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_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

hank you for reading the newest volume of Inservimus. We are excited to present the 
second issue of this publication. This journal is the product of the student group Inservimus, 
which exists to afford Ph.D. students the privilege of encouraging one another and the 

Southeastern community in their pursuit of the knowledge of God through academic work. 
Academic work can be dangerous for our souls if we are not careful. It can easily puff us 

up—leading us to think more about ourselves than we ought (Rom 12:3). If we become prideful 
in our work, we are on dangerous ground as “God opposes the proud…” (Jas 4:5). If we become 
prideful in our work, we may gain notoriety in the academy, but we will ultimately displease God. 

So, how do we avoid such pride? A chief way is that we must always set the proper end 
(telos) before us. This is the goal of Inservimus, which means in Latin, “we serve.” Who do we 
serve? Ultimately, we must seek to serve Christ in all our work; and this end has a corollary—that 
we will serve, with love, our fellow man. (Matt 19:19) 
 When the proper telos is set before us, it will affect the type of work we do. First, it will 
affect the type of questions we pursue. If promoting self is our end, then our questions will tend 
towards subjects that would bring us the most notoriety—or money. But, if we set our proper goal 
in front of us, we will ask questions that promote Christ and will be beneficial to our fellow man. 

Second, it will help us seek greater significance to our work. If we are self-serving, our 
work will be wrapped up in that which will provide us a legacy after we are long gone. But, if we 
have the proper telos in view, we will strive to spur others to love and good deeds through our 
work. For those who are like me and focus on how languages work, we will not be satisfied with 
merely knowing how a particular language’s grammar works, but in how that understanding can 
help shape and improve other people’s lives. 

Finally, it will affect the attitude of our work. If we are prideful, our work will seek to 
defend our ideas. But, if we are not self-serving in our efforts, then a different tone reverberates. 
We will humbly submit our work so that it will benefit the endeavors of others. We will be winsome 
and loving in the communication of our findings and be open to correction. Ultimately, it is not 
our own success that we will seek in what we do, but the success of Christ’s kingdom and others. 

In all of our work, we should set the proper telos before us. Our work is not our own, just 
like everything else in life. We must seek to love God and fellow man in all our endeavors. 

I want to thank some of those who have made this publication possible. First, to those who 
serve alongside me as officers of Inservimus—Gregory Lamb, David Phillips, and Neal Thornton. 
These men have been a constant source of encouragement and wise counsel from the very 
beginning. They have been instrumental in helping provide direction for the journal, as well as the 
group. I cannot thank them enough for their incessant support and willingness to serve. 
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Second, we would not have a journal if it were not for the work of the editorial board. They 
have sacrificially given of their time and talents to review submissions, and provided valuable 
feedback to the authors in helping to make this publication the best that it can be. 

Third, Jason Fowler has provided invaluable leadership as we seek to establish this journal 
as an official journal. I would also be remiss if I did not mention the advice and counsel of Dr. 
Benjamin L. Merkle. He has helped me to think through the best practices for publishing such an 
academic journal as Inservimus. 

Fourth, we would not be able to do this without the support of the Southeastern Baptist 
Theological Seminary community. Mike Parry has served us as the Student Group Liaison on 
campus, and has helped us plan events and given us invaluable service. The faculty at Southeastern 
have also been enthusiastic about encouraging their students to submit to the journal, and have 
expressed excitement over Inservimus. Such interest and excitement tremendously encourages us 
at Inservimus, and evinces a bright future for this journal. 

Finally, Adam Johnson, the first president of Inservimus, has provided me with 
encouragement and advice from the very beginning of my term as president. I cannot express my 
deep gratitude to him enough for his support and wisdom. 

Soli Deo Gloria 
Dougald W. McLaurin III 
Inservimus President, 2016 
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With the Grain of the Text: 
The Hermeneutics of Non-Violence in the 

Writings of Michael J. Gorman 
 

— Wesley Davey — 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Gorman uses the neologism “cruciformity” to capture the process whereby the Christian 
community “conforms” to the “crucified Messiah.” Within this framework, the story of Jesus 

morphs from a mere message to be believed to a way of life to inhabit. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Introduction 
 

he German theologian Jürgen Moltmann introduced his book The Crucified God by 
bluntly declaring: “In Christianity the cross is the test of everything which deserves to be 
called Christian.”1 This assertion—which channels the Reformation mantra crux probat 
omnia—offers a poignant reminder that Jesus’s crosswork is the criterion according to 

which the authenticity of the Church’s teaching and practice are judged. Moreover, if the 
“crucified God” comprises Christianity’s means and measure, it follows that the Church must 
perpetually (re)examine herself in its light. The swelling chorus of biblical scholars and 
theologians in the latter half of the 20th—and early part of the 21st—centuries who have adopted 
nonviolent readings of Scripture reflects the effect of just such an examination process: though 
the Church boasts a rich heritage of “just war” advocacy and the legitimation of certain forms of 
violence, these scholars contend that such conclusions are incommensurate with a cross-shaped 
interpretation of the Bible. Included among the number of nonviolent proponents are luminaries 
like John Dominic Crossan, Walter Wink, Richard Bauckham, Ben Witherington, Richard Hays, 
Stanley Hauerwas, and John Howard Yoder.2 

The near limitless amount of material written on the subject precludes anything like a 
comprehensive analysis. Thus, in this essay I set out with the more modest ambition of 

                                                 
1 Jürgen Moltmann, The Crucified God: The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and Criticism of Christian 

Theology, trans. R. A. Wilson and John Bowden (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1993), 7. 
2 This remark may engender an initial definitional question for the reader: “What precisely is meant by 

‘nonviolence?’” As I note in my interaction with Gorman below, it is surprising to find that these theologians and 
biblical scholars infrequently discuss the ontology of violence, leaving one to wonder what they are calling her to 
reject. Cf. Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics (Notre Dame, IN.: UND, 
1991), as but one example of a theologian who pitches nonviolence as a characteristic essential to Christian ethics 
while omitting to define what nonviolence is. For the purposes of my paper, we may settle for the (admittedly 
simplistic) parallelization of “nonviolence” with “pacifism.” Additionally, and as the above enumeration of 
interpreters illustrates, nonviolent interpretations of Scripture have made inroads predominantly in the North 
American context. 

T 
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investigating one scholar’s hermeneutic of nonviolence—namely that of Michael J. Gorman. In 
order to accomplish this objective, my project develops in three units: in the first unit I examine 
Gorman’s exegetical method, and in the second and third units I interact with two instantiations 
of Gorman’s method via his readings of Paul’s writings and John’s Apocalypse. Structurally, 
each unit begins with a summary account of Gorman’s argument after which I provide critical 
engagement. Though the three sections operate somewhat discreetly, it is my hope that the reader 
will hear them symphonically; in other words, while they each play a unique role, their roles 
conform to an overarching musical score. Ultimately, therefore, this essay will argue for a 
chastened Gormanian hermeneutic of nonviolence. 
 
 

Gorman’s Exegetical Method 
 

The particular exegetical conclusions at which one arrives in her reading of a text are in some 
measure secondary affairs in that, without exception, they derive from whatever method the 
reader employs. To put the matter more baldly, method sets the ground rules for interpretation 
and thereby controls what the reader can and cannot find. Given this causal relationship between 
method and outcome, it is necessary to begin by examining the manner in which Gorman reads 
before addressing his conclusion (i.e., nonviolence). Before providing critical interaction with 
Gorman’s construal under sub-heading three, I treat his proposed seven-fold interpretive method 
generally (sub-heading one) and then select two salient features from this superstructure for 
closer attention (sub-heading two). 
 
 

The Seven-Fold Chord 
 

The first element of Gorman’s exegetical method is that of “survey.” As the nomenclature 
suggests, the objective of the interpreter at this stage is simply to sketch a portrait of the pericope 
which she elected to study. This familiarization process orients the reader to the foundational 
components of the pericope, addressing such issues as its structure, emphases, literary 
situatedness, the contribution which it makes within the larger narrative block, canonical 
location, etc. Even though many of these first-blush conclusions will ultimately be jettisoned in 
the light of more nuanced research, they nevertheless provide an entrée into the world of the text 
and are consequently indispensable. Importantly, Gorman also cautions the interpreter against 
consulting secondary sources, a crutch on which interpreters all-too-easily lean. Not only does 
dependence on secondary sources stunt the development of one’s exegetical sensitivities, but it 
also results in the perpetuation of bad readings of Scripture.3 

The second element is that of “contextual analysis.” According to Gorman, the exegete 
must investigate three environments in which any given text is embedded: historical, literary, and 
canonical. Investigating a text’s historical environment relates to the attempt to reconstruct the 
social, political, and cultural factors out of which the text was born. Though attempts such as 
these are arduous and in certain respects impossible, Gorman avers that the endeavor is non-
negotiable since texts are “the product of specific occasions, composed to address certain needs, 

                                                 
3 Michael J. Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, revised and expanded ed. (Grand Rapids, MI.: Baker 

Academic, 2009), 63–68. 
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and neglecting these contexts is more perilous than the risk of making mistakes in our historical 
reading.”4 Investigating a text’s literary environment, second, involves heeding at a more refined 
level “the larger literary unit(s) in which it occurs” (e.g., paragraph, unit, book) as well as the 
way in which the author encoded her message for effect (e.g., rhetorical features).5 Gorman 
suggests that the preeminent skill required for this task is that of a “disciplined imagination.” 
Indeed, since the specific way in which a locution is encoded entails meaning,6 the exegete must 
strain hard to cultivate the ability to discern the genius of how a thing is said and why. Finally, a 
text’s “canonical” environment refers to the role which it plays in the drama of Scripture. In 
short, how does the text’s presence color our perception of the biblical story? 

The third element of Gorman’s exegetical method is “formal analysis,” the stage in which 
the exegete examines the form, structure, and movement of a text. The first category, “form,” 
forces the reader to identify a text’s genre—a heuristic device to aid the reader in discerning the 
author’s discourse strategy. “Structure,” second, deals more narrowly with the framing of the 
message—i.e., what stylistic tools does the author employ in the communication of her thought? 
Whereas “form” and “structure” deal with the bare materials of a text, a text’s “movement” (third 
and finally) helps to define “the relationship among the parts and especially how that relationship 
unfolds step by step in linear, or diachronic fashion.”7 In other words, how does the text develop? 

Element four, “detailed analysis of the text,” lies at the center of the exegetical task, for it 
demands that the reader attend to all of the individual textual pieces. Importantly, the details 
should not be understood merely as lexicographical or syntactical studies, but rather as the 
dialogical interplay between the parts and the whole. Gorman employs the pedagogically helpful 
metaphor of puzzle-making to explain his point: constructing a puzzle requires sorting through 
the components, but to successfully put the puzzle together one must also keep her eye on the 
“larger picture.”8 The parts and the whole are mutually informative, therefore, and the exegete 
must aim to facilitate the conversation between them. 

The fifth and sixth elements of Gorman’s exegetical method are “synthesis” and 
“theological interpretation,” respectively. Since I address parts of both topics under sub-heading 
two, it will suffice to provide only truncated descriptions here. The first, as its name denotes, 
refers to “a disciplined but creative act of integration…[in which one draws] a conclusion about 
the text’s essential meaning, about its purpose or function as [she has] come to understand it.”9 
The emphasis on the individual in Gorman’s explanation is vital for his method: the objective of 
the exegete is not to identify the interpretation of the text, but rather to offer a coherent 
interpretation.10 Second, “theological interpretation” speaks to what Gorman regards as the goal 
or objective of exegesis for the Christian interpreter—not simply to understand the word of a 
prophet or sage, but rather to be confronted by and conformed to the divine utterance. That 

                                                 
4 Ibid., 71. 
5 Ibid., 75. 
6 As Steven Runge argues, “choice implies meaning” (Discourse Grammar of the Greek New Testament 

[Peabody, MA.: Hendrickson Publishers, 2010]). 
7 Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, 97. 
8 Ibid., 102. 
9 Ibid., 127. 
10 In his terms: “A synthesis creatively expresses one interpreter’s well conceived, well developed, and well 

defended conclusion about the meaning and function of a text” (ibid., 136). 
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Scripture is not an artifact but a vehicle of divine revelation, in other words, requires a specific 
orientation towards the text from the outset of the exegetical enterprise 

Finally, the seventh element of Gorman’s method is “Expansion and Refinement of the 
Exegesis.” Though Gorman repeatedly asserts that exegesis is not the sole right or prerogative of 
the scholar, he maintains that in order for the task to be executed proficiently one must employ 
the full range of scholarly tools. Indeed, whether one is composing a homily or writing an 
exegetical paper, scholarly books and articles (may) serve to “confirm or correct the disciplined 
discoveries and conclusions made in the exegetical process as well as resolve unanswered 
questions that have arisen during the process and generate new questions.”11 It is of particular 
importance to note here that “Expansion and Refinement” does not represent a distinct 
component reserved exclusively for the end of the exegetical process; instead, the interpreter 
recurs to it repeatedly, reframing her already-reached conclusions as a consequence.12 

 
 

Textual Underdeterminacy and the Aim of Exegesis 
 

With regard to the first, I will briefly engage three issues: Gorman’s definition of “exegesis,” the 
rationale for his definition, and finally a clarification concerning the boundaries of exegesis. In 
order to appropriately stage our discussion of Gorman’s definition, it may prove helpful to begin 
by furnishing a somewhat “standard” description as a way to highlight Gorman’s uniqueness. 
Gordon Fee’s programmatic definition in New Testament Exegesis, currently in its third edition, 
neatly fits this bill. Fee writes: 
 

The term Exegesis is used in this book in a consciously limited sense to refer to 
the historical investigation into the meaning of the biblical text. The 
presupposition lying behind this task is that the biblical books had “authors” and 
“readers,” and that the authors intended their readers to understand what they 
wrote. . . . Exegesis therefore answers the question, What did the biblical author 
mean? . . . Furthermore, exegesis is primarily concerned with intentionality: What 
did the author intend his original readers to understand?13 

 
Several features in Fee’s definition immediately draw one’s attention, not least of which being 
the proposed singularity of meaning (as suggested by the definite article “the”), the restrictive 
focus on “the author,” and the stress laid upon “intentionality.” Gorman diverges in all three 

                                                 
11 Ibid., 168. Importantly, however, Gorman judiciously warns his readership against overextending their 

exegetical reach. One should not, in other words, delve into the world of textual or redaction criticism if she has not 
had training in those realms. Instead, he encourages his readers to “play to your strengths” by employing “the skills 
any careful reader needs to have: observing, questioning, making connections, recognizing patterns, and so on” (p. 
176). 

12 The different elements are not hermetically sealed off from one another, but are rather mutually 
informative. Thus, the exegetical process is a dynamic one, and the interpreter may begin with any feature of the 
rubric so long as all of the elements are covered by the day’s end. This comment is actually one of the three 
“observations on the process” with which Gorman concludes. 

13 Gordon Fee, New Testament Exegesis: A Handbook for Students and Pastors, 3rd ed. (Louisville,KY: 
Westminster John Knox, 2002), 1; emphasis original. 
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instances. Thus, rather than setting out to determine the meaning which the author has intended 
to communicate, the exegete should rather pursue “a credible and coherent understanding of the 
text on its own terms and in its own context.”14 Not only does this formulation encompass the 
reader in its purview, but it also allows for a multiplicity of “meanings.” Thus—to borrow 
directly from Gorman—since the biblical text “has a sort of open-ended character” and “is so 
richly multidimensional,” and given that “its readers and their contexts [are] so richly varied,” 
one is edged towards the verdict that she “should speak of the meanings—plural—of a text rather 
than the meaning—singular.”15 

How then does Gorman justify this orientation towards textual polyvalence? Two lines of 
evidence emerge in Gorman’s writings. First, and at a pragmatic level, allowance for multiple 
readings is a conclusion incumbent on the interpreter in light of our limited historical knowledge. 
For Gorman, in other words, the degree of historical certitude concerning author, reader, and 
intention which Fee’s definition requires is simply unattainable. Even if such a definitive 
reconstruction could be produced for a handful of texts, it would nevertheless be (at the very 
least) a questionable practice to extrapolate a determinative rule from the exception. 
Consequently, we must construct a definition of “exegesis” which accounts for how the process 
actually unfolds.16 Second, and at a more textual level, adherence to polyvalence stems from the 
ambiguity latent in the biblical writings themselves. Importantly, rather than viewing the text’s 
(occasional) indistinctness as a vice, Gorman perceives it as a positive phenomenon. He writes, 
for instance, that “deliberate ambiguity [in the text] is evocative, allowing or even forcing 
readers to ponder the text more carefully…”17 In summary, the first line of evidence derives from 
a limitation inherent in the reader, the second results from the nature of the text into which the 
reader inquires. For Gorman, therefore, the desideratum for “exegesis” is an indefinite article: a 
meaning of the text. 

The articular modification suggested above may appear prima facie to allow for an 
interpretive anarchy of the worst variety. In short, if a text cannot be reduced to “a” meaning, 
does it not follow consequently that it means anything? Or, to borrow Kevin Vanhoozer’s pithy 
statement, is the text made to be “not a lamp unto our feet that lights our path, but an unending 
labyrinth that leads everywhere and nowhere at once”?18 This apparent crisis is particularly 
pressing for Gorman given his strident commitment to nonviolence: how can his reading of 
Scripture claim anything beyond a baseline philanthropic superiority over its antithesis? 
Recognizing the potential for misclassification on the one hand and misapplication on the other, 

                                                 
14 Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, 10. 
15 Ibid., 132. 
16 One of the repeated frustrations I encountered while writing this section of my essay is that the two 

books in which Gorman explicates his exegetical method (and practice) are designed for the reader unacquainted 
with the field of hermeneutics. Thus, given the infrequency with which Gorman interacts explicitly with secondary 
sources, the reader is left to wonder to whom Gorman is intellectually indebted and with which interlocutors he is 
contending. Here, for instance, I wonder whether what I have called a “pragmatic” rejection of a singular meaning 
leads back further to an epistemological conviction. However, Gorman expressly avoids such technical topics as 
this, and to subject his books to this level of analysis would be to engage in a form of “mirror reading” which (as 
ever) is tenuous at best. 

17 Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, 132. 
18 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text? The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary 

Knowledge (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1998), 111. 
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Gorman includes an important clarifying discussion on the limits of polyvalence.19 He writes: 
“All this is not to say, then, that a text imposes no limits on our interpretation of it, or that a text 
can mean anything we want it to mean.”20 Further, the fact that all interpretations derive from a 
specific text constitutes a circumscription in itself.21 Though Gorman is admittedly unclear on 
the mechanics of this circumscription, it is certain that he decidedly rejects the sentiment that all 
interpretations are created equal. Thus, if there be an instance in which antithetical readings are 
proposed, (at least) one of those interpretations must “walk the plank.” Gorman asserts that the 
exegete’s job consists as much in identifying and excluding invalid interpretations as it does in 
propounding sound ones. As but one illustration of exegetical plank-walking from Gorman’s 
own writings we may consider his treatment of Philippians 2.6–11. According to him, Christ’s 
“emptying” referred to in vs. 7 is “a robust metaphor for total self-abandonment and self-
giving…”22 Since this conclusion is widely contested, however, Gorman is left to deploy the full 
range of his exegetical arsenal (i.e., examining the historical, social, contextual, etc. backdrop of 
the pericope) to warrant his reading over against others; the term “emptying” cannot 
simultaneously mean “self-emptying” and “surrender of deity.” The text, in sum, while 
accurately described as “polyvalent,” must be understood as “underdetermined” rather than 
“indeterminate.”23 

 
                                                 

19 By “misclassification” I mean lumping Gorman together with a theorist like Stanley Fish (Is There a Text 
in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities [Cambridge, MA: HUP, 1982]), who argues that all texts 
are indeterminate and therefore open to an infinite number of interpretations; by “misapplication” I mean the use of 
Gorman’s conclusion (i.e., “polyvalence”) to institutionalize the equality of all interpretations. 

20 Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, 133. 
21 By analogy, just as James D. G. Dunn (Unity and Diversity in the New Testament: An Inquiry into the 

Character of Earliest Christianity, 3rd ed., [London: SCM Press, 2006], 30–33) and Udo Schnelle, Theology of the 
New Testament [trans. M. Eugene Boring; Baker Academic, 2009], 54–56) advocate a theological diversity delimited 
by the singularity of the object of investigation (namely Jesus Christ), so every interpretation is beholden to the 
“singularity” of its investigation (namely the text). To be more clear, just as (according to Dunn’s and Schnelle’s 
theories) the New Testament plays host to multiple theologies, these theologies share an essential unity in that they 
exhibit an interest in or an experience of Jesus of Nazareth. The analogy unravels inevitably, for Gorman hints that 
antithetical “meanings” cannot coexist while Dunn and Gorman permit competing theologies. Nevertheless, the 
analogy of theological unity and diversity may provide a helpful framework in which to understand Gorman’s 
equivocation. 

22 Michael J. Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God: Kenosis, Justification, and Theosis in Paul’s 
Narrative Soteriology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009), 21. 

23 This term draws on Stephen Fowl’s work in “The Ethics of Interpretation, or What’s Left Over After the 
Elimination of Meaning,” in The Bible in Three Dimensions: Essays in Celebration of Forty Years of Biblical 
Studies in the University of Sheffield, ed. Stephen E. Fowl, Stanley E. Porter, and David J. A. Clines, JSOT 87 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1990), 379–98. Additionally, it should also be noted that (according to Gorman) 
“polyvalence” counters certain claims made by both “conservatives” and “liberals,” for while it certainly 
undermines the former’s conviction regarding the possibility of achieving a single meaning, it also holds in check 
the latter who “all too quick[ly] dismiss texts that appear (at the moment) to be oppressive or obsolete” 
(“Interpretation of the Bible in Protestant Churches,” in Scripture: An Ecumenical Introduction to the Bible and Its 
Interpretation, ed. Michael J. Gorman (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), 187. As an aside, one of the most 
helpful correctors to the tendency to interpret the text through the lens of our own situation is to read in community. 
Indeed, Larry Hurtado suggests that “one of the commendable developments in the field [i.e., NT studies] over the 
last several decades is an increasing internationalization, with scholars in various countries outside of Europe and 
North America developing expertise and making contributions” (“Fashions, Fallacies, and Future Prospects in New 
Testament Studies,” JSNT [April 2014]: 19). 
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“Theological Interpretation” and Its Bearing on Exegetical Method 
 
The second topic into which we must bore is that of TIS. Since TIS is notoriously difficult to 
define (i.e., is it a movement? a method? a disposition? etc.) it seems appropriate to begin by 
examining the parameters in which Gorman’s version operates. First, TIS begins with the 
assumption that the biblical text is more than a merely human document—that is, it is a divine 
Word as opposed to a strictly human one. The consequence of this commitment is far-reaching; 
as Gorman states lucidly: “interpretation understood as biblical excavation—however fascinating 
and useful—is an abortive process.”24 As his metaphor implies, the objective of exegesis, or at 
least of a distinctly Christian exegesis, is to hear the address of God.25 Second, not only does TIS 
presuppose Scripture to be the means by which God himself communicates, but it also is founded 
on the assumption of the Church’s catholicity. This claim itself splinters in two consequential 
directions: (1) it further sanctions Point 1 by intimating that the Church (past, present, and 
future) must understand herself to be the intended recipient of the divine address; and (2) it 
correspondingly calls for an ecumenicity of interpretive practice, for interpretation “is not 
primarily an individual [or denominational] affair but an ecclesial discipline, something that 
happens in conversation more than in isolation.”26 Third, and drawing together the strands of 
Points 1 and 2, the telos of the exegetical enterprise is that of transformation. Not only must we 
interpret in community in order to hear God’s call, but we must do so in order to be shaped by 
the divine summons into a particular pattern of life. Such a conviction stands in radical contrast 
to two prevailing notions: (1) that intellectual rigor stifles spirituality and discipleship, and (2) 
that reading the text for an affective purpose such as this compromises the scholarly endeavor.27 
Fourth and finally, TIS demands a distinctive orientation towards Scripture: namely, a 
hermeneutic of trust.28 Gorman suggests that every exegete begins with one of (at least) five 
“interpretive postures”: (1) an “antipathy” which considers the text outdated and passé; (2) 
                                                 

24 Gorman, “Interpretation in Protestant Churches,” 190. He concludes that the elements of biblical 
exegesis “must be supplemented (some would even say replaced) by means that allow the church to engage the 
Bible as sacred text” (pp. 190–91). To return the rich metaphor referenced above, exegesis of Holy Writ is not 
fundamentally an archeological project, but the means by which we engage and are engaged by God himself. 

25 Similarly, Kevin J. Vanhoozer suggests in his “Introduction” to the Dictionary for Theological 
Interpretation of the Bible that the aim of TIS is “biblical interpretation oriented to the knowledge of God” 
(“Introduction: What is Theological Interpretation of the Bible?,” in DTIB, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer [Grand Rapids, 
MI.: Baker Academic, 2005], 24). 

26 Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, 151. It is noteworthy that Gorman “puts his money where his 
mouth is,” for he is a Methodist who holds a chair in exegesis at St. Mary’s University and Seminary (a Catholic 
school) and who also teaches at the Ecumenical Institute for Theology. At this juncture it may also be helpful to note 
the critique which he leveled at the DTIB, for though he expressed appreciation for the volume, he lamented that 
nearly all the contributors were Western, white, male, and Protestant. He observes well that “the church has much to 
lose if it forgets that one of its marks is catholicity, and much to gain if it allows that catholicity to affects its 
theological interpretation of Scripture” (“A ‘Seamless Garment’ Approach to Biblical Interpretation?” in JTI 1.1 
[2007], 121). 

27 Cf. Patricia D. Fosarelli and Michael J. Gorman, “The Bible and Spiritual Growth,” in Scripture: An 
Ecumenical Introduction to the Bible and Its Interpretation, ed. Michael J. Gorman (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2005), 229. 

28 As will be seen below, Gorman’s terminology and argumentation draw heavily from Richard B. Hays’s 
The Conversion of the Imagination: Paul as Interpreter of Israel’s Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005), 
190–201. 
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“noncommitment,” which professes interest in Scripture as a historical artifact rather than a 
religious text; (3) “discernment or inquiry,” in which the interpreter judges for oneself whether or 
not a text is worthy to be embraced; (4) “suspicion,” in which case the interpreter’s angle is to 
identify what forms of oppression the text perpetuates; or (5) “consent” or “trust,” which allows 
the reader to hear Scripture as a word from God. What fundamentally distinguishes this last-
mentioned approach from its rivals is its willingness to “give the Bible the benefit of the doubt” 
by acknowledging it as the means by which God has and continues to form and transform his 
people.29 Moreover, since Scripture is supernatural, Gorman avers that exegesis must be 
undertaken with a spirit of prayerfulness, “no matter how academic the task is at the moment.”30 

The foregoing remarks in this section on TIS have attempted to underscore in somewhat 
general terms Gorman’s understanding of TIS and how it functions vitally in his exegetical 
method. More narrowly, however, we must consider two ways in which TIS functions to regulate 
“meaning.” First, in Gorman’s schema, TIS helps adjudicate between good and poor readings of 
the text. Consider, for example, the main title of Gorman’s commentary on Revelation, Reading 
Revelation Responsibly. The word “Responsibly” is theologically loaded and therefore reflects a 
hermeneutical predisposition of vast significance, for it intimates that “some readings are not 
only inferior to others, they are in fact unchristian and unhealthy.”31 In other words, the measure 
of an interpretation’s coherence with Christian orthodoxy witnesses for or against its validity. 
TIS offers an important response to the charge that “textual polyvalence” justifies all 
interpretation, for a text cannot “mean” that which is not “Christian”—doctrinally or ethically. 
Second, TIS helps Gorman negotiate passages in Scripture which do not comport with Christian 
orthodoxy and/or orthopraxy. More concretely, if the telos of “interpretation” is embodiment of 
the text (as Gorman regularly asserts), what does this mean for our reading of texts which 
portray, celebrate, or even foster violence? Psalm 137 (which Gorman summarizes as “bashing 
the Babylonian babies’ brains on the boulders”), for instance, is a graphic prayer in which the 
poet beseeches God to deal in gruesome fashion with his enemies. Are Christians, therefore, to 
embody this violence or to accept the psalmist’s perspective as a viable way of responding to 
their enemies? According to Gorman, we must answer this question with a resolute “no!” 
Instead, the Church must “[embody] a living counter-exegesis of the text as its members seek to 
discern a meaning of the text that is consistent with their most fundamental convictions.”32 
Gorman concedes that counter-exegeting a text may “be taken to an extreme”; however, in his 
estimation, “it cannot…be avoided, at least on occasion.”33 

 
 

                                                 
29 Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, 142–43. 
30 Ibid., 143. 
31 Michael J. Gorman, Reading Revelation Responsibly—Uncivil Worship and Witness: Following the 

Lamb into the New Creation (Eugene, OR.: Cascade, 2011), xiv. Gorman elaborates further: “[B]y ‘responsible’ I 
mean theologically responsible, which entails paying attention to the book’s original historical and literary contexts, 
its relationship to the rest of Scripture, its relationship to Christian doctrine and practice, and its potential to help or 
harm people in their life of faith” (xiv). 

32 Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, 165. 
33 Ibid., 165. He continues: “For people of faith, the imperative to read the text as word of God [sic] may 

require a basic posture of trust, but it also requires an openness to difficult questions and new perspectives when 
problematic texts are taken seriously.” 



                                                                                         With the Grain of the Text | Wesley Davey 

11 

Critical Engagement 
 

On the whole, Gorman’s elements of exegesis provide a consistent, thorough, and sensible way 
for the interpreter to engage the biblical text. Gorman himself hopes that whether or not his 
readers ultimately agree that Scripture must be read theologically they will nevertheless find the 
substance of his method to be compelling and useful.34 However, though in general his method is 
relatively innocuous, two features (at least) are likely to raise significant questions, and 
particularly so within a conservative evangelical context: (1) his espousal of textual polyvalence, 
and (2) the practical outworking of TIS—namely the clearance which it affords him to proffer 
counter-exegesis of texts which do not ring as overtly Christian. Each, therefore, warrant closer 
attention in turn. 

First, in response to Gorman’s proposal that the biblical text plays host to a pluriformity 
of meanings I would offer a qualified endorsement, one which is (in my estimation) defensible in 
view of several considerations.35 First, the attempt to identify a meaning on the basis of 
“authorial intention” confronts an immediate obstacle for the reader of Christian Scripture, for 
which author’s “intention” are we to seek—author or Author?36 (The various redactors and 
“canonizers” involved in shaping the text into its final form ostensibly complicate the matter 
further still.) As but one illustration, consider the function of the Davidic toledot with which the 
book of Ruth concludes: does not “meaning” involve understanding its immediate function in the 
Ruth narrative (i.e., the way in which it completes Naomi’s cycle of barrenness to fullness), its 
canonical placement (i.e., whether or not the book of Ruth is placed after the book of Judges or 
after the book of Proverbs), its relevance to the story of Israel (i.e., the way in which God, in a 
moment in which “everyone was doing that which was right in their eyes,” ensures the perpetuity 
of his people through an appointed heir), and its connection to the Davidic heir which Matthew’s 
genealogy identifies as Jesus? Some may wish at this point to retain and deploy E. D. Hirsch’s 

                                                 
34 Cf. Chapter 1 of Gorman’s Elements of Biblical Exegesis, “The Task” (pp. 9–33). 
35 I use the term “meaning” well aware of the ongoing debate as to its usefulness. However, given that 

Gorman incorporates it into his writings, I have elected to do so as well. As representatives of those who advocate 
rejecting the term altogether, cf. Jeffrey Stout, “What is the Meaning of a Text?” in NLH 14.1 (1982): 1–12; Steven 
Mailloux, “Rhetorical Hermeneutics” in CI 11.4 (1985): 620–41; and Richard Rorty, “Text and Lumps” in NLH 17.1 
(1985): 1–16. Murray Rae acknowledges the tendentious character of the term “meaning,” yet proposes that it be 
retained in hermeneutical discussion. He writes: “I suggest, however, that a conception of “meaning” is available 
that is precise enough to set boundaries to what we are looking for, yet rich enough to accommodate the multifaceted 
character of textual meaning. According to this conception, the meaning of “X” is the role that “X” plays in its 
context. This applies equally to a word in a sentence, a sentence in a book, a text in a historical and social context, or 
indeed, a text in a whole religious tradition. The meaning of a text so conceived is a function of both authorial 
intention and reader reception” (“Texts in Context: Scripture and the Divine Economy,” in JTI 1.1 [2007]: 16). 
Additionally, I use the term “qualified” in reference to my endorsement in that I remain uncertain what Gorman’s 
epistemology is. I locate myself within the critical realist tradition as described by Ben Meyer (Critical Realism & 
the New Testament [Eugene, OR.: Pickwick, 1989]), a conviction which places necessary restraints on my 
formulation of “meaning.” (Note: I hold that critical realism is not incompatible with textual polyvalence, as will be 
seen.) Cf., however, the cautionary word about the excesses of critical realism in James K. A. Smith, The Fall of 
Interpretation: Philosophical Foundations for a Creational Hermeneutic, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2012). 

36 This is one of the primary challenges to Vanhoozer’s claim that “the principle task of the biblical 
commentator is to comprehend the nature and content of the author’s communicative act” (Is There Meaning in This 
Text?, 285). 
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distinction between “meaning” and “significance”;37 however, we must (as Gorman reminds us) 
recognize that “even if this understanding of meaning were theoretically correct, it would not 
functionally alter the way in which we seek and discover the rich multiplicity of dimensions of 
meaning that any text bears.”38 Second, any description of “exegesis” which screens out the 
presence of the interpreter and thereby regards as irrelevant the way in which the interpreter’s 
biases condition her reading of the text is naïve at best and dangerous at worst. As Gregory 
Castle has aptly written: “literary interpretation, like any other mode of intellectual inquiry, is 
subject to the more or less intangible influences of political outlook, gender, social class, race 
and ethnicity, religious belief, and a host of other social and cultural determinants.”39 Indeed, the 
fact that I am a white, middle-classed, educated male raised in the context of the American South 
is not incidental to the way in which I interface with the Apostle Paul (for instance), but rather is 
rather regimented by it. Stephen Fowl perceptively notes that often exegetical disagreements 
often have more to do with readers’ divergent research interests than any fundamental collision 
regarding the text itself.40 Clarifying what our research interests are, therefore, enables us to 
recognize that “some of our most intractable disagreements…are not really disagreements about 
the same thing.”41 Advocating textual underdeterminacy, in short, seeks to account both for 
Scripture’s ontology and the reader’s presence. The richly multi-dimensional character of the 
Bible, therefore, enables it to speak the vernacular of a multiplicity of discourse communities. 
“Exegesis” is therefore rightly construed as dialogue between an author’s text and the interpreter 
which seeks finally the “fusion” of the two “horizons.”42 

Second, and much more quickly, I would again lobby for a qualified acceptance of 
Gorman’s TIS. The tools of historical-critical exegesis—necessary as they are in investigating 
the context out of which the text arises—equip the reader only to identify what God said rather 
than what he says in the present tense. As such, the reemergence of reading Scripture from the 
standpoint of faith (i.e., a “hermeneutic of trust”) represents a seismic and enlivening turn (or 
maybe better, a return) in the field of biblical studies; perhaps Gorman is right to suggest that 
TIS is “the most significance development in academic biblical interpretation in the first years of 
the twenty-first century….”43 However, the burning issue with which we must come to terms is 
                                                 

37 Cf. Chapter 2, “Meaning and Implication,” in Validity in Interpretation (New Haven, CT.: Yale 
University Press, 1967). Cf. Also Michael V. Fox, “The Uses of Indeterminacy,” Semeia 71 (1995): 173–92, who 
agrees in essence with Hirsch’s proposal 

38 Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, 132, fn. 2. 
39 Gregory Castle, The Blackwell Guide to Literary Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 4. 
40 Fowl, “The Ethics of Interpretation,” 385. Cf. also Stephen E. Fowl, Engaging Scripture: A Model for 

Theological Interpretation (CCT; Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 32–61. 
41 Ibid., 385. Fowl argues further that while most of our disagreements are purely “verbal,” disagreements 

will nevertheless persist even if we were to more cautiously delineate what our research agendas are. These 
disagreements, he suggests, would revolve around at least two issues: (1) the way in which we formulate our 
research interests, and (2) how we go about researching our interests (pp. 385–89). 

42 This language is, of course, borrowed from Anthony C. Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997). 

43 Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, 144. Gorman suggests three reasons why interest in TIS has 
gained such traction: (1) the frustration with the inability of the historical-critical and socio-rhetorical models of 
biblical study to furnish payoff; (2) the acceptance of the postmodern recognition that all exegesis is ideologically 
driven and the resulting liberation of exegetes to let their agendas “out of the closet;” and (3) the reaction against 
sectarian scholarship and the ever-growing interest in reintegrating the disciplines within biblical studies. 
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Gorman’s application of TIS in the form of counter-exegesis.44 While I acknowledge that such a 
practice draws its warrant from TIS, I would argue that counter-exegesis is not a necessary 
corollary of TIS. Kevin Vanhoozer’s article “What is Theological Interpretation of the Bible?” 
(mentioned above), for instance, begins with an apophatic explanation of TIS in which he writes 
explicitly that it “is not an imposition of a theological system or confessional grid on the biblical 
text.”45 Indeed, I would contend that our hermeneutic of trust must even set the parameters for 
the way in which we engage texts which must unsettle us—or perhaps particularly those texts 
which unsettle us. Gorman’s specific conclusion regarding counter-exegeting texts which purport 
or champion violence I would also contest on two grounds: (1) it inappropriately regards the 
problem of violence as a Jewish phenomenon by its suggestion that Christ’s love-ethic 
supersedes violence;46 and (2) it institutes a hierarchy within revelation—a canon within the 
canon—which privileges the writings of the New Testament ahead of those in the Old 
Testament.47 

 
 

Gorman’s Reading of Paul 
 

The first unit of this paper set out to examine Michael Gorman’s exegetical method, paying 
particular interest in his definition of “exegesis” and his allegiance to TIS. While my analysis 
and critical engagement with Gorman has been principally theoretical thus far, units two and 
three below enflesh the preceding discussions by examining the application of his method in his 
reading of Paul and of John’s Apocalypse. The former—tackled below—is of high importance 
given that Gorman has written more voluminously on Paul (i.e., over 2,000 pages of published 
material) than on any other subject. In what follows, I highlight Gorman’s explication of three 
subjects with an eye towards explaining their impact on his conclusion of nonviolence: Paul’s 
conversion, Paul’s “master story” (i.e., Phil 2.6–11), and Paul’s view of justification. 
 
 

From Antagonist to Apostle: The Conversion of Paul 
 
First, what might we learn from Paul’s “conversion” to Christianity?48 Ostensibly, the beloved 

                                                 
44 Gorman stands on the shoulders of Hays here, who similarly contends that a “hermeneutic of trust” does 

not imply that “all questioning [must be]…excluded” (Conversion of the Imagination, 197). Hays continues: “Cases 
may arise in which we must acknowledge internal tensions within Scripture that require us to choose guidance from 
one biblical witness and to reject another. Because the witness of Scripture itself is neither simple nor univocal, the 
hermeneutics of trust is necessarily a matter of faithful struggle to hear and discern.” 

45 Vanhoozer, “What is Theological Interpretation of the Bible?,” 20. 
46 Cf. the article entitled “Violent Acts and Violent Language in the Apostle Paul” by John G. Gager with E. 

Leigh Gibson in Violence In The New Testament, ed. Shelly Matthews and E. Leigh Gibson (London: Bloomsbury 
T&T Clark, 2005), 13–21. 

47 How are both testaments to be regarded as “Christian Scripture” if the advent of Jesus renders Old 
Testament understandings misguided and/or (even) immoral? More on both of these critiques anon. 

48 Some have critiqued the use of the term “conversion” as an adequate description for Paul’s encounter 
with Jesus. Cf. Krister Stendahl, Paul Among Jews and Gentiles and Other Essays (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 
1976), 23. I would contend that the term captures the nature and scope of Paul’s transformation into a devoted 
follower of Jesus, but the term may be understood non-technically as a turning from one disposition to another. 
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“St. Paul” to whom the Church has looked for pastoral, ecclesiological, missiological, and 
theological guidance for nearly two millennia stands in radical contrast with the “Saul” to whom 
the New Testament initially introduces the reader. Though attempts to reconstruct Paul’s pre-
Christian life are attenuated with a myriad of difficulties given the scant amount of historical 
evidence which we possess, at least one feature or characteristic emerges incontrovertibly: his 
disdain for Jesus and (subsumed under this point) Jesus’s nascent collection of followers as texts 
such as Acts 7.54–8.1, Gal 1.13, and Phil 3.6 indicate.49 

As Gorman points out, Paul’s reprehension for Christianity revolved around two of its 
affirmations: (1) that Jesus, though “crucified, cursed,” was in actuality the long-awaited 
Messiah, and (2) that Gentiles were welcome as covenant-members without condition.50 This 
“disdain” and “reprehension,” importantly, was not merely cognitive, but was embodied or 
performed through acts of violence perpetrated against the Church. In the Galatians 1.13 text 
referenced above, Paul expressly acknowledges, ὑπερβολὴν ἐδίωκον τὴν ἐκκλησίαν τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ 
ἐπόρθουν αὐτήν. What is remarkable here is that Paul’s post-conversion ministry evidences such a 
drastic departure from his early practice. Thus, Gorman maintains that while the Saul-to-Paul 
theological transformations are widely recognized and discussed, too little attention has been 
paid to his rejection of violence as a viable means for the realization of YHWH’s kingdom. In 
what way, therefore, is Paul’s experience of Christ on the road to Damascus determinative for his 
post-Jesus, non-employment of violence? 

