacuum for a while, and then turning to deism, 
agnosticism, atheism—or Christianity. 

Implications for Christian Outreach

The implications of this are huge. There are at least four things we need 
to consider.

1. Recognize that God uses the nasty affairs of men to draw people to Christ.
During his high-priestly prayer Jesus asked God to glorify him because “you 
granted him authority over all people that he might give eternal life to all those 
you have given him” ( John 17:2). This theological base-line for the Christian 
missionary enterprise states that the second person of the Trinity has authority 
over all mankind in order that the atonement he effected will accomplish its 
purpose. In other words, he will do what it takes to draw his own to himself. 
He may withdraw common grace or allow war, civil unrest, economic melt-
downs and vast amounts of suffering in order to get a great number of people 
to question their former worldview and lead them, one difficult step at a time, 
to the cross. If ISIL, Al-Qaida, and all the ethnic and sectarian conflicts across 
the Middle East lead some to turn their backs on Islam and to become disciples 
of Christ, then these horrors will have served their purpose. 

Sovereign grace can lead to gut-wrenching realities. Yet earthly suffering, 
no matter how bad, pales into insignificance when juxtaposed against eter-
nal realities outside of Christ. This means that missionaries—indeed, all 
Christians—who serve in the context of sovereign grace and who live life in 
the light of eternity recognize that, as the prophet prophesied, the suffering 
servant “shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied” (Isa 53:11). 

The turmoil engulfing the Muslim world is not meaningless. Christ is 
using it to build his church.

2. Do not fear the Muslim world.
In light of this the Christian need not fear when scanning the internet regard-
ing “the Muslim world.” There are countless YouTube videos, blogs, podcasts 
and articles on jihad, Muslim birthrates and immigration patterns suggesting 
that in x number of years Muslims will be a majority in this or that western 
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country. The irrational fear engendered by certain pastors and Christian 
leaders about “the Muslim takeover of the west” is largely misplaced.

Yes, the Salafist fringe of Islam has sought historically to impose its creed 
on the rest of the Muslim world, and pockets of these people continue their 
violent campaigns, usually against fellow Muslims, and sometimes against 
Western targets. Yes, missionaries are at times targeted and do get deported 
from certain countries on a regular basis and, yes, the 6-8% of the popula-
tion who espouse some form of Islamic fundamentalism without resorting 
to violence is still a large number of people. But, if voting patterns are to be 
believed, the majority of Muslims simply want to live in peace under socially 
conservative, democratic forms of government—not unlike most evangelical 
Christians.9 Most Muslim immigrants and refugees merely want to integrate 
and make a new life for themselves and, like other waves of immigrants in the 
past, they will eventually do so. They want to feed their families and educate 
their children while maintaining some basic cultural identity markers. And 
let’s not forget that common grace is operative in the Middle East as well! 
They generally embrace conservative values which are increasingly absent 
in the current Western context. 

Islam has a history of progressive thinkers who have sought to integrate 
Western thought. This began back in the 12th century with Ibn Rushd 
(Averoes), and through to Rifa’a al Tahtawi, Muhammed Abdu, Jamal ad 
Din al Afghani, and Gamal al Banna (brother of Hasan al Banna, the founder 
of the Muslim Brotherhood). In the 21st century it continued with writers 
such as Nasser Hamid Abu Zaid and Irshad Manji. In short, mainstream 
Islam does not pose some kind of existential threat to Western culture, nor to 
Christianity; rather, it is seeking to come to terms with it. In any case, many 
Middle Easterners today are quietly moving into a post-Islam mentality. 

Furthermore, many of the clash points between the West and the Middle 
East are political, not religious in nature. The never-ending Palestinian crisis, 
for example, is a political, not a religious issue. Even if your eschatology does 
place it in the theology category, it is an issue best left for God to work out 
as he sees fit in his own time, and without presumptuous interventions on 
our part. Our job is to love our neighbor as ourselves; in his parable of the 
Good Samaritan Jesus described how to do that in the clearest terms.

The great danger of many Christians’ misplaced fear of the Muslim world 
is that it dehumanizes Middle Easterners into a threatening abstraction.  It 
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is easy to hate an abstraction. Hating that abstraction is much more difficult 
if it is embodied by your good friend Ahmed or Aysha. 

3. Ignore Islam, but embrace the culture.
Instead of attacking or undermining a religion which is already under great 
pressure, and which is merely experienced by most Middle Easterners as 
part of their cultural heritage, we must learn to love and relate to them at a 
personal and cultural level.  

The region is very diverse. Egyptians, Tunisians, Turks, Syrians, Palestin-
ians, Kurds, Moroccans—each one of the dozens of ethnic groups has its own 
history, language, and ways of looking at the world. Yet few of those who seek 
to “reach the Muslim world” appear to display any significant knowledge or 
appreciation of its rich literature, heart-rending music, excellent cinematogra-
phy, wonderful cuisine, and extreme diversity of social and political thought. 
Few Christians have deep, genuine friendships with Middle Easterners as 
a basis from which to communicate our deeply relational gospel message. 
All it takes is a couple of good friends, an Ahmed or an Aysha, to introduce 
you to their wonderfully rich world.

Incarnational ministry is the ability to experience the world the way others 
doand to model the Christian faith in ways they can hope to imitate. It means 
becoming bi-cultural. This takes time and effort. It is relatively easy to learn 
all about Islam or a particular country or tribe without ever learning how 
to relate, befriend, love, appreciate… It involves sensitivity, patience, and 
commitment to their culture and language, with the goal of identification 
and empathy, not mere objective knowledge and understanding. These things 
cannot be learned from a book; you grow into them through time-consuming, 
persevering, sacrificial friendships. 

• It means finding people with whom you have a common interest by, for 

instance, joining a club, a sports team or a cooking class.

• It means allowing some of your social needs to be met by them. Middle 

Easterners live in extended families; once you have been invited into their 

world, you will meet more people than you can cope with!

• It means trying to learn a little of their language.

• It means learning to appreciate their understanding of the past by reading 

their historians.
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• It means reading their popular novels; writers like Najuib Mahfoud, Yasar 

Kemal, Alaa al Aswani, and Amin Malouf can humanize the Middle East 

to you like no other. 

• It means redefining your sense of personal space, becoming comfortable 

with someone of the same sex holding your hands.

• It means becoming more people- than task- orientated. Hospitality is a 

hugely important part of Middle Eastern culture. (Have you ever noticed 

how much of Jesus’ ministry was centred around meals?) You may have to 

alter your lifestyle: supper may be served much later, and visitors can easily 

stay till midnight. You may have to get rid of offensivepets (like dogs!)

• It often means confining your relationships to your own sex, man to man 

and woman to woman, and altering your demeanor accordingly. You can be 

more effusive, warm and affectionate with the same sex, but with the oppo-

site sex you need to be cooler, speak more softly and, in more conservative 

societies, avoid eye contact. You may find that when couples visit you they 

are be more comfortable with men in one corner and women in another 

corner, with little cross-talking. Most Middle Eastern men love to talk about 

politics, soccer and religion, though politics is a minefield best avoided. 

Popular subjects among women include food, clothes, and raising children. 

• It means letting them define modesty, not our culture. This means knowing 

what is considered decent, and going one step further.

• It means embracing and affirming those aspects of their culture which are 

positive, particularly such biblically supported items as honoring parents, 

hospitality, strict regulation of sexual behavior, giving to the poor, fasting, 

loyalty, a ban on drunkenness, etc.

As Christians the way we relate within our family is potentially our greatest 
testimony. Do we love and respect our spouses? Do we have gender specific 
roles in our marriage? Do we exercise loving, consistent discipline of our 
children? Will we do everything in our power to protect our daughter’s 
virginity? Do we ever appear to be alone with a member of the opposite 
sex who is not a relative? “Avoid every appearance of evil” (1 Thess 5:22). 
“We put no stumbling block in anyone’s path so that our ministry will not 
be discredited” (2 Cor 6:3).

The point is that embracing Middle Easterners begins with establishing 
deep relationships. This requires evaluating which aspects of our life and 
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behavior are merely Western baggage which may need to be sacrificed, and 
which aspects of their culture we can adopt without compromising the 
essentials of the Christian faith. Can we say, “I have become all things to all 
men that I might save some”? (1 Cor 9:22).

4. Don’t argue, but share and model your faith in a culturally relevant way.
Long intellectual arguments rarely lead anywhere. God is, in any case, in 
the process of discrediting Islam; there is no need for us to shoulder that 
task. At the same time we must reject that which is contrary to basic Chris-
tianity, such as belief in Muhammed as a prophet, maintaining honor at any 
price, fatalistic practices, a conceptual reduction of Jesus as less than the 
second person of the Triune God, anything less than penal substitutionary 
atonement, etc.

Jesus’ story-telling, anecdotal approach is much more suitable for the 
Middle East than Paul’s use of linear logic. A NT story which Jesus told may 
be over-familiar to us but can be shocking and very effective when a Muslim 
hears it for the first time. With a bit of sanctified imagination is it quite easy 
to deal with the standard questions Muslim have about Christianity by using 
parables and stories and, surely, we can learn to communicate the major tenets 
of our faith by means of culturally relevant illustrations. Middle Easterners 
can appreciate those who know what they believe and who can articulate it 
boldly and clearly; the skill of rhetoric is greatly admired.

We can also share what it means for us as Christians to know God, and to 
experience him in daily life. We must demonstrate that our faith works for us 
even in suffering. As we model Christ-likeness, and learn to “give a reasonable 
account for the hope that is within us,” we will, in time, be recognized by 
some as godly people with a faith they want to emulate. 

The four points above relate more to our personal outreach to Middle 
Easterners. There is, however, another important implication for missionary 
outreach to the region itself.

Shift from supporting Traditional Orthodox-Background 
Protestant Churches to Muslim Background Believers

This is a sensitive subject and I approach it carefully! But I am speaking from 
my lifetime of experience of working in the Middle East. There are Protestant 
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evangelical churches in such countries as Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, 
Turkey, Iran, as well as further afield, like Pakistan and Indonesia. Some of 
these churches are large and sophisticated, such as the Presbyterian church 
of Kasr al Doubara in Cairo, with some 6000+ worshipers each week. Very 
few in these congregations come out of a Muslim background.