Standing on the shoulders of N. T. Wright and James D. G. Dunn,51 Gorman contends 
that Paul likely found warrant for his violent behavior towards Christians in a rich tradition of 
Jewish exemplars who used the sword in the cause of religious purity—and particularly so from 
the story of Phinehas as recorded in Numbers 25. Gorman finds it suggestive that Psalm 106.31 
employs the phrase “reckoned to [Phinehas] as righteousness” as a consequence of his execution 
of the adulterers. Therefore, Phinehas—not Abraham—functioned as the paradigm for pre-
conversion Paul; “justification” stemmed from violent zeal rather than from faith. In sum: 
“Paul’s encounter with the resurrected Christ created for him cognitive, emotional, and 
behavioral dissonance as his misguided theology, zeal, and sacred violence were all unmasked . . 
. the resurrection became ‘the key term by which all reality was to be conjugated.’”52 However, it 
is one thing to assert that Paul’s experience of the resurrected Christ recomposed his conception 
of violence; it is quite another to understand the rationale and mechanism by which this 

                                                 
49 Cf. Michael J. Gorman, Reading Paul (Cascade Companions; Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2008), 12. 

According to him: “The most important aspect of Paul’s pre-Jesus life is narrated vividly by both Acts and the 
Pauline letters: his zeal as a Pharisee led him to want to destroy the church of God…the movement of Jews and 
Gentiles who believed that the crucified Jesus—a failed messianic fraud, in Paul’s eyes—had been raised from the 
dead by God and was therefore the Messiah of Israel, Savior of the world, and Lord of the universe. This dangerous 
lie Paul could not tolerate” (12). Gorman is also well aware of the challenge of developing a history of Paul. Yet, he 
suggests that four sources fuel the attempt: (1) the “Accepted Seven” letters, (2) the six disputed letters, (3) the book 
of Acts, and (4) 1st-century artifacts like coinage, inscriptions, etc. (Apostle of the Crucified Lord: A Theological 
Introduction to Paul & His Letters [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004], 41). 

50 Gorman, Reading Paul, 13. 
51 Cf. N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity? 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 26–28; and idem, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1998), 350–53. 

52 Michael J. Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God: Kenosis, Justification, and Theosis in Paul’s 
Narrative Soteriology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009), 138. 
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recomposition took place. Here Gorman’s exegesis and theology of Philippians 2.6–11 bring 
much-needed clarity. 
 
 

Discipleship to the Margins: Philippians 2.6–11 as Theological Prototype 
 

As the “uncontainable deluge of scholarly debate” might suggest,53 the extraordinary richness of 
this pericope’s Christological content has assured it a position of prominence not only within the 
Pauline corpus, but within the New Testament as a whole.54 Gorman, however, asks his readers 
to give attention to the function of Christology in Paul’s argument—viz. why Paul expounds on 
the person and work of Christ in the first place. As the phrase τοῦτο φρονεῖτε ἐν ὑμῖν ὃ καὶ ἐν 
Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ suggests, vss. 6–11 (which Gorman takes to be a pre-Pauline hymn55) originate 
from an ethical concern and must be configured accordingly. “Christology,” therefore, is the 
means to an end in the book of Philippians and not the end itself; it is operative rather than 
esoteric. The particular shape of Christ’s life, his pattern of relinquishing honor and power rather 
than assuming them, Paul here interprets as paradigmatically regulative. Indeed, as Gorman 
eloquently states: “For Paul, to be in Christ is to be a living exegesis of this narrative of Christ, 
a new performance of the original drama of exaltation following humiliation, of humiliation as 
the voluntary renunciation of rights and selfish gain in order to serve and obey.”56 Gorman uses 
the neologism “cruciformity” to capture the process whereby the Christian community 
“conforms” to the “crucified Messiah.” Within this framework, the story of Jesus morphs from a 
mere message to be believed to a way of life to inhabit. 

More narrowly, Gorman also identifies a narrative pattern in Phil 2.6–11 which—once 
identified—helps the reader isolate the nub of Paul’s thought. This pattern may be formulaically 
depicted as “although [x], not [y], but [z]”; thus, “although [equal with God], not [selfish 
exploitation] but [self-emptying slavery in incarnation and self-humbling obedience in death].”57 
This rendering, of course, tips Gorman’s hand on several tendentious exegetical points: (1) the 
hymn assumes the preexistence of Christ; (2) ἁρπαγμός suggests not “grasping after” something 
which Christ lacked, but taking advantage of a prerogative already at his disposal; and (3) κενόω 
refers not to any sort of “parting with” or even limitation of Christ’s divine character, but rather 
metaphorically to Christ’s “total self-abandonment and self-giving.”58 While Paul’s remarks in 
Philippians offer perhaps the most sustained treatment of the “although [x], not [y], but [z]” 
                                                 

53 Markus Bockmuehl, The Epistle to the Philippians, BNTC 9 (London: A&C Black, 1998), 115. 
54 Gordon Fee calls the text “the high-water mark of Pauline Christology” (Pauline Christology: An 

Exegetical-Theological Study [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2007], 372), and James D. G. Dunn names it 
“the most important testimony to the speed with which earliest christology developed” (“Christ, Adam, and 
Preexistence,” in Where Christology Began: Essays on Philippians 2, ed. Ralph Martin and Brian Dodd [Louisville, 
KY: Westminster John Knox, 1998], 74. 

55 On this point, cf. Inhabiting the Cruciform God, pp. 13–16, where he argues that a plurality of “scriptural 
echoes” emerge, including allusions to “preexistent Wisdom,” “the form and/or glory of God,” “Adam,” “the 
Isaianic suffering servant,” and “Israel’s ‘eschatological monotheism’ within the framework of Isaiah 40–55 more 
generally.” 

56 Gorman, Cruciformity, 92. Emphasis original. 
57 Ibid., 91. Emphasis original. 
58 Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God, 21. 
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pattern, Gorman contends that it regularly occurs in Paul’s other epistles at critical junctures. 
Two rapid-fire illustrations may serve helpfully to reinforce Gorman’s claim. First, in 1 
Corinthians 9 Paul appears to self-consciously follow the above Christological formula. Thus, [x] 
“although” he had the right as an apostle to remuneration to food and drink, to remuneration, to 
marriage, etc.; [y] he “emptied himself” by abandoning those prerogatives; and [z] opted rather 
to “endure anything” for the good of the Corinthians and the advance of the gospel.59 Second, 
Paul upholds the story of Jesus as regulative in his exhortation to the Corinthians to give 
generously to the believers suffering from the Jerusalem famine (2 Cor 8.9). The manner in 
which the Corinthians are to give, Paul argues, follows in lock-step with Christ’s manner of 
giving; for, although Christ “was rich” ([x]), he sacrificed his position of honor ([y]) in order that 
the Corinthians might experience richness ([z]).60 In sum, the cross lies at the center of Paul’s 
experience of the Triune God and defines the shape which authentic discipleship must take. 

The final topic which we are left to quickly explore is the mechanism which both requires 
and enables cruciform living: “justification.” To begin, Gorman distills (what he understands to 
be) Paul’s presentation of this concept into the following definition: 

 
Justification is the establishment of right covenantal relations—fidelity to God 
and love for neighbor—by means of God’s liberating grace in Christ’s faithful 
and loving death and our co-crucifixion with him. Justification therefore means 
co-resurrection with Christ to a new life of faith and love within the Spirit-
empowered people of God now, and the certain hope of acquittal, and thus 
resurrection to eternal life, on the day of judgment.61 
 

Three dimensions of this exposition deserve attention. First, Gorman construes “justification” as 
fundamentally covenantal. Gorman points to Rom 5.1–2 and 9–11 where Paul describes one’s 
“experience of justification” in terms of relational “rightwising” as evidence. The reconnection 
with the Creator (i.e., vertical justification) corresponds then with reconnection with the “other” 
(i.e., horizontal justification).62 Second, “justification” takes place through “co-crucifixion.” 
Galatians 2.19–20 factors heavily into the equation. Gorman’s construal of the text is as follows: 
 
 2.19a   (a) For through the Law I died to the Law [my previous source  

of justification] 
    (b) so that I might live to God. 
 2.19b-20a  (a') I have been crucified with Christ [my new source of  

justification] 
    (a") and it is no longer I who live, 
    (b') but it is Christ who lives in me. 
    (b") And the life I now live in the flesh I live by the  

faith[fullness] of the Son of God.63 
                                                 

59 Cf. Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord, 69–9. 
60 Cf. ibid., 315. 
61 Michael J. Gorman, “Justification and Justice in Paul, with Special Reference to the Corinthians,” JSPHL 

1.1 (2011): 30. 
62 Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God, 55–56. Cf. Gorman, Cruciformity, 136. 
63 Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God, 66. 
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Galatians 19b-20a constitute a redefinition of Paul’s former conception of justification: “In 2.19–
20, Paul is clearly not speaking about some experience subsequent to justification but is speaking 
of justification itself, understood now as occurring by co-crucifixion instead of Law-keeping.”64 
This brings us to the third observation which draws together points 1 and 2: justification assumes 
an ongoing corresponding bit—namely a perpetual being-crucifiedness. Thus, co-crucifixion is 
not a one-time event but rather a perpetuating manner of life as the perfect passive form of 
συσταυρόω (i.e., συνεσταύρωμαι) in vs. 19 may well indicate. 
 
 

Critical Engagement 
 

In broad strokes, Gorman’s commentary on the Apostle Paul is fresh, clear, thorough, engaging, 
and spiritually-directed. Resultantly, it seems appropriate to begin my critical engagement by 
acknowledging two salient points at which I stand decidedly with Gorman. First, the motif of 
performing the Jesus-narrative which Gorman stresses in his exposition of Paul’s “master story” 
(Phil 2.6–11) is a substantive contribution at the level of both exegesis and hermeneutics. 
Exegetically, first of all, Gorman’s voice joins a chorus of other contemporary scholars who all 
acknowledge the ethical function of the Christ hymn. While this conclusion is widely agreed 
upon today, such has not always been the case. In 1950 the great German theologian Ernst 
Käsemann published a seminal article entitled “Kritische Analyse von Phil 2.5–11” in which he 
rejected the notion that “der Gehorsam bis zum Tode ist darum der göttliche Beweis einer 
beispielhaften Demut.”65 Contradistinctively, Gorman accurately notes that given its location in 
Paul’s argument the pericope only makes sense within an ethical interpretive framework. 
Stephen Fowl—who is in close alliance with Gorman in his reading of the present text—goes so 
far as to say that vss. 6–11 lie at the heart of all of Paul’s imperatives in the letter and not just 
that of Philippians 2.66 Hermeneutically, second of all, Gorman’s characterization of Paul’s use 
of the Jesus narrative opens new vistas for considering how the contemporary Church is to live in 
a thoroughgoingly Christian fashion. To borrow again from the article by Stephen Fowl 
mentioned just above, Paul’s view of the imitation of Christ does not imply a “wooden sort of 
identical repetition, but a ‘non-identical repetition’ based on analogy, examples of which are seen 
in [Phil] 1.19–26; 1.27–2.4; 2.12–18; 2.19–30; and 3.2–16.”67 What shape, therefore, might 
“cruciformity” take today? In summation, these lines of exegetical and hermeneutical thought 
cohere neatly with Kevin Vanhoozer’s claim that Christian doctrine is to be understood in terms 
of a “drama.” Doctrine is not a collection of facts known, but rather a script that is performed; 
“biblical interpretation is incomplete unless and until it issues in performance.”68 Indeed, what 
Vanhoozer acknowledges in general Gorman’s interpretation of Paul demonstrates in particular. 

                                                 
64 Ibid., 66–67. 
65 Ernst Käsemann, “Kritische Analyse von Phil 2.5–11,” ZTK 47 (1950): 315. 
66 Stephen Fowl, “Christology and Ethics in Philippians 2.5–11,” in Where Christology Began: Essays on 

Philippians 2, ed. Ralph P. Martin and Brian J. Dodd (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 148. 
67 Fowl, “Christology and Ethics,” 148. 
68 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical Linguistic Approach to Christian Doctrine 

(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2005), 101. Cf. also Paul Bischoff, “Participation: Ecclesial Practice with 
a Crucified God for the World,” JCTR (2003): 8, who argues that: “Theology is a participation in God that takes 
shape in unique praxis of the church” (19). 
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Second, and more briefly, the attention which Gorman gives to “participation” in and 
with Christ does indeed appear to penetrate to the heart of Paul’s theological framework. And 
yet, Gorman’s extensive writings on this topic are by no means idiosyncratic, for a host of 
scholars stand in one accord with his findings. Morna Hooker, one of the most careful and well-
established exegetes in this group, has published several articles on the subject—the most recent 
being “On Becoming the Righteousness of God: Another Look at 2 Cor 5.21.” According to her, 
the centerpiece of this much-debated text is the prepositional phrase ἐν αὐτῷ, for it is the means 
by which the “ἡμεῖς γενώμεθα δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ” comes about at all. She writes: “It is only when 
we are united with Christ that we become righteousness. Just as he was identified with our sin, so 
we—because we are in him—are now identified with God’s righteousness. We become what he 
is.”69 Further, the phrase γενώμεθα δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ does not refer most immediately to “imputed 
righteousness” (even if this is implied logically); instead—and standing in the argumentative 
tradition of Ernst Käsemann—Hooker maintains that what Paul has in view here is the activity 
whereby God “rightwises” creation. If this is true, therefore, Paul here suggests that the apostolic 
brotherhood (and the entirety of the Christian community by extension) mimetically re-represent 
God’s rightwising character through the proclamation of the message of reconciliation by virtue 
of their union with the risen Lord.70 With Gorman, therefore, Hooker cogently defends the 
indistinguishability of “Christology” and “ethics” in the writings of Paul. 

While I affirm the big picture portrait of Paul which Gorman paints, I am nevertheless 
reticent to agree that an overt stance towards nonviolence threads through the Apostle’s corpus. 
This hesitancy stems from two considerations. First, Gorman’s construal appears to place the 
onus of explaining divine violence on the shoulder of the Jew by its suggestion that Paul 
overcame his propensity towards violence only by dent of stepping out the tradition of various 
Old Testament holy men and into the cruciform pattern of Jesus.71 In Gorman’s examination of 
the fallout from Paul’s conversion, for instance, he suggests: “Paul’s encounter with the 
resurrected Christ created for him cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dissonance as his 
misguided theology, zeal, and sacred violence were all unmasked.”72 Interestingly, Gorman 
sternly critiques another prominent non-violent interpreter for ascribing “violent zeal to Judaism 
per se”; yet he appears to overlook the same assignation within his own theological system.73 
Second, Gorman’s construal appears to install what we might refer to as a revelational hierarchy 

                                                 
69 Morna D. Hooker, “On Becoming the Righteousness of God: Another Look at 2 Cor 5.21,” NT 50 

(2008): 370. Emphasis original. 
70 Morna Hooker, “On Becoming the Righteousness of God,” 371. Compare with Gorman, who writes: 

“becoming the ‘righteousness/justice of God’ in Christ means becoming a people of faith(fullness) and love who 
embody and participate in God’s reconciling/justifying work—God’s new creation—(2 Cor 5.17)—as God’s 
covenant community” (Inhabiting the Cruciform God, 87). 

71 Cf. Shelly Matthews’ and E. Leigh Gibson’s “Introduction” to Violence and the New Testament where 
they argue that “investigations of violence and the Bible all too commonly treat only the books of the Hebrew Bible 
or otherwise place the origins of ‘Judeo-Christian’ violence squarely within Judaism.” Further, they suggest that this 
account of violence is a return to “Marcion’s second-century distinction between the God of the Old Testament as 
responsible for violence and vengeance and the God of the New Testament as a God of mercy and love . . .” (1). 
Regarding the aspersions cast on “the Jew” by the NT writers themselves, consider Luke Timothy Johnson’s “The 
New Testament’s Anti-Jewish Slander and the Conventions of Ancient Polemic,” in Contested Issues in Christian 
Origins and the New Testament: Selected Essays, SNT 146 (Leiden: Brill Academic 2013), 515–40. 

72 Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God, 138. 
73 Ibid., 133. 
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in the canon which compromises one’s ability to read both Old and New Testaments as Christian 
literature. In other words, to argue that Jesus fundamentally and ultimately reconfigures our 
understanding of God seems to imply the Old Testament’s moral and ethical inferiority. By 
contrast, I would suggest that the New Testament represents not a departure from the Old 
Testament, but rather the transposition of the Old Testament into a New Testament key. This 
argument is not meant by any means to dismiss the troubling images of divine violence in the 
Old Testament or to propose a facile solution; nevertheless, if we are to hold both Old and New 
Testaments as Christian witnesses, an explanation other than theological abrogation must be 
furnished.74 

 
 

Gorman’s Reading of John’s Apocalypse75 
 

Thus far this essay has examined the theoretical underpinnings of Gorman’s interpretive practice 
(Unit 1) and the implementation of that theory in Gorman’s reading of the Apostle Paul (Unit 2). 
Importantly, Gorman’s emphasis on the believer’s participation in or performance of the Jesus-
narrative leads him to the conclusion that Christians are expected to reject wholesale the use of 
violence. Just as Christ abdicated self-interest and pursued the good of humanity at the cost of 
his own life, so too are Christ’s followers expected to do the same. In other words, God—
exegeted pristinely via Jesus crosswork—and God’s people are typified by a cruciform and 
therefore nonviolent existence. 

While this narration deals masterfully well with the evidence in Paul’s writings, it runs 
into an apparent roadblock in the final book of the canon: John’s Apocalypse. To be sure, images 
of violence permeate the text to such an extent that one cannot ignore the question of how to 
interpret them—whether or not one holds to a position of nonviolence. Moreover, the underlying 
ethical concern which impels John to write his Apocalypse throws the matter into even sharper 
relief: he writes not to entertain but to summon his readers to a particular way of behaving: to 
“first commandment faithfulness.”76 Initially one might suppose that Gorman’s openness to 
counter-exegesis may provide him with an “out”—i.e., interpreting Revelation from a 
theological-allegorical standpoint as he did Psalm 137.77 Gorman, however, scrupulously avoids 

                                                 
74 In contrast to the canonical disunity posited by Gorman, I prefer the continuity of the testaments as 

captured by Christopher J. H. Wright in The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006). 

75 An earlier draft of this section of the paper was presented at the 2014 ETS Eastern Regional Meeting in 
Baltimore, Maryland. As the footnotes below indicate, Dr. Gorman was in attendance and provided an insightful and 
clarifying response. 

76 Gorman, Reading Revelation Responsibly, 24. Gorman is here following the lead of Charles Talbert, The 
Apocalypse: A Reading of the Revelation of John (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1994), 11. 

77 The other possibility that I do not consider here is that of dismissing the book of Revelation entirely. The 
noted NT scholar John Dominic Crossan, for instance, asserts boldly that Revelation inverts “the nonviolent 
resistance of the slaughtered Jesus into the violent warfare of the slaughtering Jesus…” and that consequently it 
“libel[s] the body of Jesus and [blasphemes] the soul of Christ” (God and Empire: Jesus against Rome, Then and 
Now [San Francisco, CA: HarperCollins, 2007], 224). However, though Crossan’s conclusion solves one issue (i.e., 
excising the troublesome violence in Revelation) it introduces others, not least of which being that it (1) runs against 
the grain of nearly 2,000 years of the Church testimony by screening out the Apocalypse and thereby (2) 
misconstrues the task of the Christian theologian as innovator rather than as custodian of the Church’s teaching. 
This point regarding the beholdenness of the theologian to dogma (rather than vice versa) is made lucidly by Stanley 
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this practice, offering up rather a clear and patient exegetical-theological treatment of the letter in 
a short commentary entitled Reading Revelation Responsibly—Uncivil Worship and Witness: 
Following the Lamb into the New Creation (RRR hereafter). In what follows, consequently, I 
attempt a (semi-)thorough engagement of Gorman’s text which is in equal parts analysis and 
critique. 

To this end, Unit 3 develops in two phases. First, I offer a distillation of Gorman’s 
argument structured around a four-tiered rubric in an effort to capture what he says and why: (1) 
What is the fundamental purpose of the book? (2) What stated hermeneutical convictions inform 
the way in which he reads Revelation? (3) How does he treat passages which prima facie 
correlate violence with God and/or the people of God? And (4) what ethical imperatives does he 
believe Revelation purports?78 The second section of the unit offers several points of critical 
feedback in response to Gorman’s book. While (as ever) his work is characterized by exegetical 
precision and theological sensitivity, I nevertheless am reluctant to adopt his reading on several 
grounds: (1) no definition of “violence” appears in the book, leaving the reader uncertain as to 
Gorman’s understanding of its ontology; (2) his non-violent reading seems to challenge the 
indissoluble union between “form” and “content”; (3) it seems as though RRR pays insufficient 
attention to both the tradition in which John’s Apocalypse stands and the purpose for which John 
writes; and (r) several biblical texts pertinent to the viability of a non-violent reading are not 
engaged, leaving the reader to wonder why—and how a nonviolent reading might account for 
their presence in the narrative. 

 
 

A “Diagnostic” Reading of RRR79 
 
The full title of Gorman’s volume provides a helpful point of entry for considering his purpose 
(i.e., the first tier of my reading rubric). The main title, “Reading Revelation Responsibly,” 
indicates his intention to counter and provide an alternative to “irresponsible” readings of the 
text. For him, interpretations which promulgate escapist scare-tactics, which engender a spirit of 
triumphalism, or which fail to foreground the participative aspects of Revelation stifle John’s 
voice and (consequently) stop the ears of the Church from hearing a much-needed exhortation. 
Indeed, since “how one reads, teaches, and preaches Revelation can have a powerful impact on 
one’s own—and other people’s emotional, spiritual, and even physical and economic well-
being,” it is imperative that the reader take no interpretive misstep.80 The second element of the 
title, “Uncivil Worship and Witness,” unveils Gorman’s conviction that John’s Apocalypse 
pitches a vision of worship and liturgy which stands in radical contrast to the worship and liturgy 
of the Roman civil religion. Further, not only is the Christian community expected to offer pure 
and therefore uncivil worship to God, but so also is it to proclaim truth in deed and word to the 

                                                 
Hauerwas in his memoir Hannah’s Child: A Theologian’s Memoir (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010). 

78 Of significant help in developing and structuring my rubric was Richard B. Hays’s The Moral Vision of 
the New Testament—Community, Cross, New Creation: A Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (San 
Francisco, CA: HarperCollins, 1996), 187–92. 

79 I am, of course, once again tipping my hat to Hays here (cf. ch. 12 of Moral Vision, 215–90). 
80 Gorman, Reading Revelation Responsibly, xiii. On the “participative aspects” of John’s letter Gorman 

writes: “Reading Scripture responsibly…entails embodying or even ‘performing it,’ like actors with a script. In the 
case of Revelation, performing Scripture must be done very carefully indeed” (xiv-xv). 
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surrounding culture. The final element of the title, “Following the Lamb into the New Creation,” 
relates specifically to John’s ethical aim for the Church. Since I return to this topic in greater 
detail below, it will suffice to simply note here that (for Gorman) Revelation’s behavioral 
expectation is that of living out a cruciform existence in the pattern of the Lamb—and therefore 
of living nonviolently. Thus, according to him, Revelation speaks a pressing word for the modern 
Church, for we too must worship and witness uncivilly by following the Lamb into the New 
Jerusalem.81 

Regarding the second tier, chapters 2 and 3 of RRR most succinctly articulate the 
hermeneutical convictions which channel his reading of the narrative: “The Form of Revelation” 
and “The Substance of Revelation,” respectively. In the former, Gorman connects John’s use of 
the terms “apocalypse,” “prophecy,” and “letter” to genre classifications, contending further that 
due recognition of these classifications necessarily informs one’s reading of the work: 

 
1. As with other apocalypses, Revelation uses bizarre images not as a scrambling or 

grasping attempt to depict phenomena centuries hence, but rather to help the readers 
recall the cosmic struggle in which they are engaged and thus to inculcate faithfulness to 
God in the midst of opposition. 

2. As a “prophecy,” John stands in the tradition of the Old Testament seers, concerned (once 
again) not with the distant future but rather to call the Church to account for spiritual 
infidelity.82 

3. As a “circular letter” addressed to specific congregations, Revelation is firmly “anchored 
to history” while—given that seven communities are mentioned—also speaking to the 
Church Universal, past and present.83 

 
In the latter chapter (and related to substance), Gorman holds that Revelation is a theopolitical 
document that “makes claims about who is truly God and about right and wrong connections 
between God and the social-political order; it challenges the political theology of empire and the 
religious ideology that underwrites it; and it reveals God and the Lamb alone as the true 
Sovereign One…and proper object of worship.”84 As suggested in the opening paragraph, this 
claim is central to Gorman’s argument in that it is foundational not only to his reading of 
Revelation but also to his application of the text to the contemporary reader. For him, the notion 
that John is holding up God over against Caesar as the true Pantokrator (“Almighty”) is 
indispensable. Before transitioning to the third tier of my analysis, it is critical to consider two 
additional elements: (1) the role which Revelation 5 plays in his reading of the narrative, and (2) 
his explicitly-stated commitment to TIS. Concerning Revelation 5, Gorman maintains that “it is 
                                                 

81 Though it might be contested whether or not the United States has a “civil religion” similar to that of the 
Roman Empire, Gorman makes a compelling case, enumerating “some of the symbols and practices of American 
civil religion” on pp. 50–54. There is, however, one important difference between the two civil religions to which he 
rightly calls attention: “…the syncretism of Rome’s civil religion involved the blending of Roman ideology and 
pagan religiosity, but the syncretism of American civil religion involves the blending of American ideology and 
Christian, or at least theistic and quasi-Christian, religiosity…[American civil religion’s] fundamentally pagan 
character is masked by its Christian veneer” (Reading Revelation Responsibly, 53–54). 

82 He writes: “Revelation is a summons to first-commandment faithfulness, a call to faithfulness and 
worship in word and deed” (ibid., 25). 

83 Ibid., 26. 
84 Ibid., 43. 



Inservimus 2.1 (2016): 3–26                                                                                                                  

22 

the central and centering image, the governing metaphor, the focal point of Revelation: a 
slaughtered Lamb, a crucified Lord.”85 Importantly, therefore, John’s presentation of Jesus as the 
sacrificial Lamb is the determinative portrayal in Gorman’s hermeneutic, the “north pole” on the 
basis of which all other images in the book are coordinated. Concerning the second—and as was 
noted in my explanation of TIS in Unit 1—Gorman maintains that “some readings [of the 
Apocalypse] are not only inferior to others, they are in fact unchristian and unhealthy.” One of 
the tests of interpretive legitimacy is, in other words, its coherence with the rest of Scripture.86 
The Christian scholar is therefore not permitted to exegete Revelation in a vacuum; rather, the 
task must be undertaken within the confines of the Christian canon. 

Third, Gorman’s most thorough discussion of John’s use of violent imagery can be 
located in three places.87 In the first—and under the heading, “Messianic Warriors”—Gorman 
asks whether John’s language indicates that the Church participates in warfare on behalf of God 
and the Lamb. He responds with a decided “no,” arguing that “the warfare in Revelation is not 
literal, and the best proof of this is its paradoxical character: Jesus’ followers share in Jesus’ 
victory by their faithful witness and sacrificial death rather than by engaging in military 
violence.”88 Therefore, by interpreting the violent visions as symbolic of reality rather than as a 
literal description of it he safeguards a non-violent reading of Revelation. Second, the issue 
reappears in Gorman’s treatment of the Great Battle in Revelation 19. Here he argues that the 
absence of any record of an actual battle, the titles “Word of God” and “Faithful and True” in 
reference to Christ, and the presence of blood on the Warrior’s raiment prior to any engagement 
between the armies all suggest that we are again dealing with metaphorical language which 
cannot be construed in terms of a physical altercation. Third and finally, Gorman’s section 
“Interpreting the Visions of Judgment Carefully—and Theologically” offers perhaps his most 
extensive discussion of the subject. Yet again he maintains that the images of divine judgment 
cannot refer to “literal violent destruction,” and that the notion that God would “‘[rid] the world 
of evil’” in such a fashion is “preposterous.” Rather: “Revelation should be understood as 
portraying symbolically what God does actually with a divine performative utterance….”89 In 
sum, therefore, Gorman repeatedly accounts for language of violence by appealing to the 
imagerial (and thus non-literal) language which is the medium of John’s message to the Church. 
Violence cannot be correlated with either God or the people of God in the book of Revelation. 

Fourth, Gorman unpacks his understanding of Revelation’s ethical import in chapter 10, 
“Following the Lamb: The Spirituality of Revelation.” Rooted in his conviction that John’s 
Apocalypse is a theopolitical exposé, he enumerates seven ways in which the work directly 
impacts the Christian community, three of which are relevant here. First, it reminds the reader of 
the object and nature of true worship: God alone is worthy of adulation, and our reverence of him 
must not be cocktailed with reverence for civil religion, be that civil religion Roman or 

                                                 
85 Ibid., 108. 
86 Ibid., xiv. He goes on to argue that one’s reading of Revelation must be “. . . theologically responsible, 

which entails paying attention to the book’s original historical and literary contexts, its relationship to the rest of 
Scripture, its relationship to Christian doctrine and practice, and its potential to help or harm people in their life of 
faith” (xiv). 

87 In point of fact, it is interesting that (considering the length of Gorman’s book) he devotes so little space 
to the subject. 

88 Gorman, Reading Revelation Responsibly, 135. 
89 Ibid., 152. 
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American. Second, Revelation summons the Church to remain faithful to God in the face of 
persecution and to untiringly call secular culture to account for its sin. Finally, Revelation calls 
the Church—past, present, and future—to live a cruciform life, a life which accepts Jesus’s 
narrative as paradigmatic and programmatic for the Christian community and which is 
characterized chiefly by non-violent behavior.90 He lucidly observes that “the cross—meaning 
the faithful death of the slaughtered Lamb—is both the source and the shape of our salvation.”91 
 
 

Obstacles to a Non-Violent Reading of Revelation 
 
The exegetical warmth and theological awareness with which Gorman writes render RRR 
intellectually stimulating and spiritually enriching. And yet, for all of its insight and precision, 
several obstacles prevent me from buying fully into Gorman’s approach. First, it is surprising 
that Gorman nowhere discusses the ontology of “violence.” While it may be suggested that the 
inclusion of such a topic would be out of place in a book written (primarily) for students, I would 
contend that without a precise definition the reader’s ability to understand both what Gorman 
stands against as well as what he stands for is hampered. Indeed, it is risky to trust this decisive 
matter to the intuition of the reader. Further, one’s definition of “violence” has an immediate 
impact on the question of its place in the book of Revelation. Consider, for example, the 
definition which Craig Nessan’s proposes: “[Violence is] the attempt of an individual or group to 
impose its will on others through any nonverbal, verbal, or physical means that inflict 
psychological or physical injury.”92 Since within this framework “violence” cannot be limited 
strictly to the physical domain, it is insufficient for a non-violent reading of the Apocalypse 
simply to call the gory imagery “symbolic”; we must come to terms with John’s use of the gory 
imagery itself. Does Revelation perpetuate non-physical forms of violence through its 
symbolism? Moreover, why (and how) is John’s language of cosmic conflict uniquely suited to 
his overall charge to “first-commandment faithfulness”?93 

This reference to the form of the Apocalypse segues to my second obstacle: the reader is 
left to wonder if a non-violent interpretation requires a divide between the “kernel” of 
content/meaning and the “husk” of form.94 Gorman stridently contends that “form and substance 
are in fact inseparable,” yet it appears that one of the primary burdens of the book is answering 
the question “How do we interpret the visions which juxtapose violence with God and his 
people?” From a philosophical-ethical vantage point Martha Nussbaum observes that “literary 
form is not separable from philosophical content, but is, itself, a part of content—an integral part, 

                                                 
90 Cf. Gorman’s lengthier treatment on ibid., 176–86. 
91 Ibid., 112. 
92 Craig L. Nessan, “Sex, Aggression, and Pain: Sociobiological Implications for Theological 

Anthropology,” Zygon 33 (1998): 451. Quoted in John J. Collins, “The Zeal of Phinehas: The Bible and the 
Legitimation of Violence,” JBL 122.1 (2003): 4. 

93 Gorman himself acknowledges that “an explicit definition of violence is missing from the book and 
might have been useful,” although he dismisses that this omission had any significant impact on the book as a 
whole. Michael J. Gorman, “Informal Response to Wesley Davey’s Review of ‘Reading Revelation Responsibly’” 
(presented at the ETS Eastern Regional Conference, Baltimore, MD; March 2014), 5. 

94 I am borrowing this metaphor from Peter Leithart, Deep Exegesis: The Mystery of Reading Scripture 
(Waco, Tex.: Baylor, 2009), 1–34. 
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then, of the search for and statement of truth.”95 Kevin Vanhoozer (depending here on 
Nussbaum) applies this recognition particularly to the work of Christian theology, arguing that 
“literary genre is not merely a matter of packaging a separable propositional content but of 
shaping the content itself” such that “‘the medium is the message.’”96 Thus, given that “when we 
detach the message from the medium, we muzzle the message itself,” I fail to understand how a 
non-violent reading of Revelation upholds both (i.e., medium and message) as equally 
indispensable, as equally necessary within the interpretive process.97 

Third, I wonder how a non-violent reading of the Apocalypse accounts both for the 
tradition in which the book stands and the purpose for which the book was written. To the first, 
John appears to share the Old Testament prophets’ perspective that God stands emphatically for 
his people and against all those who persecute them. God is a God who ultimately takes the side 
of his followers, and this truth functions to buoy the reader currently caught in the throes of 
suffering. To the second, the belief that “God favors his people” runs aground on the rocky 
shores of reality: if God is for “us,” why are “they” prospering while “we” languish? Adela 
Yarbro Collins explains the intended rhetorical function of Revelation as one which aims to 
resolve this “cognitive dissonance”—the contrast, that is, between the way the world should be 
and the way the world is.98 The promise of Revelation is that justice will be executed in a manner 
concordant with Christian theology: God, the Christian God, wins. The themes of “judgment” 
and “salvation” are designed to help the Christian community cope with and negotiate their 
situation: in the end: “the persecutors are destroyed by divine wrath and the persecuted are 
exalted to a new, glorious mode of existence.”99 Thus, might not Revelation 5 remind the Church 
through its portrayal of Christ as a paradigm that suffering and death ensure victory rather than 
counteract it, and might not Revelation 19 assure the Church that Christ ultimately would bring 
about victory? Within this schema, the victory in Revelation 19 therefore amounts to the final 
eucatrastrophe (to borrow from Tolkien), the triumph of good out of evil and the provision of the 
“happy ending.”100 

 
                                                 

95 Martha Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1990), 3. 

96 Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, 282. Emphasis original. 
97 Leithart, Deep Exegesis, 34. In Gorman’s response to my initial draft of this section of my paper at ETS 

he provided a helpful rejoinder to my critique by suggesting that the fundamental question “is not ‘What is 
violence?’ but ‘What is the performative function of violent languages and images in the book?’ In other words, the 
issue is once again primarily not definitional but hermeneutical” (“Informal Response,” 5). While it is not doubt true 
that to acknowledge that Revelation is “apocalyptic” is to simultaneously tag it as “metaphorical” and thus that 
Gorman is by no means unique in that he attempts to “explain the images,” it seems to me that his approach requires 
that the metaphors in the book be extraneous rather than essential to the reality to which they testify. Therefore, 
though I would argue that it is impossible to find warrant for physical violence, the metaphors suggest that 
Christians are engaged in a fierce and vicious war against the dragon and the beast. The metaphors provide a 
shocking, graphic, tangible illustration of the cosmic aggression with which the Christian community is confronted. 
Revelation reminds its readers that—despite seeming evidence to the contrary—the deck is actually stacked in their 
favor; ultimate victory is as certain as the death of Christ is factual, in other words. (The following paragraph in the 
main body of the paper bears is out.) 

98 Adela Yarbro Collins, Crisis & Catharsis: The Power of the Apocalypse (Philadelphia, Pa.: Westminster 
Press, 1984), 141. Cf. also John Collins, “The Zeal of Phinehas,” 16. 

99 Ibid., 154. 
100 J. R. R. Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories,” in Tree and Leaf (San Francisco, Calif.: Harper Collins, 2001), 68. 
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Fourth, it is a bit curious to consider the texts with which Gorman does not interact. 
While RRR is admittedly “not a detailed commentary,” references to “overcoming” in John’s 
addresses to the seven churches as well as the use of “plague and pestilence” in the ministry of 
the Two Witnesses (Revelation 11) directly impact a non-violent reading of the Apocalypse and 
seem consequently to warrant analysis. For the sake of space, I will quickly address only the 
latter text. Revelation 11 plays host to a cluster of interpretive issues; however, only two are 
germane here given the parameters of this essay: (1) the identity of the witnesses, and (2) the 
witnesses’ use of fire and plague. Concerning the first, one’s conclusion is impinged upon by her 
understanding of Revelation’s temporal framework. Grant Osborne—an eclectic futurist—
suggests that the two prophets represent the Church “during the final period of history when the 
antichrist will both ‘conquer’ the church (13.7) and be ‘conquered’ by the church (12.11).”101 
Contrastively, David Aune—who adopts more of a historicist approach—contends that the Two 
Witnesses “represent the witness of the people of God in a godless world and that they, like their 
Lord, will ultimately triumph over suffering and death.”102 Regardless of how one construes the 
timing of the events described in Revelation 11, the scholars mentioned above represent the 
virtually unanimous agreement that the “two witnesses” stand for the people of God. This 
understanding leads naturally to the second interpretive issue. These witnesses, representative of 
God’s people as they are, possess the God-given ability to “consume their foes” with fire and to 
“smite” the earth with plagues.103 I concur with Beale that the design of the two metaphors here 
is to force the mind’s eye back to the ministries of Moses and Elijah and to herald them as model 
prophets in whose footsteps the Church is to follow;104 however, the inherently combative 
language used to describe the Church’s witness cannot be sidestepped. Thus, while this text can 
by no means be used to justify physical violence, we are nonetheless left with a violent (even if 
symbolic) depiction of the contest between the people of God and “the beast” and its followers. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 

As mentioned at the outset of this essay, the three units of this essay endeavored to accomplish 
different objectives: Section 1 studied the exegetical method out of which Gorman’s hermeneutic 
of nonviolence derives; Section 2 analyzed Gorman’s reading of Paul as a nonviolent prophet; and 
Section 3 treated Gorman’s exegetical-theological reading of the book of Revelation from the 
vantage of nonviolence. And yet, while the agendas were unique, each played a necessary role in 
                                                 

101 Grand Osborne, Revelation, BECNT (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2002), 420. He writes later 
explicitly that “the two lampstands are the two witnesses, who stand for the church” (421). 

102 David E. Aune, Revelation 6–16, WBC 52B, ed. Bruce Metzger; Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 
603. 

103 The word translated “smite” is πατάσσω, a term which may have been strategically used by John as an 
allusion to Exodus 7.18, 20. In TDNT, Seesemann writes: “…the word is found twice in Revelation 11.6 with 
reference to the two witnesses…The echo of the description of the first plague of Egypt in Ex. 7.19, 20 provides the 
key to an understanding of πατάσσειν here. The two witnesses receive from God the same power in the discharge of 
their office as Moses received. Nevertheless, one cannot say for certain in what πατάσσειν consists. It is plainly a 
judicial or penal, and perhaps a fatal smiting” (“πατάσσω,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 5, 
ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1967], 940). 

104 G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1999), 584. 
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my overarching purpose of engaging Gorman’s nonviolence. As the foregoing commentary 
illustrates, I affirm Gorman’s seven-fold exegetical rubric, endorse his cruciform reading of the 
Apostle Paul, and agree at numerous points with his interpretation of the Apocalypse. 
Nevertheless, my agreement is not unequivocal. In sum, the language of violence is uniquely 
appropriate in describing the spiritual battle in which the people of God are engaged; moreover, 
while the ethical imperative for the Christian community is that of physical nonviolence, there 
remains an important place in the biblical witness for “divine violence.”105 Thus, this paper 
concludes by proposing a “modified Gormanian” hermeneutic of nonviolence. While this 
conclusion raises a host of corresponding practical questions—questions which must be the subject 
of further study—it seems to satisfactorily cohere with both exegetical and hermeneutical 
evidence.

                                                 
105 Technically, the biblical witness does not use the term “violence” to describe God’s acts of judgment. 

Cf. Peter J. Leithart, “Violence,” in Christian Political Witness, ed. George Kalantzis and Gregory W. Lee (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2014), 147–62. 
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YHWH Is There: 
Ezekiel 40–48 as a Background for John’s 

Temple Christology 
 

— Drew N. Grumbles — 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Ezekiel’s temple vision is an important background for understanding the Gospel of John’s 
theology of Jesus as the Temple. . . . Ezekiel himself anticipates a non-physical temple existing in 

the eschatological future. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Introduction 
 

n recent times the scholarly literature has demonstrated the importance of the Temple in the 
Gospel of John’s theology.1 Now some scholars even hold that the Second Temple’s 
destruction propelled the writing of the Gospel of John, and consequentially the book’s 

presentation of Jesus as the true Temple.2 Alongside these studies of the Fourth Gospel, scholars 
have developed important biblical-theological connections between John and the Old Testament, 
especially in regards to the Temple.3 Yet scholars have not explored in as much detail the 
particular role of Ezekiel’s temple vision (Ezekiel 40–48) as a background for John’s 
presentation of Jesus as the Temple. Undoubtedly, the “sanctuary” of the Garden of Eden, the 
Tabernacle, and Solomon’s Temple are important sources of information for a biblical-
theological understanding of Jesus as the Temple. But Ezekiel’s vision is also worthy of 

                                                 
1 See the recent studies: Margaret Barker, King of the Jews: Temple Theology in John’s Gospel (New York, 

NY: SPCK, 2014); Jacob Chanikuzhy, Jesus, the Eschatological Temple: An Exegetical Study of Jn 2, 13–22 in the 
Light of the Pre-70 C.E. Eschatological Temple Hopes and the Synoptic Temple Action (CBET 58; Walpole, MA: 
Peeters, 2012); Paul M. Hoskins, Jesus as the Fulfillment of the Temple in the Gospel of John (PBM; Eugene, OR.: 
Wipf & Stock, 2007); Stephen Um, The Theme of Temple Christology in John’s Gospel (LNTS 312; New York, NY: 
T & T Clark, 2006); Alan R Kerr, The Temple of Jesus’ Body: The Temple Theme in the Gospel of John. (JSNTS; 
New York, NY: Sheffield Academic, 2002); Mary L. Coloe, God Dwells With Us: Temple Symbolism in the Fourth 
Gospel (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2001); Mark Kinzer, “Temple Christology in the Gospel of John,” Pages 
447–464 in SBL 1998 Seminar Papers Part One (SBLSPS 37; Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1998); Bill Salier, “The 
Temple in the Gospel According to John,” Pages 121–134 in Heaven on Earth, eds. T. Desmond Alexander and 
Simon Gathercole (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2004). 

2 Andreas J. Köstenberger, “The Destruction of the Second Temple and the Composition of the Fourth 
Gospel,” Pages 69–108 in Historical and Literary Studies in John: Challenges to Prevailing Paradigms. Eds. Peter 
Head and John Lierman (WUNT 219; Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 2006). 

3 G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of God 
(NSBT 17; Downers Grove, IL.: IVP, 2004); L. Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the Lord?: A 
Biblical Theology of the Book of Leviticus (NSBT 37; Downers Grove, IL.: IVP, 2015), 257–307; Andreas J. 
Köstenberger, “John,” Pages 415–512 in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament. Eds. G. K. 
Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids, MI.: Baker, 2007).  

I 



Inservimus 2.1 (2016): 27–46                                                                                                               

28 

consideration.4 While a few studies have dealt with Ezekiel as a background or source of Temple 
theology for the Gospel of John, these studies are not sufficiently detailed in their treatment of 
the topic.5 In light of all this, this paper will argue that Ezekiel’s temple vision is an important 
background for understanding the Gospel of John’s theology of Jesus as the Temple. To develop 
this claim, the paper will first briefly examine Ezekiel’s vision, showing that Ezekiel himself 
anticipates a non-physical temple existing in the eschatological future. Thus, John is able to 
accurately interpret Ezekiel’s vision as being fulfilled in Jesus. Then, the paper will examine the 
major texts from the Gospel of John which deal with Jesus as the true Temple: the Prologue 
(John 1:14); the Temple Cleansing (2:13–22); the Samaritan Woman Conversation (4:19–24); 
the Living Water Proclamation (7:37–39); and the Farewell Discourse in (14:1–3). In each 
section, the focus will be on how these texts have lexical, thematic, and/or theological 
connections with Ezekiel 40–48.6 

 
 

Interpreting Ezekiel 40–48 
 

The first issue that must be dealt with when addressing this subject is how to interpret Ezekiel’s 
temple vision. Some interpreters believe that the prophet Ezekiel expects his vision to be fulfilled 
“literally” in the physical building of a new temple.7 They claim that Ezekiel’s vision is a 
blueprint of a restored temple that was to be built after the exile. Among evangelical scholars, 
some have thought that Ezekiel’s temple would be physically built during the Millennial Age 
described in Revelation 20.8 Under this hermeneutical rubric, there is less of a likelihood that 

                                                 
4 For example, only one sentence is given to Ezekiel 40–48 on the article for the biblical theology of the 

Temple in R. J. McKelvey, “Temple,” Pages 806–11 in NDBT, Eds. T. Desmond Alexander, et al. (Downers Grove, 
IL.: IVP, 2000). Keener states: “The use of Ezekiel’s new-temple image is probably more significant for the Fourth 
Gospel than has been hitherto realized…Jesus is the new temple…some of John’s conception of that new temple is 
apparently derived from Ezekiel” (Craig S. Keener, The Spirit in the Gospels and Acts: Divine Purity and Power 
[Peabody, MA.: Hendrickson, 1997], 159). However, the role of Ezekiel’s temple in John is not the purpose of his 
study. 

5 See Manning’s comment: “Although John certainly presents Jesus as the new temple at times, it is 
difficult to establish verbal parallel to any passage in Ezekiel.” Gary T. Manning, Jr., Echoes of a Prophet: The Use 
of Ezekiel in the Gospel of John and in the Literature of the Second Temple Period, JSNTS 270 (New York, NY: T & 
T Clark, 2004), 150. Brian Neil Peterson has written a monograph on the structural similarities between John and 
Ezekiel, but the monograph does not extensively tie together Temple Christology with Ezekiel 40–48 (John’s Use of 
Ezekiel: Understanding the Unique Perspective of the Fourth Gospel [Minneapolis, MN.: Fortress, 2015]). Vawter 
compares Ezekiel and John, but totally neglects the Temple theme (Bruce Vawter, “Ezekiel and John,” CBQ 26 
[1964]: 450–58). The best treatment is found in William Glenn Fowler, “The Influence of Ezekiel in the Fourth 
Gospel: Intertextuality and Interpretation” (PhD diss., Golden Gate Baptist Theological Seminary, 1995). However, 
Fowler only focuses a few pages on Ezekiel’s Temple. 

6 In this paper, “Ezekiel” and “John” simply refer to the traditional authors of the respective books. 
7 See Corrine L. Patton, Ezekiel’s Blueprint for the Temple of Jerusalem (Ph. D. diss., Yale University, 

1991), 184; Tova Ganzel and Shalom E. Holtz, “Ezekiel’s Temple in Babylonian Context,” VT 64 (2014): 213–16; 
Jacob Milgrom, Ezekiel’s Hope: A Commentary on Ezekiel 38–48 (Eugene, OR.: Cascade Books, 2012), 52. 

8 Crawford H. Toy, “On the General Interpretation of Ezek. 40–48” JBL 50 (1931): xliv-xlvii; H. A. 
Ironside, Expository Notes on Ezekiel the Prophet (Neptune, N. J.: Loizeaux Brothers, Inc., 1949; Ralph H. 
Alexander, “Ezekiel,” Pages 737–996 in Expositor’s Bible Commentary (EBC 6; Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 
1986); Jerry M. Hullinger, “The Function of the Millennial Sacrifices In Ezekiel’s Temple, Part 1,” BibSac 167, 
(2010), 40–57; Idem, “The Function of the Millenial Sacrifices In Ezekiel’s Temple, Part 2,” BibSac 167, 166–79. 
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John would draw on this vision to speak of Christology. Jesus in the Gospel of John may be the 
fulfillment of the Tabernacle or Solomonic Temple, but not the fulfillment of Ezekiel’s temple. 
Rather, these scholars claim that the fulfillment of Ezekiel’s temple would take place at the time 
of Israel’s restoration, whether in the millennium or otherwise, through the building of a physical 
temple. On the other hand, if Ezekiel’s temple is not to be interpreted “literally,” and if the 
prophet himself indicates such, then the interpreter is on safe ground to understand this vision as 
having a future spiritual fulfillment. Indeed, John would have good reasons to expect an 
eschatological Temple that was not physical. Therefore, this section will briefly present the 
argument that Ezekiel originally intended his temple vision to be interpreted as non-literal.  

For the sake of simplicity, the hermeneutical debate is whether the temple is literal or 
spiritual.9 Evidence for a literal temple is that the angelic tour guide calls the vision a blueprint or 
plan (ְכִנית  .in Ezekiel 43:10.10 Additionally, only a few aspects of the vision are fantastical (תָּ
Besides the water flowing from the temple, the vision seems to be a rather bland explanation of 
detailed measurements and legislation. In Ezek 43:11, the prophet is told to reveal these details 
“and the people will do them” (ם ָֽ ּו אֹותָּ שׂ֥  understood by some to mean that this blueprint will ,(ְועָּ
be carried out through the building of a physical structure. However, there are several problems 
with these claims. First, the “blueprint” is not detailed enough for someone to construct this 
building. Unlike the instructions for the Tabernacle and Solomonic Temple, these instructions do 
not include lists of materials or vertical dimensions.11 Second, contrary to the claim, this vision 
does contain other-worldly elements that would indicate a non-literal interpretation; these will be 
discussed below regarding the question of genre. Third, as to the claim that the people will “do” 
ּו) שׂ֥  these instructions, interpreters assume that this verb means “make” or “build.” This would (עָּ
imply an expectation that the people should construct a building. But “do” is an equally possible 
gloss of the word. Unlike “build,” “do” refers to them carrying out the laws of the temple, rather 
than building the temple structure. Finally, Ezekiel is told to “declare” (ע ַ֣  the design of the (הֹוד 
temple. This hiphil form of “known” is often glossed as “make known,” which is a possible 
understanding. The gloss “make known” implies an expectation that the people need to know a 
set of instructions in order to build the structure. But an equally possible gloss is “declare.” The 
emphasis is slightly different. Using this gloss, Ezekiel’s task is not to make known a detailed set 

                                                 
9 Beale (335) presents four major views: (1) Physical temple; (2) Figurative vision of a heavenly ideal 

temple not intended to be built; (3) Figurative vision of an ideal temple; (4) Vision of a real heavenly temple to be 
established on earth in non-structural form. However, though the final three have differences, they are in essence the 
same- arguing for a non-physical temple. Here the writer is aware of the difficulty of using the general terms 
“literal” and “spiritual” due to the debate among evangelicals about what a “literal” interpretation consists of (see 
Vern S. Poythress, Understanding Dispensationalists, 2nd ed. [Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1994], 78–86). Those who 
interpret a text symbolically often consider themselves “literalists” if the symbol is the natural meaning of the text. 
Nonetheless, this paper is not able to delve into a broader discussion of hermeneutical method, and these terms are 
chosen to describe two general approaches. This paper investigates whether or not the book of Ezekiel presents a 
Temple that the writer intends to be physically built in Jerusalem at some future time. This question, it will be seen, 
is debated among non-evangelical scholars as well. 

10 There is a text-critical issue here. The MT says ְכִנית  measurement, proportion” (BDB 1067), but“ ,תָּ

many emend it to (ְכִנית  its arrangement,” based on LXX. See Kalinda R. Stevenson, The Vision of“ ,(ותָּ
Transformation: The Territorial Rhetoric of Ezekiel 40–48 (SBL 154; Atlanta, GA.: Scholars Press, 1996), 17–19. 

11 Iain M. Duguid, Ezekiel (NIVAC; Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 1999), 479. 
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of instructions, but to declare the vision that he has seen. To declare a vision he has seen means 
that Ezekiel sees a temple already in existence. God simply wants the people to know that the 
temple exists, i.e. that his presence and worship has been restored. With this interpretation, the 
people are never told to build, unlike with the other structures in the Old Testament where the 
building of the temple/tabernacle is clearly commanded (for example, the other construction 
stories describe the gathering of materials in Exodus 35 and 1 Kings 5). Thus, the strongest 
arguments for a literal temple can easily be explained differently. 
 With this in mind, what reasons are there to believe this temple should be interpreted 
“spiritually”? The most important consideration is that of genre. As Stevenson says: “Many of 
the interpretative problems with the Vision of Transformation [40–48] are fundamentally 
problems of genre.”12 The problem, though, is that definitions of genre are complex. In this case, 
discerning the difference between a prophetic or apocalyptic text is difficult.13 Nevertheless, 
these chapters are best understood under the genre of apocalyptic.14 The text clearly resembles 
most of the criteria of the accepted definition provided by John J. Collins: “A genre of revelatory 
literature with a narrative framework, in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being 
to a human recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it 
envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves another, supernatural 
world.”15 Ezekiel’s vision clearly “checks the boxes” of many aspects of this definition. The only 
criterion in doubt is whether the spatial aspect of Ezekiel’s Temple vision involves a supernatural 
world or this world. However, clues in the text seem to indicate a supernatural world. First, 
Ezekiel is brought to the city/temple in a vision by the hand of YHWH (Ezek 40:1–2). Then, 
there is the mention of a “very high mountain” (Ezek 40:2) indicating a supernatural sphere.16 
The book also describes a supernatural river that gets deeper the more it flows, and it freshens a 
salty sea (Ezek 47:1–12). Additionally, the apportioning of the land (Ezek 47:13–48:29) is 
strange. YHWH provides lots that are basically rectangular from east to west, completely 
ignoring topographical features such as mountains and rivers.17 In conclusion, the text clues us in 
to a particular genre of an apocalyptic vision. “The issue for the prophet is not physical 
geography but spiritual realities…historical events are described from a theological plane…”18 
Thus, Ezekiel’s vision opens the door for a more “spiritual” and less “literal” understanding of 
God’s presence dwelling among His people. Indeed, several traditions, including the Qumran 
community, based their idea of a heavenly Temple largely on Ezekiel’s vision.19 “For the author 

                                                 
12 Stevenson, 3. 
13 Willem A. VanGemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word: An Introduction to the Prophetic Literature of 

the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 1990), 410–411. 
14 The book as a whole belongs to the genre of prophecy, but chapters 40–48 are apocalyptic, which is often 

a “sub-genre” of prophecy (Andreas J. Köstenberger and Richard D. Patterson, Invitation to Biblical Interpretation 
[Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel, 2011], 328–331). Features of the passage are clearly in a different style than previous 
parts of the book. 

15 John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature, 2nd ed.; 
(Grand Rapids, MI.: Eerdmans, 1998), 5. 

16 As Block points out, the Temple Mount of Jerusalem is merely 2,500 feet above sea level, hardly very 
high! (Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25–48 [NICOT; Grand Rapids, MI.: Eerdmans, 1997], 501). 

17 Ibid., 502. 
18 Ibid., 505. For more possible reasons to interpret the vision non-literally see Beale, 354–364. 
19 Florentino García Martínez, “L’Interpretation La Torah D’Ezechiel Dans les MSS. de Qumran,” RQ 13 
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of the Sabbath Songs and for the Qumran community, the future temple of Ezekiel is a present 
reality in heaven” [Pour l’aueteur des ShirShabb et pour la communaute qumranienne le temple 
future d’Ezechiel est une realite presente dans le ciel].20 And, as this paper will argue, Ezekiel’s 
vision influenced John’s explanation of a new Temple, one made without hands, the temple of 
Jesus’ body, where God’s presence would dwell among His people.21 
 
 

Temple Texts in John Relating to Ezekiel’s Temple 
 

John’s Gospel is replete with the theme of Temple Christology—Jesus as the fulfillment of the 
promise of God dwelling with his people, as typified by the Tabernacle and Temple in the OT.22 
This section will address some of the known texts in the Fourth Gospel that deal with this theme, 
connecting these texts to the Temple in Ezekiel.23 
 
 

The Word Dwelt Among Us (John 1:14) 
 

The Prologue (John 1:1–18) serves as the introduction to the Gospel of John, highlighting many 
of the themes that will recur in the narrative.24 Thus, the presence of a temple theme in the 
Prologue strongly indicates that this is a major theme of the Gospel as a whole. The Prologue 
introduces Jesus as the Word, which is not directly a temple image. However, John 1:14 tells us 
that the Word became flesh and dwelt (ἐσκήνωσεν) among us, a strong allusion to the Tabernacle. 
This section will demonstrate the role of Ezekiel’s temple in the concept of the Word dwelling 
among mankind. 
  Many scholars agree that σκηνόω alludes to the Tabernacle or Tent of Meeting motif in 
the Pentateuch.25 The noun form of the word occurs in Exodus 25:9 LXX to refer to the 
                                                 
(1988), 441–452; D.M. Gurtner and N. Perrin, “Temple,” Pages 939–947 in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, 
Eds. Joel B. Green, Jeannine K. Brown, and Nicholas Perrin, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, IL.: IVP Academic, 2013), 
941; Manning, 42–48; Beale, 338. 

20 Martínez, 448. 
21 “It would appear, then, that Jesus’ claim to rebuild the Temple…is best understood in light of the 

eschatological expectation that was inspired, in a large measure, by the vision of Ezekiel” (Fowler, 121). 
22 See the discussion of “Temple in John’s Gospel” in DJG, 944–945 as well as Edmund P. Clowney, “The 

Final Temple,” WTJ 35.2 (1973): 156–89. 
23 Some texts that may advance Temple theology that cannot be dealt with here are John 1:51; John 10; 

John 17. 
24 D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (PNTC; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1991), 111. 
25 Craig R. Koester, The Dwelling of God: The Tabernacle in the Old Testament, Intertestamental Jewish 

Literature, and the New Testament (CBQMS 22; Washington, DC: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1989), 
100–107; Herman Ridderbos, The Gospel of John: A Theological Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1997), 50–51; George R. Beasley-Murray, John, 2nd ed. (WBC 36; Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1999), 14; 
Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Gospel According to St John: Volume One, Trans. Kevin Smyth (New York, NY: 
Crossroad, 1987), 269–70; Carson, 127–128. Others see a reference to Wisdom making her dwelling as in Sirach 
24:8 (Ernst Haenchen, John 1: A Commentary on the Gospel of John, Chapters 1–6 [Hermeneia; Philadelphia, PA: 
Fortress, 1984], 119; Barnabas Lindars, The Gospel of John [NCBC; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1982], 94). 
However, a reference to Wisdom does not rule out the Tabernacle theme, since the text in Sirach appears to be an 
“intermediary” between the Pentateuch and Prologue (Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John I-XII [AB 
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Tabernacle and in Exod 33:7 to the Tent of Meeting. The author of the Fourth Gospel is showing 
that the Word and Glory that previously dwelled with Israel came to earth to dwell among his 
people.26 Another possible allusion to the Tabernacle in John 1:14 is the term δόξα (“glory”). The 
Hebrew word for tabernacle, ן נְ  ,and the verb to dwell ,ִמְשכָָּּ֔ כ  ַ֣  are both cognates of the later ,שָּ
rabbinic term ה ן) which means “glory.” The Tabernacle ,ְשִכינָּ כ ָּ֔ שְׁ נְ ) where God dwelt ,(מִּ כ  ַ֣  was ,(שָּ
the manifestation of YHWH’s glory (ה  Therefore, in the Fourth Gospel, the claim that 27.(ְשִכינָּ
“we have beheld his glory” (1:14)28 is a claim of beholding the fulfillment of the cloud that dwelt 
with the people in the Tabernacle and/or Temple.29 
 What does this text have to do with Ezekiel’s Temple? God’s dwelling place shifted from 
the Tabernacle to the Temple during Solomon’s reign (2 Samuel 7; Psalm 43:3 [Eng.]; 46:4–5 
[Eng.]).30 However, YHWH’s glory departed the temple in the Babylonian exile, just as Ezekiel 
prophesied (Ezekiel 8–11). Yet Ezekiel later promised restoration: “And I will set my sanctuary 
ש] ַ֣ ן] among them forever. And my dwelling [ִמְקדָּ  will be with them, and I will be to them [ִמְשכָָּּ֔
their God, and they will be to me a people” (Ezek 37:26–27). The LXX for “dwelling” in this 
passage is κατασκήνωσίς, which has the same root as the “dwelling” in John 1:14. This promise 
harkens back to Leviticus 26:1–13, where God promises the blessing of dwelling among his 
people. God’s covenant promise in Ezek 37 is intended to be the fulfillment of the previous 
Tabernacle.31 Since Ezekiel’s vision in 40–48 is a resumption of the promise in Ezek 37, this 
indicates that Ezekiel’s temple is the fulfillment of God’s “tabernacling” presence.32 In the 
temple vision, Ezekiel is describing the spiritual reality of Ezek 37:26–27 in “concrete terms.”33 
God says that in this temple He will dwell ( נְׁ כ  ַ֣  forever (Ezek 43:7).34 Moreover, the end of the (שָּ
vision indicates the theme of the vision. As Ezekiel 48:35 proclaims, “YHWH is there!” This 
ending indicates that the theme of God’s presence with his people is the main point of the 
vision.35 

                                                 
29; New York, NY: Doubleday, 1966], 33). 

26 Carson, 127. Kerr provides an extensive look into the Exodus background of this verse (Kerr, 121–123). 
27 Craig A. Evans, Word and Glory: On the Exegetical and Theological Background of John’s Prologue 

(JSNTS 89; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1993), 82. The term derives from rabbinic writings after the first century 
and we cannot be sure that the term was in use by the time of the Fourth Gospel. However, “the theology of the 
shekinah was known at that time…” (Brown, John I-XII, 33). 

28 This and all other translations are mine unless otherwise noted. 
29 Carson, 128; Köstenberger, “Destruction,” 98; Evans, 185–186. 
30 Schnackenburg notes how the themes of tabernacle, temple, and glory combine in John 1:14 

(Schnackenburg, John: Volume One, 269). 
31 Evans, 82; Koester, 18–19, 104. Also see Michaels who notes the LXX of Lev 26:11, “I will place my 

covenant among you.” God’s presence = his covenant, which is “echoed” in Ezek 37 (Michaels, 79). 
32 Block calls Ezek 40–48 “resumptive exposition” of the previous promises (Ezekiel 25–48, 497). 
33 Ibid., 506. 

34 Interestingly, the LXX has changed  ם ָׁ֛ ן־שָּ  to κατασκηνώσει τὸ ὄνομά μου (“my (”I will dwell there“)אְשכָּ
name will dwell”), perhaps a notable change in light of John’s concern for Jesus as the revealer of YHWH’s name 
(Brown, John I-XII, 33). 

35 Fowler, 127. 
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Because the vision of 40–48 is a resumption of the promise already given in ch. 37, 
Ezekiel’s Temple should be linked with the new covenant, what Ezekiel calls the “covenant of 
peace.”36 This shows that Ezekiel anticipates a “temple” to come in the new covenant era. Such 
an idea should also be part of the background for John 1:14, beyond merely the Exodus 
references. John tells us that the flesh of Jesus replaces the Tabernacle as the place of God’s 
dwelling. This also fulfills the expectation of Ezek 43:7, the place God promised to dwell.37 And 
not only does the “Word made flesh” fulfill the promise of dwelling, but he also fulfills the 
promise that YHWH’s glory would descend. Ezekiel witnesses the glory of YHWH filling the 
temple (Ezek 43:1–5; 44:4).38 And just as Ezekiel presents an “optical reinforcement of verbal 
pronouncements,”39 in the same way John emphasizes that “we have beheld his glory.”40 In 
conclusion, the new temple of Ezekiel concerns God manifesting his glory and making his 
dwelling among his people in the new covenant era. These two themes are clearly emphasized by 
John as finding their culmination in Jesus Christ.41 “The promise of God’s tabernacling presence 
[including Ezek 37:27] was realized when the Word became flesh.”42 Thus, John 1:14, and its 
background in Ezekiel, plays a role in introducing Jesus as the new Temple.43 
  
 

The Temple of His Body (John 2:13–22) 
 

The Temple Cleansing episode is perhaps the most important passage relating to John’s Temple 
Christology, for it is the only place where the author explicitly connects Jesus to the Temple 
(John 2:21).44 The passage indicates that Jesus is/will be the replacement of the physical temple. 
These verses also teach that the new Temple is connected with the death and resurrection of 
Jesus (2:19–22). Therefore, as the Gospel progresses, we can expect further links to Temple 
theology within the context of Jesus’ death and resurrection, not merely his coming (John 
1:14).45 As will be seen, the notions of Jesus providing “living water,” as well as the “preparing a 
place” (John 14:3), are all linked with Christ’s death and resurrection. Moreover, the presence of 
this narrative at the beginning of the Gospel likely provides a hermeneutical key for interpreting 

                                                 
36 Coloe, 48. 
37 Um, 153; Block, Ezekiel 25–48, 590; Brown, John I-XII, 33. O’Day notes the association with Ezek 

37:27 but does not discuss Ezekiel’s temple (Gail R. O’Day, “John,” Pages 491–866 in Luke-John (NIB 9. 
Nashville, TN.: Abingdon Press, 1995), 522. 

38 Um, 154. 
39 Block, Ezekiel 25–48, 582. 
40 Brown also connects Ezekiel seeing God’s glory to the Word’s glory becoming visible (Brown, John I-

XII, 34). This point is missed by some commentators who focus the discussion on whether or not the writer(s) of the 
Prologue was an eyewitness to Jesus (e.g. Haenchen, 119–120; Schnackenburg, 270). 

41 Block, Ezekiel 25–48, 590. Peterson, 45–46. 
42 Koester, 104. 
43 Saeed Hamid-Khani, Revelation and Concealment of Christ: A Theological Inquiry into the Elusive 

Language of the Fourth Gospel (WUNT 120; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 280. 
44 Hence, Hoskins places discussion of this text first in his monograph (108). 
45 Ibid., 116. 
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Jesus as the new Temple throughout the rest of the book.46 Therefore, this section will first 
explain the claim of Jesus to be the “new Temple” in the context of the present narrative. Then, 
the section will show how Ezekiel is a background for this text in John. To examine the 
Ezekielian background, this section will look at Ezekiel’s promise of a cleansed (non-corrupted) 
temple. Though Ezekiel’s description of a non-physical temple also has implications for this 
passage, that concept will be discussed later in the section on John 4:1–21.  
 The context of Jesus’ cleansing in the Gospel of John is the corruption of the Herodian 
temple. Knowing its corruption, Jesus indicates that the temple will be destroyed (2:19). Though 
some believe the predicted destruction refers only to Jesus’ body, the context of judgment 
provides reason to believe Jesus hints at the destruction of the physical Temple building as 
well.47 The people respond, not just in misunderstanding, but also incredulity that their temple 
could be destroyed (v. 20).  
 There is debate regarding what constitutes the corruption of Herod’s Temple in Jesus’ 
day. Some suggest that it involves exclusion of the Gentiles from the Outer Court,48 or the 
conducting of extortion within Temple precincts,49 or even that Jesus is abolishing the sacrificial 
system.50 Though the Synoptic portrayal may provide additional information, this section focuses 
on John’s account and his portrayal of Christology. In John, the abhorrent action mentioned on 
the lips of Jesus pertains to making the “Father’s house a house of trade” (v. 16). Jesus does not 
condemn corrupt business or the sacrificial system, but the very existence of trade within the 
Temple precincts.51 This view is supported by the reference to Zechariah 14:21: “In that day 
there will no longer be a trader in the house of the Lord.”52 The merchants could have traded 
elsewhere, yet they set up shop in a place designed for worship. 
 John’s portrayal of Jesus’ critique of the Temple finds similarities in Ezekiel.53 The First 
Temple’s destruction sets a clear precedent for God’s condemnatory destruction of the temple. 
The prophet Ezekiel warned a corrupt people with a corrupt temple that their sanctuary would be 
destroyed under God’s judgment. Yet Ezekiel also foretold that God would “raise up” a new 
temple. 

                                                 
46 Coloe, 84. 
47 Köstenberger, “Destruction,” 100. An extensive argument is made by Chanikuzhy, 309–312; Beale, 193; 

Contra Carson, who argues that Jesus referred only to his own death (181). 
48 Köstenberger, John (BECNT; Grand Rapids, MI.: Baker, 2004), 106. Köstenberger admits, however, that 

the lack of “pure worship” is also part of the cause for cleansing (105). 
49 Borchert states that whether cheating is happening is “not clear,” yet he seems to emphasize details such 

as the expense of the animals (Gerald L. Borchert, John 1–11 (NAC 25A; Nashville, TN.: B&H, 1996), 163. For the 
view that Jesus condemns corrupt trading see Craig A. Evans, “Jesus’ Action in the Temple: Cleansing or Portent of 
Destruction?,” CBQ 51 (1989): 270. 

50 Lindars, 137; Haenchen, 187; Schnackenburg, 356. 
51 “Jesus’ concern…is the restoration of pure worship…” (DJG, 944). See as well Leon Morris, The Gospel 

According to John, Revised Edition (NICNT; Grand Rapids, MI.: Eerdmans, 1995), 172; O’Day, 543–45; Beasley-
Murray, 39–40; Brown, John I-XII, 121–122; Michaels, 160–61.  

52 C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge Press, 1958), 300. Contra 
Schnackenburg who sees no allusion in Jesus’ saying (Schnackenburg John: Volume One, 347). 

53 At least one scholar suggests that Isaiah and Ezekiel are in the background of the temple cleansing (J. A. 
Draper, “Temple, Tabernacle and Mystical Experience in John,” Neotestamentica 31.2 [1997]: 263–88). Evans also 
briefly notes a connection (Evans, “Jesus’ Action in the Temple,” 251). 
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Ezekiel is concerned with purifying the temple of practices besides the proper worship of 
YHWH. From Ezekiel’s perspective, the main issue was the idolatry of the religious leaders 
(Ezekiel 8–9).54 In response, Ezekiel presents a “cleansed” temple- that is, a temple of “sacred 
space.” The description of the temple by the writer of Ezekiel should best be understood as 
“territorial rhetoric.”55 Rather than providing a blueprint for a physical structure, the writer 
focuses on the sanctity of the space. This is stated best in Ezek 43:12: “This is the instruction 
regarding the temple: On the top of the mountain, all the territory all around will be most holy. 
Behold, this is the instruction regarding the temple.” Previously, Ezekiel was told to make 
known the description of the temple so that the people may be ashamed of their iniquities 
(43:10). In other words, the purpose of the temple is to provoke repentance, leading to the 
establishment of a holy territory. This also explains why there is such detail regarding the temple 
precincts and measurements. The details are intended to highlight the sacredness of the space. As 
Jacob Milgrom puts it: 
 

[T]he fundamental doctrine of separation in Ezekiel’s sanctuary resides in the vertical 
dimension, namely in its three concentric platforms, each smaller than the one below, 
with the sacrificial altar as its center… Thus, the three ascending platforms create 
different levels of holiness in the sanctuary.56 

 
In addition to this description of sacred space, Ezekiel’s prophecy rebukes the religious 

leaders for their corruption of the old temple.57 For example, at several points in the tour, the 
angelic guide tells Ezekiel that there is to be a division between Zadokite and non-Zadokite 
priests, for only the Zadokites were righteous during the time of corruption (Ezek 40:46; 43:19; 
44:6–41 [esp. v. 15]). Jesus’ temple cleansing in John likewise rebukes the religious leaders of 
his day.58 Another interesting note is that John’s account is the only one that mentions the 
animals (2:14). Of course, this could merely be the detail of an eyewitness. Yet Peterson points 
out that there may be a connection with Ezekiel’s mention of the corrupt priests who made 
images out of beasts (Ezek 8:10). The beasts in Ezek 8:10 were likely not unclean animals, but 
included the sacrificial animals of the same kind that Jesus drove out in the Second Temple.59 

In conclusion, this section has demonstrated that John portrays Jesus as concerned for the 
sacredness of the temple precincts, which has become defiled largely due to the failure of the 
leadership. In response, Jesus promises a new temple that will be cleansed from its corruption, 
and he portends the cleansing by driving out the traders. This eschatological temple that Jesus 
promises refers to his own body, which will undergo death and resurrection in order to allow 
mankind to dwell in God’s presence.60 In a similar way, Ezekiel condemns Israel for its 

                                                 
54 For exposition on the sins of the “elders” of Israel see Iain M. Duguid, Ezekiel and the Leaders of Israel 

(SVT 56; Leiden: Brill, 1994), 111–16. In contrast, the prophet Jeremiah (Jeremiah 7:1–15) lays the blame on the 
people who turn the temple into a “den of robbers” (Hoskins, 69). 

55 Thus, the subtitle for Stevenson’s Vision of Transformation. 
56 Jacob Milgrom, Ezekiel’s Hope: A Commentary on Ezekiel 38–48 (Eugene, OR.: Cascade, 2012), 53. 
57 For a detailed study, see Duguid, Ezekiel and the Leaders of Israel. 
58 Evans, “Jesus’ Action in the Temple,” 248–64; Peterson, 107. 
59 Peterson, 122–23. 
60 Chanikuzhy, 316. According to Brown, the Qumran community also made reference to Ezekiel 40–48, 

even after the Second Temple’s destruction, in the hopes of an eschatological temple that would be purified from 
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corruption of the First Temple, led by the idolatry of the elders within the precincts. Ezekiel 
provides a solution in the form of a cleansed temple. His description of the new temple 
emphasizes sacred space- a territory that is holy and has been cleansed from its defilement. Since 
Ezekiel gives such prominence to a cleansed temple, it is likely that this provides an important 
background for John’s presentation of Jesus in this passage.61 And since this is one of the most 
important passages for John’s Temple Christology, the passage provides good basis for 
understanding Ezekiel as a background for this theology. 
 
 

The Conversation with a Samaritan Woman (John 4:19–24) 
 

John further develops his “Temple Christology” as he records Jesus conversing with the 
Samaritan Woman. Jesus has explicitly identified himself as the Temple in the cleansing episode, 
and in this narrative he goes on to explain the implications of that claim. This section will 
examine especially verses 19–24 to explicate the theology of worship through a non-physical 
temple.62 Part of the background for this concept is Ezekiel’s temple vision. 
 Jesus’ well-known claim about true worship finds its immediate context in the Woman’s 
claim that Jesus is a Prophet (v. 19). Since the conversation takes place near Mt. Gerizim, the 
woman takes this opportunity to ask the Prophet about the proper location for worship. In her 
understanding, this is a question of the proper location for the Temple.63 Jesus first responds by 
saying that worship will not take place at Gerizim or Jerusalem (v. 21). Then Jesus corrects the 
woman by telling her that true worship must include true knowledge of God (v. 22). After this, 
Jesus makes the claim that the hour has come when true (ἀληθινοὶ) worship is ἐν πνεύματι καὶ 
ἀληθεία (v. 23). Jesus makes the distinction here between a “true” and “false” worship. The 
context indicates that part of what characterizes “true” worship is that it need not take place at 
Gerizim or Jerusalem (cf. v. 21). Instead, it is “in S/spirit and truth.”64 Though scholars debate 
the meaning of this phrase, Jesus says that the basis for this type of worship is that πνεῦμα ὁ θεός 
(“God is spirit”; v. 24). Thus, God’s nature as spirit requires that worship of him not be bound by 
a physical location. As Coloe puts it, “Material temples can no longer be sufficient.”65 Moreover, 
not only does “God is spirit” refer to the non-locative presence of God, but also to the 

                                                 
corruption (Brown, John I-XII, 122; Cited in Peterson, 194). For more on the hopes of the Qumran community for 
an eschatological temple, see Chanikuzhy, 31–43; Martínez, 441–452. 

61 Hoskins, 72. 
62 Other avenues from this pericope could be explored. The “living water” motif will largely be dealt with 

in the next section. Another possible connection is in the harvest discussion of 4:34–38. Ezek 47:22 LXX promises 
that foreigners (i.e. Samaritans) will have an inheritance and “eat” (φάγονται; cf. MT ּו  have an allotment”) with“ ִיְפלַ֣
the children of Israel (Coloe, 109–112). 

63 Hoskins, 137. Morris believes it “seems more probable that she is simply trying to change the subject” to 
distract from talking about her sin (236). Yet the compliment of Jesus as “Prophet” seems to indicate a genuine 
concern on the woman’s part. 

64 Hoskins, 140. Detailed discussion of these questions can be found in Um, 167–178. Brown is right to 
claim that Jesus is not contrasting external (ritual) worship with internal worship (Brown, John I-XII, 180). 

65 Coloe, 103. For the same conclusion see also Köstenberger, “Destruction,” 102; Schnackenburg, John: 
Volume One, 435. 
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eschatological life that God provides. Therefore, Jesus is calling for “a new worship empowered 
by the reality of eschatological life found in the True Temple of God.”66 

This paper has already shown that many interpreters take Ezekiel’s temple to be a literal, 
physical temple.67 However, this paper’s thesis is such claims are actually a misinterpretation of 
the vision. In that case, Ezekiel’s non-physical temple may provide a rationale for Jesus’ 
statements to the Samaritan Woman. First, YHWH promises through Ezekiel that he will be a 
sanctuary among the people in a foreign land (Ezek 11:16). At first glance, this passage may not 
seem to argue for a temple outside of Jerusalem. YHWH in the next verses promises to re-gather 
the people and give them new hearts (11:17–21). If so, the argument is from the lesser to the 
greater: “If I have been a sanctuary for you in exile, how will I not do so when you return to the 
land?” This would seem to indicate, then, that when the promise is resumed in Ezekiel 36–37, 
YHWH/Ezekiel speaks of a return to the land of Israel. YHWH again promises to give new 
hearts, completed by the promise of dwelling in the land (36:26–27). But upon closer inspection, 
Ezekiel himself indicates to the reader that the land promise will not be fulfilled “literally,” but is 
fulfilled through the non-physical temple described in chapters 40–48.  

The prophecy of Ezekiel 11:16–21 actually points towards a non-literal fulfillment. The 
passage demonstrates that YHWH can still be God of his people even outside Israel and without 
a physical temple. The prophet himself is aware of this, since while in Babylon he sees first-hand 
the glory of YHWH seated on his throne (Ezek 1). That initial vision intends to convey God’s 
presence with his exiled people.68 Ezekiel 11:16 further reinforces this radical theology. As 
Daniel Block says: “This statement is without parallel in the OT.”69 For despite the qualification 
“for a little while” (ט  .YHWH opens the door for a new understanding of temple worship 70,(ְמע ָּ֔
Why, then, does YHWH return to promising land in the very next verse? Does this nullify the 
possibility of a future non-physical worship? The best way to understand the promise is that 
YHWH speaks in terms that Israel and Ezekiel understand. Readers should understand that the 
giving of land is not an end in itself, but exists only to show God’s faithfulness to the covenant.71 
God’s promise to re-gather the people is simply a promise to be faithful to them. This promise is 
repeated in Ezekiel 36–37, and then resumed again in Ezek 40–48. There, YHWH shows that the 
temple/land is not physical (see the first section of this paper).72 Thus, the contrast in Ezekiel 11 

                                                 
66 Um, 173. Similarly, Brown says: “Jesus is speaking of the eschatological replacement of temporal 

institutions like the Temple…” (Brown, John I-XII, 180). 
67 Even in his discussion of John 4 here, Hoskins cites Ezekiel 46 as an example of eschatological prophecy 

that a physical temple would one day be re-built (Hoskins, 138). 
68 Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1–24 (NICOT; Grand Rapids, MI.: Eerdmans, 1997), 

108.  
69 Ibid., 349. 
70 Thus, the NASB, NIV, and ESV translations. The adjective could also modify the sanctuary, i.e. “I have 

been a little sanctuary” (KJV). 
71 Block, Ezekiel 1–24, 354. 
72 Though speaking of Zion and not merely Ezekiel’s temple, the Jewish scholar Levenson states: “the 

earthly Temple is thus the vehicle that conveys the prophet into the supernal Temple, the real Temple, the temple of 
YHWH and his retinue, and not merely the artifacts that suggest them….In short, what we see on earth in Jerusalem 
is simply the earthly manifestation of the heavenly Temple, which is beyond localization” (Jon D. Levenson, Sinai 
and Zion: An Entry Into the Jewish Bible [NVBS; Minneapolis, MN.: Winston Press, 1985], 123, 140). 
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is not between a sanctuary in exile vs. a sanctuary in the land, but between a sanctuary “for a 
little while” and a sanctuary “forever.”73 The eternality of the sanctuary is the focus of 40–48. 

In conclusion, passages such as Ezek 11:16 and the Temple vision of 40–48 reveal a 
radically new theology of the Temple. God is able to dwell with his people even without a 
physical building. Though this theology is not explicitly developed throughout the book, it finds 
its culmination in the Temple vision. John B. Taylor says it well: 

 
Ezekiel’s great legacy was that he freed Israel from the last vestige of a belief in the 
localized presence of God in a building in Jerusalem, however this may have been 
understood, to the possibility that Yahweh was a God of movement…and that he was 
forever moving on with his people.74 
 

This radical theology is taken up in the Gospel of John.75 Ezekiel’s prophecy sets a precedent for 
Jesus’ claim to the Samaritan Woman that true worship does not take place on a mountain, but 
“in spirit and truth.”76 Furthermore, in Jesus’ conversation with the Woman, he offers her living 
water, connecting worship and Temple theology with life-giving water. This claim also has its 
background in Ezekiel 47.77 Such connections reinforce the thesis that Ezekiel’s temple is a 
background to John’s Temple Christology. However, since “living water” appears again in John 
7:37–39, we will discuss these connections in the next section. 
 

 
Rivers of Living Water (John 7:37–39) 

 
The present section continues to build on the previous narratives in John. Not only has Jesus 
identified himself as the true Temple (2:13–22), and further explained that true worship is “in 
spirit and truth,” (4:23) but he has also identified himself to the Samaritan Woman as the source 
of “living water” (4:7–14). As we will see, this concept of living water also has its roots in 
Temple theology. This is most clearly seen in John 7:37–39. This text especially shows a clear 
background in Ezekiel’s temple. 
 John presents Jesus as the Temple in this text by showing him as the source of living 
water. Jesus says in v. 37: “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink.” Yet in the next 
verse, the referent is ambiguous as to whom the living water will come from. The text (v. 38) 
states: ποταμοὶ ἐκ τῆς κοιλίας αὐτοῦ ῥεύσουσιν ὕδατος ζῶντος. The difficult question is: does the 
                                                 

73 Peterson, 45. 
74 John B. Taylor, “The Temple in Ezekiel,” Pages 59–70 in Heaven on Earth: The Temple in Biblical 

Theology, eds. Simon Gathercole and T. Desmond Alexander. Carlisle: Paternoster (2004), 70. 
75 Daniel Block says: “The closest analogues [to this temple theology] are found in the NT…” and he cites 

John 2:19–22 and John 4:21–23 (Block, Ezekiel 1–24, 349). Peterson connects Ezek 1 with John 4 (Peterson, 52). 
76 “The Jewish expectation of a structural, end-time Temple building is depicted by John as finding its 

fulfillment in the new creational age when the true messianic Temple will represent the eschatological presence of 
God” (Um, 186). Clarity is in order: I have argued that some Jews expected not a structural Temple but, appropriate 
to Ezekiel’s prophecy, a non-structural Temple. 