The history of these denominations goes back to a conference in Malta 
in 1828, in which the missionary community made a strategic decision 
to target the existing ethnically Christian minority population (Eastern 
Orthodox, Armenian, and Coptic) to the exclusion of the Muslim majority.10 
They ended up splitting these ancient churches and establishing their own 
evangelical denominations, which continue to exist. These denominations 
have their own para-church organizations, seminaries and other ministries.

These churches are, by and large, afraid of inviting Muslims into their 
midst. Although there are wonderful individual exceptions, the idea of 
actively reaching out to, discipling, and integrating Muslim background 
believers into their churches is generally not on their conceptual horizon. 
The fear of a backlash from society, of having the government shut down 
their churches and seminaries or, on a personal level, of having a Muslim 
convert fall in love with one of their daughters, keeps them from engaging 
meaningfully with the majority culture.  

Most missionary resources of personnel, money and expertise are chan-
neled towards these churches and their ministries; in many cases they would 
cease to exist without them. However, they rarely touch the majority pop-
ulation, something borne out by two centuries of missionary cooperation 
with them. They can be a distraction to those seeking to reach the majority 
culture, and we must disentangle ourselves from them. We cannot expect 
Muslim background believers to thrive when they are relegated to the mar-
gins of a fearful subculture.

As already noted, traditional Christianity is, in any case, declining precipi-
tously across the region. This means that the new generation of missionaries 
must learn to reach Muslims directly, even if at the expense—and often 
over the protests—of the rump of the existing Orthodox background 
Protestant church. 

A similar dynamic took place during the waning years of the Ottoman 
Empire. The ancient Orthodox churches, and the evangelical ones torn 
from them, absorbed virtually all the missionary resources, yet they failed 
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to reach out in any significant way to the Muslim majority population. Then, 
in 1915, the Armenian massacres led to the virtual elimination of Christi-
anity from Asia Minor. When, half a century later, missionaries showed up 
again in what had become the Republic of Turkey they had no option other 
than to work with Muslims. Today, for the first time in history, a small but 
significant Muslim background ethnically Turkish church is growing and 
maturing in the region. 

The more recent wars in Iraq and Syria, and the civil unrest elsewhere, 
have resulted in many ethnically Christian minorities fleeing to the West. 
While we lament the suffering involved in their displacement, might God be 
orchestrating these events to allow us to refocus our efforts on the remaining 
majority populations? 

Concluding Reflection

It easy to critique and debunk Islam; it is much more difficult to develop gen-
uine, sensitive, caring relationships with Middle Easterners, for that involves 
looking critically at our own cultural offensiveness, yet without removing the 
offense of the cross. God is at work in the Middle East discrediting Islam in 
macro ways—we don’t need to do that for him. He is also forcing mission 
strategists to re-think our approach to the region. Each one of us, however, 
can embrace the privilege of communicating the glorious alternative of God’s 
grace in Jesus Christ to our friends Ahmed and Aysha.
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SBJT Forum
SBJT: You have done a lot of work on the importance of think-
ing biblically about spiritual warfare and missions. Why does 
this topic matter? Why is it important for us to consider? 

Chuck Lawless: Through their Inter-
national Mission Board, Southern 
Baptist churches support approxi-
mately 3,600 missionaries serving 
around the world (https://www.imb.
org/about/). Their roles vary, though 
all must share the gospel with a non-be-
lieving world. Their places of service 
range from rural to urban, frontier to 
legacy, Africa to the Americas. Con-
sistent among them, however, is this 
truth: they find themselves in the sights 
of Satan and his forces. Their battle is 
real—as is ours—and we ignore the 
biblical truth about spiritual warfare 
to our peril. 

What is “spiritual warfare”? Bill 
Cook, professor of New Testament 
at The Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary, and I have defined spiritual 
warfare as, “the ongoing battle between 
the church and the devil and his forces, 
with the church standing in the armor 
of God, defensively resisting the devil, 
and offensively proclaiming the gospel 
in a battle already won” (see William 

F. Cook III, Chuck Lawless, Spiritual Warfare in the Storyline of Scripture 
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[Nashville: B&H, 2019], Kindle Edition, locations 294-296). We want 
believers to know that the battle is ongoing and real, yet Christ has already 
conquered the enemy. Indeed, our warrior-God (1 Sam 17:47) grants us his 
armor (Eph 6:11) to defeat the enemy through offensive gospel proclamation 
and defensive resistance. All believers face the attacks, yet missionaries may 
well be primary targets of the enemy.  

Regrettably, evangelicals have often been reticent to talk about this topic. 
Seemingly, we so fear falling into the extreme of giving the devil too much 
attention that we choose not to consider his wiles at all. We do not necessarily 
disbelieve the existence of Satan and his demons, but we ignore them as if 
they do not exist at all. While the Bible is not a book about the devil, we 
must not ignore its teachings about our foe.  

Why does the enemy attack missionaries? The Bible often portrays the 
lostness of unbelievers in terms of spiritual conflict. For example, unbelievers 
follow the “ruler of the power of the air” (Eph 2:2). They are living in the 
“domain of darkness” (Col 1:13) under the “power of Satan” (Acts 26:18). 
The “god of this age,” that is, “the archenemy Satan” (see David Garland, 2 Cor-
inthians [Nashville: B&H, 1991], 211), has blinded them “to keep them from 
seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Cor 4:4). Particularly, 
he blinds unbelievers through false teachings and idolatries. Caught in the 
“trap of the devil” (2 Tim 2:26), non-believers are without hope apart from 
God’s transferring them “into the kingdom of the Son he loves” (Col 1:13).

The devil has multiple schemes to keep unbelievers in darkness, but God’s 
plan to reach them is singular: followers of Jesus are to take the good news to 
all the peoples of the world (Matt 28:18-20, Luke 24:45-47, Acts 1:8). He 
has given us no other strategy. This strategy requires all of us to be evange-
lists and disciple-makers wherever we are, and it requires some God-called 
people to move across cultures, study worldviews, learn new languages, and 
share the gospel with peoples of the world. Obedient believers who proclaim 
the gospel are God’s plan; thus, it is not surprising that the enemy aims his 
arrows at us. Indeed, the passages about spiritual warfare in the scriptures 
are invariably directed to believers. 

Because missionaries are God’s frontline proclaimers of a gospel that frees 
people from the enemy’s trap, Satan and his forces go after them. Missionaries 
take the light of the gospel into the deepest darkness of the world—to places 
and people who have never heard of Jesus—and the enemy who is darkness 
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fights back. Missionaries are targets simply because they are obedient to 
God’s cross-cultural call.

How does the enemy attack missionaries? The apostle Paul tells us (Eph 
6:11) that Satan is a “schemer,” or one who has “cunning devices” or “crafty 
methods” (see Frances Foulkes, Ephesians [Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 1989], 176; William Hendriksen, Ephesians [Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1967], 272). He is the evil one (Matt 13:19), the liar ( John 8:44), the tempter 
(Matt 4:3), and the accuser (Rev 12:10). As I have written elsewhere, the 
enemy often attacks missionaries through these schemes: division, discour-
agement, distraction, and destruction (Cook and Lawless, Spiritual Warfare, 
Kindle Edition, locations 4881-4886). In addition, he is not alarmed when 
any of us is disinterested, or no longer interested, in missions.

First, Satan’s forces attack by encouraging division among missionary 
teams. This strategy was evident in the Garden of Eden when Adam blamed 
Eve for his sin (Gen 3:12), and it is evident today when missionary teams 
struggle with unity. As one missionary told me during a training event, “The 
battles we face aren’t always with nationals and followers of other world reli-
gions. Many of our battles are with each other.” The stresses of cross-cultural 
living magnify every issue, and even the smallest disagreements become 
divisive. No missionary team that fights continually among themselves is 
much threat to Satan’s kingdom. 

Second, the enemy fosters discouragement among missionaries. Imagine, 
for example, what many missionaries face. Some have moved their families 
to risky, spiritually bleak places around the world, but the work they do 
seems to have little effect on the darkness. No matter what efforts they 
make, no one has yet responded positively to the gospel. It seems the enemy 
snatches the Word away (Mark 4:13-14) before it ever settles in anyone’s 
heart. Meanwhile, family members are sick. They have no strong church 
family with whom they worship and do ministry. If a fledgling church does 
exist where they serve, the missionaries worship in a language they may 
not yet fully understand—and even their struggles to worship contribute 
to discouragement that the enemy only magnifies. 

Third, the enemy works through distraction. This scheme can be quite 
subtle as Satan’s forces seek to lure missionaries away from sharing the gospel. 
Perhaps the lostness in a given area is so overwhelming that the missionary is 
almost paralyzed by the darkness. In some cases, the distraction is secret sin 
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that haunts the missionary. The consuming battle of temptation is intense, 
and the missionary caught in that snare gives little attention to evangelizing 
others. In other cases, missionaries get so invested in other good activities 
that they leave little time or energy to do evangelism. Proclaiming the good 
news becomes a secondary activity, and unreached people remain in bondage. 

Fourth, the enemy seeks to destroy missionaries. The word “destroy” 
is a strong one, but we cannot ignore an enemy whose aim is to remove 
believers from the mission field. He tempts believers, seeking to lure them 
into sin that costs them their ministry; indeed, the temptations are at times 
far more blatant in other cultures than they are in North America. Often 
feeling isolated and alone, vulnerable missionaries sometimes take the bait 
the enemy dangles in front of them. At least temporarily, the missionary’s 
witness is extinguished.

Moreover, the enemy is behind persecution that threatens the global 
church. The one who is “prowling around like a roaring lion, looking for 
anyone he can devour” (1 Pet 5:8) looks particularly for those who most 
threaten his kingdom. Though scholars debate the current number of Chris-
tian martyrs (see for example, “Christian Martyr Numbers Down by Half in 
a Decade. Or Are They?” at https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2020/
march/christian-martyrs-numbers-down-by-half-in-decade-or-are-the.
html), it is still the case that the dragon of Revelation 13 wants to destroy the 
people of God. Some missionaries face this persecution in their own lives, 
but the new believers they reach and equip often face even more opposition. 
In fact, the missionary lives with the reality that his or her call to others to 
follow Christ is at times a call to put one’s life on the line. 