77 Um, Temple Christology, 148–50; Manning, 188. For a more extensive discussion specifically of John 
4:10–14 and Ezekiel 47, see Manning, 159–66. This information can also be applied to John 7:37–39. Less 
convincing is Coloe’s argument that Jesus sitting upon the well reflects Ezekiel’s temple sitting on top of the cosmic 
waters, from which the river flowed (Coloe, 95–96). 
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water come from Christ’s belly or the believer’s? The most immediate preceding nominative is 
the believer (ὁ πιστεύων), yet it is grammatically possible that the referent is actually Jesus.78 
Manning claims that if the source is Christ, this helps the interpreter understand the OT Scripture 
being quoted, as the Scripture would more likely refer to a messianic figure that promises 
water.79 Actually, though, whatever the referent, John is claiming that Jesus is the ultimate 
source of living water.80 Even if the believer has water flowing out of him, that water is the 
Spirit, and Jesus is clearly the sender/source of the Spirit (7:39; 16:7). And even if this passage 
claims that living water will come from Jesus’ belly, Jesus earlier said that water would spring 
up from the believer (4:13–14). In conclusion, then, whether Jesus is the direct source of living 
water (coming out of his belly) or indirect source (by giving the Spirit to indwell the believer), 
Jesus is making an explicit claim to be the source of living water. Having established this, the 
next step is to examine how the living water motif has its roots in the imagery of Ezekiel’s 
temple. 
 The “Scripture” that v. 38 speaks of has puzzled many scholars and produced much 
debate. Some believe that this is about the water provided during the wilderness wanderings. The 
text of Nehemiah 9:15, 19–20 explicitly connects the giving of water with YHWH giving his 
Spirit.81 Others see a tight connection between John 7:37–39 and the Feast of Tabernacles, and 
thus see Zechariah 13–14 and Joel 3:18 as a background.82 Narrowing the reference to one single 
text is difficult. This section merely seeks to demonstrate that one of the primary references is 
Ezek 47. First, there is slight lexical evidence for a relationship. Like John 7:38, the LXX of 
Ezek 47:9 uses the infrequent term ὁ ποταμός (though in Ezek 47 the water is not called 
“living”).83 Interestingly, the LXX uses the singular form, but the MT uses the plural ִים ַ֙ ֲחל   This .נ 
Hebrew form led to a tradition that there were two rivers coming from the temple. Thus, John’s 
use of the plural (ποταμοὶ) could be based on this Ezekiel MT tradition.84 Another slight piece of 
lexical evidence is Jesus’ use of the term κοιλίας. While an allusion to Jesus’ side has been 
proposed as the reason for this term,85 another alternative should be considered. Significantly, the 
Temple altar is called the “bosom of the earth” (ֶרץ אָָּ֜ יק הָּ  in Ezek 43:14 (LXX κοιλώματος) and (ח ַ֙
several other texts (Ezek 38:12; Jubilees 8:19). The Temple is the center of Israel and Israel is 

                                                 
78 Manning, 174. In reference to “him” being the believer see Carson, 323–25; Ridderbos, 273; Lindars, 
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79 Manning, 175–76. 
80 Carson, 323; Hoskins 162–63. 
81 Carson, 326–27. For much further detail see C. Scott Shidemantle, “The Use of the Old Testament in 
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2001. 
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83 However, apparently a writer of the Qumran community interpreted the future temple’s river(s) as “living 
waters,” inspired by Ezek 47. Likewise, Revelation 22:1 mentions “the river of the water of life.” See Um, 161. 

84 See Manning (178–79) for evidence from Zechariah, Qumran, and the Targums of post-Ezekiel 
interpretation. 

85 See e,g,, Schnackenburg, John: Volume Two, 156. 
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the center of creation.86 As Kerr says: “This would be a very fragile connection if it were not for 
the fact that both Zech. 14.8 and Ezek. 47.1–12 are strong contenders as sources of the quotation 
of 7.38.”87 Second, while Zechariah states that the water(s) come from Jerusalem, only Ezekiel 
claims that they come directly from the Temple. Thus, the details of Ezekiel’s temple fit better 
with John’s presentation of Jesus.88 
 There are also theological reasons for a relationship, based on the setting of the Feast of 
Tabernacles. At the Feast, a pitcher of water would be poured into a basin. This ritual was seen 
as a symbol of the river flowing out of Ezekiel’s temple (Tosefot Sukkoth 3:5–9).89 Celebrants 
take the pitcher and process through the Water Gate, which had been identified as the south gate 
of Ezekiel’s temple.90 Undoubtedly, a large part of the Feast imagery comes from the “water 
from the rock in the wilderness” motif. The Feast itself is a memorial of the wilderness 
wanderings. Yet the “water from the rock” motif can be seen as a typology that was further 
developed to include the imagery of water flowing from the Temple. Zechariah 14:8, 16 clearly 
connect water flowing from the Temple with keeping the Feast of Booths. We know the text of 
Zechariah was read at the celebration of the Feast, and several traditions connect Ezekiel 47 with 
the Feast of Tabernacles and Zechariah.91 In other words, there is a “stream” of tradition that 
begins with the wilderness motif, develops into Ezekiel’s thought of river(s) flowing from the 
Temple, is further developed in Zechariah’s connecting the outpouring of water with the Feast of 
Booths, finally leading up to John’s day. Another connection is that the theological concept of 
“living water” also connects the “theological streams” of John 7, Zechariah 14, and Ezekiel 47. 
As noted above, Ezekiel uses the term for rivers rather than waters. Yet repeatedly Ezekiel says 
that the river he sees gives life (Ezek 47:9 LXX ζήσεται). When Jesus speaks of “living water” 
both in John 4 and here in John 7, he does not mean merely “running water” but life-giving 
water.92 This is exactly what the water from Ezekiel’s temple does- give life.93 
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89 See Manning, 179. The ritual also is related to Zech 13–14, but that text is itself dependent on Ezek 47. 
For a detailed description of the water ritual, see Carson, 321–22. 

90 George J. Brooke, The Dead Sea Scrolls and the New Testament (Minneapolis, MN.: Fortress, 2005), 
289. 

91 Hoskins,165. For Zechariah’s dependence on Ezek 47 see Block, Ezekiel 25–48, 696–701. 
92 Köstenberger, John, 150. 
93 “The flowing water as a symbol of God’s provision is likewise epitomized in Ezekiel’s temple vision…” 

(Borchert, 291). 
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 Understanding Ezekiel 47 as a background to this text helps to understand John’s 
treatment of Jesus as the Temple.94 The vision of the river takes place amidst Ezekiel’s prophecy 
of restoration. YHWH’s glory had abandoned the temple in Ezek 8–11 as part of the “purge” 
required for YHWH to be able to dwell with his people.95 With the sacrificial purging 
accomplished, YHWH begins the restoration. First, he restores the temple (40–43), then the 
priesthood (44–45), then the cult (46). Next comes the vision of the healing waters that restore 
creation (47). After this takes place, the land is restored (47:13–23), and finally the people are 
restored (48). The important point here is that the river is the source of a restored land and 
people, but the river is only mentioned after the restoration of the Temple and worship.96 In 
particular, the glory (Spirit?) of YHWH returns in 43:1–5, which leads to restoration.97 
Additionally, Ezekiel had previously promised that YHWH would sprinkle water on the people’s 
hearts to cleanse them, associated with the giving of the Spirit (Ezek 36:25–27). Therefore, when 
YHWH gives his Spirit, the people are cleansed, and only then are they restored as a people and 
restored to their land. This is the pattern of Ezekiel’s vision in ch. 36 and 40–48.98 Thus, the 
presence of the Temple river should be associated with the cleansing, healing, life-giving 
presence of the Spirit.99  

Appropriately, the same pattern is found in John 7:37–39. John tells us that the Spirit 
would not come until Jesus had been glorified. In the Gospel of John, Jesus’ glorification 
primarily consists of his atoning work at the cross (12:23–28; 13:31; 17:1), and this is the 
referent here in John 7.100 So, Jesus must accomplish the sacrificial purging (the temple of his 
body must be destroyed), but then restore the temple (rise from the dead), thus re-instituting 
proper worship (John 4:23–24), and then send the life-giving water of the Spirit (John 7:39).101 
The pattern here follows the pattern of Ezekiel’s restoration. Thus, Ezekiel 47 provides a 
background for understanding how Jesus as the Temple will send the life-giving Spirit.102 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
94 The following is partially based on Manning, 179–83. 
95 Sweeney, 144–55. 
96 Block, Ezekiel 25–48, 686–87. 
97 Wai-Yee Ng, Water Symbolism in John: An Eschatological Interpretation (SBL 15; New York, NY: Peter 

Lang, 2001), 178. 
98 The clear similarities between Ezek 47 and Gen 1–2 indicate that the Temple river is not just a picture of 

physical restoration but of spiritual restoration to purity, healing, and life. See Sweeney, who notes connections with 
the creation account and also sees the exile as a purging in order that creation might be restored in 40–48 (142). 

99 As understood by Zechariah 13–14, Joel 3:18, and Isaiah 44:3. For Rabbinic sources see Carson 328–
329. This view is argued by Dale C. Allison, Jr., “The Living Water (John 4:10–14, 6:35c, 7:37–39),” SVTQ 30 
(1986): 143–57; Ng, 178. 

100 Köstenberger, John, 241. For a study on Jesus’ glorification in connection with Temple theology, see 
Hoskins, 147–59. 

101 Other scholars also connect the “resurrected temple” with the giving of the Spirit in John 20:22 as a 
fulfillment of John 7:37–39 and Ezek 47 (Peterson, 196; Beale, 198–200). Kerr links John 7:37–39 with the water 
flowing from Jesus’ side (the crucifixion) and the giving of the Spirit (Kerr, 244–45). 

102 Manning, 185; Hoskins, 166–67. 
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The Father’s House (John 14:1–31) 
 

At the beginning of the Farewell Discourse, after washing his disciples’ feet and predicting that a 
disciple would betray him (John 13), Jesus seeks to comfort his disciples (14:1). As part of his 
message of comfort Jesus uses Temple theology.103 As with the other sections, this section will 
demonstrate not only that there is Temple theology in John 14:2, but specifically how Ezekiel’s 
temple provides a clearer understanding of John’s theological message. 
 The presence of Temple language begins in John 14:2: “In my father’s house are many 
rooms; if it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?” The phrase 
Jesus uses here is nearly identical to John 2:16, when Jesus references the Jerusalem Temple.104  
 
 

John 2:16 John 14:2 

τὸν οἶκον τοῦ πατρός μου ἐν τῇ οἰκίᾳ τοῦ πατρός μου 
 
 
If in John 2 the Temple (the Father’s house) is replaced by Jesus’ body, could it be that dwelling 
in the Father’s house is a reference to union with Christ, the “Temple” who himself is united to 
the Father (John 10:30)?105 This is possible in light of v. 3: “I am coming to take you to 
myself.”106 Alternately, others do not see a link to the Temple.107 For example, Köstenberger 
believes the reference more clearly speaks of Jesus as the direct mediator to the Father through 
prayer. In effect, the temple is rendered obsolete, yet this text is not a direct reference to such 
teaching.108 Köstenberger takes the “dwellings” (μοναὶ) as a description of heaven, a dwelling 
similar to a typical extended household of the day. He adds that “father’s house” in literature 

                                                 
103 Steven M. Bryan, “The Eschatological Temple in John 14,” BBR 15.2 (2005): 187–98. Bryan presents 

extensive research of Jewish literature that cannot be fully explored here. See also Peter W. L. Walker, Jesus and the 
Holy City: New Testament Perspectives on Jerusalem (Grand Rapids, MI.: Eerdmans, 1996), 170–74. Contra 
Köstenberger’s claim: “[T]he fourth evangelist is silent on the temple in the second half of his Gospel” 
(“Destruction,” 106). Many scholars see the key Temple texts being limited to the Book of Signs (Kinzer, 450). 

104 Kinzer, 451; Coloe, 160; Kerr, 277. Cf. Luke 2:49. 
105 Brown allows for the possibility of interpreting John 14:2 “parabolically” as a reference to union with 

the Father through the body of Jesus (Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John XIII-XXI [AB 29A; 
Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1970], 627); For an argument that this text refers to union with Christ, see Robert H. 
Gundry, “In My Father’s House Are Many Monai (John 14:2),” ZNW 58 (1967): 68–72. 

106 Kerr, 293. 
107 James McCaffrey, The House with Many Rooms: The Temple Theme of Jn. 14,2–3 (AB 114; Rome: 

Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1988), 49–50. McCaffrey’s argument is that only the term οἶκος designates the temple, 
not οἰκίᾳ. Many commentators take Jesus’ words to be a reference to heaven (Morris, 567; Beasley-Murray, 249; 
Lindars, 470–71; Borchert, 103–04; Michaels, 767–768; Carson, 488–89). In contrast, O’Day states: “it is critical to 
the interpretation of Jesus’ words here that the reference to ‘my Father’s house’ not be taken as a synonym for 
heaven” (O’Day, 740). However, O’Day believes the text refers to disciples’ relationship with the Father, not the 
Temple (O’Day, 740–41). 

108 Köstenberger, “Destruction,” 106. 
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outside the NT simply designates a patriarch’s family.109 Another argument against a Temple 
understanding is the use of μοναὶ instead of a more direct reference to Temple dwelling such as 
σκηνόω in John 1:14. In the LXX the root of μοναὶ never refers to a Temple context. Others see a 
Temple connection, but argue that the new messianic community is the Temple in this text.110 
 Despite these important concerns, there is still ample reason to see a Temple reference in 
14:2. Barker provides two reasons.111 One is an episode in 1 Enoch 90:29 where Enoch has a 
vision of the temple: “a new house greater and loftier than the first,” referring to its size and 
ability to house all the Lord’s sheep. “And I saw that that house was large and broad and very 
full” (1 Enoch 90:37). So there is a tradition that God’s “house” would be larger than the 
previous Temple and would house all of God’s people. However, this is not a strong argument 
that the house was equivalent to God’s temple. A second argument considers the OT context of 
wilderness wanderings. In the Pentateuch, YHWH tells his people not to fear, for he promises to 
“go before” them so that they can know where to encamp (e.g. Deuteronomy 1:33). Likewise, 
Jesus tells his disciples not to be afraid, for he will go before them to prepare a place (John 14:1–
3).112 If these links in Deuteronomy are appropriate, the Promised Land should be connected 
with the temple of God. Indeed, Exodus 15:13, 17 speaks of God bringing his people to the place 
where YHWH would have a permanent dwelling.113 Ultimately, the Song of Exodus 15 points to 
the heavenly reality of YHWH’s “cosmic mountain,” reflected in the various tradition streams of 
the OT (Sinai, Zion, etc.).114 This language is also found in the intertestamental period, with God 
promising to “plant” his people in the Land and dwell with them (Jub 1:16–18; 1QS 8:4–8).115 
Therefore it is appropriate to connect Jesus’ words with God’s going before his people to prepare 
his Temple. 
 Coloe also argues that the “Father’s house” refers to the Temple. She argues that the verb 
form of the “many rooms,” μένω, is used frequently in chapter 14. While other interpreters take 
the “rooms” to refer to believers abiding in the Father’s dwelling, it is actually God (Father, 
Jesus, and Paraclete) who dwells with the believer in this chapter (14:10, 17, 23, 25). This draws 
on the OT imagery of God descending to dwell in the Tabernacle/Temple.116 Furthermore, Coloe 
argues (as Barker does, but with different evidence) that the language of “preparing a place” 
comes from OT Temple language. She states that in the MT the terminology almost always 
refers to the Ark of the Covenant (e.g. 1 Chronicles 15:1). In the LXX the terminology also 
refers to the temple (2 Chronicles 3:1).117 Indeed, in ANE cultures, there was often elaborate 
ritual preparation to prepare the Temple for the deity’s dwelling.118 Coloe also notes connections 
                                                 

109 Köstenberger, John, 425–27. For evidence of the “patriarch’s family” he cites McCaffrey, 50–51. 
110 Walker, Jesus and the Holy City, 169; Similarly, Gundry, 68–72. 
111 Barker, 402. Another argument, more tenuous and beyond the scope of this section, is from Kerr on the 

context of John 13, where he sees the footwashing episode as a cleansing rite in preparation for Jesus’ discussion of 
the temple in ch. 14 (Kerr, 278–92). 

112 Brown also believes Jesus’ words reflect the Promised Land of Deut 1:29, 33 (John XIII-XXI, 625). 
113 Barker, 400. 
114 Morales, 83–85. 
115 Brooke, 241. 
116 Coloe, 162–63. Not until chapter 15, when the metaphor shifts to a vine, do believers abide with God. 
117 Ibid., 164. 
118 Christopher Walker and Michael B. Dick, The Induction of the Cult Image in Ancient Mesopotamia: The 
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with the Targums: “The glory of my Shekinah [dwelling presence] will accompany amongst you 
and will prepare a resting-place for you” (Tg. Neof. Exod 33:14). There is, therefore, a possibility 
that this terminology was already in place by NT times when speaking of the 
Tabernacle/Temple.119 In conclusion, though perhaps the Temple theology is more tenuous here 
than in previous texts, there is a plausible case that John has Temple language in mind. Since 
John continuously presents Jesus as the new Temple, the reference is more likely.120 
 If there is, in fact, Temple language in John 14, there is likely a relationship to Ezekiel 
40–48. First, there is a similarity in context. Jesus is preparing his disciples for his departure, so 
he comforts them by providing a future hope that He will dwell with them once again. In the 
same way, in the midst of exile, YHWH comforts his people through Ezekiel by giving them a 
promise of his returning presence (Ezek 48:35), a restored “house” and restored land.121 In both 
contexts, the true source of comfort is the presence of YHWH.122 The disciples’ comfort lies not 
in having a physical space to live, but in the hope that Jesus will one day return to be with them 
in that dwelling place (14:3). Likewise, the high point of Ezekiel’s vision is 43:1–9, when 
Ezekiel sees YHWH’s glory return to the temple. This is where God “will dwell in the midst of 
the people of Israel forever” (43:7). The vision ends with the proclamation of YHWH’s presence 
for eternity (48:35). This paper has already noted a connection for Ezek 43 and 48 with John 
1:14. However, the “tabernacling” presence of the Word in 1st-century Jerusalem is not the 
entire story. The end of the story is that disciples of Jesus can dwell with the Word and behold 
his glory for eternity.  

A second allusion to Ezekiel 40–48 may be Jesus’ reference to “many rooms” and the 
inclusion of many rooms in Ezekiel’s temple.123 Admittedly, Ezekiel LXX does not use the term 
μοναὶ as found in John 14:2. The word translated “chambers” is παστοφόρια (Hb. ֖כֹות  Ezek ;ְלשָּ
40:17; 41:6). After all, the chambers are used as stopping points, not living spaces. Some of the 
chambers are for priests to change into vestments, gather supplies, or perform a ritual. Others are 
for the worshiping people to meet or to eat during a festival.124 This is clearly different from the 
living spaces Jesus promises. Nevertheless, there were many chambers in Ezekiel’s temple, more 
than in Solomon’s. Ezekiel’s temple contained thirty chambers as well as four rooms for kitchens 
in the outer court (40:17; 46:21–24). In the inner court were two main chambers for the priests 
(40:45–46) and eight “side chambers” (41:9–11). Related to this is the sheer size of Ezekiel’s 
Temple. Apparently Ezekiel’s temple is equivalent to the size of the entirety of ancient 
Jerusalem.125 Recall that 1 Enoch spoke of a temple so large that it would accommodate all the 
flock of God.126 Could it be that now that there is “one flock” (Ezek 37:15–24; cf. John 10:16), a 
                                                 
Mesopotamian Mis Pi Ritual. Transliteration, Translation, and Commentary (SAALT 1; Helsinki, FI: Neo-Assyrian 
Text Corpus Project, 2001). 

119 Martin McNamara, “‘To Prepare a Resting-Place for You.’ A Targumic Expression and John 14:2f.,” 
MilS 3 (1979): 106–07. 

120 Kerr, 278. 
121 Peterson, 46, 154, 189. 
122 Ibid., 114. 
123 Kerr, 300; McCaffrey, 68. 
124 Block, Ezekiel 25–48, 524. 
125 Beale, 341. 
126 Barker, 402; Gurtner also connects this passage in Enoch to the vision of Ezekiel (DJG, 941). 
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larger house is needed for the people to come and worship God? Although Ezekiel is notorious 
for not allowing foreigners into the sanctuary (44:9), the eschatological temple is often 
associated with the gathering of the Gentiles.127 As mentioned, Ezekiel does speak of re-uniting 
with Samaritans, so Ezekiel simply has a different perspective of how other nations will become 
part of God’s flock. Thus, the many chambers of Ezekiel’s temple may intend to convey that 
there will be plenty of space for many to worship YHWH.128  

A third connection between John and Ezekiel may be in the mention of a prepared τόπος 
(“place”) and the preparation of the Land in Ezekiel.129 As mentioned, Jesus may be reflecting 
God’s promise to go ahead to prepare the “place” of the Promised Land.130 However, the 
terminology of τόπος has not been examined yet here. Of course, τόπος is a common word, but it 
often has special reference to God’s dwelling (notably Deut 12:11; 2 Samuel 7:10; Psalm 76:2 
LXX) or the Promised Land (Joshua 1:3).131 Eventually, in extrabiblical literature, “place” often 
became a reference to the eschatological temple.132 Interestingly, though the term does not refer 
to Ezekiel’s temple as a whole, the term is found in Ezekiel’s temple to describe a “holy place” 
where the sacrificial offerings are placed (42:13). Later the term also speaks of a piece of land 
belonging to the priests. So, there is a slight lexical connection, but there is a stronger connection 
with the idea of preparation of the place. The purpose of the episode of Gog and Magog’s 
destruction (38–39) has to do with purifying the Land completely before God can establish his 
new temple (40–48).133 Once the temple is established and YHWH’s glory returns (43:1–5), the 
Land becomes fruitful (47), and the people come and live there (47–48). Just as YHWH prepared 
a place with a temple so that his people could dwell with Him, Jesus was departing to prepare a 
place for his disciples to reside with the Temple, Jesus himself. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 

This paper has evaluated the theme of Temple Christology in John in light of Ezekiel’s Temple 
vision of 40–48. First, the paper argued that a proper interpretation of Ezekiel 40–48 was that the 
writer never intended to provide a blueprint of a physical building that would be constructed. 
Instead, the author described in symbolic terms the presence of YHWH being restored to his 
people, and the effects such a return would bring. This interpretation allows later writers like the 
author of the Fourth Gospel to expect a non-literal fulfillment of the OT Temple. Indeed, Jesus as 
the new Temple is a recurring theme in the Gospel of John. This paper has discussed the major 
texts in John that show Jesus as the new Temple, and provided within each text some theological 
connections to Ezekiel 40–48. The argument is not that Ezekiel is the only or even the main 
influence on the theme of Temple Christology. However, scholars often fail to give due attention 
to the role of Ezekiel’s vision. This paper shows the major contribution Ezekiel 40–48 provides 
                                                 

127 Kerr, 302. 
128 Ibid. 
129 Kerr connects “place” with the Temple but fails to discuss Ezekiel 40–48 (Ibid., 303–06). 
130 Köstenberger, John, 427. 
131 Contra Bryan, 194–95. 
132 Kerr, 304–05. 
133 Milgrom, 6. 
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to understanding this theme in John. Thus, after thorough examination of the topic at hand, one 
must agree with the following statement by William Fowler: 
 

Does John intend to communicate Jesus as the fulfillment of Ezekiel’s promise of a new 
Temple? . . . The answer to the above would seem to be in the affirmative . . . [There is] a 
case for viewing Ezekiel as a major contributor to the new Temple image in John. It 
would be difficult to imagine the shape that the new Temple theme would take in the 
Fourth Gospel if there were no Ezekiel.134 

                                                 
134 Fowler, 144. 



                                                                   A Case for the Dialogical Model | Christopher G. Alley 

47 

A Case for the Dialogical Model in North 
American Evangelical Contextualization 

 
— Christopher G. Alley — 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Dialogical contextualization facilitates the conversation between Scripture and context. The 
discourse of hermeneutics helps assure that theology remains faithful to Scripture. The discourse 

of contextualization helps assure that theology remains relevant to culture. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Introduction 
 

orth American evangelicals continue to voice their commitment to a contextualization 
that proves biblically faithful and culturally relevant. For years this seemed a tenable 
position. After all, the culture in North America evidenced appreciation for—if not 

adherence to—many of evangelical Christianity’s values. At the same time, many evangelicals 
adopted the powerful frameworks of understanding provided by the ubiquitous influence of the 
Enlightenment, the reigning influence in the western worldview. Biblical values presented within 
familiar cultural frameworks meant that most listeners initially understood the church’s message. 
With relatively little distance between Christianity and culture, evangelicals could present a 
gospel message that appeared both biblically faithful and culturally relevant. 

However, dramatic shifts in North America began to place a growing strain on those 
evangelicals trying to hold to biblical faithfulness with one hand and cultural relevance with the 
other. For example, western academia increasingly questioned Enlightenment presuppositions 
and frameworks, particularly its positivistic view of objective truth and grand, unified 
metanarratives; e.g., classical foundationalism. At the same time, theologians began to 
acknowledge that subjective context speaks with significant authority in theological dialogue. In 
addition to this, globalization began to change the homogenous nature of culture in North 
America, bringing North Americans into close proximity with widely different worldviews. 
Then, many evangelicals, after decades of withdrawal into fundamentalist enclaves, made a 
decisive turn toward culture. 

Yet, evangelicals today find it increasingly difficult to rely on past practices in order to 
deal with current challenges. As the modern tide recedes, evangelicals can see that their earnest 
attempts to communicate a meaningful gospel message led to significant accommodation to 
Enlightenment frameworks, a complicity with the prevailing worldview that hobbled gospel 
transformation within the community of believers and the culture at large. At the same time, 
evangelical theology operating under Enlightenment frameworks feels the inadequacy of 
transmuting old answers to fresh questions posed by a culture under the influence of 
globalization. North American evangelicals need a model of contextualization that promotes 
successive approximation in two contexts: biblically faithful contextualization of the community 
of believers to the kingdom of God and culturally relevant contextualization of the Gospel to the 
culture at large. 

N 
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Theology, Hermeneutics, and Contextualization 
 

The dialogical model of contextualization views theology as a conversation between Scripture 
and context. David Clark compares theology to a bridge. The first half of the bridge spans from 
Scripture to the community of believers. He refers to this span as hermeneutics. The second half 
of the bridge spans from the community of believers to the local context. He refers to this span as 
contextualization.1 Dialogical contextualization facilitates the conversation between Scripture 
and context. The discourse of hermeneutics helps assure that theology remains faithful to 
Scripture. The discourse of contextualization helps assure that theology remains relevant to 
culture.  
 
 

Theology 
 

Theology has experienced a radical shift; objective Scripture now dialogues with subjective 
context. Stephen Bevans points out that modern theologians concerned themselves with the study 
of objective Scripture and tradition.2 In many ways, modern theological method was similar to 
scientific study. As such, the Bible and the history of theology provided the data while the 
modern scientific method provided the investigative framework. The perceived direct 
relationship between words and reality led theologians to assume a direct relationship between 
theological interpretation and Scripture.3 However, Bevans argues that this is no longer the case. 
Recognizing the influence of context, Bevans concludes: “Theology that is contextual realizes 
that culture, history, contemporary thought forms, and so forth are to be considered, along with 
scripture and tradition, as valid sources for theological expression. And so today we speak of 
theology as having three sources or loci theologici: scripture, tradition, and present human 
experience—or context.”4 A new voice has joined the theological dialogue, subjective context. 
Bevans aptly observes that this radical shift is “changing the whole equation.”5  
Prior to this subjective turn, philosophers sought to build western society on a stable foundation 
thought to exist in human reason. Michael Goheen and Craig Bartholomew outline this quest in 
their book, Living at the Crossroads.6 They locate the origin of this quest in the Greek 
philosophy of Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes in the sixth century B.C.7 Goheen and 
Bartholomew demonstrate how the quest for stability—one built on human reason—reached its 

                                                 
1 David K. Clark, Telephone interview by author, 27 August 2012. Clodovis Boff outlines a similar idea. 

See Clodovis Boff, Theology and Praxis: Epistemological Foundations (trans. by Robert R. Barr; Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1987), 79. 

2 Stephen B. Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology (Faith and Cultures Series; ed. Robert J. Schreiter; 
rev. and exp. ed.; Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2004), 4. 

3 Paul G. Hiebert, Missiological Implications of Epistemological Shifts: Affirming Truth in a 
Modern/Postmodern World (Christian Mission and Modern Culture Series; ed. Alan Neely, H. Wayne Pipkin, 
Wilbert R. Shenk; Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 1999), 19. 

4 Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, 4. 
5 Ibid., 5. 
6 Michael W. Goheen and Craig G. Bartholomew, Living at the Crossroads: An Introduction to Christian 

Worldview (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008), 67–106. 
7 Goheen and Bartholomew, Living at the Crossroads, 72. 
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peak during the Enlightenment. Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727) combined the empirical method 
of observation espoused by Francis Bacon (1561–1626) with the rational method of René 
Descartes (1596–1650) to form the scientific method.8 Scientific discoveries became the basic 
building blocks of western society.9 Through the scientific method, western civilization could 
build on the foundation of human reason, which “would lead to a more humane society.”10 Over 
time, this particular approach came to be known as foundationalism. Yet today, for all of its 
achievements, foundationalism is all but dead.11 One of foundationalism’s earliest and greatest 
challenges came from the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. 
 Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) perforated the Enlightenment foundation of objective 
reality, arguing that the human subject—the one making the observation—greatly influences 
reality. Wolfhart Pannenberg notes that Greek rationalism itself contained the seed for 
subjectivism “insofar as it made thinking the norm of truth.”12 Greek rationalism realized that the 
human subject plays an indispensable role in rational thought. However, subjectivism sprang to 
life in the philosophy of Kant. Kant argued that there is a “causal transaction” between the 
outside world and the world of the human mind.13 He was not the first to make this observation; 
however, he was the first—and certainly the most influential proponent—to suggest that the 
human mind actually shapes reality.14 Theologically speaking, this shift from objective 
observation to subjective influence can lead one “from beginning with a world of objects to 
beginning with the world of the subject, the interior world of the human person.”15 This 
subjective turn greatly enhances the role of the human subject and context in theology. Theology 
still may deal with the objective realities of Scripture and theological traditions but univocal 
interpretations are nearly impossible once one recognizes the influence of context and the human 
subject. Interpretations of Scripture and culture that begin with or even acknowledge the 
subjective influence of context can vary as greatly as context itself. Yet today, North American 
evangelicals face challenges far beyond the simple addition of one voice to theological dialogue. 
Today, evangelicals hear the voice of context in multiple languages and worldviews due to the 
influence from the burgeoning churches of the global south and the juxtaposition of multiple 
cultures from the recent explosion of globalization. The voice of subjective context—indeed, the 
voice of multiple contexts—seems to overwhelm traditional evangelical approaches to theology. 
 The rapid growth of Christianity in the global south brought western theology into 
contact with a multiplicity of different contexts. Mark Noll points out that from 1900 to 2000 
evangelical Christianity in North America and Europe maintained about 65 million adherents 
while evangelical Christians in Asia, Africa, and Latin America increased from 3.7 to 141.4 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 88–91. 
9 Paul G. Hiebert, Transforming Worldviews: An Anthropological Understanding of How People Change 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008), 157. 
10 David K. Clark, To Know and Love God (Foundations of Evangelical Theology Series; ed. John S. 

Feinberg; Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2003), 153. 
11 Ibid., 156. 
12 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Basic Questions in Theology (trans. George H. Kehm; 2 vols.; Philadelphia, PA: 

The Westminster Press, 1983), 14. 
13 Alvin Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2000), 12. 
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15 Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, 104. 
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million.16 And Noll detects an air of independence in these younger churches, an independence 
that emphasizes the local context. This independence leads to a sort of “religious chaos” where 
the younger churches have “little sense of connection with past Christian wisdom or the present-
day concerns of believers in other places.”17 This religious chaos allows younger churches in the 
global south to develop under the immediate influence of their respective contexts, often 
including theological expressions quite distinct from the west. Robert Schreiter observes that 
these churches, separated from paternalistic western theology, gain room to ask their own 
questions and shape their own identities.18 As noted by Bevans above, theology now has a 
significant new voice in the dialogue—the context of the human subject. According to Schreiter, 
this significant new voice—with no small contribution from the churches of the global south—
enters the theological dialogue in a kaleidoscope of contexts gathering in close proximity due to 
the influence of globalization. The growth of churches in the global south adds multiple contexts 
to theology, bringing with it greater challenges in theological dialogue. 
 Evangelical theology requires an approach to communication that facilitates dialogue 
between Scripture, tradition, and a plurality of contexts. Evangelical scholar William Dyrness 
saw this as early as 1990 when he argued that future communication in theological dialogue 
would necessarily include cross-cultural dynamics from a multitude of contextual horizons.19 
This theological conversation will favor dialogue over Hegelian dialectic. Dialectic works 
toward synthesis from two opposing poles; however, with the decline of socialism—the pole 
opposite capitalism—the bi-polar nature of Cold War dialectic gave way to global capitalism, 
opening the door to a myriad of cultures.20 Today, theology interacts with a cacophony of voices 
from varied contexts. In fact, Schreiter argues that in a globalized world, communication 
presents itself as a new mark of the church catholic.21 These varied contexts strain the ability of 
dialectic and require an approach to communication that gives voice to each context represented 
in theological dialogue. The dialogical model directs two discourses in theology: hermeneutics 
directs the discourse between Scripture and the community of believers while contextualization 
directs the discourse between the community of believers and culture. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
16 Mark Noll, The New Shape of World Christianity: How American Experience Reflects Global Faith 

(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009), 22. 
17 Ibid., 25. 
18 Robert J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1985), 2–3. 
19 William A. Dyrness, Learning about Theology from the Third World (Grand Rapids, MI: Academie 

Books, 1990), 22–23. 
20 Robert J. Schreiter, The New Catholicity: Theology between the Global and the Local (Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis Books, 1997), 98. 
21 Schreiter makes this conclusion after an extended presentation of the marks of the church throughout 

church history. He suggests three marks of the church today: wholeness—in the sense that local theologies in 
dialogue with one another present a more complete theological picture, fullness—in the sense of orthodoxy, and 
communication—considering the challenges of cultural commensurability and cross-cultural communication. See 
Robert J. Schreiter, The New Catholicity: Theology between the Global and the Local (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
1997), 119–33. 



                                                                   A Case for the Dialogical Model | Christopher G. Alley 

51 

Hermeneutics 
 

Hermeneutics, like theology, has undergone significant changes. One can examine these changes 
in the works of two towering figures: Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) and Hans-Georg 
Gadamer (1900–2002). Each of these men leaves an indelible mark on hermeneutics. 
 Protestant reformers based their hermeneutics in large part on the hermeneutics of the 
Patristics. According to Anthony Thiselton, the rules for interpretation common among 
Protestant writers followed a method “almost equivalent to exegesis.”22 Over time, these rules of 
interpretation conformed to Enlightenment presuppositions to the extent that they excised 
tradition in their pursuit to elevate human rationality above the “prejudices” of traditional 
authority.23 Yet, whatever hermeneutics gained from this approach to interpretation it lost in 
meaning as the life of the biblical text suffered the inevitable effects of scientific dissection. 
 Romanticism pushed back against the mechanistic approach of Enlightenment 
rationalism. Thiselton provides a fitting analogy for rationalistic hermeneutics saying: “One can 
take a machine to bits and put it together again. But one cannot take a living butterfly to bits and 
put it back together as a living, organic entity.”24 Mechanistic approaches to interpretation 
labored to free the text from traditional authority; however, this approach threatened the life of a 
living text.  

Schleiermacher explored ways to bring the biblical text back to life for readers in the 
modern age. Kant had exposed the limits of human rationality. Therefore, purely rational 
interpretations of Scripture possessed no ability to form a meaningful bridge between the modern 
reader and the ancient, biblical text.25 Therefore, Schleiermacher—who represents the first great 
turn in hermeneutics—pushed beyond the limits of human rationality and located meaning 
behind the text in the common psychological experience between author and reader.26 Gadamer 
summarizes Schleiermacher’s approach: “Hermeneutics endeavors to rediscover the nodal point 
in the artist’s mind that will render the significance of his work fully intelligible. . . .”27 By 
finding the shared experience between author and reader, the biblical text could come alive. Yet, 
Gadamer argues that Schleiermacher took an untenable position. He cautions: “Ultimately, this 
view of hermeneutics is as nonsensical as all restitution and restoration of past life. . . . What is 
reconstructed . . . is not the original. In its continuance in an estranged state it acquires only a 
derivative, cultural existence.”28 For Gadamer, reconstruction of the past proves impossible. The 
mind of the author remains ultimately out of reach. 
 Gadamer, drawing on the work of Martin Heidegger (1889–1976), proposed a connection 
between text and reader through what he termed a “historically effected consciousness.” 
According to Thiselton, Heidegger argued that “Understanding is . . . cumulative and embedded 
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in the flow of time. . . .”29 This aspect of Heidegger’s philosophy provided the basis for 
Gadamer’s historically effected consciousness. Gadamer describes the historically effected 
consciousness saying: “It [time] is not a yawning abyss but it is filled with the continuity of 
custom and tradition, in the light of which everything handed down presents itself to us.”30 In 
other words, history supplies the interpreter with a horizon of understanding. An interpreter’s 
prejudices reveal the extent to which he or she understands this supply and indicates the 
particular limits of his or her horizon. When the horizon of the interpreter meets the biblical text, 
a creative interaction takes place allowing the interpreter to test his prejudices and expand his 
horizon. Gadamer observes: “Every encounter with tradition that takes place within historical 
consciousness involves the experience of a tension between the text and the present. The 
hermeneutic task consists in not covering up this tension by attempting a naïve assimilation of 
the two but in consciously bringing it out.”31 Tension between the biblical text and the 
interpreter’s prejudices resolves in new understanding and expansion of the interpreter’s horizon. 
Thiselton concludes: “Conversation, including that between a text and its interpreter, bridges a 
gulf, and allows fresh points to arise.”32 The historically effected consciousness bridges the gap 
between text and reader. Many evangelicals—tied as they were to Enlightenment thought—
proved slow to grasp the implications of this second great turn in hermeneutics. 
 By and large, evangelicals embraced many of the underlying assumptions of the 
Enlightenment even as the rhetorical situation around them changed. This was due, in part, to the 
fact that many early Enlightenment thinkers exhibited a warm disposition toward the Christian 
faith. One such figure was John Locke (1632–1704). Alvin Plantinga notes that Locke’s Essay 
demonstrated an affirmation of God’s revelation in Scripture. Yet, Locke believed that true 
revelation would not contradict reason. For Locke, reason—not Scripture—acted as the final 
arbiter in matters of revelation.33 Evangelicals saw little contradiction with this axiom, advancing 
“the naturalism, the optimism, and the scientific rationality that . . . characterized their 
Enlightenment.”34 Optimism characterized the early response by evangelicals toward the 
Enlightenment worldview. As George Marsden points out, evangelicals granted the academy 
“autonomy” in scientific matters: “entirely confident that objective scientific inquiry could only 
confirm Christian truth.”35 Evangelical confidence in the ability of science had formative 
influence in evangelical hermeneutics. 
 Evangelicals continued to approach the hermeneutical task with great confidence based 
on Enlightenment assumptions.36 Enlightenment thought led evangelicals to assume a “direct . . . 
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correspondence between the Bible and theology. . . .”37 This formal equivalence required 
translators to find the precise words that corresponded with the objective truth of Scripture. Clark 
notes: “These theologians affirmed a hermeneutical objectivity in Bible interpretation, hoping to 
exclude (or at least restrain) the influence of cultural, philosophical, and theological 
prejudgments.”38 Evangelicals assumed that they could avoid the traditional accretions 
associated with past theologies by applying methods congruent with scientific investigation; 
however, this approach exposed evangelical hermeneutics to critiques launched by Kant, 
Schleiermacher, and Gadamer. Today, many evangelical theologians recognize the need to move 
away from formal equivalence toward critical realism, an abductive approach to interpretation 
that acknowledges the subjective influence of context while working toward a successive 
approximation to Scripture’s objective truth.39 Approaches to hermeneutics such as “the two 
horizons” or “the hermeneutical spiral” reflect the influence of critical realism and abductive 
logic in evangelical hermeneutics. 
 Today, a growing number of evangelical theologians recognize the need to bring the 
horizon of the interpreter to the horizon of the text in a hermeneutical spiral that increasingly 
approaches the truth of Scripture. The dawning of a historical consciousness in western culture 
gave rise to an awareness of a significant distance between the modern horizon of the interpreter 
and the historical horizon of the text.40 Thiselton argues that biblical hermeneutics seeks to bring 
the interpreter into contact with the horizon of Scripture in such a way that the interpreter’s 
horizon is “reshaped and enlarged.”41 Gotthold Lessing (1729–81) had argued that a “great ugly 
ditch”—an incommensurable gap—existed between the modern interpreter and the ancient text. 
But the perceived incommensurability of these two horizons leaned heavily on the rationalistic 
assumptions of the Enlightenment. Thiselton observes: “Lessing urges the limitations of 
historical inquiry not because history cannot speak to these horizons, but because it cannot 
provide the kind of truth that rationally compels assent.”42 For Lessing, Scripture proves 
incapable of offering empirical evidence for its historical claims. As such, it has little if anything 
to say to the modern, rational mind. For Lessing, historical consciousness separated the horizons 
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of Scripture from the horizon of modern man—the former welded to the authority of tradition 
and the latter forged by autonomous, rational thought. For Gadamer, historical consciousness 
provided the connection to bring the two together. Historical consciousness—or historically 
effected consciousness—“is actually the supportive ground of the course of events in which the 
present is rooted.”43 The present remains connected to the past through the current of tradition. 
Therefore, evangelical hermeneutics would seem to benefit if it moved beyond the a priori 
assumptions of deductive reasoning and the hidden presupposition of inductive investigation, 
applying, instead, an abductive approach that moves between the horizon of text and the horizon 
of the interpreter.44 Such an abductive approach finds expression in the hermeneutical spiral. 
 Schleiermacher conceived the idea of a hermeneutical circle. Thiselton notes that this 
circle involved two movements in interpretation: movement between the whole and the parts of a 
text as well as movement between preliminary and later understandings of the interpreter.45 
Some interpreters have called for a hermeneutical spiral instead of a hermeneutical circle. In his 
book, The Hermeneutical Spiral, Grant Osborne describes the difference between a 
hermeneutical circle and spiral noting that the spiral progresses “nearer and nearer to the text’s 
intended meaning as I refine my hypotheses and allow the text to continue to challenge and 
correct those alternative interpretations, then to guide my delineation of its significance for my 
situation today.”46 J. I. Packer argues that a hermeneutical spiral can produce a “successive 
approximation” of understanding.47 This paper argues that dialogical contextualization has the 
ability to extend the logic of a hermeneutical spiral from biblical interpretation to evangelical 
contextualization: the abductive movement between Scripture and context. 

 
 

Contextualization 
 

Contextualization has existed throughout Christian history in some shape or form, the effort to 
present the gospel meaningfully in new contexts. One might refer to the early church’s use of the 
Septuagint or John’s use of the philosophical concept of λογος in his mission to the Greek-
speaking world. One might refer to Jerome’s translation of the Latin Vulgate in the fourth 
century or Luther’s German translation in the sixteenth. One might refer also to the missionary 
thrust of the monastic movement. Church history offers ample evidence of effort to make the 
gospel meaningful in new contexts. However, contextualization today distinguishes itself from 
contextualization in the past. Contemporary contextualization affords a great deal of influence to 
the local context in the process of theology. This influence, along with the sheer number of 
voices entering the theological dialogue, changes substantially the notion of contextualization 
today. In contemporary contextualization, theology endeavors to bring together the horizon of 
the community of believers and that of the local cultural context(s). 
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Modernity brought Christianity into contact with a plurality of cultures. Colonialism exposed 
western society and the western church to an ever-increasing array of cultures. In 1493, Pope 
Alexander VI divided the globe, granting mission in the west to Spain and mission in the east to 
Portugal.48 Colonialism increased rapidly in the eighteenth century. Mission historian Stephen 
Neill cites two factors that contributed to rapid colonial expansion: Europe was running out of 
room and resources and technological advances put the world within her reach.49 Where 
colonialism went, mission went with it. Missiologist David Bosch sees colonialism and mission 
as “interdependent” enterprises.50 Neill observes: “With the expansion of Europe, and often in 
advance of it, has gone the expansion of the Church.”51 This exposure to new cultures eventually 
challenged the traditional western worldview.52 This challenge fostered fascination in some, 
serious scientific inquiry in others. 
 Western science began to study the various cultures discovered through colonialism and 
mission, giving birth to the academic discipline of anthropology. In fact, the word “culture” 
entered the English language through the German anthropologist, E. B. Tylor, in 1871.53 
Initially, anthropologists applied objective methodologies to the study of people in other cultures. 
Eventually, anthropologists approached these cultures from a more subjective point of view. 
 Early anthropologists used an etic approach. Etic anthropologists studied culture from the 
outside, making objective observations.54 Due to the scientific method’s close association with 
foundationalism, these etic anthropologists expected to find some “Grand Unified Theory” that 
would explain the world of differences they observed.55 Foundationalism provided the 
expectation, biological evolution the theory. Cultural differences served etic anthropologists as 
empirical evidence that “some [cultures] are more evolved than others.”56 Etic anthropology led 
some Christian missionaries to promote the superiority of western culture.57 From this point of 
view, the context of the gospel recipient has little value.  
 Later anthropologists used an emic approach. Emic anthropologists studied culture from 
the inside, seeking to understand culture from the local point of view. Emic anthropologists 
refused to evaluate other cultures based on outside standards.58 These anthropologists abandoned 
the view that some cultures are more evolved than others. They viewed each culture as valuable 
in and of itself. Emic anthropologists attempted to “describe other cultures and worldviews using 
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native categories and logic.”59 Kant’s subjective turn provided the philosophical warrant for 
anthropologists to view other cultures as different mental constructs of reality. Valued for their 
respective insights, the local context gained greater influence in the work of missions and 
theology. 

The word “contextualization” first appeared in the writings of the Theological Education 
Fund (TEF) in 1972. Originally part of the International Missionary Council, the TEF joined 
with the World Council of Churches in 1961.60 One of the TEF’s earliest mandates was to 
provide Third World theological students with training that took seriously their local context.61 
However, some evangelicals soon began to voice concern. Bruce Nicholls, in an article published 
by the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization, cautioned evangelicals of the influence of 
existentialism in this new emphasis on contextualization. He noted that existential 
contextualization “begins with two relatives and expects to find only tentative theological 
formulations in a progression to a synthesis of understanding.”62 One could drift from biblical 
orthodoxy in the pursuit of contextual sensitivity. During the twentieth century, mainline 
denominations evidenced this drift from theological orthodoxy to theological relativism.63 
Evangelicals, wanting to avoid a slide into liberalism, arrived late for the emerging theological 
dialogue with context. However, without a proper model for engaging the inevitable influence of 
context, evangelicals are poised either to afford context too much influence in their pursuit of 
cultural relevance or further entrench in conservatism as they cling to the culture of church 
tradition from their recent past. 

Recently, North American evangelicals have begun to demonstrate a greater interest in 
culture in spite of a traditionally antagonistic relationship in the recent past. George Marsden 
argues that high profile events such as the 1925 Scope’s Trial in Dayton, Tennessee caused 
public embarrassment and drove evangelicals into a decisive retreat from the culture at large.64 
However, evangelicals’ attitudes toward culture are changing. Andy Crouch notes a progression 
from “condemning” and “critiquing” culture in the first half of the twentieth century to 
“copying” and “consuming” culture in the last.65 In addition to this, the maturing churches of the 
global south continue to change the face of Christian theology while globalization brings North 
American evangelicals into closer contact with a plethora of cultural contexts. These dynamics 
place a great deal of pressure on evangelicals to develop a better model for engaging the 
influence of context. Evangelicals might discover some important clues in the work of Robert J. 
Schreiter. 
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Schreiter argues that theology needs to discover not only the ability to dialogue with context; it 
must discover the ability to dialogue with multiple contexts. He points out that early approaches 
to gospel contextualization viewed each culture as a bounded, integrated whole. He observes: 
“Much of the pressure for developing contextual theologies has presumed the distinctiveness and 
relative boundedness of culture, implying thereby that distinctive theologies could be formed.”66 
Distinctive cultures could produce distinctive local theologies. However, this concept of culture 
fails to account for the complexity introduced by globalization. Increasingly, evangelical authors 
describe a North American context in the throes of rapid, complex change where a plurality of 
cultural expressions intermixing in close proximity challenge traditional identities.67 
Globalization changes the dynamics of contextualization because it generates multiple 
opportunities for contextual horizons to interact. Schreiter refers to the work of Fumitake 
Matsuoka who “proposes that speakers and hearers do not come together in the culture of each 
other, but in an interstitial zone created out of the liminal experience of both interlocutors 
interacting with each other.”68 In other words, cultures possess porous boundaries permitting 
horizons to intermix. These interstitial zones provide a rich environment for understanding 
between contexts.  

This suggests several pertinent implications for evangelical theology. First, the 
community of believers plays an indispensable role, mediating culture’s interaction with 
Scripture in the theological process. Second, this interaction requires the community of believers 
to achieve fluency in two discourses, the hermeneutical discourse between Scripture and the 
community of believers and the contextualization discourse between the community of believers 
and culture. Third, each discourse employs an abductive approach to understanding. As the 
horizon of the community of believers interacts with various horizons within reach of its own 
context, a contextualization spiral enables the community of believers to dialogue with context in 
order to engage in a centrifugal mission through a meaningful gospel witness and cultural 
transformation. As the horizon of the community of believers interacts with the horizon of 
Scripture, a hermeneutical spiral enables the community of believers to dialogue with Scripture 
in order to achieve a centripetal witness as a contrast community in the inaugurated kingdom of 
God. 

 
 

Development of the Dialogical Model 
 

The dialogical model grows out of a synthetic approach to contextualization. The synthetic 
approach attempts to draw on the strengths of four different models of contextualization. Two of 
these models place greater emphasis on context. The other two place greater emphasis on 
Scripture. The dialogical model guides communication between each of the other models in an 
attempt to draw on the strengths and limit the weaknesses of each. 
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Four Models of Contextualization 
 

The anthropological model places emphasis on the cultural context. Stephen Bevans points out 
that “anthropological” describes this model in two senses of the word: first, this model focuses 
on anthropos—mankind and second, this model utilizes the discipline of anthropology in 
understanding the local culture.69 Scripture serves as a “map,” giving clues from the past as to 
where one might find God revealing himself in culture in the present.70 The gospel messenger 
joins God in his work to preserve cultural identity and help humanity find greater fulfillment.71 
Schreiter identifies three common applications of the anthropological model. In some instances, 
western missionaries, using western philosophical or anthropological frameworks, work with 
locals to develop a description of the local culture’s worldview. In other instances, western 
missionaries train locals to use these western frameworks to describe their worldview. Yet in 
other instances, missionaries attempt to plant the pure seed of the gospel in the local context, 
allowing it to grow up as a new, indigenous expression of Christianity: “faithful both to the local 
culture and to the apostolic faith.”72 

The anthropological approach exhibits strengths and weaknesses. It affirms the goodness 
of God’s creation and emphasizes the image of God in man. It listens carefully in order to 
discern culture’s questions and needs. In addition to this, it utilizes western anthropology, which 
gives it “authenticity in the local culture and respectability in Western church circles.”73 At the 
same time, the anthropological approach, while emphasizing the local context, often diminishes 
the role of Scripture.74 It also appears to this author that western anthropology’s bounded view of 
culture renders this model of contextualization unable to deal with the increasing challenges of 
cultural overlap due to the influence of globalization. 

The praxis model places emphasis on the historical context. Praxis grew out of the 
philosophy of Karl Marx (1818–1883). Bevans summarizes saying: “We know best, Marx 
insisted, when our reason is coupled with and challenged by our action—when we are not just 
the objects of historical process but its subjects.”75 One should not confuse praxis with practice. 
Praxis represents a way of knowing that first analyzes a given situation, takes action based on 
that analysis, and reflects on the action for greater understanding. Practice limits itself almost 
entirely to action. Praxis combines action and understanding. Therefore, praxis constitutes a 
distinct approach to epistemology. Theologically speaking, praxis involves social and historical 
analysis for understanding context, hermeneutical analysis for understanding God’s will, and 
practical analysis for choosing a course of action.76 Local pastors facilitate dialogue between 
professional theologians in the academy and popular theologians in the local church.77 
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Traditionally speaking, this dialogue between action and reflection leads to social liberation, a 
distinct approach known as liberation theology.78 Evangelicals interacting with this model will 
need to evaluate praxis based on its epistemological strengths and avoid a shallow equivocation 
with liberation theology or Marxism. 

The praxis model of contextualization exhibits impressive strengths. Its method of 
analysis, action, and reflection demonstrates a marked improvement over purely academic 
approaches to theology, which emphasize right-thinking—sometimes at the expense of right-
doing. Praxis provides a robust epistemology for theology.79 Additionally, Schreiter argues that 
the praxis model possesses the ability to stay with contextualization long enough to answer 
questions that other models only raise.80 Understandably, the praxis model’s association with 
Marxism consistently generates necessary questions. However, Schreiter makes an important 
observation: “As a description of systems of oppression, Marxism has much to teach. As a 
prescription for a new society, it is no longer likely to find many adherents.”81 Marx’s theory of 
praxis provides a valuable tool for cultural and historical analysis; however, Marxism fails to 
provide a suitable Christian teleology. This challenge increases under the influence of 
globalization. Schreiter argues: “[T]he pluralistic nature of a globalized society makes it difficult 
to thematize a telos in and for that society. Global system values such as progress, equality, and 
inclusion can become demonic if not guided by some telos.”82 In the past, Marxist socialism 
provided the telos for the praxis model of contextualization. Today, globalization provides a 
plethora of competing teleologies. Theology, utilizing a praxis epistemology, will need to supply 
this telos, preferably one drawn from Scripture itself. 

The translation model and the counter-cultural model place greater emphasis on 
Scripture. In the translation model, translators utilize context as a vehicle to communicate 
Scripture’s supracultural message. Bevans identifies this model as the oldest and most common 
model in contextualization.83 Translation involves a decoding/encoding process. In the decoding 
stage, the translator identifies and removes Scripture’s cultural forms, forms that held and 
transported Scripture’s supracultural truths in culturally relevant ways to the original audience. 
The translator then encodes Scripture’s truth, using corresponding cultural forms from the 
recipient’s context.84 Charles Kraft takes this process farther, insisting that translators should 
work to create an impact on the listener in his own context equivalent to the impact on the 
original audience, an approach to the translation model known as dynamic equivalence.85 
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The translation model, like the other models, exhibits strengths and weaknesses. This model 
maintains a strong commitment to Scripture’s message. In addition, the relative simplicity of this 
model allows almost anyone to use it.86 Yet, this model has considerable weaknesses, 
particularly when it serves as the only model of contextualization. For example, the 
decode/encode process places the work of translation in the hands of the foreigner. This process 
makes several assumptions. First, it assumes that a supracultural message actually exists; 
however, this assumption enjoys more support in theory than in practice.87 Second, it assumes 
that the foreign translator clearly grasps the meaning of local cultural forms.88 Finally, this model 
assumes that the newly selected cultural forms do not negatively influence meaning and that the 
translator’s culture has little or no influence on translation.89 These assumptions sequester the 
translation model, taking it out of the hands of local cultural “experts” and leaving it primarily in 
the hands of cultural outsiders. With translation in the hands of the foreigner, the message of 
Scripture remains an “alien voice.”90 Perhaps Clark points out the most important weakness; 
assuming that biblical revelation consists of supracultural principles hidden behind the text of 
Scripture can lead believers to “treasure the propositions extracted from the Bible more than the 
Bible itself.”91 The translation model provides a good starting point but this model should not 
comprise the totality of contextualization. 

The counter-cultural model also emphasizes the importance of Scripture. It acknowledges 
the gospel’s authority above all cultures, affirming the good and confronting the bad. This model 
believes that Scripture reveals God’s view of the world, a view of the world that critiques all 
other worldviews.92 Bevans summarizes the implication: “. . . the gospel is the clue to history—
the lens through which history can be viewed rightly. . . .”93 According to this model, the 
community of believers orients itself around God’s view of the world and lives as a contrast 
community within the culture at large. This alternate community—a real though imperfect 
example of the kingdom of God—bears witness as a foretaste of God’s inaugurated but not-yet 
kingdom.94 The community of believers lives in a cross-cultural, missionary movement between 
two contexts.95 On the one hand, the believers engage in a centripetal, attractional witness as they 
orbit around a new gravitational center, the gospel of Jesus Christ. On the other hand, the 
believers engage in a centrifugal witness as they move out to missionally engage the larger 

                                                 
86 Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, 42–43. 
87 Ibid., 43. 
88 Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies, 8. 
89 Clark, To Know and Love God, 112. 
90 Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies, 9. 
91 Clark, To Know and Love God, 96. 
92 See Leslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, 1989), 227 and Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1986), 21–41. See also Tim J. Keller and J. Allen Thompson, Church Planter 
Manual (New York, NY: Redeemer Presbyterian Church, 2002), 215–25. 

93 Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, 121. 
94 Ibid., 122–24. 
95 Ibid, 123. 



                                                                   A Case for the Dialogical Model | Christopher G. Alley 

61 

cultural context. The community of believers takes a critical stance toward culture, humbly 
embracing the good and denouncing the bad.96  

The counter-cultural model, like the others, has strengths and weaknesses. It maintains a 
strong commitment to Scripture and tradition, a vital aspect of any evangelical 
contextualization.97 It also offers a living example of God’s view of the world, a Christian telos 
necessary for any approach to contextualization that labors for cultural transformation. This 
gospel worldview proves particularly salient in those contexts where globalization threatens 
cultural identity and purpose.98 The community of believers embodies an identity and purpose 
revealed by God in Scripture. Closely related to this, Bevans concludes: “I believe strongly that 
in a situation such as that of contemporary Europe . . . and North America, only a theology that 
engages the secular context critically can be one that faithfully presents and lives out the 
gospel.”99 The community of believers critiques its cultural context, announcing God’s “yes” and 
“no” to the culture at large. Among the four models examined thus far, the counter-cultural 
model seems the most adequate model for the North American context. Yet, this model is not 
without its weaknesses. 

Bevans cites several concerns with the counter-cultural model. He cautions that this 
model could trend toward “anticulturalism”— a trend that could “demonize western culture.” At 
the same time, this model could promote a Christian sectarianism that fractures catholicity and a 
Christian exclusivism that fails to see the common good in other religions.100 Bevans also 
observes that this approach to contextualization is tellingly monocultural, espoused mainly by 
westerners from the white, middle-class.101 Bevans has offered a legitimate caution. If this socio-
economic group of Christians presses its position of influence without an adequate expression of 
genuine humility, the weaknesses of this model may grow in direct proportion to its feelings of 
superiority. 

 
 

The Dialogical Model of Contextualization 
 

Bevans introduces a fifth model of contextualization, the synthetic model—also known as the 
dialogical model. This model acknowledges the importance of both Scripture and context. It 
seeks to keep Scripture and context in proper balance by drawing on strengths from the other 
four models.102 This model facilitates theological dialogue between local theologies, a dialogue 
that “emphasizes both uniqueness and complementarity.”103 In other words, local theologies 
reflect local contexts. The uniqueness of each context gives each theology a unique theological 
point of view. Local theologies, in dialogue with one another, present the possibility that the 
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theological conversation will enrich both the local and catholic church. This conversation 
depends upon dialogue, not dialectic. 

Bevans points out that theological dialogue distinguishes itself from Hegelian dialectic; 
i.e., a synthesis of ideas from bi-polar views.104 Bevans’ argument echoes an important nuance 
picked up by Schreiter. As mentioned above, the waning tide of socialism and the growing tide 
of globalization overwhelm the bi-polar structure of dialectic. The demands of globalization 
require an approach to conversation that can handle theological contributions from multiple 
contexts.105 For this reason, Bevans and Schreiter espouse mutual dialogue where unique 
contributions from local contexts complement one another and promote catholicity. 
Contextualization as dialogue will need to guide theological conversation in these theologically 
rich, interstitial zones: the zone between the global and the local, the zone between theologies 
from different cultures, and the zone between theologies from different times. The uniqueness of 
each contextualized theology in dialogue with others enriches both local and catholic theology. 

Schreiter outlines a dialogical process built on synthetic contextualization. He defines it 
as “a complex process, aware of contexts, of histories, of the role of experience, of the need to 
encounter the traditions of faith in other believing communities.”106 This process welcomes 
contributions from all four models: anthropological, praxis, translation, and counter-cultural.107 
Schreiter provides a map of this process in Constructing Local Theologies.108 His map suggests 
how a local community of believers might enter into dialogue with others to develop a local 
theology. His map includes two columns, which represent two major interlocutors in the 
dialogue: church tradition and culture. Schreiter acknowledges that the community of believers 
begins under some influence of previous local theologies. He locates the beginning point 
between church tradition and culture. At this point, the community of believers pursues two 
paths at the same time. On the one hand, they open up church tradition through analysis, examine 
these traditions as local theologies, and look for themes that parallel their own situation. On the 
other hand, they open up their own culture through analysis and begin to look for local themes 
that might emerge in their own local theology. The believing community then considers the 
contribution church tradition might make to their own local theology. After that, they consider 
the contribution their own theology might make to church tradition. Finally, they examine the 
impact of their contextualized theology on the culture at large. Because of the fallibility of 
human nature and the change inherent in any culture, this process continues in an ever-increasing 
proximity to cultural relevance and biblical faithfulness informed by church tradition. 
William Dyrness adapts this model for evangelicals in Learning about Theology from the Third 
World.109 Dyrness’ map includes two columns, which represent two interlocutors: Scripture and 
culture. In Dyrness’ model, contextualization begins with both the proclamation of the gospel 
and the demonstration of the gospel in the lifestyle of believers. At this point, two things happen 
simultaneously: believers examine the Scriptures and obey and believers analyze the culture. The 
believers’ initial obedience admittedly takes place under the influence of presuppositions; 
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however, believers refine these presuppositions throughout the process. Cultural analysis 
uncovers the “deep-seated needs and aspirations” of culture. Believers return to Scripture 
looking for parallel themes. Believers then reflect on Scripture’s themes in light of culture’s 
needs and aspirations. At this point, the community of believers affirms the good and rejects the 
bad in their cultural context, giving shape to their contextual theology. At the same time, their 
contextual theology leads to an understanding of Scripture that is both culturally relevant and 
biblically faithful. Like Schreiter’s approach, Dyrness understands that believers refine their 
contextualization in an abductive process similar to a hermeneutical spiral. One can see Schreiter 
and Dyrness’ influence in David Clark’s approach to the dialogical model. 
David Clark outlines the dialogical model in seven steps.110 First, the community of believers 
raises questions from within its own cultural context. Second, believers formulate initial answers 
from Scripture. Third, the believers obey. Fourth, the community of believers critiques the 
framework of each question raised by culture. Fifth, the believers begin to develop their own 
theological framework based on Scripture. Sixth, these believers consult theologians from other 
cultures and different times. Seventh, they return to Scripture creating a dialogical cycle that 
promotes “successive approximation”111 in gospel contextualization. 

Clark makes several significant contributions to the dialogical model of contextualization, 
contributions particularly important for evangelicals. First, he understands the need for “soft 
principlizing”, a preliminary attempt to translate the meaning of Scripture into familiar cultural 
forms.112 By doing this, Clark acknowledges that the translation model—the most common 
approach to contextualization—serves a valuable purpose in contextualization; however, he 
insightfully cautions the reader of its limitations. Second, Schreiter and Dyrness seem open to 
and even friendly toward the need for hermeneutics in understanding Scripture; Clark actually 
prescribes it.113 This prescription for hermeneutics has the potential to critique the powerful 
influence of context on the believers’ understanding of both Scripture and culture. Finally, Clark 
argues that dialogical contextualization must include the discipline of reframing culture’s 
questions. Cultural frameworks exert a decisive amount of influence on understanding.114 He 
argues: “To respond theologically to the culturally framed question exactly as the question is 
stated is tacitly to concede the ultimacy of the frame of reference out of which the question 
arises.”115 In such cases, theology never challenges the framework of reference that exerts 
interpretive influence over the theological response, a framework often at odds with the 
framework of Scripture. 

North American evangelicals need a model of contextualization that promotes successive 
approximation in two contexts: a hermeneutic that promotes a centripetal orbit of the community 
of believers around the gravitational center of Scripture and a contextualization that promotes the 
community of believers’ centrifugal mission to the cultural at large. The dialogical model 
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synthesizes four other models of contextualization, allowing the community of believers to 
become informed experts in both contexts. This interaction in two contexts creates a third  
culture,116 a unique vista from which to view the community of believers and the culture at large. 
This third culture becomes a unique expression—a local theology—which allows the church to 
develop an authentic Christian community able to transform believers and the culture at large. 

 
 

Two Contexts 
 

In this paper’s proposal for a dialogical model of contextualization, Christians mediate a cross-
cultural, missionary existence between two contexts: the context of culture and the community of 
believers. Each context possesses its own worldview, telos, and epistemology indicating in each 
a distinct approach to analysis, action, and witness. For believers, the context of culture is a 
theater for analysis, obedience, and centrifugal witness. The context of the believers’ community 
is a place for reflection, reframing, and centripetal witness. Believers must endeavor to hear each 
context on its own terms. Hermeneutics directs the discourse between the horizon of Scripture 
and the horizon of the believers. Contextualization directs the discourse between the horizon of 
the believers and the horizon of culture. The dialogical model directs the theological discourse 
between hermeneutics and contextualization, a theological spiral that labors to present to the 
cultural context a gospel-centered message in a gospel-centered framework from a gospel-
centered community that is biblically faithful and culturally relevant. 

 
 

The Context of Culture 
 

Each cultural context possesses its own worldview. Kant introduced the term “Weltanschauung”  
in Critique of Judgment, 1790.117 Since that time, scholars have come to realize that worldview 
acts as an interpretive framework communicated in large part through narrative.118 This narrative 
framework not only interprets reality, it critiques and shapes culture as it “monitors cultural 
change.”119 The understanding of narrative’s ability to interpret reality, as well as critique and 
shape culture, goes back at least to the time of Plato who affirmed the power of narrative. He 
believed that stories in early childhood would “prove indelible and unalterable.” Because of this, 
he suggested that society “should do our utmost that the first stories that they hear should be so 
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composed as to bring the fairest lessons of virtue to their ears.”120 When narrative frameworks 
change, culture and its understanding of reality change with them. 
Bosch demonstrates how the Enlightenment turned the medieval worldview upside down. In the 
Middle Ages, society placed God above the church, the church above the king, the king above 
the people, and the people above nature. However, during the Enlightenment, society replaced 
God with science, the church with reformation, the king with revolution, and placed nature above 
the people. Summarizing this tectonic shift, Bosch concludes: “Humanity derived its existence 
and validity from ‘below’ and no longer from ‘above’.”121 Science and nature took the 
interpretive, critical, and creative place of God and the church. 

Craig Bartholomew and Michael Goheen remind their readers that “all human 
communities, including our own, live out of some comprehensive story that suggests the meaning 
and goal of history and that gives shape and direction to human life.”122 Bartholomew and 
Goheen recognize that worldview not only shapes culture but also provides an important sense of 
direction. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Europe—exhausted from centuries of 
religious bloodshed—turned to a different worldview with a different telos. This worldview 
interpreted historical events through the telos of scientific progress.123 

Lesslie Newbigin summarizes the Enlightenment telos as one of progress. He argues that 
science removed God from the equation but kept the biblical idea of a historical trajectory, a 
secular “development of the New Testament hope. . . .”124 Enlightened mankind, equipped with 
this new power, believed it would progress to the point that “all the evils . . . would be 
conquered.”125 For centuries, the Enlightenment worldview gave meaning to events and set the 
course for western culture, extending its influence across the globe. However, in 1914, western 
culture’s progress appeared to come to an end while its worldview imploded on the battlefields 
of Europe. Confidence in the Enlightenment worldview suffered serious challenges with the 
onslaught of the First World War.126 By and large, western culture had lost confidence in both 
the biblical and scientific worldviews. As argued above, globalization has accelerated the need 
for an interpretive narrative and a sense of purpose. This presents evangelicals with a unique 
opportunity to tell the gospel as revealed within the interpretive framework of Scripture’s grand 
narrative and the telos of salvation history, an opportunity greatly enhanced by discovering 
culture’s pressing questions and deepest needs. This requires the ability to carry on two 
discourses in two contexts: the discourse between believers and their culture and the discourse 
between believers and Scripture. 

Each context—the community of believers and the culture at large—possesses its own 
epistemology. Clodovis Boff argues that contextual theology “presupposes at least two 
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disciplined discourses. . . .”127 Applying Boff’s insights to the dialogical model, this author 
suggests that hermeneutical analysis should direct the conversation between the community of 
believers and Scripture while social analysis should direct the conversation between the 
community of believers and culture.128 Boff concludes: “It is clear, consequently, that questions 
of epistemology are linked to a consideration of the theoretical constructions upon which they 
bear.”129 In other words, knowledge of each context follows its own distinctive epistemology 
based upon its unique theoretical constructions. 

Social analysis directs the discourse between the community of believers and its cultural 
context. Boff takes this into consideration when he outlines his approach to praxis. He describes 
the relationship between what he calls first, second, and third generalities in a particular 
discipline. Boff outlines this process using the social sciences as an example. The “first 
generality” takes place when theologians gather the “raw data” already produced within the 
social sciences. The “second generality” takes place when theologians analyze this raw data 
using analytical tools germane to the social sciences. The “third generality” takes place when 
theologians propose a “theoretical practice”—an initial course of action—based on the analysis 
of this raw data.130 Believers use culture’s analytical tools to understand culture’s questions, 
needs, worldview, and telos. The community of believers listens as culture speaks on its own 
terms. 

One must keep in mind that, up to this point, the community of believers has yet to 
formulate a contextual theology. They have constructed only one of two disciplined discourses. 
Following the completion of this discourse, theologians will bring hermeneutical reflection—the 
second discourse—to bear on their initial course of action, an essential part of praxis.131 
Hermeneutical reflection allows the community of believers to apply the proper epistemology to 
the interpretation of Scripture and evaluate their initial course of action in light of Scripture’s 
grand narrative and salvation history. 

 
 

The Context of the Community of Believers 
 

Christians engage culture in a centrifugal movement on mission with God. Christians also gather 
in the context of the community of believers. Like the context of culture, the community of 
believers has its own narrative, telos, and epistemology. In community, the believers conduct a 
hermeneutical analysis of Scripture, which allows them to reflect on culture’s initial need, 
reframing this according to Scripture’s comprehensive story. As a community converted to 
God’s view of the world, this community bears a centripetal witness as a living example of the 
inaugurated kingdom of God. 
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Scripture reveals a particular worldview. Newbigin refers to Scripture’s worldview as “a 
quite unique interpretation of universal history. . . .”132 In other words, the Bible does not simply 
reflect a Semitic worldview or present an archeological record of different worldviews. Instead, 
the Bible reveals God’s view of the world. Newbigin argues that the Bible furnishes the 
community of believers with a story that forms its own plausibility structure.133 This plausibility 
structure interprets reality while it critiques opposing worldviews and shapes the community of 
believers. Bruce Ashford and David Nelson outline this story in four acts: creation, fall, 
redemption, and restoration.134 These four acts form the interpretive framework at the 
“metaphysical, epistemological, and ethical epicenter” of the biblical worldview.135 Scripture 
also reveals a unique telos. 

Salvation history reveals a trajectory, a divine telos in this misdirected world. Andreas 
Köstenberger and Peter O’Brien succinctly summarize this telos observing that salvation history 
“shows a multifaceted yet unified nature of the scriptural teaching on this vital motif. There is an 
inherent dynamic and progression in the unfolding of the divine mission to save humanity from a 
profound spiritual predicament.”136 The stories of salvation history reveal a world of fallen 
humanity in need of redemption and restoration with God, one another, and his creation. 
Christopher Wright concludes that the trajectory of these stories revealed to the New Testament 
church her purpose of mission to the Gentiles. He identifies a telos found in “the powerful 
universalizing thrust of their own Scriptures, in the light of Jesus the Messiah and under the 
effect of his own teaching, that propelled his first followers (and generations since) in that 
direction.”137 The trajectory of salvation history sets the trajectory for the community of 
believers. Bartholomew and Goheen conclude: “In this story we too have a part, for we are 
invited—urged—to become a part of the story of the church, to follow Jesus and continue the 
kingdom mission in the steps of his earliest followers.”138 The stories of salvation history 
interpreted within the framework of Scripture’s grand narrative form one comprehensive 
narrative, revealing God’s view of the world and the community of believers’ place in his 
mission. 

As discussed above, one’s worldview exerts a formidable interpretive influence. Any 
worldview operating within the community of believers influences its understanding of 
Scripture’s stories, determining how it will “articulate them, support them, modify them, 
challenge them, subvert them, and even perhaps destroy them.”139 Therein lies the danger of 
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trying to interpret Scripture using foreign frameworks of understanding. Any worldview foreign 
to Scripture’s comprehensive narrative introduces a foreign interpretive framework, a framework 
that will change the meaning of Scripture’s stories. Albert Wolters warns: “When the Bible is 
broken up into little bits and chunks . . . these bits can be nicely fitted into the reigning story of 
our own culture with all its idols!”140 The reigning worldview—either that of Scripture or that of 
culture—will exert interpretive influence. Therefore, believers must allow Scripture to speak on 
its own terms. Scripture’s worldview and telos allow the Bible to speak for itself from within its 
own context. 

Scripture’s grand narrative and salvation history provide the community of believers with 
the only adequate narrative with which to critique and reframe competing interpretations of 
reality. Believers listen to culture and Scripture—each on its own terms—yet, with a discerning 
eye trained on the differences. Scripture’s comprehensive story has the ability to “interpret” and 
“regulate” all other stories.141 The community of believers understands that social analysis takes 
place within the interpretive framework of culture, a worldview foreign to the interpretive 
framework of Scripture. At this point, the community of believers is obligated to offer a biblical 
critique of society—a responsibility of Christianity that John Millbank places at “its very 
‘essence’.”142 This involves a critique not only of the suggested initial action of social analysis 
but also of the framework that gives this initial action meaning and purpose. Seen within 
Scripture’s framework, the initial action may reveal a deeper need, one that culture has yet to 
perceive. At this point, the community of believers reframes the deeper need in light of 
Scripture’s comprehensive story. This biblical critique reveals culture’s deeper need and 
provides a compelling answer while communicating meaning and purpose from God’s point of 
view.143 This deeper need set within Scripture’s comprehensive story possesses the power not 
only to critique but also to win favor and “subvert” other stories.144 As narrative, it has a 
winsome quality, which possesses the ability to endear itself to a skeptical culture. Time 
demonstrates that these stories never grow old. Thiselton notes that the stories of Scripture can 
reactivate meaning based on new, unexpected situations saying: “Textual narrative cats await the 
varied mouse-situations which reactivate them.”145 Life’s endless scurry of situations animates 
Scripture’s eternal truth. One worldview or another inevitably will impact the community of 
believers; however, Scripture’s comprehensive narrative alone possesses the proper framework 
to interpret the gospel, nurture the hungry, subvert the idols, critique the culture, and transform 
believers into the image of Christ. 

If Bartholomew and Goheen are correct—that all people “live out of some 
comprehensive story”—then Christian leaders need to come to grips with the power of 
Scripture’s comprehensive narrative to shape Christian community. The interpretive influence of 
Scripture’s grand narrative and the telos of salvation history give shape to the community of 
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believers. Together, they constitute a community that has turned to a new worldview.146 Without 
this interpretive framework, believers are apt to unite around any number of foreign frameworks, 
most notably the interpretive framework of their own culturally derived worldview.147 At the 
same time, this comprehensive story regulates the community of believers. Paul Hiebert notes 
that the community of faith, under the influence of a biblical worldview, acts as a “hermeneutical 
community,” which interprets Scripture and critiques the worldview of its own culture. Critique, 
in the sense that Hiebert uses it here, has less to do with reframing culture’s needs as it does with 
forming Christian community, a community “converted” to God’s comprehensive story of the 
world.148 A community thus constituted and regulated becomes a community “that verifies the 
truth of the gospel with its winsome lifestyle.”149 Scripture’s grand narrative and the stories of 
salvation history shape the community of believers, giving it the ability to achieve a greater 
understanding of Scripture, a biblical critique of culture, and a compelling gospel witness. 
Ascertaining this worldview relies on an adequate epistemology. Boff, cited above, argues that 
theology requires an epistemology of “hermeneutic mediation.”150 A proper hermeneutic helps 
the community of believers understand Scripture’s worldview because, as Thiselton points out, it 
seeks to understand the parts of Scripture in light of the whole. At the same time, believers hold 
their preliminary understanding of Scripture loosely knowing that further investigation often 
reveals richer meaning. This approach tracks with critical realism. Hiebert summarizes critical 
realism saying: “It affirms the presence of objective truth but recognizes that this is subjectively 
apprehended.”151 The subject’s mind—even his context—shapes knowledge. But critical realism 
contends that one’s approximation to truth is measurable when compared to objective reality. 
Abductive reasoning—this movement between part and whole as well as preliminary and latter 
understanding—describes the epistemological vitality of a hermeneutical spiral, an 
epistemological method that facilitates the community of believer’s successive approximation to 
God’s view of the world. 

Will those living within the North American context but outside the community of 
believers accept truth ascertained through such an approach to epistemology? Plantinga argues 
that the modern challenge—what he calls the “de jure” challenge concerns itself with warrant 
only, not truth. He makes a nuanced observation that the modern challenge to Christian belief 
rests on the challenges by Freud and Marx, that Christianity is wish fulfillment on the one hand 
and an opiate to the masses on the other.152 Plantinga points out: “Those who raise this question 
are not interested first of all in the truth of Christian belief: their claim is that there is something 
wrong with believing it. Christian belief may be true, and it may be false; but at any rate it is 
irrational to accept it.”153 This is not to suggest that evangelical epistemology concern itself only 
with warrant. It is simply to recognize that the de jure criticism of Christianity indicates that 

                                                 
146 Hiebert, Transforming Worldviews, 315. 
147 Trevin Wax, Counterfeit Gospels: Rediscovering the Good News in a World of False Hope (Chicago, IL: 

Moody Publishers, 2011), 15. 
148 Hiebert, Transforming Worldviews, 267.  
149 Bartholomew and Goheen, The Drama of Scripture, 178. 
150 Boff, Theology and Praxis, 79. 
151 Hiebert, Missiological Implications, 69. 
152 Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief, 140–41. 
153 Ibid., 152. 



Inservimus 2.1 (2016): 47–73                                                                                                               

70 

some modern intellectuals might consider the truth of Christianity if provided an intelligent 
response to their question of warrant. Reformed epistemology might provide this warrant. 
Reformed epistemologists challenged classical foundationalism and evidentialism’s standard for 
warrant. Alvin Plantinga has demonstrated that classical foundationalism is “self-referentially 
inconsistent”, neither proving self-evident, incorrigible, evident to the senses, nor flowing 
logically from such beliefs.154 At the same time, Plantinga and other Reformed epistemologists 
have argued that one forms the majority of his or her beliefs immediately, forming basic beliefs 
that do not require evidential justification. In other words, the vast majority of beliefs common to 
the human experience are basic, not inferred. Western culture commonly accepts these 
“perceptual beliefs” apart from the strictures of evidentialism.155 Yet, Reformed epistemology 
attempts more than a deconstruction of classical foundationalism; it attempts to put something 
better in its place. Plantinga’s Aquinas/Calvin Model not only might provide warrant for those 
Christian beliefs critical for centrifugal witness but also might promote the quality of Christian 
character critical for centripetal witness. 

Plantinga proposes what he calls the Aquinas/Calvin Model. The seminal idea in this 
model comes from a point of agreement between Thomas Aquinas and John Calvin: “the claim 
that there is a kind of natural knowledge of God. . . .”156 Plantinga, following the thought of 
Calvin, argues that mankind has an innate capacity to believe in God, a sensus divinitatis. Life 
circumstances “trigger” beliefs, which mankind holds immediately, basic beliefs requiring no 
evidential proof.157 Plantinga concludes: “These passages [of John Calvin] suggest that 
awareness of God is natural, widespread, and not easy to forget, ignore, or destroy.”158 This 
“natural knowledge of God” points to belief in God as basic, the first point in Plantinga’s six-
point Aquinas/Calvin Model.159 Second, because belief in God is basic, one needs no other 
justification. If a belief is basic, one is justified in holding it. Third, belief in God has warrant. 
James Beilby summarizes: “According to Plantinga, warrant requires properly functioning, truth-
aimed, cognitive faculties, operating in an epistemically congenial environment.”160 Fourth, 
belief in God is natural. God has woven the ability to know God within the epistemic fabric of 
humanity. Fifth, belief in God is perceptual. Plantinga points out that not every perception 
constitutes a perception of God through the sensus divinitatis; however, every perception of God 
produces a sense of awe and rightness. Finally, belief in God is marred by sin and here one finds 
                                                 

154 Alvin Plantinga, “Reason and Belief in God,” in Faith and Rationality: Reason and Belief in God (ed. 
Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff; Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), 60. See also 
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the tables turned on Marx and Freud. Plantinga returns to the “de jure” challenge that the 
Christian belief in God constitutes an opiate on the one hand and wish fulfillment on the other, 
an “epistemic malfunction” in the eyes of Marx and Freud. Plantinga rebuts: “according to the 
[A/C] model, it is really the unbeliever who displays epistemic malfunction; failing to believe in 
God is a result of some kind of dysfunction of the sensus divinitatis.”161 According to Reformed 
epistemology, the unbeliever—not the Christian—lives at a higher risk for a sacrificium 
intellectus. 

Plantinga argues that warrant for the Christian faith depends on cognitive faculties 
working properly within a system designed to discover truth. This seems to call for a community 
of regenerate believers committed to the pursuit of truth.162 Plantinga argues that sin has taken a 
particular toll on man’s knowledge of God: “Were it not for sin and its effects, God’s presence 
and glory would be as obvious and uncontroversial to us all as the presence of other minds, 
physical objects, and the past.”163 Sin adversely affects cognitive faculties, damage that requires 
regeneration. Regeneration enables “the repair of the sensus divinitatis, so that once again we can 
see God and be put in mind of him in the sorts of situations in which that belief-producing 
process is designed to work.”164 Repaired cognitive equipment affords each believer the 
opportunity to develop intellectual excellence. Jay Wood states the premise of his book, 
Epistemology, saying: “We achieve excellence in the intellectual life . . . as we embody 
intellectual virtues.”165 He points out that virtue accompanied the pursuit of epistemological 
excellence in the west from Aristotle through medieval times.166 A virtuous community also 
strengthens intellectual integrity. The larger corpus of sacred and secular writing agrees on this 
point.167 Plantinga speaks of “[t]he right kind of affective environment” that provides 
opportunity for “the right affective responses.”168 Virtuous environments encourage virtuous 
thinking. In turn, virtuous thinking improves cognitive function. A regenerate community of 
believers committed to the pursuit of truth and applying a proper hermeneutical method positions 
itself for proper reflection on action needed in the cultural context, reflection that promotes its 
development as a contrast community and a tangible expression of God’s inaugurated kingdom 
in the culture at large. 

Believers live as cross-cultural missionaries, a contrast community within their cultural 
context. They analyze the worldview and telos of the culture at large. This analysis reveals 
questions and needs within the culture that suggest initial action. At the same time, they live in 
the gravity of Scripture’s grand narrative and the stories of salvation history, God’s view of the 
world. Scriptural reflection based on an evangelical hermeneutic refines their understanding of 
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God’s word. Believers bring together their analysis of culture and their analysis of Scripture, a 
move that catalyzes application. 