Even as the enemy attacks missionaries, he also delights when other 
believers are disinterested in missions. Thus, he slyly attacks both the “sent 
ones” and the potential “senders,” enticing the former to give up and the 
latter to ignore their Great Commission responsibility.  Former president 
of the International Mission Board, Jerry Rankin, describes this scheme this 
way: “In trying to convince Christians that missions is optional, he [Satan] 
diverts churches to focus on their own programs and to see their mission 
as reaching people for their own church. If he can persuade Christians that 
reaching the nations has no relevancy or urgency to their own life, he has 
raised a barrier that makes other barriers obsolete” (see Jerry Rankin and 
Ed Stetzer, Spiritual Warfare and Missions [Nashville: B&H, 2010], 151).
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How might churches prepare missionary candidates for the battle? 
The apostle Paul is clear that we must “put on the whole armor of God” (Eph 
6:11) if we intend to win battles of spiritual warfare. Adorning ourselves with 
this armor is not about simply “praying it on” each day; rather, it is about 
living obediently out of our position in Christ. For example, we wear the 
belt of truth by trusting the one who is Truth in us ( John 14:6) and living 
with unquestioned integrity. Thus, the armor is both positional and practical. 

Wearing the armor is about living out our salvation by walking in truth 
and righteousness, proclaiming the gospel, trusting the promises of God, and 
knowing and proclaiming the Word. Many believers, however—including 
potential missionaries—have never learned how to live out the armor. Their 
churches have not discipled them; instead, they have sent their members 
into the battle unarmed. The result is often spiritual defeat as unprepared 
believers lose a war they did not even know existed. 

Thus, preparing for spiritual battle is first as basic as learning to be an 
obedient follower of Christ. The local church must, therefore, take seriously 
its responsibility to teach believers to “to observe everything I [ Jesus] have 
commanded you” (Matt 28:20). We must be strategic and deliberate in 
developing our discipleship plan as we battle against the schemer. Through 
God-centered worship, life-giving small groups, and one-on-one mentoring, 
we teach and model how to wear the full armor of God—and thus prepare 
believers to serve God wherever he sends them. 

Within that discipleship strategy must be intentional efforts to teach 
believers to know the Word and to pray. Too often, churches tell believers 
they must do these disciplines, but they do not teach them how to do the 
work. The result is believers who remain unprepared for spiritual conflict; 
they know neither the promises nor the power of God. They do the work 
of ministry in their own strength and according to their own plans, and the 
enemy is not alarmed. 

Moreover, churches must intentionally connect with missionaries. Not 
only do we need to know missionaries to learn about them and pray for them, 
but we also need their help in preparing future missionaries for the battle. 
Those who serve on the frontlines know best the nature of the conflict. They 
understand the significance of worldview—Westerners tend to cognitively 
disbelieve or ignore the demonic, and animists tend to fearfully find the 
powers behind every area of life. Missionaries know by experience that the 
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enemy often attacks the family, with particular interest in destroying marriages. 
They know the need for perseverance no matter how the enemy attacks them. 

They also know, however, the power of the Word, the presence of the 
Spirit, and the glory of God’s work as he uses them to push back the dark-
ness. When churches have no connection with missionaries, we thus miss an 
opportunity to prepare the next generation to do the Great Commission. To 
be frank, I place this responsibility at the feet of lead pastors whose example 
and passion largely determine whether their congregations will have a heart 
for the nations. 

What else would you add to this discussion? I would add one final 
thought. Missionaries faithfully follow God’s calling in obedience. They 
trust that God is going to use them to reach non-believers—and God is, in 
fact, drawing to himself “a vast multitude from every nation, tribe, people, 
and language” (Rev 7:9). Spiritual warfare can be intense for missionaries, 
but God is more powerful than the enemy and his forces. We must, there-
fore, willingly and enthusiastically disciple believers and challenge them to 
consider going to the nations. Our continual “calling out the called” is one 
step toward the enemy’s defeat.  

SBJT: Recently, the Church has 
been required to think care-
fully about and respond to 
the COVID-19 crisis? What key 
truths does the Church need 
to remember during this time, 
as she seeks to remain faith-
ful to the Lord and carry out 
Gospel witness to the nations?

Jason C. Glas: “These are interesting 
times.” That was the conclusion of a 
friend from a phone call I had with 
him this past week as the COVID-19 
cases climbed, the economic markets 
roller-coastered, job losses mounted, 

and churches were unable to meet. While the times are interesting, they are 
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far from novel. The church has always dealt with life’s uncertainties, disease, 
and provisional scarcity, but has consistently found strength and courage 
in the Lord to endure. Therefore, as we face the threat of this pandemic and 
the ancillary damages in our society, there are seven things I would like to 
share with you that I pray you will find edifying, instructive, and encouraging 
during these days.

1. The Church has dealt with many viruses in the past.

Plagues and pandemics are littered throughout church history, and I have 
been encouraged by reading how the church responded in these moments. 
Here is a hint, they did not sit around watching Netflix. There are as many 
headlines over the threat of internet speed slowing and the demand for 
streaming content as the virus itself. Netflix has been described by some as 
“necessary” and “basic for human survival” during this time of quarantine. 
This does beg the question, what did Christians do during a pandemic before 
the internet? In short, the church found ways to show the love of Christ, 
even tending to the sick at risk to their own life. When the plague of Cyprian 
broke out in the Roman Empire during the years 249-262, some cities like 
Alexandria lost over 60% of its population. The sick were in the streets, death 
surrounded everyone, and physicians were clueless how to help. What we 
also know, is that it was during this time that the entire social attitude toward 
Christians began to change. Christians were also getting sick and dying, but 
it was the compassion of believers that caused the Western world to socially 
accept Christians and begin listening to the Gospel. Christians served the 
sick, helped bury the dead, took in orphaned children whose parents died, 
and much more because of their faith and hope. There are multiple examples 
throughout church history of Christians who served amid plagues even to 
their own peril, but the Lord used their faith and compassion to save countless 
souls. How will the Lord use us in all of this? What is our testimony before 
the world in our reaction?

2. God uses viruses for his glory.  

God calls the church to repentance for indulgence, he calls the world to 
reflect on life and death, and he makes a harvest ripe for salvation. In the 5th 
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century, Augustine defended Christianity and provided theological clarity 
to the collapse of Rome in the year 410. Christians suffered immensely when 
Rome fell. The economy crashed, homes were lost, many people were forced 
to migrate elsewhere, and many comforts once enjoyed were evaporated and 
replaced with efforts simply to survive. Augustine said Christians in Rome 
had much to learn about themselves in all of it. On one hand, Christians 
claimed they were not attached to earthly things but “they have discovered 
by the pain of losing these things how much they were sinning in loving 
them” (see Saint Augustine, The City of God [trans. Marcus Dods; New York: 
Modern Library, 1993], 14). Economic recession is not something anyone 
wishes to endure, but often times the Lord uses these episodes in economic 
history to call his church to repentance. In suffering loss of worldly goods, 
it often exposes our wayward affection for the things of this world instead 
of the world to come. Sometimes we need a virus and a recession to remind 
us of our frailty and dependence upon the Lord. Loss of “health and wealth” 
can be a good inoculator to protect us from the virus of idolatry, which is 
far more deadly in the end. It is good to see the pandemic threat as a tool of 
purification for the church.  

We also cannot lose sight of the opportunity this presents the church. 
Numerous media publications are even questioning if the virus will be the 
means of religious revival in our country. It may not lead to another “Great 
Awakening” but none of us can discount the opportunity to speak truth. 
People around us will be asking questions about life, death, and what the 
Bible teaches, and we need to be ready to respond. We cannot be so focused 
on our self-preservation that we are negligent toward the Great Commission 
in speaking the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. How are we using this time? 
How are we using this moment of our lives to reach our neighbor? We need 
to pray for one another, pray for our church, and pray the Lord will use these 
circumstances to awaken souls to their plight and draw them to Jesus.

3. The Church must not be gripped with fear like the world.

We must learn to be cautious without being fearful. The response to the 
COVID-19 threat by many Christians is discouraging because the reaction 
of fear does damage to our testimony before the world. The world will inter-
pret our fear as the absence of hope, which is ultimately caused by a lack of 
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faith. I do not mean a foolish faith believing we will have some invincibility 
to the virus, but faith in the purposes of God and trusting him through all 
of life’s uncertainties and threats. Much like our testimony about idolatry 
and worldliness, we may verbalize and claim we have faith and hope in the 
Lord, but a virus or crisis in our life may expose feebleness in our faith and 
hope. Just like suffering financially, no one wants a disease, but in a world 
where suffering exists because of sin’s curse, these things are unavoidable. By 
faith we must remember that and learn to trust the Lord with everything; 
especially what we cannot control.

I recently had a conversation with an unbeliever over this matter who was 
offended by my response to the pandemic because he wrongly interpreted 
me as being passive. I simply explained that disease, infections, viruses, and 
the like are part of living in a post-paradise fallen order. He said to me, “That’s 
easy to say now until it is your child that is sick.” I explained to him that I 
am fully aware that my children could get the COVID-19. One my children 
could get that, cancer, another disease, or die from a playing accident, but 
that is what happens when we live in a world that awaits new creation. What 
he interpreted as being passive is actually by faith learning to be content. 
Our anxieties are often manufactured by our desire to be in control. We are not 
God, so let us learn to trust him who is. Suffering, disease, and death are 
evil and part of our burdensome groaning and creation’s groaning (Rom 
8:18-25) until our Lord makes all things new. The Bible reminds us of our 
spiritual posture when we suffer or face the threat of suffering: “Who shall 
separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution 
or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?” (Rom 8:35 NIV). Paul’s ? “No, 
in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 
For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, 
neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of 
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 8:37-39 NIV).

4. When the NT speaks about salvation it includes eschatology.

The text in Romans 8 above reminds us that our salvation now is the beginning 
of salvation.  “And not only this, but also we ourselves, having the first fruits 
of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting eagerly for 
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our adoption as sons, the redemption of our body” (Rom 8:23 NAS). Our 
hope if firmly fixed on the completion of our salvation. The church has yet 
to experience our complete salvation when our bodies will be resurrected, 
we will be transformed, given glorified bodies, and death will be swallowed 
up from the victory of Jesus’ resurrection (1 Cor 15:50-58). Our hope is 
based upon nothing in this present order, but on the New Creation order 
to be revealed when Jesus makes his final coming. Right now, our spiritual 
rebirth, love for the Lord, love for his truth, love for his church, and desire to 
live righteously before him are all appetizers for what awaits us in the future 
when Jesus is fully revealed.   “Therefore, preparing your minds for action, 
and being sober-minded, set your hope fully on the grace that will be brought 
to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:13 ESV).

5. There is only one Messiah, and government is not it.

Over the last century, the role of government has expanded because the role 
of the church has retreated. As a result, even Christians have become more 
hospitable toward government expansion of power largely because some 
are too trusting that government actions are benevolent. Christians must be 
cautious for how much of a role we call on government to assume because 
as history proves, when government takes power, it does not give it back. 
The worst dictators of the 20th century came to power in response to a crisis 
and economic deprivation. The church cannot afford to be naïve but must be 
watchful to see how our governing authorities use police powers, commerce 
regulations, and other acts and polices to regulate lives, and particularly the 
assembly of the church. Rather than calling on government, let us call on 
the church to do more. In the end, we will all be better off for it.

6. Remember that news broadcasters get paid to keep you on 
their channels and websites.

We must remember that information is politicized, agenda driven, and finan-
cially motivated. No matter your information source, there is always an angle. 
The complexity of our digital age is not just the amount of information but 
the quantity of conflicting information. We can temper our thinking if we 
remember the doctrine of human depravity; “As it is written, ‘There is none 
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righteous, no, not one’” (Rom 3:10 KJV). How is this practical for dealing 
with COVID-19? We must remember that money is paid handsomely to 
keep humanity in fear and tuned in. It remains difficult to know how effective 
efforts are at controlling the virus spread, but remember it is a virus and not 
nuclear fallout. The real concern over the virus is not getting sick, but how 
lives have been and will be impacted by this. How many people will lose 
their jobs? How many will struggle to make ends meet? How many mis-
sionaries will lose funding and must quit their work because of no financial 
support? How many children are being abused in homes because of being 
with adults all day? How many church members, already struggling with 
loneliness and isolation, are being spiritually and emotionally impacted by 
“social distancing”? There will be an aftermath over all this that is greater 
than the virus threat itself.

7. Be careful with what we communicate.

It is good to remember that “‘All things are lawful,’ but not all things are 
helpful. ‘All things are lawful,’ but not all things build up. Let no one seek his 
own good, but the good of his neighbor.” (1 Cor 10:23-24 ESV). Remem-
ber that in our social media networks what you post reflects on those with 
who you associate. Our social media communication must always be from 
a representative posture; we represent Christ, we represent his church, and 
we represent our local church. Anyone from the outside viewing our posts 
must gain an accurate sense of our faith and church family from our etiquette 
and posts online. We must be careful to broadcast only what is good and 
helpful for building up one another and ensuring that our personal positions 
on matters do not unfairly label everyone in our circles as sharing those con-
victions. Some issues where people are passionate are matters of Christian liberty. 
Christians will have various positions on things like quarantine, government 
mandates, social contact, etc. that may differ from your view, but it does 
not mean they are necessarily wrong. James gives good advice we should 
consider, even in the context of social media: “My dearly loved brothers, 
understand this: Everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak, and slow to 
anger ( James 1:19 CSB). For many of us, we reverse these. We are often too 
quick to speak, slow to hear, then quick to get indignant. Social media creates 
tight circles of influence that tend to generate bandwagon thinking and can 
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result in vilifying anyone who thinks differently than the group. When we 
are quick to speak, slow to listen, and others do not align with our views it 
can create frustration and bitterness, even over petty non-essential matters. 
Just because we are willing to speak, does not always mean we should. Just 
because we are willing to speak does not mean we speak for our whole social 
network. We need to be cautious that our personal matters of liberty do not 
unfairly represent those in our network. As we speak and write about the 
virus or any matter, remember that charity is the key in all of this. Learning 
to be charitable, gracious, loving, respectful, helpful, and encouraging to one 
another is most needed. Let us seek each other’s good.

So, as we live in these interesting times, let us remember to be cautious 
without being fearful. Continue to share, check on one another, witness for 
Christ, and find ways to fellowship so we can remain steadfast in our faith. 
Be strong in the Lord fearing him alone.

SBJT: This year at Easter, 
churches are meeting online 
due to the COVID-19 crisis. How 
should Christians think about 
the death and resurrection of 
our Lord Jesus Christ and the 
glorious news of the Gospel in 
the midst of this crisis? What 
is the message that the Church 
should be proclaiming to the 
world at this time?

Greg Strand: Saturday of Easter week-
end is the day of silence for Christians, 
the day between remembering the 
death of Jesus Christ on the cross and 
his resurrection. It is referred to as 
Easter Eve. It is not silent as if God is 

removed, or is absent, or not doing something. Rather, it is referred to as silent 
because there is not much recorded in the Scriptures about this day (cf. Matt 
27:62-66). But God’s work of salvation continues. The tomb is a reminder 
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of sin and its effects; it has the stench of death. And yet, it is also a sanctus.
This day is often more somber for Christians as they live between the 

tension of the ignominious death of Jesus, God the Son, and the glorious 
resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. We know we will celebrate his resur-
rection because it has happened.

Sunday is the day we remember and celebrate the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, and we worship him (Matt 28; Mark 16; Luke 24; John 20). This is the 
day “death is swallowed up in victory” (1 Cor 15:54) and we exclaim “thanks 
be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 
15:57). Discouragement, despair, and death were transformed into a “living 
hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Pet 1:3).

What we experienced between Good Friday and Resurrection Sunday 
is reflective of living between the first and second comings of Jesus. We live 
between the times, and there is tension, because even though sin and its 
curse have been removed in the person and death of Jesus Christ, we wait 
the permanent and complete destruction of sin and its effects in the second 
coming of Christ. But the certainty that he will return and make all things 
right gives us hope.

Flattening the Curve

Though this year’s Easter Eve may have been silent and somber for Christians, 
the implications and results of COVID-19 shouted. In consulting the data 
from John Hopkins University of Medicine ( JHUM), we were informed 
that globally, the total confirmed cases were 1,754,457, with total deaths 
numbering 106,469. In the US, total confirmed cases were 506,188, with 
total deaths numbering 19,701. We also learned that the 2100 deaths on 
Friday were the highest daily death toll during the pandemic, and that the 
US now has recorded the most deaths due to COVID-19 of any country.

This COVID-19 pandemic has affected all of us. We are hearing and learn-
ing a whole new list of words: social distancing, isolation, self-quarantine, 
flattening the curve, the RO number, shelter in place, among others. And as 
we know, these are not abstract terms, but they reflect a certain way of life 
and living in order to love our neighbor.

Since we are now all living under “shelter in place” orders and practicing 
“social distancing,” we are engaging in behavior of “flattening the curve.” 
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This term “refers to using protective practices to slow the rate of COVID-19 
infection so hospitals have room, supplies and doctors for all of the patients 
who need care.” Because of our love for God and love for neighbors, we are 
committed to flattening the curve.

Flattened By the Curve (Sin)

This pandemic also graphically reminds us of the truth that sin and its effects 
flatten us all. We have all been flattened by the curve; the virus of sin has 
affected us all. Affirming God’s revelation of sin and its effects (Gen 3; Rom 
5), sin is often described as homo incurvatus in se, “man/woman curved in 
on oneself.” And since this is true of each individual person, it is also true for 
humanity. Each individual person and all of humanity have been flattened 
by the curve of sin.

This is one of the effects of the sin committed by Adam and Eve against 
God in the Garden of Eden. They defied and rebelled against God, and 
the consequence was the fall and the implication was original sin, and the 
punishment was permanent and death was eternal ( Job 4:17; 14:4; 25:4; 
Ps 51:5; 130:3; 143:2; Eccl 7:20; Jer 13:23; 17:9; Rom 5:12, 19; Eph 2:3). 
Although Adam and Eve were created in a state of being both “able to sin” 
and “able not to sin,” all those now born in Adam, which is true for all of 
humanity after the fall, are born “not able not to sin” (Rom 5:12-21; 1 Cor 
15:22). All are under sin (Rom 3:9) and fallen short of God’s glory (Rom 
3:23), and all are accountable to God (Rom 3:19), and are under his wrath 
(Eph 2:3). That is now our nature—flattened by the curve of sin. This means 
we are guilty and corrupt, and our corruption results in total depravity, which 
means every aspect of our human nature is infected with sin, and total ability, 
which means we cannot save ourselves, that our salvation is dependent on 
God, spiritually dead and under God’s wrath (Rom 3; Eph 2).

The fruit of sin is manifest in our relationship with God and in our relation-
ships with others—all are curved or bent in on self. One writes, humanity is 
“deeply curved in on itself that it not only bends the best gifts of God towards 
itself and enjoys them (as is plain in the works-righteous and hypocrites), 
or rather even uses God himself in order to attain these gifts, but it also fails 
to realize that it so wickedly, curvedly, and viciously seeks all things, even 
God, for its own sake.”
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Not only are our relationships curved or bent in on self because of sin, 
so is all of creation. In fact, creation “groans” (Rom 8:22) because of sin, 
and “creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God” 
(Rom 8:19). Because of sin, we live in a fallen and broken world, one that 
is not the way it was supposed to be. As a result we get sick, we suffer, and 
we die. Specifically, we suffer from COVID-19. Of course, for Christians, 
these griefs, this sadness, these pains and sorrows are intermixed with trust 
and joy, because the fall and sin and groaning do not have the final word. 
God does, and he addresses sin and its effects, these curves, through the 
Son, God the Son.

The Death and Resurrection of Christ and the Eradication 
of the Curve (Sin)

Death
“But God” ... makes all the difference. Being in Adam or being in sin or being 
in a state spiritual death or being under God’s wrath or being curved is not the 
complete story. It is an accurate description of the story, but it is incomplete. 
There is more to the story, the good news, and the gospel.