Gadamer called application “the central problem in hermeneutics.”169 In fact, Gadamer 
argued that application closes the gap between text and reader much like a jurist’s application of 
the law closes the gap between the law in its original form and its application in a particular 
case.170 The jurist perceives no gap between the original law and the present case. Rather, he 
closes the gap “by seeing the past in its continuity with the present. . . .”171 Gadamer concludes: 
“Application does not mean first understanding a given universal in itself and then afterward 
applying it to a concrete case. It is the very understanding of the universal—the text—itself. 
Understanding proves to be a kind of effect and knows itself as such.”172 Gadamer seems to say 
that the circumstance of the case—when brought before the text of the law—allows the jurist to 
perceive a real connection between the universal of the text and the particular of the 
circumstance. Application closes the gap between past and present and leads to understanding. 
Gadamer’s point suggests a reciprocal application of Scripture in both the context of Christian 
community and also the context of culture. Believers bring the initial need of culture before the 
text of Scripture. They perceive the connection between Scripture and the initial need, an 
application that leads to deeper understanding. Then believers—in reframing culture’s need—
bring the provision of Scripture to bear on the deeper needs of culture. This act of obedience 
manifests to culture the connection between the deeper needs of culture and the provision of God 
in Scripture, an application that leads to greater understanding. The dialogical model of 
contextualization attempts to promote greater understanding in both contexts. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

North American evangelicals need a model of contextualization that promotes successive 
approximation in two contexts: biblically faithful contextualization of the community of 
believers to the kingdom of God and culturally relevant contextualization of the gospel to the 
culture at large. The dialogical model promotes fluency in two theological discourses. Believers 
discourse with culture. Using social analysis, believers listen to culture on its own terms. They 
discover questions and needs, which will suggest an initial course of action. Believers then 
discourse with Scripture. Using hermeneutical analysis, believers listen to Scripture on its own 
terms. Scripture reveals culture’s deeper need and God’s greater provision. The believers return 
to culture in order to obey. Fluency in each discourse promotes successive approximation in each 
context. The community of believers achieves a tighter orbit under the interpretive, critical, and 
constitutive gravity of Scripture’s comprehensive narrative of the world. Yet, they enter culture 
on the trajectory of God’s mission to the world. This centripetal/centrifugal movement increases 
the likelihood that the community of believers will attract and offend for all the right reasons. 
 It appears to this author that evangelicals stand in particular need of a more theologically 
robust approach to gospel contextualization. Consider the following factors: years spent in 
relative isolation, declining and plateaued churches, a growing fascination and engagement with 
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culture, and no adequate model to deal with the challenges of contemporary contextualization 
suggest a perfect storm that could force evangelicals further into traditional retreat, diminishing a 
desperately needed gospel impact or thrust them out onto the shifting tides of culture, 
accelerating cultural accommodation. Without an adequate approach to contextualization, 
evangelical history suggests a predisposition to the latter, which eventually leads them to the 
former. 
 Yet, for those who can see the pressing need for a better model of contextualization, 
many of those might wonder who has time for it. The rigors of achieving fluency in either 
discourse are time-intensive. Dialogical contextualization describes the road less traveled and its 
demands may tempt evangelicals down the well-worn paths of either irrelevance or compromise. 
However, evangelical churches must look within the harvest. Evangelical churches are peppered 
with cultural “experts.” One might need look no further than to lay professionals in the local 
church in order to find those with experience in social analysis. For those churches without 
experienced professionals, anyone willing to listen can glean enough information from residents 
in the local context in order to uncover their pressing questions and needs. 

The thought of implementing the dialogical model also raises the question of method. It is 
one thing to suggest a model and theory and yet another to outline its method and practice. 
Schreiter contributes much to a method of synthetic [dialogical] contextualization. Dyrness and 
Clark make valuable evangelical contributions. But evangelicals still need a more complete 
method, one with the theological metal and evangelical commitment fit for implementation, 
critique, and improvement. After all, implementation, critique, and improvement seem most 
germane to a dialogical model of contextualization. In the words of Hans-Georg Gadamer: “The 
ongoing dialogue permits no final conclusion. It would be a poor hermeneuticist who thought he 
could have, or had to have, the last word.”173 May evangelicals press on in these challenging 
times for an approach to gospel contextualization that is biblically faithful and culturally 
relevant. 
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The Metaphysical Image: 
An Analysis of the Septuagint’s Impact on 

the Imago Dei 
  

— Samuel D. Ferguson — 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The decision to use the Greek term εἰκών as the essential word to render the concept of the image 
of God in the Septuagint conveys meaning in two senses: 1) the word itself, read in its Hellenistic 

setting, has a semantic domain with more metaphysical possibility than its referent, 2 .צלם). 
Secondly, the choice of εἰκών over other Greek terms available—such as εἶδος or ἰδέα in 

particular—further underscores a shift toward a more spiritual understanding of the image. 
Analyzing these particular terminological dynamics more closely will show how the Septuagint 

helped facilitate an overly metaphysical reading of the image of God. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Introduction 
 

he creation of humankind in the image of God is beautiful, but also frustrating. While 
clearly signaling a unique measure of dignity, identifying the precise content of the image 
proves evasive. Interpretations range from spiritual to physical—e.g., man’s soul, mind, 

morality or body may bear God’s image. The concept’s theological significance only increases 
the need to interpret it correctly. As James Barr aptly put it: “The isolation of the phrase, 
combined with its highly strategic position, makes it a very debatable subject and yet at the same 
time one upon which serious consequences depend.”1 These consequences include myriad 
doctrinal issues, ranging from anthropology to soteriology to Christology.  

While interpretations vary, Church tradition favored incorporeal readings.2 And whether 
for the legitimate fear of ascribing physicality to God (the Father), or due to Hellenistic 
influence, these readings have certain ramifications. If the imago Dei is strictly spiritual, then a 
dualistic anthropology naturally follows, salvation need not involve the body—a proto-gnostic 
fallacy that affected Corinth (e.g., 1 Cor 15:12–58; cf. 1 Cor 6: 12–20)—and the necessity of the 

                                                 
1 James Barr, “The Image of God in the Book of Genesis—A Study of Terminology,” BJRL 51:1 (1968): 

11–26. Bruce Waltke similarly writes: “Fundamental to Genesis and the entirety of Scripture is the creation of 
humanity in the image of God.” Bruce K. Waltke and Cathi J. Fredricks. Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2001), 65. 

2 “The interpretation held by the majority throughout church history—in many eras the only 
interpretation—refers the image to our spirituality.” Henri Blocher, In the Beginning: The Opening Chapters of 
Genesis (Leicester: InterVarsity Press, 1984), 80, emphasis added. See also John Cassian, Conference 10.3.2–3; 
Origen, Homilies on Genesis, 1.13; and Louth’s comment: “As to what constitutes the image of God in man . . . 
most [Fathers] found it in man’s soul or spiritual aspect.” Andrew Louth and Marco Conti, Genesis 1–11 (ACCS 1; 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2001), 27. 
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Incarnation may be impacted.3 From biblical studies to systematic theology, few topics bear 
more weight than the image of God. 

Recent scholarship, however, bears witness to a shift away from strictly incorporeal 
interpretation. Historical-critical approaches, emphasizing the text’s ancient Near Eastern 
inception, caution against rooting the image of God in dualistic anthropology, which, they argue, 
is foreign to the text’s Semitic origin. In 1961 Gerhard von Rad offered such caution: 

 
The interpretations are to be rejected which proceed from an anthropology strange 
to the Old Testament and one-sidedly limit God’s image to man’s spiritual nature, 
relating it to man’s ‘dignity,’ his ‘personality’ or ‘ability’ for moral decision. . . . 
One will do well to split the physical from the spiritual as little as possible: the 
whole man is created in God’s image.4 
 
Von Rad’s conclusions are influenced by his methodology, suggesting that how one 

approaches the foundational texts5 for the imago Dei significantly impacts interpretation.6 
Whether an interpreter begins from a theological or exegetical angle matters, and even when that 
angle is exegetical, whether the text is situated in its Semitic origins or Hellenistic reception 
deeply influences interpretation. Exegetical approaches show varied emphases, from focusing on 
the text’s ancient Near Eastern milieu,7 linguistic dynamics,8 and reception during the New 
Testament period.9 While in recent decades the most impactful interpretations have come from 

                                                 
3 For Irenaeus, the physicality of Adam points proleptically to the Incarnation of Christ: “For in times long 

past, it was said that humanity was created after the image of God, but it was not shown; for the Word was as yet 
invisible, after whose image humanity was created. Wherefore also [humanity] did easily lose the likeness. When, 
however, the Word of God became flesh, he confirmed both these: for he showed forth the image truly.” Ire. Adv. 
Haer. 5.16.2. 

4 Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary (rev. ed.; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972), 57–58, emphasis 
added. 

5 Genesis 1:26–27; 5:1–3; 9:6. 
6 Along with revealing differing methodologies, as John L. Thompson points out: “An interpreter’s 

explanation of the imago dei often points to his or her larger theological agenda.” See John L. Thompson, “Creata 
Ad Imaginem Dei, Licet Secundo Gradu: Woman as the Image of God According to John Calvin,” HTR 81:2 (1988): 
125–43. 

7 A recent work in this area is, Catherine L. McDowell, The Image of God in the Garden of Eden: The 
Creation of Humankind in Genesis 2:5–3:24 in Light of mis pit pi and wpt-r Rituals of Mesopotamia and Ancient 
Egypt (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2015). 

8 For focus on etymology see D. J. A. Clines, “The Etymology of Hebrew selem.” JNSL 3 (1974): 19–25. 
An illuminating linguistic approach that takes into account Hebrew poetics is found in Paul Niskanen, “The Poetics 
of Adam: The Creation of adam in the Image of elohim,” JBL 128:3 (2009): 417–36. 

9 See Vernon S. McCasland. “‘The Image of God’ According to Paul.” JBL 69.2 (1950): 85–100. A 
corollary discussion regarding the content of the image, which is often related to 1 Corinthians 11:7, is whether or 
not “woman” bears the image in the same degree as “man.” In her paper on this subject, Maryanne Cline Horowitz 
points to a long history of Christian exegesis that saw woman as either not in the image of God, or in the image of 
God to a lesser degree. She cites Thomas Aquinas as a prime example of the latter view. While the question of 
whether or not woman was in the image of God in the same way as man does not bear directly on the topic in this 
paper, it is important to address for a broader understanding of the Christian doctrine. See Maryanne Cline 
Horowitz, “The Image of God in Man: Is Woman Included?,” HTR 72:3/4 (1979): 175–206. 
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illuminating Mesopotamian cultic backgrounds, theologically driven readings, exemplified by 
Karl Barth’s, are still influential.10 

An approach less common has been questioning when, and how, strictly spiritual 
interpretations of the image began. Argued here will be that the Septuagint played a significant 
role in a shift from more- to less-corporeal interpretation.11 The inception of the Hebrew concept 
of the image of God into Greek during the third century BC offers a valuable window not only 
into these texts’ history of interpretation, but also to the textual causes that would later facilitate 
strictly spiritual readings. Although the idea of a deity’s image was not new to the Hellenistic 
mind,12 translating into Greek the unique Jewish conception of humankind as God’s image was 
untried and required incredible conceptual imagination and bilingual acumen.13 

The translator’s decisions and techniques represent an exegetical opportunity. 
Translations, even at their most literal, are interpretations, and not only do the semantic domains 
of particular words offer insights, but also the choice of one word instead of another signifies 
meaning.14 While recent commentators approach the image of God from the vantage point of its 
Hebrew inception, or function in the New Testament, here the focus will be on its initiation into 
the Greek language, asking what may be learned from the terminological decisions of the 
Alexandrian translators. 

In his article on the imago Dei, James Barr’s approach studied the original writers’ 
choices of צלם or דמות out of a lexical stock of Hebrew words, rather than merely those words 

                                                 
10 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (trans. Harold Knight, G. W. Bromiley, J. K. S. Reid, and R.H. Fuller; 

Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1960). Barth writes: “‘In our image means’ to be created as a being which has its ground and 
possibility in the fact that . . . in God’s own sphere and being, there exists a divine and therefore self-founded 
prototype to which this being can correspond” (III/1, 183). A. J. Gunnlauger suggests that Barth is the most 
important figure in imago Dei studies for the period from 1919 to 1960. A. J. Gunnlauger, The Image of God: 
Genesis 1:26–28 in a Century of Old Testament Research (Stockholm, SE: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1988), 146n.6. 

11 When “Septuagint” is used it refers to the earliest version of the Greek Pentateuch. 
12 Cf. Plato, Timaeus, 92c; Plato, Republic, 588b; Plato, Republic, 487e; Pind. Odes. No. 6 in Pindar. Diane 

Arnson Svarlien. 1990; Diogenes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum, 6:5, which reads: Τοὺς ἀγαθοὺς ἄνδρας θεῶν εἰκόνας 
εἶναι. 

13 “The translation of the Jewish Pentateuch into Greek in the 3rd century BCE can be considered an event 
without precedent in the ancient world, of extreme importance for the history of our civilization.” Fernández 
Marcos, The Septuagint in Context: Introduction to the Greek Version of the Bible (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 18. 

14 In commenting on the dynamics of translation, Gideon Toury writes: “a translation’s function (position), 
its textual-linguistic makeup (product), and the strategies employed by the translator(s) (process) are all intimately 
connected.” See Gideon Toury, Anthony Pym, Miriam Shlesinger, and Daniel Simeoni. Beyond Descriptive 
Translation Studies: Investigations in Homage to Gideon Toury (Amsterdam, BE: John Benjamins, 2008). In this 
sense, the combination of the potential function of the Greek OT (a canonical text), its textual-linguistic makeup (the 
actual translation produced), and the strategies used in translating (the choices of certain words and phrases over 
others), suggests that the Greek OT is a document ripe with exegetical meaning for those interested in the 
Hellenistic-Jewish mind ca. 300–150 BC. Moshe Simon-Shashan points out that in the case of the Septuagint, we 
have an example whereby “[t]ranslation is a linchpin in the network of power relations that exist between dominant 
and subservient cultures; [translation] can serve both as a means of the dominant culture to impose itself on the 
subservient culture as well as a mode of resistance by the subservient culture against the dominant hegemony.” 
Simon-Shashan’s comments are pertinent, as the translational choices encountered in the Septuagint may have been 
made in a situation fraught with national, political and ideological tensions. See Moshe Simon-Shashan, “The Tasks 
of the Translators: The Rabbis, the Septuagint, and the Cultural Politics of Translation,” Proof 27:1 (2007): 1–39, 2. 
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respective semantic domains.15 As Barr argues, it is often not only the lexical definition of a term 
that conveys meaning, but also its choice out of a larger stock of possibilities.16 The argument 
here is similar. The decision to use the Greek term εἰκών as the essential word to render the 
concept of the image of God in the Septuagint conveys meaning in two senses: 1) the word itself, 
read in its Hellenistic setting, has a semantic domain with more metaphysical possibility than its 
referent, 2 .צלם). Secondly, the choice of εἰκών over other Greek terms available—such as εἶδος 
or ἰδέα in particular—further underscores a shift toward a more spiritual understanding of the 
image. Analyzing these particular terminological dynamics more closely will show how the 
Septuagint helped facilitate an overly metaphysical reading of the image of God. 
 
 

A Brief Sketch of the History of Interpretation 
 
Prior to examining translational phenomena, it will be helpful to briefly note four common ways 
of interpreting the content of the image of God in Genesis. This will establish a framework for 
situating the findings of this particular study. 
 
 

Non-Corporeal View 
 

The dominant exegetical tradition from the first century onward was the non-corporeal, or 
“spiritual,” reading of the image: “The interpretation held by the majority throughout church 
history—in many eras the only interpretation—refers the image to our spirituality,” writes Henri 
Blocher.17 Here, it was suggested that man bore God’s image primarily in his intellect, soul, 
spirit, or moral abilities. In patristic thought these verses on man’s origins “assumed immense 
significance,”18 and many patristic exegetes held this spiritual view, including Augustine, 
Origen, John Cassian, and Ambrose.19 Underlying many such readings was a bias against the 
                                                 

15 James Barr, “The Image of God,” 11–26. 
16 Barr is well known for exposing the dangers of lexicography divorced from context and semantics. See 

James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (London: Oxford University Press, 1961). 
17 Henri Blocher, In the Beginning, 80. 
18 Andrew Louth, “The Fathers on Genesis,” in The Book of Genesis: Composition, Reception, and 

Interpretation (ed. C. A. Evans, J. N. Lohr, and D. L. Petersen; Boston, MA: Brill, 2012), 561–78, 572. 
19 Andrew Louth and Marco Conti, Genesis 1–11, 27. There was also an ethical component to this non-

corporeal view: “the image of God in man had especially an ethical connotation: man achieved a likeness to God 
when he was renewed in the Christian faith” (27). It must be kept in mind when considering Patristic exegesis on the 
image of God—or any Christian reading—that Genesis 1:26–27 is being read through the lens of the New 
Testament, and in particular in light of the Christian doctrines of the fall and resurrection. Cappadocian Father 
Gregory of Nyssa is one such Patristic writer whose articulation of the image of God is couched in his views of the 
fall and resurrection of the body. His anthropology suggests “God fashioned humanity as a hybrid mixture of earthly 
and divine, so that by means of his sensual nature, he might enjoy the earthly creation and, by means of his likeness 
to God, the divine.” However, for Gregory, wrestling with the content of the image of God was partly fueled by the 
conundrum of how God could invest creatures with rational capacities bearing His image and yet at the present time 
humans experience being ruled “by non-rational, sensual impulses.” He therefore is comfortable with finally 
emphasizing the rational aspects of humanity as the content of the image, and seeing the bodily and sensual aspects 
as something lower. See J. Warren Smith, “The Body of Paradise and the Body of the Resurrection: Gender and the 
Angelic Life in Gregory of Nyssa’s ‘De hominis opificio,’” HTR 99/2 (2006): 207–28. 
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material world and physical body, and this, combined with the Old Testament prohibition against 
idols (Exod. 20:4), made the notion of a physical entity as the referent for the image anathema.In 
his writing on Genesis, Philo represents the extreme non-corporeal view: 
 

So then after all the other things, as has been said before, Moses says that man was 
made in the image and likeness of God. And he says well; for nothing that is born 
on the earth is more resembling God than man. And let no one think that he is able 
to judge of this likeness from the characters of the body: for neither is God a being 
with the form of a man, nor is the human body like the form of God; but the 
resemblance is spoken of with reference to the most important part of the soul, 
namely, the mind.20 

 
 

Corporeal View 
 

On the opposite end of the spectrum is the corporeal interpretation. In his commentary on 
Genesis, John Skinner suggested that based on the theological landscape of the Old Testament 
“the idea of a corporeal resemblance seems free from objection…. and it is certainly strongly 
suggested by a comparison of [Genesis] 5:3 with 5:1.”21 As noted above, the exegesis of von Rad 
is in agreement here, and several other modern historical-critical readers are emphasizing 
corporeality.22 Potamius of Lisbon23 is an example of an ancient writer who explains the image 
in an overtly physical sense: 

                                                 
20 Philo, Creation, 1:69. In a helpful summary of Philo’s “Theology and Theory of Creation,” Roberto 

Radice comments on the philosophical influences present in Philo’s work on Genesis and especially the creation 
account: “[W]e find that many of Philo’s fundamental ideas are subject to vacillations that are determined by his 
reliance on different biblical passages, and at the same time, on philosophical influences.” Radice then goes on to 
explain how this tension—between the Biblical text and philosophical influences—can be seen in Philo’s three 
phases of creation: “(1) creation of the Idea; (2) creation of the physical (general); and (3) creation of the physical 
(particular).” In this tripartite view of creation, mankind can bear God’s image as a the “idea” of a 
“pneumatic/psychic being” [phase (1)], while not carrying the “image-bearing” fully into the “creation of 
perceivable parts.” See Roberto Radice, “Philo’s Theology and Theory of Creation,” in The Cambridge Companion 
to Philo (ed. A. Kameasar; Cambridge: Cambridge Press, 2009), 124–45. 

21 John Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1930), 32. See 
also von Rad: “There are two passages in particular in P which prevent us from interpreting the theologoumenon of 
the divine likeness in a one-sidedly spiritual sense. In Gn. 5:1ff. reference is made to the physical progeny of the 
first man, and it is said of Seth, Adam’s son, that he was begotten in the image and likeness of Adam . . . The second 
passage is Gn. 9:6, where the prohibition of murder is grounded in the divine likeness. Here the thought is the same. 
Attack on man’s body is violation of God’s honor.” See G. Rad, “εἰκών,” TDNT 2:391–92. 

22 G. Rad, Genesis, 57–58. H. Gunkel writes, on Genesis 5:1–3: “God created Adam in his image; Adam 
begot Seth in his image. The second statement is very clear: the son looks like the father; he resembles him in form 
and appearance. The first statement is to be interpreted accordingly: the first human resembles God in form and 
appearance.” Hermann Gunkel and Mark E. Biddle. Genesis (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1997), 113. 
McDowell writes: “Köhler…argued that likeness was in man’s erect posture.” McDowell, The Image of God, 128. 

23 Potamius was bishop of Lisbon (ca. mid-350s) and eventually condemned as an advocate of the Arian 
heresy. Some scholars suggest that he waffled on his position, and may have returned to Nicene orthodoxy at the end 
of life. See Marco Conti, The Life and Works of Potamius of Lisbon: A Biographical and Literary Study with English 
Translation and a Complete Commentary on the Extant Works of Potamius Epistula Ad Athanasium, De Lazaro, De 
Martyrio Isaiae Prophetae, Epistula De Substantia, Epistula Potami (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998). 
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God has engraved his image on the face of the human and has said ‘in our image.’ 
The knowledge of the Father and Son is impressed upon the face of man; and the 
very features of his face, by means of the clay by which we are formed, revealed in 
the human original model how the Father and the Son were, so that man could 
admire God in man.24 
 
McDowell notes that the idea of a physical referent was found in rabbinic circles as well: 

“that man’s body resembles the body of God is a prominent idea in rabbinic theology.”25 Rabbi 
Hillel apparently taught a corporeal view: “When the disciples of Hillel were astonished that he 
called bathing a good work, he appealed to the divine likeness of his body (שנבראתי בסלמ ובדמות 
 which it is meritorious to care for, since it is God’s image (Lv. R. 34 on 25:39).”26 ,(אני

 
 

Relational View 
 

Karl Barth’s theological reading, emphasizing gender and relationality, has also been influential. 
In Church Dogmatics he suggests “the divine plural in Gen 1:26 and the creation of adam as 
male and female in Gen 1:27 indicated that the very relationality of human beings constituted the 
divine image.”27 While Barth’s position emphasizes the social, sexual, and relational nature of 
human beings, some question whether “this ‘truth’ came out of the text of Genesis or was being 
read into it.”28 Claus Westermann is a more “exegetical” writer who also interprets the image of 

                                                 
24 Louth, “Genesis 1–11,” 33, emphases added. Another patristic example of a partially corporeal 

interpretation of the Imago Dei is found in Irenaeus Adv. Haer. 5.16.2, cited above. For Irenaeus, Christ’s physicality 
works back through time—or, bypasses the confines of time—and represents the image man is created in. 

25 McDowell, The Image of God, 128, emphases added. McDowell suggests that the “premier work on the 
subject remains A. Marmorstein’s Essays in Anthropomorphism, in which Marmorstein credits the school of Rabbi 
Akiva and their literal reading of the text with the development of an anthropomorphic understanding of God” (128). 

26 Cited in G. Kittle, “εἰκών,” TDNT 2:393–97. The Rabbinic theory regarding the content of צלם was not 
monolithic, but included various aspects of corporeality. Alon Goshen Gottstein, in an article on the rabbinic 
understanding of the body as the image of God, noting in particular “luminosity” as a key aspect of the “image,” 
writes: “As we have seen, Adam’s [צלם] is his luminous body. In other sources, such as the theory of Hillel washing 

his body, the [צלם] referred to the physical body. [ץלם] can thus refer to various levels, or aspects, all of which bear 
a resemblance to the physical body. I would propose that these various levels, or various bodies, reflect one 
another.” See Alon Goshen Gottstein, “The Body as Image of God in Rabbinic Literature,” HTR 87.2 (1994): 188. 

27 Barth also writes: “He has created man male and female, and in this way in His own image and likeness . 
. . God created them male and female, in this true plurality but in this alone. All else refers to men in this plurality. 
Men are all that this differentiation and relationship includes in its whole dialectic…of gift and task, of need and 
satisfaction, of lack and fulfillment, of antithesis and union, or superiority and subjection.” Cf., Karl Barth, Church 
Dogmatics: The Doctrine of Creation, III.1 (trans. By J.W. Edwards, O. Bussey, H. Knight, eds. G.W. Bromiley, T. 
F. Torrance, New York, NY: T&T Clark, 1958), 187. See also, Paul Niskanen,“The Poetics of Adam: The Creation 
of adam in the Image of elohim,” JBL 128.3 (2009): 417–36 (417). See also, Gunnlauger A. Jonsson suggests that 
Barth is the most important figure in imago Dei studies for the period from 1919 to 1960. In Gunnlauger A. Jonsson, 
The Image of God: Genesis 1:26–28 in a Century of Old Testament Research (trans. Lorraine Svendsen; ConBot 26; 
Lund, SE: Almqvst & Wiksell International, 1988), 146, n.6. 

28 Niskanen, “The Poetics of Adam,” 417. 
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God relationally, seeing humans as God’s counterparts.29 Phyllis Trible’s interpretation focuses 
on a relational dialectic between ‘male and female’: “the most basic way to know humankind in 
its fullness, ‘male and female,’ is the vehicle of a metaphor whose tenor is ‘the image of God.”30  
 
 

Functional View 
 

Phyllis Bird disagrees with Trible and the Barthian reading and argues that the image is strictly 
functional: “the theme of dominion [is] the content of the imago Dei.”31 Related to the notion of 
dominion is the historical setting of a Mesopotamian cultic and royal background for the Genesis 
text, which many current interpreters are emphasizing. This setting would suggest that the image 
would involve man’s role as a type of viceroy, or image of the deity much like the way an 
Egyptian ruler might have been the image or son of a god who was entrusted with “keeping up” 
the kingdom and representing the sovereign. This royal-functional view has been recently set 
forth by J. Richard Middleton, and reads Genesis 1:26–27 as depicting man as God’s royal 
representatives on earth, who manifest his image by exercising their culture actives.”32 Ian Hart 
summarizes this Ancient Near Eastern context helpfully: 
 

In the Ancient Near East it was widely believed that a god’s spirit lived in any 
statue or image of that god, with the result that the image could function as a kind 
of representative of or substitute for the god wherever it was placed. It was also 
customary in the ANE to think of a king as a representative of a god; obviously 
the king ruled, and the god was the ultimate ruler, so the king must be ruling on 
the god’s behalf. It is therefore not surprising that these two separate ideas became 
connected and a king came to be described as an image of a god.33 

 
Clearly in this “functional” or “royal” reading the content of the image was partly physical, 
although it was broadened in that it included action and duty. 
 
 

Summary of History of Interpretation 
 

This brief sketch of the history of interpretation, focusing on four general views, helps establish a 
spectrum of interpretation running from overtly physical (Hillel, Potamius of Lisbon, von Rad) 

                                                 
29 Claus Westermann, Genesis 1–11: A Continental Commentary (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1994), 

147–72. 
30 Regarding the structure of Genesis 1:27, Phyllis writes: “Clearly, ‘male and female’ correspond 

structurally to ‘the image of God,’ and this formal parallelism indicates a semantic correspondence.” See Phyllis 
Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1978), 17–20. 

31 “Although some disagreements remain, the position articulated by Bird has at times been cited as the 
“historical-critical consensus.’” Niskanen, “The Poetics of Adam,” 419. 

32 J. R. Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 
2005). For the Ancient contexts that the Genesis creation scene may echo, see, McDowell, The Image of God, 43–
116.  

33 I. Hart, “Genesis 1:1—2:3 As a Prologue to the Book of Genesis,” TynBul 46 (1995): 315–36, 318. 
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to entirely spiritual (Philo, Origen), with nuance in between. These examples also help illuminate 
how interpretations are impacted by methodological approaches—von Rad, for instance, is 
reading the texts in a more historical-critical fashion than, say, Karl Barth; Philo may have been 
biased by his Hellenistic philosophical presuppositions in a way that Rabbi Hillel was not. As 
suggested below, employing a methodology that focuses on terminological dynamics of the 
text’s inception into Greek may offer some explanation as to when and why there was an 
eventual shift away from physical readings. 
 
 

Analysis of the Image of God Passages: Hebrew and Greek Versions 
 
 

The Hebrew Texts and Key Terms 
 

The varied interpretations surveyed above all draw from Genesis 1:26–27; 5:1–3; 9:6; the only 
texts in the Hebrew Bible containing the phrase, “image of God.”34 Prior to considering the way 
the Greek translators handle these passages, it is necessary to consider the key terms of the 
Hebrew parent text. The passages are as follows: 
 

 Hebrew MT NRSV 

Gen. 
1:26–
27 

אֶמר ֱאֹלִהָּ֔  י ַ֣ נּו ו  ֖ ְלמ  ם ְבצ  ָׁ֛ דָּ ה אָּ ֲעֶשׂ֥ ָֽ ים נ 
ִים  מ ַ֗ שָּ ֹוף ה  ם ּוְבעַ֣ יָָּ֜ ת ה  נּו ְוִיְרדּוּ֩ ִבְדג ַ֙ ֵ֑ ִכְדמּות 

ֶמש  ֶר֖ ל־הָּ ֶרץ ּוְבכָּ אָָּּ֔ ל־הָּ הַ֙ ּוְבכָּ מָּ ְבה  ּוב 
ֶרץ׃ ָֽ אָּ ל־הָּ ש ע  ׂ֥ ר מ  ָֽ  הָּ

ֶלם  ֹו ְבֶצׂ֥ ְלמָּ֔ םַ֙ ְבצ  דָּ אָּ ָֽ ים׀ ֶאת־הָּ א ֱאֹלִהִ֤ ַ֙ ִיְברָּ ו 
א א   ַ֣ רָּ ים בָּ ם׃ֱאֹלִה֖ ָֽ א א תָּ ׂ֥ רָּ ה בָּ ֖ בָּ ר ּוְנק  ׂ֥ כָּ ֹו זָּ  תֵ֑

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, 
according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the 
fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, 
and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every 
creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created 
humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; 
male and female he created them. 

Gen. 
א ֱאֹלִהיםַ֙  3–5:1 ֹום ְבר ִ֤ ם ְביַ֗ ֵ֑ דָּ ת אָּ ֶפר תֹוְלד ֖ ֶזַ֣ה ס ָּ֔

ם בִ  ָּ֔ דָּ ֹו׃אָּ ה א תָֽ ׂ֥ שָּ ים עָּ ּות ֱאֹלִה֖ ר   2ְדמׂ֥ ׂ֥ כָּ זָּ
א ֶאת־ ִ֤ ִיְקרָּ ם ו  ֶרְך א תַָּ֗ ַ֣ ְיבָּ ם ו  ֵ֑ אָּ ה ְברָּ ֖ בָּ ּוְנק 

ם׃ ס ָֽ ְראָּ ָֽ ם ְב֖יֹום ִהבָּ ָּ֔ דָּ םַ֙ אָּ ם   3ְשמָּ ַ֗ דָּ י אָּ ְַֽיִחַ֣ ָֽ ו 
ֹו  ְלמֵ֑ ֹוֶלד ִבְדמּו֖תֹו ְכצ  יׂ֥ ה ו  נָָּּ֔ תַ֙ שָּ ים ּוְמא  ְשֹלִשִ֤

ת׃ ָֽ א ֶאת־ְש֖מֹו ש  ׂ֥ ִיְקרָּ  ו 

This is the list of the descendants of Adam. When God created 
humankind, he made them in the likeness of God. Male and 
female he created them, and he blessed them and named them 
“Humankind” when they were created. When Adam had lived 
one hundred thirty years, he became the father of a son in his 
likeness, according to his image, and named him Seth. 

Gen. 
י  9:6 ְך ִכִּ֚ ֵ֑ פ  ֹו ִישָּ מַ֣ ם דָּ ֖ דָּ אָּ ָֽ ם בָּ ָּ֔ דָּ אָּ ָֽ ם הָּ ַ֣ ְךַ֙ ד  ש פ 

ם׃ ָֽ דָּ אָּ ה ֶאת־הָּ ֖ שָּ ים עָּ ֶלם ֱאֹלִהָּ֔   ְבֶצַ֣

Whoever sheds the blood of a human by a human shall that 
person’s blood be shed; for in his own image God made 
humankind. 

 
There are two key terms to consider: צלם and דמות. There are several observations that 

can be made about these terms, including their form in the particular passages, their lexical 

                                                 
34 Psalm 8 comes the closest to another occurrence, however, it does not use the key terms from the Genesis 

passages: צלם and/or דמות. 
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meaning, and their use throughout the OT. Analysis has also had much to say about the 
relationship between the two terms—are they functioning synonymously or each bringing 
separate meaning—and their respective prefixes, ב and 35.כ While these matters bear upon 
interpretation, for the purpose of this analysis comments are restricted to lexical glosses and 
frequency of appearance. 
 

 
The Term צלם 

 
The term צלם appears in the Hebrew Bible 17 times; however, if its Aramaic equivalent is 
included, the total comes to 34.36 It generally connotes “image, statue, idol, or effigy,” 37 and 
according to von Rad “means predominantly an actual plastic work, a duplicate, sometimes an 
idol; only on occasion does it mean a duplicate in the diminished sense of a semblance when 
compared with the original (Ps. 39:6).”38 In First Samuel it designates physical models of mice 
and tumors; in Psalm 39:7 (MT) it refers to the ephemeral state of man’s life, which is always 
passing away; and in Psalm 73:20 (MT) it refers to the fleeting lives of the wicked. Across the 
Hebrew Bible by far it’s most common usage is for a concrete statue or physical idol.39 Its usage 
in the Pentateuch is sparing, six times, with five of the occurrences coming in the image of God 
passages (Gen 1:26, 27 [2x]; 5:3; 9:6; Num 33:52). While in Numbers 33:52 it refers to a 
physical idol, in the Genesis passages it refers to a human being, either created in the image of 
God (Gen 1:26–27; 5:1; 9:6), or begotten in the image of a human father (Gen. 5:3). The Hebrew 
authors and readers seem to have understood, in large part, a physical referent in צלם, rather than 
strictly an abstraction, as the majority of usages suggests.40 Bruce Waltke offers a helpful 

                                                 
35 For comments on the terms relation to each other, and their prefixes, see Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis: 1–

15 (Waco: Word Books, 1987), 28–32. See also von Rad, who comments: “There is no particular significance in the 
change of prepositions…In 5.3 they are exchanged without any difference in meaning.” Cf., Von Rad, Genesis, 58. 
Regarding whether or not the terms are functioning synonymously or have nuanced meaning, Walkte offers: “Recent 
scholarship, in contrast with medieval theology, argues that the Hebrew terms image and likeness are synonymous. 
Both are incorrect. The medieval distinction of “image” referring to natural reason and “likeness” referring to 
original righteousness lost in the Fall cannot be supported from the text. The narrator’s careful selection of words 
throughout also makes the synonymity of the terms unlikely. The word likeness serves to ensure the distinctness of 
humanity from God.” Waltke, Genesis, 67. 

36 Gen 1:26, 27 (2x); 5:3; 9:6; Num 33:52; 1 Sam 6:5 (2x), 11; 2 Kgs 11:18; 2 Chr 23:17; Ps 39:7; 73:20; 
Ezek 7:20; 16:17; 23:14; Amos 5:26; Dan 2:31 (2x), 32, 34, 35; 3:1, 2, 3 (2x), 5, 7, 10, 12, 14, 15, 18, 19. 

 ”,HALOT 2:1029. According to Holladay it can mean, “statue,” “model as drawing or image ”,צלם“ 37

“image of God,” and “phantom.” Regarding the etymology of צלם, David Clines has pointed out that despite the 
long held belief that the word derived from the Arabic salama ‘to cut off,’ or that it is etymologically related to the 
Hebrew root slm ‘to be dark,’ that the word צלם, when used in the OT, is of unknown derivation. As such, we 
should not try to incorporate meanings of ‘to be dark,’ or ‘to cut out,’ in our translations. See David J. A. Clines, 
“The Etymology of Hebrew Selem,” 19–25. See also Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 29. 

38 von Rad, Genesis, 57. 
39 E.g., 2 Kgs 11:18; Ezek 7:20; 16:17; 23:14; Dan 2:31–32 [3x]; 2:34, 35; 3:1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 10, 12,14, 15, 18. 
40 Skinner, in his commentary on Genesis, notes that the Hebrew term “stands intermediate between the 

concrete sense . . . (an artificial material reproduction: 1 Sam 6:5 etc.) and another still more abstract, viz. ‘an unreal 
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summarizing comment: “the term image refers to a statue in the round, suggesting that a human 
being is a psychosomatic unity.”41 
 
 
The Term דמות 

 
The noun דמות is derived from the verb, דמה, glossed with “to be like” and “to resemble.”42 The 
noun likewise carries this abstract sense, including “model,” “shape,” “likeness.”43 It is used 25 
times in the Hebrew Bible with three of these occurrences coming in the Pentateuch, all of which 
pertain to the image of God texts (Gen. 1:26; 5:1, 3).44 It is likely that it is not functioning as a 
mere synonym to צלם, but offers a careful nuance to the previous term, ensuring an interpretation 
whereby man, while the image of God, is distinct from him—he is like God, but not God.45 
However, while it is more abstract than צלם, it is not abstract in the platonic sense, where it 
might refer to man’s “inner essence.”  

One final point needs to be made regarding these two terms. While both appear in 
Genesis 1:26, it is צלם that is the “essential word for the idea of God’s image.”46 It appears 
without דמות in the “solemn v. 27 and likewise in Genesis 9:6.”47 If given only one term to 
describe the concept, צלם was chosen.  

In summary, it appears that from a strictly terminological vantage point, the content of 
the image of God in its Hebrew inception was not overtly metaphysical, but at its most abstract, 
should be thought of in Waltke’s description, psychosomatic.48 We now turn to how these terms 
were rendered in Greek. 
                                                 
semblance’ (Ps. 39:7; 73:20).” See John Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis (Edinburgh: T. 
& T. Clark, 1930), 30. This may be true, however it is important to recall that the majority of usages lean toward a 
more concrete sense, and that the abstract uses are outside the Pentateuch. 

41 Waltke, Genesis, 65. 

 HALOT 1.225 ”,דמה“ 42

 HALOT 1.225. McDowell suggests that in the Hebrew Bible it “expresses similarity, likeness or ”,דמות“ 43
correspondence of one item to another, whether literal similarity, such as that of a model of an altar to its original, . . 
. or metaphorical likeness, as in Ps 58:5, where the speech of the wicked is compared to a serpent’s venom.” See 
McDowell, The Image of God, 124. Wenham, on this term, writes: “‘Likeness,’ דמות, on the contrary, is transparent 

in its meaning. It has an ending typical of an abstract noun and is obviously related to the verb דמה “to be like, 
resemble.” See Wenham, Genesis, 29. Von Rad states: “D’mut (‘likeness’) is a verbal abstraction and means 
predominantly something abstract: ‘appearance,’ ‘similarity,’ ‘analogy.’” Von Rad, Genesis, 57–58. 

44 The full list of uses includes, Gen 1:26; 5:1, 3; 2 Kgs 16:10; Is 13:4; 40:18; Ezek 1:5 (2x), 10, 13, 16, 22, 
26 (3x), 28; 8:2; 10:1, 10, 21, 22; 23:15; Dan 10:16. 

45 “The important addition of ‘likeness’ underscores that humanity is only a facsimile of God and hence 
distinct from him.” Waltke, Genesis, 67. 

46 Von Rad, Genesis, 58, emphasis added. 
47 Ibid., 58. 
48 Waltke, Genesis, 65. 
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The Greek Texts, Their Inception, and Key Terms 
 

The bridge between the Hebrew Scriptures and the Greek-speaking world was occasioned by 
several coinciding circumstances. Beginning in the 6th century BC, the Jewish people had been 
spread abroad by the Babylonian exile and out of these circumstances a community of Jews 
arose in Egypt (cf. 2 Kings 25:22–26). By the close of the first century BC Philo could speak of 
one million Jews living in Alexandria, however historians suggest the number was closer to two 
hundred thousand—still a sizable community.49 Along with the spread of the Jewish Diaspora 
was the spread of the Greek language, facilitated by the conquests of Alexander between 336 and 
323.50 Greek became the lingua franca of territories conquered and the city that arose in Egypt 
bearing Alexander’s name the perfect milieu for the fusion of Greek literature and culture with 
the Near East. In the midst of this vortex was a Jewish community trying to fit in while 
maintaining its own identity; by the rise of the Ptolemaic Empire (322–117 BC) the need for a 
Greek version of the Hebrew Bible was imminent.  

While The Letter of Aristeas51 emphasizes the Ptolemaic influence upon the origins of the 
Septuagint, it is likely that several circumstances, including the Hellenistic-Jewish communities’ 
liturgical, pedagogical and apologetic needs, facilitated its inception.52 The precise date of the 
first edition of the Greek text is hard to specify, but scholars seem to agree on a date around 250 
BC, which would fit with Aristeas reference to the reign of Ptolemy II, Philadelphius (285–247 
BC).53 Scholars are also largely in agreement that this first translation of the Bible in Greek 

                                                 
49 On the size of the Jewish community in Alexandria around the time of the translation of the Septuagint, 

see Fernández, The Septuagint, 35. 
50 For a chronology of Alexander’s conquest and how they pertain to the territory of Egypt, see the table in, 

Waldemar Heckel, The Conquests of Alexander the Great (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), xv-xviii. 
Heckel’s book is also a helpful resource for understanding aspects of the historical background to the city of 
Alexandria, which forms the setting for the first translation of the Septuagint. 

51 “Today the pseudepigraphic genre of the letter and its legendary nature are accepted without question. 
But the literary fiction is not without historical elements however difficult it may be to extract them by sound source 
criticism.” See Fernández, The Septuagint, 40. 

52 Fernández argues that the LXX was done by Jews for Jews, and by bilingual Jews, not by Greeks: “It 
arose due to the religious needs of the Jews of Alexandria; liturgical needs on the one hand and educational needs on 
the other, due to the special position of Judaism in the Greek world with a high proportion of Greek-speaking Jews 
who did not know the original language of their own scriptures.” Fernández, The Septuagint, 20. J. Goldstein, in 
commenting on the Letter of Aristeas, summarizes its intent this way: “Obey the Torah, Venerate the Temple of 
Jerusalem, but speak Greek and Put your Hopes in the Ptolemaic Dynasty.” At cited in Jennifer M Dines and 
Michael A. Knibb, The Septuagint (London: T & T Clark, 2004), 33. If this is the case, then Aristeas is trying to 
paint the picture of benevolence from the Ptolemaic Empire toward the Jews and their Holy Book. While it is hard to 
discern the precise reason the Septuagint came to be, it is likely that it was the needs of the Jewish community 
themselves, helped by allowance and provision of the Hellenistic government, that made it come about.  