In our curved state, apart from Christ, we are weak and ungodly. We 
were not left in that state. Although there was no reason for God to act in 
and through God the Son, Jesus Christ, because of his love, his grace, and 
his mercy, he did. Paul writes, “For while we were still weak, at the right 
time Christ died for the ungodly. For one will scarcely die for a righteous 
person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die—but 
God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for 
us.” God’s love is manifest in Christ’s death. Jesus Christ, the God-ly died 
for the ungodly. And he died this death on our behalf even while we were 
still guilty sinners.

Christ’s death is the heart of the gospel, the heart of the story of redemp-
tion. It is not all there is to the work of Christ, since there is also a burial and 
a resurrection that vindicate the person and work of Christ (Rom 1:3-4) and 
validate the story. These works of Christ and of first importance to the gospel: 
“For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ 
died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he 
was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures” (1 Cor 15:3-4).
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The profound truth is captured in the text of Scripture that addresses the 
great exchange, a double imputation (I speak personally, because making it true 
personally is the ground of this being true corporately): my sin (and death) is 
imputed to Christ, i.e., he bears my sin as my substitute and dies the death I 
deserve, and Christ’s righteousness is imputed to me, i.e., not only are my sins 
forgiven, but Christ’s perfect righteousness is imputed to me and my account 
before God, meaning my Judge is also my Savior. Here is this way this doctrin-
ally dense truth is stated: “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no 
sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor 5:21). 
And this righteousness of God comes “through faith in Christ” (Phil 3:9).

Resurrection
Through Christ’s death and resurrection the universal curve of sin is absorbed 
and that curve is made straight (Matt 28:1-10; Mark 16:1-8; Luke 24:1-12; 
John 20:1-10). By faith, the individual curve in each human heart is made 
straight, made right, justified. In Adam we are all curved by and in sin, and 
in Christ and through faith in him we are declared right with God, we are 
justified, the curve has been absorbed and made straight. Here is how this 
contrast is stated: “For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made 
alive” (1 Cor 15:22; cf. Rom 5:14-18).

Christ’s death, burial and resurrection are truths that comprise the essence 
of the gospel (1 Cor 15:3-4). Although they focus on different aspects in 
the life and ministry of Jesus, they are of one piece: they address the means 
by which God’s righteous requirements are met and the curve or spiritual 
deadness is overcome. It was through dying that God the Son, Jesus overcame 
death—God raised up Christ Jesus, “freeing him from the agony of death, 
because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him” (Acts 2:24). It 
is in Christ Jesus’ resurrection that he “was declared to be the Son of God in 
power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, 
Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom 1:4).

And contrastively, if Jesus had not been raised from the dead, we misrep-
resent God (1 Cor 15:15) and our preaching is in vain (1 Cor 15:14), our 
faith is futile and vain (1 Cor 15:14, 17), we are to be pitied (1 Cor 15:19), 
we are still in our sins (1 Cor 15:17), and those who have died have perished 
with no hope of life with the Lord (1 Cor 15:18). This is bleak. That is what 
life would be like if the resurrection were not true.
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“But in fact,” Paul assuredly affirms, “Christ has been raised from the dead, 
the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep [i.e., died] (1 Cor 15:20). Even 
though the resurrection of Christ Jesus has occurred, not all receive the life 
he came to give. Paul’s description of what life would have been like if Christ 
had not been raised is what life is like for those who remain “in Adam,” and 
who do not by faith live in union with Christ. 

What ought to be the Church’s response?

We worship Jesus Christ, the resurrected and living Lamb who was slain for us 
(Rev 5:6), the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world ( John 1:29, 
36). And as we worship, we also give thanks. Ponder these profound truths.

1. Sin and death have been overcome (1 Cor 15:54-58), so that even when 

we die, yet shall we live ( John 11:25-26), thus removing the fear of death 

(Heb 2:14-15).

2. Christ died for our “trespasses and [was] raised for our justification” (Rom 4:25).

3. Through our union with Christ, we have been “born again to a living hope 

through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance 

that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading” (1 Pet 1:3-4), which entails 

a whole new act of creation (2 Cor 5:17).

4. Jesus Christ’s resurrection has cosmic implications in that it addresses 

the fall and fallenness of the world (Eph 3:10; Col 2:15), such that even 

though creation “groans,” it has been and will eventually be liberated from 

this groaning (Rom 8:20, 22).

5. Christ’s resurrection is the firstfruits, which means we too will be raised (1 Cor 

15:20, 23; cf. Rom 6:5; 2 Cor 4:14), and we will experience the ultimate end 

for which God created and redeemed, presence with him in the new heavens 

and the new earth (Isa 65:17; 66:22; 1 Pet 3:13; Rev 21:1, 2.), at which time 

“death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain 

anymore, for the former things have passed away” (Rev 21:4).

With all the people of God, the church of Jesus Christ we confess “thanks 
be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 
15:57). And following our confession, we corporately sing, and not just on 
Easter Sunday, Jesus Christ is risen today, Alleluia!
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Book Reviews
The Whole Christ: Legalism, Antinomianism, and Gospel Assurance—Why 
the Marrow Controversy Still Matters. By Sinclair B. Ferguson. Wheaton: 
Crossway, 2016, 256 pp., $24.99. 

Sinclair Ferguson’s The Whole Christ explores two related, perennial issues in 
the Christian life. First, the twin tendencies of legalism and antinomianism 
with their root. Then the problem of assurance. He does this in a profound 
and engaging way with an obscure, eighteenth-century, intermural Scottish 
Presbyterian debate—the Marrow Controversy—as the backdrop. After 
providing the historical context, theological terms of debate, and introducing 
Thomas Boston and other main players, Ferguson embarks on his “extended 
reflection on theological and pastoral issues that arose in the early eighteenth 
century, viewed from the framework of the present day.” The issues? The 
ramifications of our answer to a fundamental gospel question: “Who is the 
God whom we come to know in Jesus Christ ( John 17:3)? What is he really 
like, truly like—deep down, through and through?” (19). 

Ferguson argues that legalism and antinomianism flow from the same 
well, namely, a distorted view of God. As such, the antidote to one is not 
the other, but the true gospel. Legalism stems from the idea that to receive 
anything from a misanthrope deity, it must be earned. It’s as old as the garden, 
Ferguson contends. Legalism was at the bottom of Eve’s antinomianism, 
poisoning her affection for her heavenly Father. Legalism sees “naked law,” 
rather than “law from the gracious lips of the Father” (82). Legalism sepa-
rates Christ from his benefits, making salvation conditional and free offers 
of the gospel impossible. Legalism often manifests itself in a self-righteous 
temper, jealousy, and a spirit of bondage. 

Antinomianism arises out of the same warped view of God, abstracting 
God’s law from God’s character and viewing the law as a covenant of works 
alone, rather than a gracious rule for life. Ferguson identifies three strands of 
antinomianism, the dogmatic, experimental, and exegetical, none of which 
necessarily overlap and the latter being the most prevalent in evangelical 
circles. In his estimation, proponents of exegetical antinomianism understand 
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the tripartite division of the law as superimposed on the text of Scripture 
and deny the epochal theology of the law in classical Reformed orthodoxy. 
In short, he defends Covenant Theology and seems to have his sights set on 
New Covenant Theology and biblical theologies with similar tendencies. 

The Gospel conditionalism of legalism exacerbates the problem of assurance, 
of course, and Ferguson tackles the problem head on, positioning his insights 
in the well-worn “Calvin versus the Calvinists” debate. The reality is that Calvin 
and later adherents of the Westminster standards all made the crucial distinc-
tion between the essence and experience of faith. Yes, assurance of salvation is 
at the core of faith. No, assurance is not always the experience of the believer. 
Assurance of Christ (believing Christ can save) becomes the assurance of 
salvation (believing you have believed), developing through biblical under-
standing, sanctification, and the testimony of the Holy Spirit. Yet the lack of 
assurance is a regular, if not normal, part of the Christian life, and Ferguson 
helpfully catalogues a number of hindrances to the full assurance of faith. 

Ferguson demonstrates his pastoral sense in touching the nerve of so much 
of what has ailed Christian piety throughout the centuries and continues to 
wreak havoc today. If God the Father did not give his Son out of love for the 
world, then “whosoever believeth” will be suspicious of his demands and doubt 
their union with Christ. If those symptoms sound more like heart issues than 
head issues, it’s because they are. Ferguson powerfully asserts that it is possible 
to have an orthodox head and a legalistic heart, for instance. He critiques much 
of contemporary preaching and moral laxity as having an attitude or posture 
problem. However, though he takes aim at a lot of things he sees as potentially 
deadly in the church today, The Whole Christ is in no way a screed. It offers the 
true gospel and it does so engaging in serious exegesis.

This book is obviously a mature reflection, something Ferguson admits in 
the introduction has been simmering for a very long time. He has successfully 
arrived at the other side of complexity, offering a simple, though not simplistic 
presentation in his characteristically clear, vivid, and compelling style. His 
intended audience is the church at large, despite the technical theology and 
remote history, and the church has been well served. 

Andrew S. Ballitch
Westwood Alliance Church, Mansfield, Ohio
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Matthew’s New David at the End of Exile: A Socio-Rhetorical Study of Scriptural 
Quotations. By Nicholas G. Piotrowski. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2016. 315 pp., 
$138.00 Hardback.

Nicholas Piotrowski is president of Indianapolis Theological Seminary and 
professor of NT, Greek, and Hermeneutics. Matthew’s New David at the End 
of Exile is the author’s published PhD dissertation completed at Wheaton 
College. Piotrowski has recently published Pocket Paradigms for Biblical Greek 
and has a forthcoming volume on hermeneutics. He brings energy to the 
table of Matthean studies, and he sheds new light on the formula-quotations 
Matthew frontloads into the prologue of his gospel. 

There are thirteen formula-quotations in the Gospel of Matthew (e.g., 
Matt 1:22 “…to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet”). Seven 
of the thirteen are stacked into the first four chapters of Matthew’s narrative 
(1:22-23; 2:5-6; 2:15; 2:17-18; 2:23; 3:3; 4:14-16). Piotrowski contends that 
these quotations are strategically placed and serve as “intrusive commen-
taries” to help guide readers (12). They function to import OT prophecies 
and their respective “narrative worlds” into Matthew’s text and highlight 
important themes and expectations (205). This sort of “intertextual con-
versation” establishes definitions and orientations that Matthew wants his 
readers to bear in mind at the beginning and throughout the duration of 
his narrative (XV).

Much of Matthean scholarship to date has focused on the Christological 
significance of these formula-quotations. Piotrowski argues, upon evaluating 
all the data and using a social-rhetorical approach to these texts, that the 
formula-quotations are more than Christological; they actually serve an 
ecclesiological purpose as well. The quotations shed light on who the people 
of God really are. He says, “The struggle, then, is not simply over whom the 
Christ is or whether Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ, but also over whom the 
ongoing people of God are and what time it is on the redemptive-historical 
calendar. This is Christology as a means to an end: to bring the church to 
understand themselves as Yahweh’s return-from-exile people” (14). 

Piotrowski formulates his thesis as follows: “Matthew’s prologue-quota-
tions give shape to the narrative’s Christological and ecclesiological vision by 
drawing on the language of Israel’s exile and restoration” (4). Piotrowski goes 
on to clarify, saying, “The prologue-quotations, individually and collectively, 
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select a frame that evokes one pervasive OT subplot: <David/end-of-exile>” 
(4). These frames are meant to prime readers to help them read the rest of 
the narrative accurately. By highlighting the themes of David and the end of 
the exile, the formula-quotations are meant to help readers see that Jesus is 
the new and better David who comes to lead his people out of exile. 

An important part of Matthew’s New David at the End of Exile is the reading 
strategy Piotrowski uses throughout his study. Taking cues from Umberto 
Eco, Piotrowski stresses the importance of understanding the “cultural 
encyclopedia” of the author and his original audience (24). In the case of 
Matthew’s formula-quotations, attention must be paid to the Evangelist, the 
Matthean community, the particular OT author quoted, and the community 
of the OT particular author. 

Using socio-rhetorical criticism, Piotrowski decides to narrow his inves-
tigation to three “textures” that Matthew seems to sew together (22). First, 
he looks at the “inner texture” of Matthew’s narrative world. As a Model 
Reader, Piotrowski attempts to interpret Matthew’s text in the way that Mat-
thew directs through his text. Upon doing so, he observes large volumes of 
intertextuality. Therefore, Piotrowski next gets into the “intertexture,” which 
are the narrative worlds of the quoted texts, and how these contribute to 
Matthew’s narrative world (23). These first two studies make up the bulk of 
the chapters. Last, Piotrowski looks at “ideological texture” which examines 
the capacity of a text to participate in social and cultural developments in 
the historical world (23). In the end, Piotrowski takes readers in the text, 
around the text, and in front of the text. 

After an introductory chapter that details the concepts mentioned above, 
Piotrowski begins exploring the formula-quotations themselves. Chapter two 
looks at the effect of Isaiah’s narrative world in Matthew 1:18-25. Piotrowski 
repeats this process in chapters three (with Micah), five (with Hosea and 
Jeremiah), six (with “the Prophets”), seven (with Isaiah), and eight (with 
Isaiah). The process begins by looking closely at the formula-quotation in 
its Matthean context and then at how the quotation functions in Matthew’s 
narrative. After this kind of examination in Matthew’s text, Piotrowski studies 
the quoted text in its OT context. Finally, Piotrowski brings readers back 
into Matthew’s narrative, highlighting Matthew’s “conversation” with the 
quoted prophet. Piotrowski pays careful attention to cultural encyclopedia 
and devotes meticulous care to each context individually and in light of the 
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whole redemptive storyline. Upon such investigations, Piotrowski claims 
to uncover Matthew’s desired effect upon his readers.  

Chapter four of Matthew’s New David at the End of Exile pauses the pro-
cess of formula-quotation analysis and dives into a study of the late second 
temple period. Such an excurses is warranted because in chapters two and 
three Piotrowski identifies significant pointers to the frames David and End-
of-Exile. If Matthew has intentionally inserted such culturally and historically 
loaded frames, then a Model Reader should acquaint himself with other texts 
in the cultural encyclopedia. Piotrowski argues that there are in fact themes 
of David and End-of-Exile extant in second temple texts, and they shed light 
on Matthew’s first century audience’s understanding and expectations. Some 
of the second temple texts recognize the sixth-century BC return to the land 
as the end of the exile. Many other texts, however, communicate a “dissat-
isfaction” with the sixth century BC return and see the exile as “an ongoing 
experience/theological crisis” (108). Piotrowski claims that the second temple 
perspective on the exile is one of “unresolved multidimensional theological 
dilemma” (109). Into this historic context, Matthew’s Gospel speaks, and 
the Evangelist’s unique contribution to the conversation serves to highlight 
Christ as the New David who has come to end the exile. 

Having studied the texts themselves carefully, Piotrowski concludes his 
work by suggesting what sort of effects the insertion of the formula quotations 
had on the Matthean community. He proposes that Matthew’s first century 
readers would have been keen to the texts and their respective narrative 
worlds to the extent that they understood Matthew’s intent to highlight 
a new definition of Israel. This would have helped them, ecclesiologically 
speaking, to form their identity as the people of God by virtue of allegiance 
to Jesus—the New David who would lead them out of exile. Furthermore, 
Piotrowski argues that the rest of Matthew’s Gospel is to be read with these 
frames as “hermeneutical guides” (27). Therefore, when Matthew concludes 
his work with the Great Commission, the rhetorical effect on the first century 
community would cause them to see subsequent believing communities who 
respond to Jesus’ end-of-exile summons as part of the people of God as well. 

Matthew’s New David at the End of Exile is textually careful and thought-
fully put together. Piotrowski forms insights about Matthew’s desired effect 
of the formula-quotations that do not seem to be present in the work of 
other Matthean scholars. In this sense, his work is a valuable addition to the 
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Matthean scholarship conversation. Furthermore, if the Evangelist really 
was intending to create a “hermeneutical guide” for his readers, then it is 
important for readers to know so and read accordingly—whether they are 
reading in the first century or the twenty-first century.

While Piotrowski proposes strong arguments with detailed scriptural 
support, some may have trouble agreeing with all of his conclusions. In his 
survey of second temple literature, Piotrowski found sources that understood 
the sixth century BC exile to be over. If the exile ended with Israel’s return 
to the land (either in fact or in the mind of Matthew or his audience), then 
some of the fundamental claims of Piotrowski’s thesis break down. There 
will also be some readers who see less continuity between Israel and the NT 
church, and they may struggle to make as many intertextual connections as 
Piotrowski does. Lastly, the repetition of method for each formula-quota-
tion might seem tedious to readers. Others, however, will appreciate such 
consistent labor and highly value the resultant insights.

Matthew’s New David at the End of Exile is detailed and technical, yet 
Piotrowski writes in a way that is clear and thought-provoking. This volume 
is likely best suited for graduate or post-graduate readers who are willing to 
invest substantial mental focus. Upon doing so, readers will be richly rewarded 
for their efforts. Piotrowski has given a gift to Matthean scholarship and 
biblical theology as a whole. Matthew’s New David at the End of Exile comes 
highly recommended for the right audience. 

Mark R. Kelley, MDiv 
Compass Bible Institute, Aliso Viejo, CA

Beauty, Order, and Mystery: A Christian Vision of Human Sexuality. Edited by 
Gerald Hiestand, and Todd Wilson. Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2017, 
229 pp., $26.00 paper.

Gerald Hiestand is an associate senior pastor at Calvary Memorial Church 
in Oak Park, Illinois. Along with senior pastor, Todd Wilson, they have 
cofounded the Center for Pastor Theologians which seeks to produce biblical 
and scholarly content aimed at helping pastor/theologians in their service of 
the church. Beauty, Order, and Mystery is a series of essays first presented at 
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the 2015 annual meeting of the Center for Pastor Theologians. In this book, 
the various authors argue that since the fact that humans are created male 
and female “matters to God [it] ought to matter to us” (3). Consequently, the 
editors establish a goal of presenting a Christian vision of human sexuality 
that is at once beautiful, orderly, and mysterious.

Beauty, Order, and Mystery attempts to address a variety of problems that 
plague our culture and churches related to broken sexuality. The editors 
group these essays into three parts. Part One presents a theological vision 
for sexuality. Todd Wilson introduces the concept of “mere sexuality” (based 
on his book of the same name). He calls evangelicals to examine how they 
think about sexuality by presenting a compelling vision of joyful Christian 
rhetoric, compassionate tears over sexual brokenness, and the hope that the 
promise of the gospel will one day make all things right. Beth Felker Jones 
develops a theology of sex and gender using a creation through redemption 
paradigm, while Wesley Hill presents a sound explanation for the biblical 
prohibition against same-sex marriage by interacting with two very com-
pelling pro-homosexual arguments. In an unusually thoughtful discussion, 
Jeremy Treat offers a pastoral response to a culture that exalts the authority 
of personal choices and deifies the self. Richard Mouw summarizes this 
section by challenging pastor theologians to study the many challenges that 
our culture presents regarding human sexuality.

Part Two focuses on the brokenness of sexuality evident in our culture. 
Daniel Brendsel explores the concept of personal identity through the phe-
nomenon of “selfies.” Denny Burk presents a brief warrant for a biblical 
position on trans-sexual identity while questioning whether Mark Yarhouse’s 
Understanding Gender Dysphoria is a biblically faithful response. Gerald 
Hiestand investigates the power inequality between women and men. He 
concludes with a theodicy expounding God creative wisdom in design of 
the sexes. In a uniquely personal essay, Joel Willitts encourages pastors not 
to ignore the more profound repercussions and trauma incurred in victims 
of sexual abuse. Finally, using Oliver O’Donovan’s Resurrection and the Moral 
Order, Matthew Mason suggests that believers’ thoughts about gender dys-
phoria are related to the resurrection.