53 Fernández argues that the “language of the Pentateuch belongs to the first half of the 3rd century.” 
Fernández, The Septuagint, 40. Robert J.V. Heibert begins his essay on the Greek text of Genesis writing: “In the 
third century BCE…Jewish scholars in Egypt began work on the first translation of the Hebrew Bible into another 
language. The language was Greek.” See Robert J.V. Hiebert, “Textual and Translation Issues in Greek Genesis,” in 
The Book of Genesis: Composition, Reception, and Interpretation (ed. Craig A. Evans, Joel N. Lohr and David L. 
Petersen; Leiden: Brill, 2012), 405–426. See also Brown’s comment: “The origins of the Septuagint (LXX) began 
with a translation of the Pentateuch in Alexandria, Egypt, around the mid-third century BC,” in William P. Brown, 
Structure, Role, and Ideology in the Hebrew and Greek Texts of Genesis 1:1–2:3 (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 
1993), 21. 
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included only the Pentateuch.54 For considering translational decisions, it is important to 
underscore that Jewish translators who were thoroughly Hellenized produced the Septuagint: 

 
Jewish authors, in short, showed a wide familiarity with the genres, forms, and 
styles of Greek literature. They wrote in Greek and they adapted Greek literary 
modes. . . . Jews had access to the upper echelons of the Alexandrian intelligentsia. 
Jewish authors were well versed in most, perhaps all, forms of Hellenic writing. 
They worked and wrote in a wide range of Greek literary genres.55  

 
Such a setting requires considering word choice and lexical meaning in light of pertinent 

contemporary Greek literature.56 Along with the influence Greek literature are the pressures of 
the cultural moment. As translation theorist Gideon Toury notes: “a [translated] text’s position 
and functions, including those that go with a text’s being regarded as a translation, are 
determined first and foremost by considerations originating in the culture that would host it.”57 
If the Jewish community’s effort to render their Holy Books into Greek was in part to legitimize 
their place in the “prevailing culture of the Mediterranean,”58 than the Septuagint was meant, in 
part, to make Judaism compelling—in content and literary presentation—to a Greek audience.59 
The imago Dei was rendered into Greek in this complex, Hellenistic, milieu. 
 
 

Greek Genesis and Its Integrity 
 

The relevant passages for the image of God in the Septuagint all occur in Genesis, requiring a 
few comments on that text in particular. Hiebert points out that not only was the Pentateuch the 
initial “Septuagint, Genesis may well have been the first of those five books to be translated.”60 
The fact that the translation of Genesis was likely the first book undertaken, and that it was part 
of a larger project of the Pentateuch, implies that: 1) our lexical study should take into account 
word usage across the Pentateuch as a likely example of the lexical bank of the translator(s) and 
2) we may deal with the relevant passages without, necessarily, assuming word choice was 

                                                 
54 “The Letter of Aristeas only refers to the translation of the Pentateuch into Greek in the 3rd century 

BCE.” See Dines, The Septuagint, 50. 
55 Erich S. Gruen, “The Letter of Aristeas and the Cultural Context of the Septuagint,” in Die Septuaginta—

Texte, Kontexte, Lebenswelten, ed. Martin Karrer and Wolfgang Kraus and Martin Meiser; (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2008), 134–56, 140. 

56 “The Pentateuch translators loved and worked in the milieu of Classical scholarship in Alexandria and 
the scholars of the Library. Just at this time the work of organizing and commenting on the Homeric poems was 
going on, including the compilation of glossaries. Zenodotus, the first head of the Library (from c. 284 BC), is 
known to have complied a Homeric glossary.” In John A. L. Lee, A History of New Testament Lexicography (New 
York, NY: Peter Lang, 2003), 206. 

57 Gideon Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies—And Beyond (Philadelphia, PA: John Benjamins, 2012), 
20, emphases added. 

58 See Gruen, “The Letter of Aristeas,” 134–56. 
59 Philo, coming much later than the Septuagint, represents a Jew in Alexandria attempting to both uphold 

the supremacy of the Hebrew faith while making it plausible and compelling in light of a Hellenistic worldview. 
60 Hiebert, “Textual and Translation Issues in Greek Genesis,” 405. 
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influenced by later translation of the Greek Bible, such as the Historical Books, Prophets, or 
Wisdom Literature. 

In terms of the integrity and quality of the original Greek text, scholarly consensus points 
to an Urtext from the third century BC.61 The Göttingen critical edition of Genesis aims at 
representing this original.62 In terms of the character of the translation, scholarship points toward 
“formal, rather than dynamic, equivalence” between the Greek and original Hebrew parent text;63 
and Wever’s emphasizes the translator’s care and posture while working: 

 
[The translators of Greek Genesis] were consciously at work on a canonical text... 
This was a holy task, which they did not take lightly. They were, after all, 
interpreting God’s word, written in a language imperfectly understood by many 
Jews of the Alexandrian community, and they rendered it into their vernacular, the 
Hellenistic Greek spoken and understood in Alexandria. This implied that their 
translation was not just a casual bit of work; something tossed off in passing, but 
was a studied procedure. It meant that the translators considered their task 
thoughtfully, did not simply put Hebrew words into equivalent Greek lexeme, but 
tried to put into Greek dress what they believed God intended to say to his people.64 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
61 While we do not possess “autographs”—the oldest extant texts come from the library of the Dead. 

Wevers notes that some of our oldest extant materials on Genesis, both Greek and Hebrew, include, “Qumran 
fragments…the Samaritan Hebrew text and the Targums, as well as the Genesis Apocryphon.” Wevers, Notes on the 
Greek Text of Genesis (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1993), xiii 

62 Our text is based on, John W. Wevers, Genesis (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1974). 
63 See, Hiebert, “Textual and Translation Issues in Greek Genesis,” 408. Wevers, in his work on the Greek 

text of Genesis, works from the “presupposition that the parent text being translated was in the main much like the 
consonantal text of MT; in other words, the extant textual tradition must be taken seriously.” See Wevers, Notes on 
The Greek Text of Genesis, xiii. Susan Brayford, in her Genesis commentary in the Septuagint Commentary Series, 
says much the same: “LXX-G has essentially the same text [as the Hebrew].” Susan Brayford, Genesis (Leiden: 
Brill, 2007), 221. See also the comments of Johann Cook: “The translator of Genesis tried to stay as near as possible 
to his Hebrew Vorlage.” Johann Cook, “The Exegesis of the Greek Genesis,” in LXX: VI Congress of the 
International Organization For Septuagint and Cognate Studies (ed. Claude E. Cox; Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 
1986), 91–125, 119. 

64 Wevers, Notes on the Greek Text of Genesis, xii. On the character of the original Septuagint—whether it 
was conceived of at its inception as a “divine” text meant to replace its Hebrew parent—Benjamin Wright makes a 
distinction between a text’s “production” and later “reception,” cautioning us not to “read back into” the original 
Greek Pentateuch what later tradition made it. Wright is suggesting that most traditions about the character of the 
Septuagint rely too much on The Letter of Aristeas, which states that the Greek text was meant to replace the 
Hebrew from its inception. For Wright, Aristeas represents not the origin of the LXX, but a moment in its reception, 
and a text’s original purpose should rather be found by considering the character of the text itself: “If we can arrive 
at a detailed description of the textual-linguistic makeup of any book in the Septuagint and catalogue the translation 
strategies that were employed in the translation, then we should be able to arrive at a reasonable assessment of the 
intended function of the translation.” See Benjamin G. Wright, “The Letter of Aristeas and the Question of 
Septuagint Origins Redux” JAJ 2:3 (2011): 304–26. In sum, it seems that Wevers’ comments make plain that the 
character of the text of Greek-Genesis is such that we may assume the original translator’s viewed not only the 
Hebrew parent, but the translation itself, in a canonical sense. 
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The Significant Greek Terms 
 

The Greek text in relation to the Hebrew text is as follows: 
 
 Hebrew MT Greek Ralphs 
Gen. 
1:26–
27 

נּו  ֖ ְלמ  ם ְבצ  ָׁ֛ דָּ ה אָּ ֲעֶשׂ֥ ָֽ ים נ  אֶמר ֱאֹלִהָּ֔ י ַ֣ ו 
ִים  מ ַ֗ שָּ ֹוף ה  ם ּוְבעַ֣ יָָּ֜ ת ה  נּו ְוִיְרדּוּ֩ ִבְדג ַ֙ ֵ֑ ִכְדמּות 

ֶמש  ֶר֖ ל־הָּ ֶרץ ּוְבכָּ אָָּּ֔ ל־הָּ הַ֙ ּוְבכָּ מָּ ְבה  ּוב 
ֶרץ׃ ָֽ אָּ ל־הָּ ש ע  ׂ֥ ר מ  ָֽ  הָּ

ֶלם  ֹו ְבֶצׂ֥ ְלמָּ֔ םַ֙ ְבצ  דָּ אָּ ָֽ ים׀ ֶאת־הָּ א ֱאֹלִהִ֤ ַ֙ ִיְברָּ ו 
ם׃ֱאֹל ָֽ א א תָּ ׂ֥ רָּ ה בָּ ֖ בָּ ר ּוְנק  ׂ֥ כָּ ֹו זָּ א א תֵ֑ ַ֣ רָּ ים בָּ ִה֖  

καὶ εἶπεν ὁ θεός ποιήσωμεν ἄνθρωπον κατ᾽ εἰκόνα 
ἡμετέραν καὶ καθ᾽ ὁμοίωσιν καὶ ἀρχέτωσαν τῶν ἰχθύων 
τῆς θαλάσσης καὶ τῶν πετεινῶν τοῦ οὐρανοῦ καὶ τῶν 
κτηνῶν καὶ πάσης τῆς γῆς καὶ πάντων τῶν ἑρπετῶν τῶν 
ἑρπόντων ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς 27  καὶ ἐποίησεν ὁ θεὸς τὸν 
ἄνθρωπον κατ᾽ εἰκόνα θεοῦ ἐποίησεν αὐτόν ἄρσεν καὶ 
θῆλυ ἐποίησεν αὐτούς 

Gen. 
א ֱאֹלִהיםַ֙  3–5:1 ֹום ְבר ִ֤ ם ְביַ֗ ֵ֑ דָּ ת אָּ ֶפר תֹוְלד ֖ ֶזַ֣ה ס ָּ֔

ֹו׃ ה א תָֽ ׂ֥ שָּ ים עָּ ּות ֱאֹלִה֖ ם ִבְדמׂ֥ ָּ֔ דָּ ר  2 אָּ ׂ֥ כָּ זָּ
ה  ֖ בָּ א ֶאת־ּוְנק  ִ֤ ִיְקרָּ ם ו  ֶרְך א תַָּ֗ ַ֣ ְיבָּ ם ו  ֵ֑ אָּ ְברָּ

ם׃ ס ָֽ ְראָּ ָֽ ם ְב֖יֹום ִהבָּ ָּ֔ דָּ םַ֙ אָּ ם  3 ְשמָּ ַ֗ דָּ י אָּ ְַֽיִחַ֣ ָֽ ו 
ֹו  ְלמֵ֑ ֹוֶלד ִבְדמּו֖תֹו ְכצ  יׂ֥ ה ו  נָָּּ֔ תַ֙ שָּ ים ּוְמא  ְשֹלִשִ֤

ת׃ ָֽ א ֶאת־ְש֖מֹו ש  ׂ֥ ִיְקרָּ  ו 

αὕτη ἡ βίβλος γενέσεως ἀνθρώπων ᾗ ἡμέρᾳ ἐποίησεν ὁ 
θεὸς τὸν Αδαμ κατ᾽ εἰκόνα θεοῦ ἐποίησεν αὐτόν 2  ἄρσεν 
καὶ θῆλυ ἐποίησεν αὐτοὺς καὶ εὐλόγησεν αὐτούς καὶ 
ἐπωνόμασεν τὸ ὄνομα αὐτῶν Αδαμ ᾗ ἡμέρᾳ ἐποίησεν 
αὐτούς 3  ἔζησεν δὲ Αδαμ διακόσια καὶ τριάκοντα ἔτη 
καὶ ἐγέννησεν κατὰ τὴν ἰδέαν αὐτοῦ καὶ κατὰ τὴν 
εἰκόνα αὐτοῦ καὶ ἐπωνόμασεν τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ Σηθ 

Gen. 
י  9:6 ְך ִכִּ֚ ֵ֑ פ  ֹו ִישָּ מַ֣ ם דָּ ֖ דָּ אָּ ָֽ ם בָּ ָּ֔ דָּ אָּ ָֽ ם הָּ ַ֣ ְךַ֙ ד  ש פ 

ם׃ ָֽ דָּ אָּ ה ֶאת־הָּ ֖ שָּ ים עָּ ֶלם ֱאֹלִהָּ֔  ְבֶצַ֣

ὁ ἐκχέων αἷμα ἀνθρώπου ἀντὶ τοῦ αἵματος αὐτοῦ 
ἐκχυθήσεται ὅτι ἐν εἰκόνι θεοῦ ἐποίησα τὸν ἄνθρωπον 

 
The translator of Genesis into Greek consistently chose εἰκών to render צלם in the image 

of God passages—of the five uses of צלם in Genesis, it is translated by εἰκών each time.65 In the 
only other instance of צלם in the Pentateuch it comes in the pejorative context of Numbers 33:52 
and is rendered by εἲδωλον. Of the 34 instances of צלם in the Hebrew Bible (Aramaic equivalent 
included) it is translated by εἰκών 25 times.66 

The word דמות, on the other hand, has a less static translation in Genesis. Of its three 
uses in Genesis it is rendered with three different terms: in Genesis 1:26 דמות = ὁμοίωσις; in 
Genesis 5:1 דמות = εἰκών; and in Genesis 5:3 דמות = ἰδέα. In its other occurrences in the OT it is 
often translated with ὁμοίωσις or ὁμοίωμα.67  

Following these initial observations, the following points will now be enumerated to 
support the thesis that the Genesis translation shifts toward a metaphysical reading of the image 
of God: 1) εἰκών is the “essential” term for the image of God in the Septuagint. 2) Read in its 
Hellenistic setting, εἰκών has a semantic domain with more metaphysical potential than its 
                                                 

65 Save once in Gen. 1:27, where it is not translated due to redundancy. 
66 Gen 1:26, 27; 5:3; 9:6; 2 Kgs 11:18 (pl.); Ezek 7:20 (pl.); 16:17 (pl.); 23:14 (pl.); Dan 2:31–32 (3x); 

2:34, 35; 3:1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 10, 12,14, 15, 18. 
67 E.g., 2 Kgs 16:10; Isa 13:4; 40:18; Ezek 1:5, 10. 
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referent, 3 .צלם) The choice to render צלם with εἰκών rather than another available term further 
stresses the translation’s shift toward a metaphysical reading. 4) When Adam is said to beget a 
son “in his image and likeness” in Genesis 5:3, although the same Hebrew terms from Genesis 
1:26 are used in Genesis 5:3 (צלם and דמות), the Greek translators make a surprising change. 
While in Genesis 1:26 they render the Hebrew terms with εἰκών and ὁμοίωσις, in Genesis 5:3 they 
make the surprising alteration to εἰκών and ἰδέα (rather than ὁμοίωσις). It will be suggested that 
this represents an intentional distancing between the metaphysical likeness Adam’s bears of God 
(εἰκών and ὁμοίωσις), and the physical likeness Seth bears of Adam (εἰκών and ἰδέα)—a 
distancing the Hebrew text, more comfortable with physicality in both images, deemed 
unnecessary. 

 
 

Eἰκών as Essential Term for Image of God in The Septuagint 
 

The below chart maps how צלם is rendered into Greek across the Old Testament, and its sense in 
particular contexts: 
 

 
 As usage indicates, εἰκών is the dominant word chosen to translate צלם across the OT; it is 
also the only word chosen to render it in Genesis. As von Rad noted, in choosing to strictly 
translate צלם with εἰκών in Genesis, the translators established it as the essential term for the 
imago Dei in the Septuagint.68 It is also important to note that along with translating צלם in 

                                                 
68 See von Rad, Genesis, 58. 

Contextual  
Meaning 

Not 
Translated        εἰκών    εἴδωλον ὁμοίωμα τύπος μορφή 

Divine likeness/image Gen 1:27b Gen 1:26, 27; 5:3;  
9:6 

Num 33:52  Amos  
5:26 

 

Statue/idol/image  
(negative) 

 2 Kgs 11:18;  
Ezek 7:20;  
16:17; 23:14;  
Dan 2:31–32 (3x);  
2:34, 35;  
3:1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 10,  
12,14, 15, 18 

    

Shadow/phantom/ 
transitory image 

 Ps 38:7 (LXX);  
72:20 (LXX) 

 1 Sam 6:5   

Man made likeness/ 
statue (neutral) 

1 Sam 6:11; 
Dan 3:3 

     

Face/countenance      Dan  
3:19 
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Genesis, εἰκών is used to translate דמות in Genesis 5:1. Here, the Hebrew text only uses דמות, 
and while the Greek translator has formerly rendered דמות with ὁμοίωσις (e.g., Gen 1:26), given 
only one Hebrew term for conveying the imago concept, εἰκών can even translate דמות. This 
again stresses that it is the essential Greek term for the image of God and that the concept of the 
image of God never occurs in the Greek Pentateuch without the term εἰκών. 

 
 
The Semantic Domain of Eἰκών Has More Metaphysical Potential Than צלם 

 
Scholarship suggests the translators of the Greek Pentateuch, immersed in the literary milieu of 
Alexandria, were influenced by the popular Greek literature of that time.69 We should assume, 
therefore, that the semantic range of a particular Greek word employed in the Septuagint is 
partially established by its use in popular Greek literature from that period. Considering what that 
relevant body of influential literature might include should take into account that 1) the Greek 
literary corpus available in Alexandria would have been substantial 2) and, based on Jewish-
Alexandrian writers such as Aristobulus and the sophistication of the city of Alexandria in 
general, it is very likely the works of thinkers such as Pythagoras and Plato, along with popular 
writers such as Homer, were available and influential within the setting of the Septuagint’s 
translation.70  

Susan Brayford suggests that in this Hellenistic context, pervasive conceptual influences 
would have driven the translators toward a more “metaphysical” term to convey the imago Dei. 
This trend toward the non-corporeal can be seen from LXX on through Philo: 

 
As an Alexandrian Jew influenced by the Platonic distinction between material and 
spiritual realities, the translator [of Genesis] likely was aware that being made in 
God’s ‘image’ (εἰκόνα) and ‘likeness’ (ὁμοίωσιν) (1:26a) could refer to spiritual 
qualities, such as being holy, righteous, and wise (e.g., Theaetus 176b). Several 
centuries later, another Alexandrian Jew would further explain the distinction 
between spiritual and material creation. According to Philo, it is not the human 
body that is in God’s image. Rather, “the resemblance is spoken of with reference 
to the most important part of the soul, namely, the mind: for the mind, which exists 
in each individual has been created after the likeness of that one mind which is in 
the universe as its primitive model.”71 

 

                                                 
69 “[I]t has been demonstrated in various studies of the language of the Septuagint that the translators, 

including the one who produced the Greek Genesis, normally employed vocabulary and often even grammatical 
constructions that are attested in antecedent and/or contemporaneous non-translation Greek literature.” Hiebert, 
“Textual and Translation Issues in Greek Genesis,” 408, n.16.  

70 Gruen, in offering the pertinent cultural context of the Septuagint, notes Jewish writers such as 
Aristobulus and Demetirus—even Philo, who is later—as examples of the type of literary familiarity amidst the 
educated Jewish community in Alexandria. Gruen further notes that the writings of Aristobulus were committed to 
showing that “the ideas Pythagoras and Plato, for example, followed the path laid out by Mosaic legislation (Euseb. 
PE, 13.12.1).” See Gruen, “The Letter of Aristeas and the Cultural Context of the Septuagint,” 139. 

71 Brayford, Genesis, 222. 
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Brayford’s comments suggest that the Alexandrian milieu was cause for finding a term capable 
of metaphysical connotations. As Kittle notes: “The influence of the Greek spirit . . . introduces 
the question wherein the divine likeness consists as a metaphysical gift.”72 By noting a few 
examples of εἰκών in Greek literature that would have likely been influential in Alexandria, it 
will become evident that this term had substantial metaphysical potential. 

One of the more poingant examples of εἰκών used in the context of a deity comes at the 
end of Plato’s dialogue, Timaeus, written c. 360 BC: 

 
And now at length we may say that our discourse concerning the Universe has 
reached its termination. For this our Cosmos has received the living creatures both 
mortal and immortal and been thereby fulfilled; it being itself a visible Living 
Creature embracing the visible creatures, a perceptible God made in the image of 
the Intelligible, most great and good and fair and perfect in its generation—even 
this one Heaven sole of its kind (Plato, Timaeus, 92c).73 
 
Καὶ δὴ καὶ τέλος περὶ τοῦ παντὸς νῦν ἤδη τὸν λόγον ἡμῖν φῶμεν ἔχειν· θνητὰ γὰρ καὶ 
ἀθάνατα ζῶα λαβὼν καὶ ξυμπληρωθεὶς ὅδε ὁ κόσμος οὕτω, ζῶον ὁρατὸν τὰ ὁρατὰ 
περιέχον, εἰκὼν τοῦ νοητοῦ θεὸς αἰσθητός, μέγιστος καὶ ἄριστος κάλλιστός τε καὶ 
τελεώτατος γέγονεν εἷς οὐρανὸς ὅδε μονογενὴς ὤν (Plato, Timaeus, 92c). 

 
In Plato’s Republic, written c. 380 BC, he uses the term with a striclty non-physical sense, that of 
similitude or comparison: 
 

How is it right then,” he said, “to say that states will not be rid of evil until 
philosophers, whom we agree are of no use to them, rule in them?” “The question 
you’re asking,” I said, “needs an answer in the form of an image.” “Really?” he said, 
“I didn’t think it was your practice to use images” (Plato, Republic, 487e). 
 
Πῶς οὖν, ἔφη, εὖ ἔχει λέγειν ὅτι οὐ πρότερον κακῶν παύσονται αἱ πόλεις, πρὶν ἂν ἐν 
αὐταῖς οἱ φιλόσοφοι ἄρξωσιν, οὓς ἀχρήστους ὁμολογοῦμεν αὐταῖς εἶναι; Ἐρωτᾷς, ἦν δ’ 
ἐγώ, ἐρώτημα δεόμενον ἀποκρίσεως δι’ εἰκόνος λεγομένης. Σὺ δέ γε, ἔφη, οἶμαι οὐκ 
εἴωθας δι’ εἰκόνων λέγειν (Plato, Republic, 487e). 
 

Again in Republic we meet another non-material usage: 
 

“Now then,” I said, “let’s interview him, since we’ve agreed what effect both doing 
wrong and doing just deeds has.” “How?” he asked. “By creating an image of the 
soul in argument, so that he who made those assertions can see what he meant.” 
“What kind of image?” he asked. “One of those like the creatures whose nature is 

                                                 
72 Kittle, TDNT 2:394. Emphasis added. See also Maryanne C. Horowitz, The Image of God in Man: Is 

Woman Included?, HTR 72.3/4 (1979):175–206, esp. 190, where she writes: “To some extent, Philo already found a 
Hellenized Judaism in the Greek OT which he used. In the translation of ‘image’ from Hebrew zelem to the Greek 
eikon, a term which contained anthropomorphic, corporeal imagery was transformed into an abstract term for which 
there was a previous Greek philosophical tradition.” 

73 English and Greek quotes of classical authors are taken from the Loeb Classical Library. 
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recorded in ancient myth,” I said, “such as Chimera, Scylla, and Cerberus, and the 
numerous other cases where many forms are said to have grown together into one” 
(Plato, Republic, 588b). 
 
Νῦν δή, ἔφην, αὐτῷ διαλεγώμεθα, ἐπειδὴ διωμολογησάμεθα τό τε ἀδικεῖν καὶ τὸ 
δίκαια πράττειν ἣν ἑκάτερον ἔχει δύναμιν. Πῶς; ἔφη. Εἰκόνα πλάσαντες τῆς ψυχῆς 
λόγῳ, ἵνα εἰδῇ ὁ ἐκεῖνα λέγων οἷα ἔλεγεν. Ποίαν τινά; ἦ δ’ ὅς. Τῶν τοιούτων τινά, ἦν 
δ’ ἐγώ, οἷαι μυθολογοῦνται παλαιαὶ γενέσθαι φύσεις, ἥ τε Χιμαίρας καὶ ἡ Σκύλλης 
καὶ Κερβέρου, καὶ ἄλλαι τινὲς συχναὶ λέγονται συμπεφυκυῖαι ἰδέαι πολλαὶ εἰς ἓν 
γενέσθαι (Plato, Republic, 588b, emphases added). 
 

 These examples demonstrate that in the platonic tradition, εἰκών could be used in the 
sense of an image of the Intelligible (εἰκὼν τοῦ νοητοῦ), an allegory or similitude used in speech 
(εἰκόνος λεγομένης), and as in image of the soul (Εἰκόνα πλάσαντες τῆς ψυχῆς).74 Each of these 
uses suggests a semantic domain with more metaphysical potential than צלם. In the last example 
from Republic, the use of εἰκόνα and ἰδέαι together (ἰδέαι appears in the last sentence and is 
translated with the English, “forms”), but with nuanced meaning, will be particularly important 
when we consider the Greek text of Genesis 5:3, where both terms also appear together. 

The terms usage was not limited to abstraction. Herodotus’ work Histories, written c. 440 
BC, demonstrates a use of εἰκών refering to hand crafted statues: 

 
This cow was not buried in the earth but was to be seen even in my time, in the 
town of Sais, where it lay in an adorned chamber of the palace; incense of all kinds 
is offered daily before it, and a lamp burns by it all through every night. There is 
another chamber near to this image, where stand the statues of Mycerinus’ 
concubines, as the priests of Sais told me; and indeed there are about twenty 
colossal wooden figures there, made like naked women, but I have only the priests’ 
word to show who they are (Herodotus, The Persian Wars, II.130). 
 
Αὕτη ὦν ἡ βοῦς γῇ οὐκ ἐκρύφθη, ἀλλ᾿ ἔτι καὶ ἐς ἐμὲ ἦν φανερή, ἐν Σάι μὲν πόλι 
ἐοῦσα, κειμένη δὲ ἐν τοῖσι βασιληίοισι ἐν οἰκήματι ἠσκημένῳ· θυμιήματα δὲ παρ᾿ αὐτῇ 
παντοῖα καταγίζουσι ἀνὰ πᾶσαν ἡμέρην, νύκτα δὲ ἑκάστην πάννυχος λύχνος 
παρακαίεται. ἀγχοῦ δὲ τῆς βοὸς ταύτης ἐν ἄλλῳ οἰκήματι εἰκόνες τῶν παλλακέων 
τῶν Μυκερίνου ἑστᾶσι, ὡς ἔλεγον οἱ ἐν Σάι πόλι ἱρέες· ἑστᾶσι μὲν γὰρ ξύλιναι 
κολοσσοί, ἐοῦσαι ἀριθμὸν ὡς εἴκοσι μάλιστά κῃ, γυμναὶ ἐργασμέναι· αἵτινες μέντοι 
εἰσί, οὐκ ἔχω εἰπεῖν πλὴν ἢ τὰ λεγόμενα (Herodotus, The Persian Wars, II.130). 
 
These few examples do not aim at an exhaustive analysis of εἰκών in Greek literature, but 

merely to demonstrate a semantic domain that included an entirely metaphysical meaning. While 
Herodotus’ work shows εἰκών could convey the idea of a “statue” or “concrete image,” it’s usage 
elsewhere as the “image of the invisible” or to convey a “similitude” in rhetoric demonstrate a 

                                                 
74 The verb choice in the last phrase is interesting, πλάσσω, as it is often used for the “molding” of physical 

things, and is also a verb employed in LXX Genesis 2:7: καὶ ἔπλασεν ὁ θεὸς τὸν ἄνθρωπον. 
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far more abstract sense than צלם had in the Hebrew OT—where von Rad suggested צלם “means 
predominantly an actual plastic work, a duplicate, sometimes an idol.”75 In his article on εἰκών, 
Kittle writes “The ancient [Greek] concept of image was peculiar in that it did not limit image to 
a functional representation present to human sense but also thinks of it in terms of an emanation, 
of a revelation.”76  
 
 

The Choice to Render צלם with εἰκών Rather than Another Term Signifies Meaning 
 

The term εἰκών was not the only available term capable of capturing the essence of the Hebrew 
phrase; but what where those other terms the translators chose against? In his study on the image 
of God in the Genesis, James Barr is likewise interested in word choice, and addresses the choice 
of צלם from a “bundle of Hebrew words” totaling eight that share an overlapping semantic 
field.77 Our method here is similar, except it deals with the lexical bank available to the 
Alexandrian translator. Our Greek lexical bank is also eight words and has been restricted by two 
criteria: 1) words appearing in the Greek Pentateuch and 2) words that share the semantic 
domain of “image” or “likeness.” The words are: εἰκών; ὁμοίωμα/ὁμοίωσις; χαρακτήρ; σκοπιὰς; 
εἶδος; ἰδέα; εἲδωλον; τύπος. The following table gives their LSJ definitions, an example of their 
use in the Pentateuch, and the frequency of their occurrence in the Pentateuch: 
 
 

Term LSJ Definition Greek-Pentateuch Example Occurrences 
in 

Pentateuch 

εἰκών 

1. likeness, image, whether picture or 
statue 

2. semblance, phantom, 
3. similitude, comparison 
4. pattern, archetype78 

in the “image” and likeness of 
God (Gen 1:26) 

6x 

ὁμοίωμα/ 
ὁμοίωσις 

1. likeness, image 
2. a being made like,  
3.    likeness, resemblance,  
4.    simile79 

in the image and “likeness” of 
God (Gen 1:26) 

13 x 

                                                 
75 See von Rad, Genesis, 57. Only twice does צלם referring to something with a diminished sense of 

reality, such as shadow or phantom (e.g., Ps 38:7; 72:20 LXX), and both of these may refer to something concrete 
that is passing away (i.e., dying). 

76 Kittle, TDNT 2:389. Referring to the semantic domain of εἰκών, Clines writes: “Thus Greek eikon can 
mean as well as ‘statue, image’, ‘semblance, phantom, imaginary form’ (Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott and 
Henry Stuart Jones, A Greek-English Lexicon [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940], 485b), and Latin imago, ‘statue, 
picture’, can also mean ‘phantom, ghost, apparition’ and ‘with the idea predominating of mere imitation in 
opposition to what is original or real, a mere form, image, semblance’ (Charlton T. Lewis and Charles Short, A Latin 
Dictionary [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879], 888).” See Clines, “Etymology,” 23. 

77 James Barr, “Image of God,” 14–15. 
78 LSJ, “εἰκών,” 485. 
79 LSJ, “ὁμοίωμα,” 1225. 
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χαρακτήρ 

1.    An engraver, one who mints coins 
2.    Mark engraved, impress, stamp on     
       coins and seals; die, stamp 
3.    Type or character (regarded as shared  
       with others) of a thing or person80 

for it is the “scar/image” of the 
burn (Lev 13:28) 

1 x 

σκοπιὰς 
1. Lookout-place, esp. a hilltop. 
2. Peak, height81 

to the “high place” of Pisgah 
(Num 23:14) 

2 x 

εἶδος 

1.     That which is seen: form, shape; of  
         human form/figure/beauty 
2.     Form, kind, or nature 
3.     Class, kind, Logical species82 

like a pavement of sapphire 
stone, as the “outward 
appearance” of the firmament 
of heaven for clearness. (Exod 
24:10, 17) 

21 x 

ἰδέα 

1. form, semblance, kind, sort 
2. In Logic; Class, kind, hence, principle 

of classification 
3. In Platonic Philosophy, ideal forms, 

archetypes83 

he became the father of a son 
in his “likeness” (Gen 5:3) 

1 x 

εἲδωλον 

1. Phantom; mere form, reflection, 
impression 

2. Image in the mind, idea 
3. Image, likeness 
4. Later, image of a god, cultic idol84 

Rachel stole her father’s 
household “idols” (Gen 31:19) 
 

12 x 

τύπος 

1.   Beat of horses hoofs 
2.   Effect of a blow or of pressure,  
      impression; stamp on coin 
3.   Cast or replica made in a mold;  
4.   Carved figure, image; painted picture 
5.   Form, shape  
6.   Archetype, pattern, model, capable of      
      exact repetition in numerous instances 
7.   General impression, vague indication85 
 

see that you make [items for 
the Tabernacle] according to 
the “pattern” for them (Exod 
25:40) 
 

1 x 

 
 

While this list shows a variety of terms that were available for conveying a notion of 
“image” and “likeness,” it is clear that the translators of the Pentateuch favored four: εἰκών; εἶδος; 
ὁμοίωμα/ὁμοίωσις; εἲδωλον. Their frequency in the Pentateuch is, respectively, 6x, 21x, 13x, 12x. 
The terms ὁμοίωμα/ὁμοίωσις are grouped together because they are such close cognates and are 
used in a similar way in the Pentateuch—for the “likeness” of an image (e.g. Deut 4:15–19). 
Derived from the verb ὁμοιόω, “to make equal,”86 the two nouns can carry the meaning of “being 

                                                 
80 LSJ, “χαρακτήρ,” 1977. 
81 LSJ, “σκοπιὰς,” 1614. 
82 LSJ, “εἶδος,” 482. 
83 LSJ, “ἰδέα,” 817. 
84 LSJ, “εἲδωλον,” 483. 
85 LSJ, “τύπος,” 1835. 
86 J. Schneider, “ὁμοιόω, ὁμοιότης, ὁμοίωμα, ὁμοίωσις, ἀφομοιόω, παρόμοιος, παρομιάζω,” TDNT 5:186–99. 
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similar, likeness, resemblance, and image.”87 It should also be noted that the term εἶδος, which 
has the highest frequencey of the terms in our list, is also a cognate with ἰδέα,88 the use of which 
(Gen 5:3) we return to below.  

From this list of four “most-common” terms, when considering why εἰκών was chosen 
over against them as the essentail noun, we quickly can note that εἲδωλον was preferred for a 
pejorative use in the Pentateuch by our translators, however the reason for this is not obvious, as 
according to LSJ the term was used with an array of meanings—not all pejorative—in 
contemporary Greek literature. It is clear that ὁμοίωμα/ὁμοίωσις was preferred as a compliment to 
εἰκών, and this is likely due to its more abstract meaning—bearing its verbal root in mind, the 
terms suggest not an objects “concreteness,” but how something is subjectively like another 
object.   

The term that stands out as to why it was not chosen is εἶδος. This term is heavily used by 
the translators, 21 times, and has a flexibility between human, hand-crafted, and divine referents 
as well as a positive connotation in most uses. For example, it is used positively to describe 
Rachel’s physical beauty (Gen 29:17), Jacob’s vision of God (Gen 32:31–32) and the appearance 
of the glory of the Lord (Exod 24:17). It has a neutral meaning in describing the cows in 
Pharoah’s dream (Gen 41:2), a positive meaning when desrbing the patterns of the Tabernacle 
(Num 8:4) or cloud surrounding the Tabernacle (Num 9:15). Eἶδος would seem to have been a 
likely candidate for צלם considering the translator’s uses of it in the Pentateuch. However, it is 
suggested here that a reason εἰκών was chosen over and against εἶδος as the central noun for 
image of God is because εἶδος has a semantic domain that is more narrowly corporeal and less 
abstract. Two reasons are now offered to demonstrate that εἶδος has a more physical (less 
abstract) semantic domain than εἰκών for the Greek translators. 

First, εἶδος is a transparent word. James Barr classifies words as “transparent” versus 
“opaque,” suggesting that in the case of transparent words: “the user feels not only that the word 
has a meaning but that you can see through it to some kind of reason why it has that meaning.”89 
He offers the German word for “glove” as an example, Handschuh. The German user can see 
through the term to why it means what it does—i.e., a “schuh” for one’s “hand.” Likewise, εἶδος 
is a transparent word. Büchsel notes some of the terms makeup: “from εἰδ–, ‘to see’ (cf. Æ εἶδος, 
‘figure’).”90 Its relationship to the verb “εἶδον,” the second Aorist of ὁράω (meaning, “to see”), is 
obvious.91 If this term, in its transparent sense, carries the idea of “figure” and “seeing,” it seems 
likely it would be used with a more physical (a seeable) referent in mind. 

Second, its usage in the Septuagint and larger Greek OT points toward physical 
appearance more so than metaphiyical essence. Examples include: “Rachel being described as 
beautiful in appearance: Ραχηλ δὲ καλὴ τῷ εἴδει (Gen 29:17), rendering  ְרֶאה מ  with εἶδος in a 
context clearly emphasizing physical appearance (e.g. Gen 32:31). The appearance of the fire 
within and about the Tabernacle is render with εἶδος: “On the day the tabernacle was set up, the 

                                                 
87 BDAG 707–08. 
88 G. Kittle, “εἶδος, εἰδέα, (ἰδέα),” TDNT 2:373–75. 
89 James Barr, “Image of God in Book of Genesis,” 17. Emphasis added. 
90 Büchsel, “εἲδωλον,” TDNT 2.375–78. 
91 LSJ “εἴδω,” 483.  
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cloud covered the Tabernacle, the tent of the covenant; and from evening until morning it was 
over the Tabernacle, having the appearance of fire [ὡς εἶδος πυρὸς]” (Num 9:15). Also, the 
physical characteristics of the manna are described with this term: “Now the manna was like 
coriander seed, and its color was like the [τὸ εἶδος] color of gum resin” (Num 11:7). To this list 
could be added examples outside of the Pentateuch, such as the use εἶδος in describing the 
appearance of the servant in Isaiah 53:2–3.  

Also regarding its usage in the Greek OT we can note the Hebrew terms it typically 
translates. The most common in the Pentatuech is ְרֶאה  which is glossed with the terms ,מ 
“seeing,” “appearance,” and “brilliance.”92 Another term that εἶδος translates is ר  ,Likewise .ת א 
this term connotes appearance. It is the Hebrew referent in Genesis 29:17 when εἶδος describes 
Rachel’s physical beauty, in Genesis 41:18–19 when the physical appearance of cows is being 
communicated and in Deuteronomy 21:11 for physical appearanace of women. In each of these 
occasions ר  is translated with a form of εἶδος, and therefore εἶδος demonstrates a concrete ת א 
sense in the Septuagint. 

There is an important instance in Genesis 5:3 where ἰδέα—interchangle with the form 
εἰδέα and a “semantically similar noun [to] εἶδος”93—appears both alongside εἰκών and in the 
context of the imago Dei. Considering this instance will prove instructive for how the Greek 
translators understood the sense of the terms εἰκών and ἰδέα (εἶδος) in relations to each other. 

 
Genesis 5:3 reads as follows: 
 

MT ת׃ ָֽ א ֶאת־ְש֖מֹו ש  ׂ֥ ִיְקרָּ ֹו ו  ְלמֵ֑ ֹוֶלד ִבְדמּו֖תֹו ְכצ  יׂ֥ ה ו  נָָּּ֔ תַ֙ שָּ ים ּוְמא  ם ְשֹלִשִ֤ ַ֗ דָּ י אָּ ְַֽיִחַ֣ ָֽ  ו 
LXX ἔζησεν δὲ Αδαμ διακόσια καὶ τριάκοντα ἔτη καὶ ἐγέννησεν κατὰ τὴν ἰδέαν αὐτοῦ καὶ κατὰ 

τὴν εἰκόνα αὐτοῦ καὶ ἐπωνόμασεν τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ Σηθ 
 
Having noted earlier that צלם carries a more concrete sense than דמות, we would expect that the 
more concrete ἰδέα would render צלם, and εἰκών render דמות. However just the opposite occurs; 
ἰδέα—the more concrete of the Greek terms—takes דמות, the more abstract of the Hebrew terms. 
This example stresses the fact that 1) ἰδέα (a more concrete term in this context) was availible to 
the Greek translators of Genesis and 2) εἰκών was chosen over against it for translating the key 
Hebrew term for the imago Dei, צלם. 

As suggested above, by comparing this Greek translation of the imago Dei in Genesis 
5:3, to its translation in Genesis 1:26, further demonstrates the Septuagint’s tendency toward a 
metaphysical meaning for God’s image in man. 
 
 
                                                 

92 For examples of εἶδος tranlsting ְרֶאה  see Gen 32:31, 32; 41:2, 3; Exod 24:17; Num 8:4, etc. For a ,מ 

definition of ְרֶאה  .see HALOT 213 ,מ 

93 See the treatment of the term εἰδέα, where the correlation between ἰδέα and εἶδος are noted, in John A. L. 
Lee, A History of New Testament Lexicography (New York, NY: Peter Lang, 2003), 273–78. See also “ἰδέα,” BDAG 
466. 



                                                                                The Metaphysical Image | Samuel D. Ferguson 

96 

The Choice to Translate דמות with ἰδέα in Genesis 5:3 and Its Significance 
 

In the Hebrew text of Genesis 5:1–3 there is a summary of the generations (דֹות  of Adam up (תֹול 
to Noah, and at the outset of this the reader is reminded that Adam was created in the image of 
God (5:1). When we are then told of the birth of Seth, he is said to have been begotten in the 
“likeness and image” of his earthly father, Adam (5:3). The suggestion is that each offspring in 
this line will likewise bear the image of their father, who is in the image of God. Three things are 
surprising regarding the Hebrew text: first, it uses the same terminology for describing Seth’s 
likeness to Adam as it did for Adam’s likeness to God: ה  ׂ֥ שָּ ים עָּ ּות ֱאֹלִה֖ . . . (5:1) ִבְדמׂ֥ ֹו ִבְדמּו֖תֹו  ְלמֵ֑  ְכצ 
(5:3). Second, while the same terms are used, their order and prefixes are swapped: 
 

נּו ֵ֑ נּו ִכְדמּות  ֖ ְלמ  ם ְבצ  ָׁ֛ דָּ ה אָּ ֲעֶשׂ֥ ָֽ Æ (1:26) נ  ֹו ִבְדמּו֖תֹו  ְלמֵ֑  (5:3) ְכצ 
 
The fluidity of the prefixes cautions against reading too much into their meaning in either setting.  
Likewise, there is no obvious exegetical meaning to be derived from the interchangeability of the 
Hebrew word order. Third, the operative verb for the phrase has shifted from “created/made,” to 
“begot”:  ה ֲעֶשׂ֥ ָֽ נ  (1:26) to ֹוֶלד  יׂ֥  The latter is a term for the physical bearing of human children .(5:3) ו 
(e.g., Gen. 3:16). The interpretive significance for these insights, regarding the meaning of the 
Hebrew text, is that the author has no problem using his phrase for “image and likeness” 
interchangeably between a divine/human likeness (God and Adam) and a human/human likeness 
(Adam and Seth). The conclusion must be that the Hebrew text is comfortable with the potential 
for a physical referent for the image of God—Seth images Adam just as Adam images God. 