Part Three considers biblical and historical reflections regarding gender 
and sexuality. Amy Peeler exegetes 1 Corinthians 11, concluding that our 
physical bodies matter because they are the vehicle for displaying the glory 
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of God. Matthew Levering surveys the sexual ethic teaching in the writing of 
Thomas Aquinas. Matthew J. Milliner reviews the impact of John Boswell’s 
two pro-homosexual works, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality 
and Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe. In evaluating these seminal works, 
Milliner sheds light on the concept of close spiritual friendships, thus refuting 
Boswell’s justification for same-sex unions. In the final chapter, Matt O’Reilly 
develops an aesthetic framework for sexuality by associating heterosexual 
covenant monogamy with the image of God. More than any of the other 
essays, O’Reilly develops a theology of sexuality by aesthetically grounding 
his argument in the assertion that human being is designed to communicate 
the mysterious beauty of God by being created in his image. He maintains that 
the heterosexual covenant union reflects the other-oriented love within the 
trinity and is beautiful because it embodies and magnifies the image of God. 
Any sexual activity outside of this covenant distorts the image of God. He 
goes further to state that evangelicals have focused on a defense of marriage 
that is logical and moral but has mostly ignored the beauty of God’s design 
for marriage that points to the beauty of a creative, faithful, and triune God.

As a series of essays, the writing in Beauty, Order, and Mystery varies but is 
consistently high quality. Combined, all the essayists accomplish the stated 
purpose of developing a compelling vision for human sexuality. Further, this 
book also accomplishes the goals of the Center for Pastor Theologians. As 
a scholarly work, Beauty, Order, and Mystery provides a thorough consider-
ation of a variety of topics relating to human sexuality. The authors interact 
with many important works in the field of Christianity and sexuality. Where 
they disagree, the counter-argument is well thought out, persuasive, and 
sound. This book maintains a consistent, yet compassionate emphasis on 
a biblical definition of marriage and scripturally appropriate expression of 
gender and sexuality.

While some of the essays where more academic in style, Beauty, Order, 
and Mystery excelled at presenting a pastoral emphasis when dealing with 
issues of sexuality. This pastoral focus was particularly evident in the essays 
of Todd Wilson, Jeremy Treat, Joel Willitts, and Matt O’Reilly. These writers 
were compelling in calling the church to rethink how she seeks to love those 
who are struggling with broken sexuality. Thus, Beauty, Order, and Mystery 
would be especially beneficial for pastors and counselors who must develop 
a compassionate, biblical approach to help those who are casualties of the 
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sexual revolution and caught in the horrible consequences of sexual sin.

Tamim J. Khaliqi, MD, PhD Student, 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, KY

Philosophy: A Christian Introduction. By James K. Dew, Jr. and Paul M. Gould. 
Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019, 289 pp., $26.99 paper. 

Philosophy: A Christian Introduction is an introductory text for Christian 
philosophy. James K. Dew, Jr. is an associate professor of philosophy and the 
history of ideas at Southeastern Theological Seminary. Paul M. Gould is the 
founder and president of Two Tasks Institute and is the author of multiple 
books on apologetics and philosophy. The goal of Philosophy: A Christian 
Introduction is to “provide an opinionated survey of each subarea of inves-
tigation and then point the reader in the direction of a distinctly Christian 
approach” (p. 5). While most introductory philosophy texts focus on the 
development of the western philosophical tradition, Philosophy: A Christian 
Introduction surveys the four primary areas of philosophy and provides 
a framework for further in-depth study in any given area. While they do 
describe the primary activities of philosophy to be argumentation, analysis, 
and synthesis, the authors also see philosophy as providing considerable 
value for the Christian. Dew and Gould maintain that an understanding 
of philosophy leads one to think clearly and is thus critical in preparing for 
the ministry. They also describe a strategic evangelistic function for philos-
ophy as Christians seek to understand their culture, expose false ideas, and 
present the truth of Christianity. Finally, they present philosophical study 
as a path for spiritual formation leading to greater Christ-likeness. As they 
move through the disciplines of epistemology, metaphysics, philosophy of 
religion, and ethics, Dew and Gould survey a variety of philosophical con-
cepts, compare these ideas to Scripture, and provide a Christian conceptual 
framework guiding clear biblical thinking.

The book has four parts, one for each of the principal philosophical disci-
plines. The authors first discuss epistemology by surveying various approaches 
to truth, justification, and belief. They address many contemporary cultural 
issues regarding the relativity of truth and also introduce Christian responses 
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in the field of epistemology such as reformed epistemology and virtue episte-
mology. Chapter 6 presents a well thought out discussion of natural revelation 
and design by interacting with Hume’s objections to design arguments for 
God. Part 2 focuses on metaphysics and includes chapters on materialism 
and idealism, the problem of universals and properties, freedom and deter-
minism, and the nature of the mind-body problem. These chapters contain 
complex concepts; however, the authors take care to provide understand-
able definitions for the primary terms. They also clearly illustrate difficult 
concepts. Part 3 covers the philosophy of religion by considering arguments 
for the existence of God; a thorough discussion of the problem of evil, 
divine hiddenness, and divine interaction; and an overview of various views 
regarding life after death. The shortest section, Part 4, covers ethics. Drew 
and Gould first provide a basic overview of different metaethical positions 
before considering normative ethics. The authors include a glossary at the 
end of the book that provides basic definitions for terms expanded in the 
text. An extensive bibliography offers several key sources that allow one to 
investigate the subareas of philosophy.

Philosophy: A Christian Introduction has several strengths. Arranging the 
book around the four primary areas of philosophical study allows one to get 
a broad idea of basic concepts without going too deep into them. Definitions 
are generally clear and accompanied by appropriate illustrations. Even dif-
ficult concepts are presented clearly and concisely while at the same time 
introducing significant figures and their ideas. The authors use syllogisms to 
affirm and refute various arguments. This approach exposes the reader to a 
style used in philosophical writing. Thus, the authors provide a framework 
for understanding the basics of philosophy and a base to delve further into 
various specialty fields. Another strength of the book lies in how the authors 
interact with ideas that have clear cultural and worldview significance. Par-
ticularly helpful discussions included truth and post-modernism (chapter 
2), Plantinga’s A/C model (chapter 3), free will and determinism (chapter 
10), and substance dualism vs. materialism/physicalism (chapter 11).

Philosophy: A Christian Introduction is useful for anyone wanting an intro-
duction to the academic field of philosophy. Thus, it would serve well as an 
introductory philosophy text possibly accompanied by a more traditional 
history of philosophy text. It introduces the major areas of philosophical 
thought and the major questions within that area. The authors interact with 
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critical philosophers and their concepts in a manner that is even-handed and 
fair. Overall, the authors meet their goals of providing an accessible survey 
of philosophy with a distinctly Christian approach.

Tamim J. Khaliqi, MD, PhD Student,  
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, KY

In Defense of Conciliar Christology: A Philosophical Essay. By Timothy Pawl. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016. 288pp. $110.00, hardcover.

Timothy Pawl is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Saint Thomas in 
St. Paul, Minnesota. He completed his PhD in philosophy at the University 
of Saint Louis under the guidance of Eleonore Stump and has expertise in 
metaphysics, philosophical theology, and moral psychology. Recently, he 
published a follow-up book to this present work with Oxford on Extended 
Conciliar Christology that will be of interest to anyone intrigued by the project.

Pawl’s book follows its title with precision. His goal and thesis are chiefly 
to defeat arguments against Conciliar Christology rather than construct 
positive arguments in its favor (1). What are these arguments he attempts 
to defeat? The three primary objections that require defeaters according to 
Pawl are: (A) Conciliar Christology entails that Jesus is aptly characterized 
by incompatible predicates which is impossible (B) If Jesus is immutable he 
could not become anything which would mean the incarnation is impossible 
(C) If there is a single Jesus then there is a single nature or will in him which 
denies Conciliar Christology (13). The first objection is the one which Pawl 
dedicates the lion’s share of his time to in the following chapters. Chapters 
2 and 3 take a step back and briefly outline the terms (e.g., “person” and 
“nature”) and the metaphysics of Conciliar Christology. Conciliar Christology 
must be defined for the objections to make sense. His definition focuses on 
a Thomistic model that affirms a concrete human nature rather than abstract 
because it is the right way to read the church councils, along with the fact 
that it enjoys overall historical support (29, 40).

Once Conciliar Christology is defined Pawl defends it against the first 
objection of incompatible predicates in chapters 4 through 7. The objection 
in full form is: “anything divine is (and, it seems, must be) eternal, uncreated, 
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and omnipresent. But everything human is (and, it seems, must be) non-eter-
nal, created, and non-omnipresent” (77). How can Jesus truly be predicated 
as both eternal and non-eternal or omnipresent and non-omnipresent as 
Conciliar Christology maintains? These cannot be simultaneously true of 
one individual prima facie. Despite this, Pawl argues that this charge does not 
follow. Jesus can truly be predicated as eternal and non-eternal or omnipresent 
and non-omnipresent. But how? Before examining his own preferred proposal, 
he surveys multiple unsatisfactory attempts at holding both as true, noting 
how each ultimately flounders. Then in chapter 5 he offers three common 
revisions of Conciliar Christology that deny some aspect of it and affirm the 
objection of incompatible predicates. Richard Cross often denies the divine 
predicates of Christ, Tom Morris often denies the human predicates of Christ, 
and Kenotic Christology denies certain predicates at different times. Having 
said this, it is to be noted that Cross and Morris both mix their responses, as 
Pawl notes (100). All three assume that the incompatible predicates cannot 
be predicated of Jesus truly at the same time. Finally, in chapter 7 he explains 
his own preferred method which denies the truth of incompatible predicates 
by putting the two natures of Christ to serious work. Jesus is eternal regarding 
his divine nature and temporal regarding his human nature.

Chapter 8 finally begins the defense against objection two, focusing on the 
attributes of immutability, impassibility, and atemporality. Then in chapter 
9 he addresses the third objection arguing that two natures, minds, or wills 
does not entail two persons or any form of quasi-Nestorianism.

Given this very brief summation of Pawl’s book, I struggle to note any signif-
icant problems. I do wonder if the lack of space given to the second objection 
is a problem. I say this because based on my reading of challengers to Conciliar 
Christology, this objection garners a significant amount of attention. At least 
in Protestant circles, this objection may be advanced more frequently than 
incompatible predicates, though its assumption is never far in the background. 
Of course, this is not a negative per se. Rather, it is my preference for a fuller 
defense of the classical attributes in relation to the incarnation.

Moving from the potential negatives, I want to highlight several strengths. 
First, Chapter 5 offers a refreshingly clear and useful refutation of three 
prominent denials of Conciliar Christology. Tom Morris is often lauded as 
a premier defender of the logic of Conciliar Christology and yet Pawl dis-
cerns his failure to uphold it consistently. He also perceptively explains the 
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problems in the ever-popular Kenotic Christology and Richard Cross’s thesis.
Second, while brief, I think his explanation for how Christ can remain 

immutable and yet “become” incarnate is especially helpful. He clarifies that, 
on his account, the divine nature does not need to become anything else or 
change since only the human nature comes into existence and changes (206). 
The divine nature remains unchanged regardless of “adding” the human 
nature. Many who struggle to grapple with Classical Theism in general deny 
immutability because of what they see as an insurmountable problem here 
which makes Pawl’s clarity here even more exceptional.

Third, Pawl scrutinizes those who appeal to mystery too frivolously regard-
ing the incarnation. While mystery may be apt for robustly positive accounts 
of the divine, it is insufficient for defending against negative charges of inco-
herence and contradiction. Mature thinking requires philosophical analysis 
(89-90). This is a welcome theological explanation of the role of mystery 
in the faith and theological formation that avoids slipping into extremes.

Finally, his explanation of the necessary conditions for Christology is 
invaluable (48-49). For anyone in need of sharp definitions regarding the 
core tenants of Christology, or an introduction to the creedal understanding 
of the faith, they should look no further. Pawl has done a great service to 
both the academy and the church with this precision. Pawl has an upcoming 
work entitled The Incarnation due to come out in the Cambridge Elements 
series in the future that may be of interested to those helped by this work.

In sum, I think Pawl’s argumentation is overwhelming persuasive and that 
he is right in concluding that there is no sound philosophical argument for 
the thesis that Conciliar Christology is false or incoherent. Having said this, 
and already shown my hand regarding the lack of negatives for the book, I 
cannot help but highly recommend it for reading and sharing. It is an excellent 
resource no matter the audience. It may be a steep learning curve for the 
non-philosophically inclined due to the dense philosophical terminology 
and theories at times, but the payoff is worth the effort.

My thanks to Timothy Pawl for his generous comments on this review, 
ensuring it fairly represented him. Several of my sentences can be attributed 
to his constructive feedback. Any further lack is my sole responsibility.

Jordan L. Steffaniak, PhD Student 
University of Birmingham
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Using and Enjoying Biblical Greek: Reading the New Testament with Fluency and 
Devotion. By Rodney A. Whitacre. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015.

Rodney Whitacre is professor emeritus of biblical studies at the Trinity 
School for Ministry in Ambridge, Pennsylvania. He distills his years of 
classroom instruction into Using and Enjoying Biblical Greek: Reading the New 
Testament with Fluency and Devotion. Whitacre has various readers in mind, 
from a lapsed Greek student to a highly-skilled Greek linguist. He desires 
his readers to become fluent in Greek, one passage at a time. Professors, 
pastors, and students alike will find the contents of this volume helpful for 
their own work. While Whitacre’s primary audience comprises students of 
NT Greek, his material should help those who have interests outside the 
Greek NT (GNT) as well (7).

Whitacre introduces his book by extolling the wonders of the Greek 
language and inviting students to partake of the benefits of knowing Greek 
well. He desires students to work at becoming fluent in Greek one passage 
at a time. This goal, he says, provides the motivation necessary for students 
to persevere through the hardships of learning a language:

The multitude of excellent resources available for help with exegesis may seem to 

make the knowledge of Greek unnecessary, beyond perhaps knowing the alphabet 

and a few rudiments of the language needed for following the discussion in these 

resources. Such a limited view of Greek’s value may be part of the reason many students 

of Biblical Greek lose much of what they learn in Greek courses (4–5, emphasis mine).

While many may use Greek at this rudimentary level and survive in ministry, 
they will miss many of the benefits which come from knowing Greek well. 
If students are instructed about the Greek resources available, but never 
encouraged toward fluency, they will have no motivation to learn Greek well 
in the first place nor incentive to maintain their Greek during the turmoil 
of post-seminary life.

Whitacre spends the bulk of the book reviewing Greek vocabulary, gram-
mar, and syntax (9–106). This review contains both basic and advanced 
elements. Concerning vocabulary acquisition, he encourages the novice 
reader that rarer words in the GNT are often related to words occurring more 
frequently (11). He then proceeds to discuss more advanced information 
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about roots, semantic domains, prefixes and suffixes, and other word build-
ing principles which may not be taught until more advanced level Greek 
courses at many seminaries. He encourages students to explore a word’s 
cognates while reading (19–20) and to use word frequency lists for standard 
literature (20–21).

Next, he the Greek grammar system so that a student’s parsing skills 
may increase, for without fairly rapid parsing enjoyment of the Greek text 
is impossible (23). The following material is organized so that the least 
amount of rote memory is needed, providing shortcuts so the student can 
assimilate the material easily (24).

After his extensive grammar review, Whitacre discusses syntax. In this 
discussion, he simplifies the different sentence types so that students can 
more readily manage what they read (75). Again, he organizes the material 
in such a way that all students can benefit: novices benefit from seeing basic 
sentence structures, and more advanced students benefit from discussions 
of discourse analysis. Whitacre thoroughly illustrates all of his syntactical 
analysis approaches.

While chapters 2–4 comprise the bulk of the book, chapters 5 and 6 
are its heart and its goal. Grammar, vocabulary, and syntax serve the larger 
goals of reading (fluently!) and meditation. Whitacre presents a three-step 
process for gaining the kind of fluency he wants his readers to have. First, 
the student “puzzles” over the text. What Whitacre calls “puzzling” is simply 
the sort of analysis normally taught in seminary. Second, Whitacre advises 
scanning. At the level of scanning, the student quickly takes in the syntac-
tical structures of the sentence to get a view of the whole. He then reviews 
the sentence, filling in any missing details. He lists several kinds of words 
to search for while scanning, such as participles, infinitives, and the article. 
These kinds of words suggest groupings and patterns which untangle the 
syntax. Third, he advocates re-reading the analyzed text several times. This 
final step is necessary for developing fluency.

Whitacre then transitions from reading to meditation. Mediation flows 
naturally from the careful observation required for exegesis and is often 
associated with memorization (120). “This slow, thoughtful rereading and 
then recitation from memory allows the text to seep into your mind and 
imagination in very powerful ways that touch the heart, the will, and the 
emotions (120).” Whitacre than proposes two meditative approaches. One 
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approach is to recite a passage repeatedly, not delving into the meaning, 
but simply concentrating on the sounds of the passage. The other involves 
meditating on passage details. At this point Whitacre discusses the ancient 
Christian approach to meditation and the senses of Scripture in contrast with 
the modern grammatical-historical method, advocating a hybrid approach 
that is very sympathetic to ancient Christian methods of reading. Whitacre 
states that the primary effect of meditation is not additional exegetical insight 
(though that will likely happen), but a transformed life through personal 
encounter with the text (129). He then illustrates how meditating on the 
Greek text yields valuable insights.

Whitacre’s book fills a hole in the biblical Greek literature by retrieving 
approaches to classical languages which have been lost over the last century 
or so. Most resources focus on analysis and exegesis: the obvious aims of 
seminarians and biblical studies professors. However, very little attention is 
given to developing reading facility in the language. Those who author the 
grammars are not necessarily at fault; as form follows function, so the gram-
mars produced today follow the constraints of a typical seminary classroom. 
Biblical Greek is often taught like doctoral research languages, i.e. as a code 
which allows access more advanced literature. Those who have developed 
an interest in reading biblical Greek, rather than simply analyzing it, have 
had to turn to public domain books about reading Latin to try to glean 
principles to apply to Greek. Whitacre consults these older works as well 
as modern second-language acquisition literature to propose a way forward 
for the student whose interests lie beyond simple analysis. The principles in 
chapters 5 and 6 could be readily applied to other languages—like Hebrew 
or Aramaic—which Whitacre’s readers may want to learn.

While chapters 2–4 say nothing new to those who know the field of Greek 
grammar, they gather into one place the main information that students need 
to master to learn (or more likely, relearn) Greek grammar and vocabulary. 
Finding all of the resources necessary to regain and improve mastery would be 
time-consuming for someone already on the fence returning to Greek. Whitacre 
does these readers a service by collecting all the material into one space.

Whitacre’s chapter on meditation is the chapter most likely to create conster-
nation among his readers. Whitacre allows for lectio divina and does not anchor 
meditation to authorial intent. Some may say that this approach diminishes the 
authority of the text of Scripture and opens the door for eisegesis. However, 
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such a statement 1) is unfair to Whitacre, whose careful analysis of the Greek 
text throughout his book demonstrates a high view of textual authority, and 
2) does not account for the kind of memory/meditation relationship widely 
practiced among Christians prior to the rise of our more documentary culture 
(For more on this, see Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory 
in Medieval Culture, Second Edition, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008). Whitacre does not make these two points explicit, but they need to be 
kept in mind when one reads this chapter.

It is impossible to say everyone one would like in any one piece of writing. 
Nevertheless, it would have been helpful to see a discussion of Greek writing/
composition in this book. Would practice translating English to Greek help 
develop fluency? Especially given that Whitacre advances the discussion by 
retrieving classical practices, a discussion of composition would be a helpful 
addition to his work. However, this is a very mild criticism since writing 
Greek is outside the purview of much of Whitacre’s audience. Perhaps an 
appendix for advanced students and professors would be all that is necessary.

Using and Enjoying Biblical Greek is highly recommended for stu-
dents, pastors, and professors at a variety of ability levels. If its principles 
are implemented into beginning and intermediate Greek instruction, 
students will likely have more motivation to labor in their language stud-
ies. As a result, more ministers will be more likely to keep their Greek 
and use it in ministry. Martin Luther said that the sword of the Spirit 
is sheathed in the languages, and such a linguistic renaissance as I have 
just described may bring renewed power to pulpits across our land. 

Matthew R. Miller, Latin Teacher 
Classical School of Wichita, Wichita, KS
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