It is curious, then, that when translating this synonymous phrase in Genesis 5:3, the 
Greek changes word usage. As noted above, while the translator continues to use εἰκών for צלמ, 
he introduces this entirely new term, ἰδέα, for rendering דמות. In such a significant setting this 
type of lexical decision is suggestive. As noted above, ἰδέα shares the same root as εἶδος and can 
convey a similar meaning—a type of “imaging,” but has a bent toward physicality.94 As was also 
noted above, the term ὁμοίωσις (used in Gen. 1:26) has a clearly more abstract sense. It seems 
safe to assume, then, that aware of the more physical referent in the context of Genesis 5:3—Seth 
in the image of Adam—the Greek translator was uncomfortable allowing this human/human 
context to share the same terminology of the divine/human context of Genesis 1:26. The 
conclusion we draw from this is that here again is an instance where the Greek translation offers 
a more abstract reading than the Hebrew Vorlage.  
 One final point to make regarding the use of ἰδέα in Genesis 5:3 is to recall the quotation 
from Republic referenced above, where, as is the case in Genesis 5:3, the terms εἰκών and ἰδέα 
are used in close proximity: 
 

“Now then,” I said, “let’s interview him, since we’ve agreed what effect both doing 
wrong and doing just deeds has.” “How?” he asked. “By creating an image of the 
soul [Εἰκόνα πλάσαντες τῆς ψυχῆς] in argument, so that he who made those 
assertions can see what he meant.” “What kind of image?” he asked. “One of those 

                                                 
94 Kittle, TDNT 2:373. 
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like the creatures whose nature is recorded in ancient myth,” I said, “such as 
Chimera, Scylla, and Cerberus, and the numerous other cases where many forms 
[ἰδέαι] are said to have grown together into one.” (Plato, Republic, 588b) 

 
Plato is using the two terms εἰκών and ἰδέα in a similar, but distinct, sense. Eἰκών is describing an 
abstract, or ethereal, concept: the image of the soul in argument. The argument, in its logical 
force and reality, creates an image, although not a physical one. Turning to describing this 
image, Plato refers to “those like the creatures…” The creatures he lists, irrespective of their 
mythical background, are physical: “The Chimera was a combination of goat, lion, and snake 
(see Hom. Il. 6.179–82); Scylla had the top half of a beautiful woman, but the lower half had a 
fish tail and around her waist were heads of snakes and doglike monsters (Hom. Od. 12.85ff.); 
Cerberus was the three-headed dog, which guarded Hades (Hes. Theog. 311–12).”95 What is 
particularly revealing is that as he enumerates on the physicality of such creatures, he uses the 
term ἰδέα: “where many forms [ἰδέαι] are said to have grown together into one [εἰς ἓν γενέσθαι].”  

It appears from this example that even in the Hellenistic background to the Septuagint, 
when εἰκών and ἰδέα were used in proximity, the former conveyed a more abstract and 
philosophical sense while the latter described physicality (form). 

 
 

Conclusion and Implications 
 

The above considerations of the terminology employed in the Greek imago Dei passages has 
suggested a shift toward an increasingly non-corporeal referent for the image—a shift away from 
the Hebrew origin of the concept. The glosses of εἰκών drawn from relevant literature point to a 
semantic domain broader, especailly in abstract and metaphysical usage, than its Hebrew 
referent, צלם. It was also demonstrated that a less abstract, but equally capable term was 
available to the translator, εἶδος (and its cognate, ἰδέα) but was not chosen for rendering the key 
term for the image of God. Perhaps if this latter term had been used as the key word for the 
image of God the shift toward a metaphysical interpretation in following centuries would not 
have seemed so natural? 

An interesting consideration, bearing these differences between the Greek and Hebrew 
text in mind, is to ask what type of trajectory the different texts set in motion? To be sure, no 
stream of interpretation is monolithic. However, as we noted above, it was the Hellenistic-
thinking Philo who first abstracted the concept of the image to the heights of pure intellect. And 
a text such as Wisdom of Solomon, with origins in Alexandria, portrays the image of God in a 
decidedly abstract way, with εἰκών the key term: “For God created us for incorruption, and made 
us in the image of his own eternity [καὶ εἰκόνα τῆς ἰδίας ἀϊδιότητος]” (Wis. 2:23); “For she is a 
reflection of eternal light, a spotless mirror of the working of God, and an image of his goodness 
[καὶ εἰκὼν τῆς ἀγαθότητος αὐτοῦ]” (Wis. 7:26). The Church Fathers, influenced by Greek 
thought, followed in this trajectory.  

When we consider readers who maintained a more integrated anthropology and therefore 
physical referent for the image of God, it is the Rabbis and recent historical-critical exegetes who 
                                                 

95 See Plato. Republic, Volume I: Books 1–5. Edited and translated by Christopher Emlyn-Jones, William 
Preddy. Loeb Classical Library 237. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013. For quote, see LCL 276, 
Book IX, 375, n.41. 
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come to mind, readers paying careful attention to the Hebrew text and its semitic background.96 
We come again to von Rad: 

 
[W]e are not to interpret the concept of divine likeness in a way which bears no 
resemblance to ancient oriental thinking. The divine likeness is not to be found 
either in the personality of man, in his free Ego, in his dignity or in his free use of 
moral capacity etc. . . . The author is here wrestling with the expression. He has 
adopted an ancient formula, and in the terms צלמ and דמות he is cautiously 
approaching the mystery that man is an earthly image of God, that he is created in 
the likeness of Elohim. For this reason the debate whether the divine likeness 
refers to the spiritual or physical being of man is not very helpful. If we had to 
think in terms of such an alternative, we should have to decide in favor of a 
predominantly physical likeness, not in the sense of speculation on God’s form or 
corporeality, but in the sense of a reference to the Elohim nature proper to man.97 

 
In the spirit of von Rad’s admonition, the above analysis was not an attempt to strictly fix the 
referent of the image of God as purely physical. Rather, it was an attempt to disabuse the concept 
of an overly spiritual reading, and to likewise suggest that the origins of such a reading may lie, 
in part, in the Septuagint. For the sake of both biblical and systematic reflection, and especially 
for Christology, whether or not the imago Dei includes man’s bodily form is no small matter. 
.

                                                 
96 Two articles that point out the physicality of the ‘image of God’ in rabbinic thought are, Alon Goshen 

Gottstein, “The Body as Image of God in Rabbinic Literature,” HTR 87/2 (1994): 171–95; David H. Aaron, 
“Shedding Light on God’s Body in Rabbinic Midrashim: Reflections on the Theory of a Luminous Adam,” HTR 
90/3 (1997): 299–314. Gottstein references Rabbi Hilell’s teaching on the importance of washing the body 
(referenced above) to establish the train of thought that the image of God was conceived of as “physical,” and goes 
on to explain that a key aspect of this imaging was luminosity, citing Lev. R. 20.2: “the apple of Adam’s heel 
outshone the globe of the sun; how much more so the brightness of his face.” Aaron picks up Gottstein’s thesis and 
challenges it methodologically—suggesting that there is an implicit contradictory nature to rabbinic thought and that 
Gottstein perhaps comes too close to creating a false unity. However, Aaron’s article does point out that in rabbinic 
thought God was viewed both as a being of “light,” and that “it must ultimately be recognized that ‘the divine glory 
as a luminous form is predicated . . . on the attribution of an anthropomorphic shape to that form [of God’s body].’” 
See Aaron, “Shedding Light on God’s Body,” 313. In other words, that luminosity was an outstanding aspect of God 
and, and therefore also the ‘image of God,’ it should not be concluded that the body of God, or of the first man, was 
only light, and therefore noncorporeal.  

97 Von Rad, TDNT 2.391, emphasis added. 
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Overcoming Discouragement in Ministry 
 

— Travis Southern — 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Is there something unique about discouragement in ministry? The answer depends upon one’s 
perspective. In one sense, individuals from all walks of life are susceptible to discouragement at 
some level. However, discouragement in ministry has unique aspects in that it is caused, directly 

or indirectly, by a person’s being engaged in active Christian ministry. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Introduction 
 

iscouragement is often the constant companion of those devoted to preaching the word 
of God and leading Christ’s church. Just one example of the discouragement pastors face 
is evident in D. A. Carson’s deeply personal biography of his father, Tom Carson.1 In a 
chapter entitled Discouragement, Despair, and a Vow, the focus is on a particularly 

difficult time in ministry in Quebec when the church quit growing, people were not being 
converted, and Tom Carson grew increasingly discouraged.2 It was during this time that Tom 
made a vow to himself and to God to resign from the pastorate if there were no conversions in 
the twelve months from the autumn of 1962 to the autumn of 1963. Tom’s journal entries from 
this dark period provide a glimpse into a pastor’s heart during particularly dry times in ministry. 
For example, for the entry of Saturday, February 5, 1961, Tom writes: 
 

This was a poor day . . . wasted in many respects. Received a number of Saturday 
Evening Posts from the Connyers [Tom’s budget was so tight that he could not subscribe 
to any of the standard journals and news magazines, but certain families in the church 
passed on their copies to Tom when they had finished with them.] and read a number of 
articles. Help me, Lord, to put away everything that does not contribute to living for 
Jesus.3  
 

Tom was not only discouraged with his perceived negative personal habits, but he was also 
discouraged with his preaching as well. In an entry dated Sunday, March 5, 1961, he writes: 
“Rose 6:50 a. m. Prayer and study. Preached (poorly) from 2 Cor. 2. Twenty-four present . . . 
Rested. Studied. Evening 19 present. Preached from Romans 1:1–17 (poorly).”4 There are entries 
about his concerns for his children, his lack of time to devote to ministry, and his distractions 

                                                 
1 D. A. Carson, Memoirs of an Ordinary Pastor: The Life and Reflections of Tom Carson (Wheaton, IL: 

Crossway, 2008). D. A. Carson writes this biography of his father from collections of family memories as well as 
from a detailed personal diary that his father left behind upon his death. This deeply personal account resonates with 
the experiences of many small church pastors. 

2 Ibid., 75–96. 
3 Ibid., 81. 
4 Ibid., 82. 

D 
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from all of the infinite details that come with planting a church on hard soil. Compared with 
today’s standards, Tom might be considered one of the hardest working pastors around. 
Nevertheless, he thought of himself a failure. In a particularly difficult journal entry, Tom writes: 
 

First, a word or two on my prayer of this morning. I confessed to God the sins of my 
cowardice and laziness. Yesterday morning, perhaps because I blamed my long stretch of 
driving for a weariness which I was bound to have [five hundred miles without interstate 
highways]—it is so easy to do, it has been so easy to do all along—I picked up a . . . 
novel and read it through. Oh, I do not do this often, but how many not only profitable, 
but useful works are neglected in favor of such so-called “recreation.” Anyway, all of 
these things are getting me down.5 
 

Clearly, Tom Carson experienced times of deep discouragement as a pastor.6 The conversions 
Tom prayed for never came, and he resigned the pastorate October 6, 1963.7 
 In many ways, Tom Carson’s experiences of discouragement in the midst of ministry are 
not unique, but are shared by many other “ordinary” pastors.8 Numerous effective pastors such as 
Charles Spurgeon and Martyn Lloyd-Jones have endured such times of despond, even in the 
midst of great moves of God. This reality echoes back through Scripture as well, as the examples 
of Elijah and Paul illustrate. This paper explores the realities of discouragement in ministry. Both 
the symptoms and causes of ministry discouragement are examined. Both biblical illustrations as 
well as select examples from church history of those struggling with discouragement reveal how 
ministers through the ages have struggled with discouragement. In addition, suggestions for 
overcoming discouragement in ministry will be offered from the experiences of C. H. Spurgeon. 
The aim of this paper is to provide a source of encouragement for pastors who think they are 
alone in their discouragement and are tempted to lose heart. 

 
 

Symptoms of Ministry Discouragement 
 

So what are the symptoms of discouragement in ministry? This is an issue that would seem 
simple to define, but in reality the symptoms present themselves along a continuum. The 
diagnosis can be anything from simple discontent on the lower end of the spectrum to clinical 
depression on the upper end.9 A mild form of depression, called Dysthymic Disorder, is 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 87. 
6 It should be noted that Tom Carson was not always experiencing discouragement and depression. Indeed, 

his son recounts at the conclusion of his biography: “His journals have many, many entries bathed in tears of 
contrition, but his children and grandchildren remember his laughter.” Ibid., 148. 

7 Ibid., 91. 
8 Lance Witt, Replenish: Leading from a Healthy Soul (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2011), 18–19. Witt 

cites well known research from the Barna group that 80% of pastors in the United States feel discouraged in their 
roles. Witt’s aim in this book is to encourage and equip pastors to persevere in their ministries. 

9 Edward T. Welch, Depression: Looking Up from the Stubborn Darkness (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 
2011), 27. Concerning this spectrum, Edward Welch writes: “Think of depression as a continuum of severity. On one 
end it is bothersome, at the other end debilitating. The less severe depression is technically called Dysthymic 
Disorder, the more severe, Major Depression. More popularly, the less severe is referred to as situational depression 
and the more severe as clinical depression.” Welch offers a six-category spectrum of depression: discontent, 
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characterized by two or more of the following symptoms lasting for at least two years: 
 

1. Poor appetite or overeating 
2. Insomnia or hypersomnia 
3. Low energy or fatigue 
4. Low self-esteem 
5. Poor concentration or difficulty making decisions 
6. Feelings of hopelessness10 

 
On top of this, those suffering from depression report feelings of overwhelming sadness, anger at 
God or with others, worthlessness, anxiety, distance from God, or even suicidal thoughts.11 
Again, the symptoms of discouragement range along a continuum, and an individual who is 
discouraged may not have a disorder in the technical sense. Another author describes 
discouragement as: “A sense of unhappiness arising from a loss of confidence in one’s own 
abilities, in the reliability of God or in the power of the gospel.”12 Discouragement is a loss of 
hope, courage, or confidence. It is a general feeling of melancholy, often accompanied by a sense 
of failure or despair concerning the future.13 Key to understanding discouragement is that the 
symptoms can range in intensity and duration.14 

Is there something unique about discouragement in ministry? The answer depends upon 
one’s perspective. In one sense, individuals from all walks of life are susceptible to 
discouragement at some level. However, discouragement in ministry has unique aspects in that it 
is caused, directly or indirectly, by a person’s being engaged in active Christian ministry. 
Concerning the uniqueness of ministry, John MacArthur writes: “The call to the ministry is an 
invitation to unparalleled blessing and unequalled privilege. But at the same time, it is an 
invitation to discouragement, difficulty, sorrow, pain, and despair. Every pastor, no matter how 
richly blessed his ministry may be, knows those dark times when he is disheartened and 
downcast.”15 Charles Spurgeon also warned his ministry students concerning the discouragement 
in ministry in his Lectures to my Students. In a chapter entitled The Minister’s Fainting Fits, 
Spurgeon wrote: 

 
As it is recorded that David, in the heat of battle, waxed faint, so may it be written of all 
of the servants of the Lord. Fits of depression come over the most of us. Usually cheerful 
as we may be, we must at intervals be cast down. The strong are not always vigorous, the 
wise not always ready, the brave not always courageous, and the joyous not always 

                                                 
Dysthymic Disorder, Situational Depression, Hopelessness, Major Depressive Disorder, and Clinical Depression. 

10 Ibid., 29. 
11 David P. Murray. Christians Get Depressed Too (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2010), 

51–55. 
12 Martin H. Manser, Dictionary of Biblical Themes: The Accessible and Comprehensive Tool for Topical 

Studies (London: Martin Manser, 2009).  
13 Murray, Christians Get Depressed, Too, 56–60. 
14 Because of the continuum of symptoms involved in the symptoms of discouragement/depression, this 

paper will often utilize these terms interchangeably. It was discovered that much of the literature expresses the same 
fluidity of terms, except when specifically referring specifically to clinical depression. 

15 John F. MacArthur, Jr., 2 Corinthians (Chicago, IL: Moody, 2003), 62–63. 
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happy. There may be here and there men of iron, to whom wear and tear work no 
perceptible detriment, but surely the rust frets even these; and as for ordinary men, the 
Lord knows, and makes them to know, that they are but dust.16 
 

Discouragement for a pastor can last as short as a few hours on Monday morning to an extended 
period, perhaps even years, and can even become debilitating.  

 
 

Causes of Ministry Discouragement 
 

The causes of discouragement in ministry are as varied and nuanced as the spectrum of 
symptoms. In discussing the causes of ministry discouragement, it is helpful to organize the 
causes into categories. Numerous systems of categorizing causes of discouragement and 
depression can be found in the literature. David Murray helps wade through the complexity by 
positing two main causes of discouragement: reactive causes and endogenous causes.17 Reactive 
causes are those that involve some trigger, perhaps a stressful life event or other issue external to 
the individual. Endogenous causes are those that are organic or biological in origin. While the 
benefit of Murray’s system is its simplicity, the problem with such a bifurcated system is that 
humanity is much more complicated and integrated than such a classification suggests.18  

While no classification system is perfect, perhaps a more helpful classification system for 
the causes of pastoral discouragement is found in D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones’s work, Spiritual 
Depression.19 Lloyd-Jones was trained as a medical doctor in one of the finest medical training 
hospitals in London. But while he was finishing up his training, Lloyd-Jones was converted by 
the gospel and called to the ministry. In his medical practice, Lloyd-Jones noticed that many of 
the ailments he was being called upon to treat medically also had deeper, spiritual causes. And in 
his pulpit ministry and private counseling, he sought to show how these spiritual causes are 
addressed through the biblical gospel. It was with this methodical, medical mind that Lloyd-
jones approached the issue of spiritual depression.20  

Lloyd-Jones suggests four categories of causes for discouragement. These include 
temperament, physical conditions, reactions, and spiritual warfare.21 This paper will utilize these 
categories as a framework to further explore the causes of discouragement in ministry. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
16 Charles H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan), 154. 
17 Murray, Christians Get Depressed, Too, 59. 
18 Indeed, Murray proceeds to consider five external triggers, including stress, psychology, sin, sickness, 

and sovereignty. However, Murray acknowledges that each of these can involve complex interactions with 
physiological triggers and genetic predispositions to depression. 

19 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression: Its Causes and Cure (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1965). 
20 For an outstanding biography of Lloyd Jones, see Iain H. Murray, David Martyn Lloyd-Jones: The First 

Forty Years 1899–1939, 3rd ed. (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1982); Iain H. Murray, David Martyn Lloyd-Jones: 
The Fight of Faith 1939–1981 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1990). 

21 Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression, 9–21. 
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Ministry Discouragement and Temperament 
 

A pastor’s temperament can predispose him to experience greater struggles with discouragement. 
This is illustrated in a candid panel discussion between John Piper and John MacArthur 
moderated by Justin Taylor during the Desiring God 2007 National Conference.22 During the 
course of the interview, Taylor asked the two pastors: “When you personally get discouraged and 
want to throw in the towel, where do you go biblically?”23 Their answers reveal how pastors with 
very different temperaments respond to potentially discouraging circumstances. To Taylor’s 
question, John MacArthur responded: 
 

I don’t tend to be that way. I don’t know why. I’m not really a melancholy type of person. 
I just move to the next responsibility. There’s no time for me to sit and feel sorry or feel 
bad. There’s too much to do. I mean, I’ll sometimes get discouraged, but the next task 
looms large. People have no idea what it is to preach week after week after week after 
week, year after year, decade after decade to the same people, who have recorded 
everything you’ve ever said, and then to speak in chapel at a college and chapel at a 
seminary, and work on a book, and so on. For me, this is the track the Lord has put me 
on. There’s no time. I don’t have time to sit. If I have those kinds of moments, fleeting as 
they may be, I always think of the apostle Paul. Or I think of some of my personal heroes. 
My mind often goes to William Carey, when all of his manuscripts burned. Or it goes to 
William Tyndale (who is a particular treasure in my mind), who is sitting in prison about 
to die and wants somebody to bring him a needle and thread so he can sew up his 
leggings because he’s cold. I’ve stood by Robert Morrison’s grave and cried in China.24 
 

MacArthur’s reply contrasts sharply with John Piper’s experience. In his answer, John Piper 
described his experiences with discouragement as a pastor: 
 

I probably pray the prayer ‘Keep me and preserve me’ as often as I pray any prayer. I 
mean, ‘Keep me saved,’ because I think God uses means to cause us to persevere. I mean, 
‘Keep me in the ministry.’ I don’t want to be one of these short-lived people. I mean, 
‘Keep me married.’ I don’t want to wreck it that way. And I mean, ‘Keep me.’ I pray that. 
‘Now to him who is able to keep you . . .’ (Jude 24). I pray that blessing down on me a 
lot. And the Lord has spared me. There is something to men in midlife crisis. I remember 
one time, I was forty, sitting on the steps halfway through vacation sobbing. Noël comes 
down the steps. ‘What’s wrong?’ I said, ‘I don’t have a clue.’ It was like PMS. And I just 
said, ‘I don’t know if I want to stay. I don’t know if I want . . . . I don’t have a clue why 
I’m so sad.’ And that season lasted several years, and the grace was that I could still 
function.25 
 
 

                                                 
22 John Piper and Justin Taylor, eds., Stand: A Call for the Endurance of the Saints (Wheaton, IL: 

Crossway, 2008), 129–45. This monograph contains a transcript of the panel discussion. 
23 Ibid., 141. 
24 Ibid, 141–42. 
25 Ibid, 142–43. 
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Here are two pastors with very different temperaments who have had an enormous influence 
upon the current generation of ministers. Their differences illustrate how a pastor with a more 
melancholy personality type will tend to struggle more with discouragement than others who are 
more sanguine. What is interesting to note, however, is that they both eventually pointed to the 
Apostle Paul as a source of encouragement when they were tempted to despair. 

Other pastors examining the causes of discouragement also point to temperament as a 
factor in discouragement. Lloyd-Jones divides people generally into the two temperament 
categories of introverts and extraverts. Each of these personality types come with unique 
struggles. Concerning these struggles, Lloyd-Jones writes: 

 
The essence of wisdom is to realize this fundamental thing about ourselves. If I am 
naturally an introvert I must always be careful about it, and I must warn myself against it 
lest unconsciously I slip into a condition of morbidity. The extrovert must in the same 
way know himself and be on his guard against the temptations particular to his nature. 
Some of us by nature, and by the very type to which we belong, are more given to this 
spiritual disease called spiritual depression than others.26 

 
A minister must be aware of his tendencies, and learn to apply remedies specific to his own 
personality. That temperament can be a factor in struggling with discouragement is one of the 
points D. A. Carson makes concerning his father’s discouragement. While the causes of Tom 
Carson’s discouragement are indeed complex, the issues he faced in planting a church in Quebec 
were magnified by his personality.27 
 
 

Ministry Discouragement and Physiology 
 

To be human is to be both a physical and a spiritual being. And the interplay of the body and the 
soul continues to be a debated topic in theology.28 What is known is that depression can have a 
physical cause.29 A long list of diseases is known to have possible depressive effects.30 A minister 

                                                 
26 Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression, 18. 
27 Concerning the connection between personality and discouragement, Carson writes of his father: “The 

reasons for such discouragement are many, but some of them, at least, overlap with Tom’s self-doubt, guilty 
conscience, sense of failure, long, hours, and growing frustration with apparent fruitlessness.” See Carson, Memoirs 
of an Ordinary Pastor, 92. 

28 For an excellent introduction to the doctrine of man, see John S. Hammett, “Human Nature,” in A 
Theology for the Church (ed. Daniel L. Akin; Nashville, TN: B & H Academic, 2008), 340–408.  

29 Debate continues to rage concerning the relationship between psychology and Christianity. There also 
exist a variety of viewpoints, even within the Biblical Counseling movement concerning the efficacy of 
pharmaceuticals in treating certain psychiatric disorders. For a summary of the various views, along with extensive 
bibliographies concerning these issues, see Eric L. Johnson, ed., Psychology & Christianity: Five Views, 2nd ed. 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010). 

30 A partial list of these diseases include Parkinson’s disease, hyperthyroidism, stroke, hypothyroidism, 
multiple sclerosis, Cushing’s disease, epilepsy, premenstrual depression, head trauma, viral or bacterial infections, 
lupus (SLE), certain types of headaches, vitamin deficiencies, heart disease, post-surgical changes, side effects of 
certain medication, AIDS, chronic fatigue, hepatitis, any chronic illness, and post-partum changes. For more 
information, see Welch, Depression: Looking Up from the Stubborn Darkness, 213–14. 
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experiencing an extended period of discouragement or depression would be wise to see a 
physician to screen for a possible medical cause. 
 The reality of medical causes of depression has long been recognized by influential 
ministers. Concerning physiological causes of depression, Spurgeon said: “Certain bodily 
maladies, especially those connected with the digestive organs, the liver, and the spleen, are the 
fruitful fountains of despondency; and, let a man strive as he may against their influence, there 
will be hours and circumstances in which they will for a while overcome them.”31 After 
commenting on Spurgeon’s own battle with gout and the depression it caused, Lloyd-Jones 
writes: “You cannot isolate the spiritual from the physical, for we are body, mind, and spirit. The 
greatest and the best Christians when they are physically weak are more prone to an attack of 
spiritual depression than at any other time and there are great illustrations of this in Scripture.”32 
One must only think of the suffering of Job, Hannah, and the Apostle Paul as examples of 
biblical saints who suffered physical ailments leading to discouragement. In addition, those in 
ministry are prone to working long hours, often agonizing over their own sins and the sins of 
others. Pastors are burdened for the lost souls living their communities, not to mention the 
countless souls who have never heard the gospel of Christ. These mental and spiritual burdens 
can also lead to physical ailments with depressive side-effects. Pastors must be aware of the 
unity of body and soul, and the reality that physical ailments can lead to spiritual depression in 
ministry. 

 
 

Ministry Discouragement and Reactions 
 

A third category of causes of discouragement in ministry is what Lloyd-Jones referred to as a 
“reaction.”33 Lloyd-Jones describes this category as a response to “a great blessing, [or] a 
reaction after some unusual and exceptional experience.”34 Pointing to the experience of Elijah 
under the juniper tree, Lloyd-Jones has noticed similar experiences of depression in the lives of 
those under his pastoral care.35 While Lloyd-Jones focuses upon discouragement resulting from a 
rare and unexpected blessing, the idea of reactions as a cause of discouragement could be 
expanded to include discouragement caused by reaction to any experience, including negative 
ones. 
 Certainly discouragement in ministry could be caused by a reaction to a negative 
circumstance. Ministry within the church often involves discouraging circumstances. Many times 
it can seem like nobody is listening to the pastor’s well prepared and prayed over sermons. And 
when congregants do understand, there are times when they disagree and are “offended” by 
gospel truth. Dissentions between people can also be a source of consternation. Many pastors 
know well the pain of personal betrayal. On top of this there is the pressure of meeting budgets, 
leading staff, and counseling congregants. Concerning the pressures in ministry from the church, 
Charles Bridges comments that “except we realize a high estimation of the Church, the 

                                                 
31 Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, 155. 
32 Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression, 19. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 This passage in 1 Kings 19 will be discussed in detail below. 
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constraining influence of the Saviour’s love, and the upholding prop of Almighty grace, what is 
there to preserve us from sinking in despondency?”36 In addition to these reactions, comparison 
with other ministries can be a constant source of dismay for the minister. D. A. Carson 
commends his father for truly being free of this “green-eyed monster” of envy, even in the midst 
of his struggles. Carson warns: 
 

It is always disconcerting to see other ministers in your own sphere of service working 
effectively and fruitfully while you are plagued with stagnation. When that happens, there 
may be things to learn from more fruitful ministries, but sometimes one must simply 
rejoice that some ministers are more fruitful and more blessed than you are, thereby 
learning to rejoice with those who rejoice.37 
 

Negative circumstances in the church can wear on a minister over time, leading to 
discouragement. Sometimes this discouragement lasts a day, and at other times it can snowball 
into the various forms of depression. 

Discouragement can also come as a reaction to the world outside of the church. As 
wickedness continues to grow and wreak havoc on marriages, families, cherished institutions, 
and society at large, those who can see the effects of depravity most clearly can often be tempted 
to despair. This is especially true for those who minister in contexts with constant rejection and 
opposition from a hostile culture. Charles Bridges confirms reaction to the world as a source of 
discouragement when he writes: 

 
From the difficulties with the world, unfaithfulness to our Master furnishes the only ‘way 
of escape.’ The subject matter of our commission comes into immediate contact with 
latent and deep-rooted prejudices. The strongest feelings of a proud nature are brought 
into constant play against our unwelcome tale: so that we ‘become the enemy,’ instead of 
the friend, of our fellow-sinners, ‘because we tell them the truth.’38 
 

Paul illustrated the hostility of the world to the gospel message, writing: “For we are the aroma 
of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing, to one a 
fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to life” (2 Cor 2:15–16 ESV). 
Living with constant rejection from the world can cause discouragement to grow in the heart of a 
minister. 

In addition, the Psalmist Asaph illustrates in Psalm 73 how a minister of God can grow 
discouraged when observing the seeming success of those who shun God.39 He writes: “Truly 
God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart. But as for me, my feet had almost stumbled, 

                                                 
36 Charles Bridges, The Christian Ministry: With an Inquiry into the Causes of its Inefficiency (1830 Repr.; 

Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 2009), 13. 
37 Carson, Memoirs of an Ordinary Pastor, 93. 
38 Bridges, The Christian Ministry, 13. 
39 Concerning the conflict present in this Psalm, Tate writes: “Readers identify easily with the speaker in 

the psalm; they know about the struggle for faith in a world which usually holds the active presence of God in 
contempt (v. 11)—though more often in deeds than in words. These readers know how hard it is to stay on the 
course of purity and faithfulness when the tongues of the wicked strut through human society with lies, malice, and 
scoffing. We know them well.” See Marvin E. Tate, Psalm 51–100, WBC 20 (Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1990), 237. 
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my steps had nearly slipped. For I was envious of the arrogant when I saw the prosperity of the 
wicked” (Ps 73:1–3). He then proceeds in verses 4–15 to illustrate the life of ease that the wicked 
enjoy. The result of Asaph’s envy was discouragement. He writes: “But when I thought how to 
understand this, it seemed to me a wearisome task” (Ps 73:16). Pastors can be tempted to 
daydream about doing something else, and are tempted to think life would be so much easier and 
better if they just left the ministry.40  

Reactions to the church and the world can lead to discouragement, and sometimes this 
discouragement can take the form of burnout. This was certainly a factor in Tom Carson’s 
resignation. Tom Carson was grew up in the Great Depression, which led to his understanding 
that “anything less than working all the time was letting down the people and the Lord.”41 His 
work ethic was wedded to a temptation towards perfectionism, leading to a nagging and growing 
sense of failure and defeat. Burnout can also result from a disconnect between a minister’s 
expectations of the world, the church, himself and reality. When an individual expects life and 
ministry to turn out a certain way, and his expectations go unmet, discouragement can often 
follow.42 Burnout seems to be a common factor for discouragement in ministry. 

Ministers are also prone to sinful reactions leading to discouragement. Paul Tripp found 
three sinful reactions lurking in his own heart, and through his ministry found these resounded 
with the hearts of many other pastors as well. The first sinful reaction is for the minister to let 
ministry define his identity, rather than being defined by Christ’s gospel of grace.43 Second, 
ministers become discouraged when they let literacy and theological knowledge define their 
maturity. Tripp comments: “[M]aturity is not merely something you do with your mind (although 
that is an important element of spiritual maturity). No, maturity is how you live your life. It is 
possible to be theologically astute and be very immature. It is possible to be biblically literate 
and be in need of significant spiritual growth.”44 Third, pastors can grow discouraged when they 
confuse ministry success with God’s endorsement of their lifestyles. When the ministry is 
thriving, pastors can think that God is pleased with every aspect of their lives.45 And conversely, 
ministers can despair in the depths of introspection when ministry stalls or retreats. Each of these 
sinful roads leads down the pathway to discouragement. 

Behind each of these sinful tendencies is an idol of the heart. In their book, Gospel 
Coach: Shepherding Leaders to Glorify God, Scott Thomas and Tom Wood have developed a 
model to help ministry leaders identify these idols.46 When the minister of the gospel develops a 

                                                 
40 Paul Tripp describes several scenarios during his ministry when he has directly ministered to pastors who 

were fantasizing about life outside of the ministry. Strategies for avoiding these dangers will be discussed later in 
this paper. Paul David Tripp, Dangerous Calling: Confronting the Unique Challenges of Pastoral Ministry 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 29–39. 

41 Carson, Memoirs of an Ordinary Pastor, 92. 
42 Timothy S. Lane and Paul David Tripp, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New 

Growth Press, 2008), 161. Note that expectations can also be sinful, and when they go unmet it is God’s grace 
revealing idols in our hearts. Lane and Tripp write “The stakes are high: the reality our imagination embraces is the 
reality we will live by. If we are not captured by the truth of living in a deeply personal relationship with God, we 
will shrink our expectations and dreams down to the size of our own selfish wants, desires, and strategies.” 

43 Tripp, Dangerous Calling, 21–25. 
44 Ibid, 25. 
45 Ibid., 27–28. 
46 Scott Thomas and Tom Wood, Gospel Coach: Shepherding Leaders to Glorify God (Grand Rapids, MI: 
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performance-centered orientation rather than a gospel-centered orientation, the minister’s 
worship and identity begin to revolve around two key idols leading to the worship of selfish 
success. The first category of idols concerns the idols of comfort and security. The second 
category concerns idols of power and approval. These idols replace following the mission and 
living in community respectively. Both of these idols lead ultimately to worship of self-success, 
and when either are taken away, the leader’s center of identity is compromised, and 
discouragement easily sets in. The only way to overcome such idolatry is to replace it with a 
gospel orientation. But how is this accomplished? A look at scriptural examples below proves 
revealing. 

 
 

Ministry Discouragement and Spiritual Warfare 
 

A final source of discouragement in ministry is spiritual warfare.47 For the purposes of this paper, 
spiritual warfare will be defined as “living and speaking for Christ in such a way that God is 
glorified and an already defeated Satan is threatened.”48 Concerning spiritual warfare and 
discouragement, Lloyd-Jones writes: 
 

He [the devil] can use our temperaments and our physical condition. He so deals with us 
that we allow our temperament to control and govern us, instead of keeping temperament 
where it should be kept. There is no end to the ways in which the devil produces spiritual 
depression. We must always bear him in mind. The devil’s one object is so to depress 
God’s people that he can go to the man of the world and say: There are God’s people. Do 
you want to be like that?49 
 

Satan will not sit idly by while a minister of God threatens his kingdom. He knows the pastor’s 
weaknesses, and will seek to exploit any potentially successful cause of discouragement to 
distract gospel progress. Concerning the devil’s exploitation of the minister’s weaknesses, 
Bridges writes: 
 

Apart from that baneful influence, by which, (as we shall afterwards show) he obstructs 
the general efficiency of the work—his power over the tone of the minister’s mind is 
most distressing. Often indeed does he succeed in unhinging his spirit and paralyzing his 
exertions, by diverting his mind from the main design, or by bringing the dark cloud of 
unbelief over his soul, so that the Ministration of the Church, as Calvin observes, ‘is not 
an easy and indulgent exercise, but a hard and severe warfare, where Satan is exerting all 
his power against us, and moving every stone for our observance.’50 
 

                                                 
Zondervan, 2012), 60–80. 

47 For an excellent survey of various views concerning spiritual warfare see James K. Beilby and Paul 
Rhodes Eddy, eds., Understanding Spiritual Warfare: Four Views (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic), 2012. 

48 Chuck Lawless, “Spiritual Warfare in Evangelism and Missions” (handout, The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, Louisville, KY., Spring 2010), 1. 

49 Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression, 19. 
50 Bridges, The Christian Ministry, 14. 
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Satan also takes advantages of any idols of the heart. He promises the kingdoms of this world, 
but only leaves the minister with clouds of despair. Spiritual warfare is a constant reality in 
ministry. The only defense is to be fully arrayed in the armor of God. 
 
 

Biblical Understanding of Discouragement in Ministry 
 

After examining the reality of discouragement in ministry in terms of symptoms and causes, it is 
vital to turn to the Scriptures to find biblical examples and answers to this dilemma. A full 
biblical theology of discouragement would provide sufficient material for another paper.51 The 
focus here will be on three selected passages. The first will concern Elijah’s dark night of the 
soul under the broom tree from 1 Kings 19. The second passage relating to discouragement will 
constitute excerpts from the Psalms. And the final passage will be from 2 Corinthians and the life 
of the Apostle Paul. Each of these passages contain examples of people who fought 
discouragement while serving the Lord. They also provide strategies for overcoming 
discouragement in ministry. 
 

 
The Discouraged Prophet 

 
In 1 Kings 18, the prophet Elijah experiences a great victory over the prophets of Baal. It seemed 
after this victory that Israel was beginning the process of returning to the one true God. However, 
depravity extends to the core of humanity, and the celebration of Yahweh’s triumph over Baal 
and the return of the rains would be short lived. There was a deeper, more sinister influence 
looming in the background throughout chapter 18, and it was time for her to make her presence 
felt. Upon arriving at Jezreel, Ahab informed Jezebel of what had happened to the prophets of 
Baal at Mount Carmel. She responded by sending a messenger to Elijah telling him that on oath 
she would kill him within twenty-four hours (1 Kgs 19:2)—a fresh enemy ready to attack the 
weary prophet.52 Even after a great victory there would be no rest for the Lord’s servant. 

Jezebel’s threats frightened (ירא) and discouraged Elijah to the point that he fled to 
Beersheba in Judah (1 Kgs 19:3). Beersheba was the southernmost city in the southern kingdom. 
Thus the prophet was distancing himself as far as he could from the murderous intentions of the 
evil queen. What is conspicuous about this passage is the absence of God’s directive to flee. The 
phrase “word of the Lord” does not reappear in the text until verse 9. The counter-cultural 
struggle of Elijah’s leadership had become deeply personal, and he fled in fear and despair. For 
the first time in the narrative, it seems that Elijah’s actions are no longer driven by his theology.53 
This has become a well-worn path to discouragement. 

                                                 
51 What is interesting is that in conducting an extensive literature search, few have written specifically on 

the topic of discouragement in ministry. There are many excellent works on theodicy and the problem of suffering 
and evil. In addition, there are many works on pastoral ministry that have sections dealing with discouragement. But 
this appears to be an area where further research is warranted. For an excellent and encouraging work on theodicy, 
see D. A. Carson, How Long O Lord? Reflections on Suffering and Evil, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2006). 

52 Paul R. House, 1, 2 Kings (NAC 8; Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman, 1995), 221–22. 
53 Iain W. Provan, 1 & 2 Kings (NIBCOT 7; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995), 144. 
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Elijah left his servant at Beersheba and travelled a day’s journey into the wilderness. He 
then sat under a broom tree and asked God to end his life (1 Kgs 19:4). After falling asleep, an 
angel woke him up and told him to get up and eat. God had graciously prepared a meal for him. 
At one of Elijah’s weakest moments, God provided for all of his needs. So he arose, ate, and then 
lay back down to sleep. Again, the angel woke him up and told him to eat. Subsequently, his 
strength was restored to the point that he then traveled all the way to Horeb on a forty-day 
journey (1 Kgs 19:4–8).  

Throughout this narrative, Elijah reenacts the history of Israel, showing that he is indeed 
a prophet like Moses (Deut 18:15–19).54 He confronted a Pharaoh-like figure in Ahab, humbling 
the gods of a “pagan” king. When threatened by a foreign leader, he fled to the wilderness and is 
fed by the hand of God. And now, he was heading to Mt. Horeb (Sinai) to receive direction from 
God. The man of God was experiencing bitter disappointment that Israel had broken the 
covenant they had first received on the mountain. Elijah would not be the last prophet in the 
Mosaic line to reenact the Exodus. Both of these characters ultimately point to the true Israel 
who was to come, Jesus Christ. And while Elijah did not realize it at the time, he would one day 
experience his greatest encouragement when he would stare in the face of the Christ on another 
mountain. 

When he arrived at Horeb, Elijah found lodging in a cave. The Lord questioned him, 
“What are you doing here, Elijah?” (1 Kgs 19:9). Elijah replied that while he had been very 
jealous for the Lord, there was no one left in Israel who served the Lord. God responded by 
having Elijah stand on the mountain before the Lord. Elijah experienced wind, fire, and an 
earthquake, but the Lord was in none of these. But when Elijah heard a small whisper, he 
recognized the voice of the Lord. Elijah wrapped his cloak around himself and went to the 
entrance of the cave. God was showing Elijah that he sometimes works through the mighty and 
miraculous, and at other times his ways are much subtler.55 Yahweh is more clearly associated 
with his word than any other phenomenon.56  

God asked Elijah the same question as before, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” (1 Kgs 
19:9, 13). Elijah replied with the same answer (1 Kgs 19:10, 14). God then gave Elijah a new 
mission, telling him to go back to the wilderness of Damascus. He is to anoint Hazael to be king 
over Syria, Jehu as king of Israel, and Elisha to be prophet in Elijah’s place. Elijah’s role in 
turning the hearts of Israel back to the Lord became clearer. Part of his role was to fight, and part 
of his role was to prepare the way for others. Provan comments: “Elijah must be content with 
being part of the plan and not the plan itself.”57 Then the Lord reminded Elijah that he was not 
alone. There were 7,000 in Israel who had not bowed to Baal. Elijah returned and found Elisha 
who was plowing a field. Elijah casts his cloak upon Elisha, representing the coming transfer of 
the mantle of leadership to his successor.58 In response, Elisha sacrificed the twelve yoke of oxen 
that he was plowing with and became Elijah’s assistant. 

 
                                                 

54 Peter J. Leithart, 1 & 2 Kings (Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible 2; Grand Rapids: Brazos 
Press, 2006) 141. 

55 Provan, 1 & 2 Kings, 146. 
56 House, 1, 2 Kings, 223. 
57 Provan, 1 & 2 Kings, 147. 
58 Charles R. Swindoll, Elijah: A Man of Heroism and Humility (Nashville, TN: W Publishing Group, 

2000), 21. 
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In this chapter we learn that even the greatest leaders can experience spiritual depression, 
especially after great victories. The causes of this depression can include exhaustion, unrealistic 
or unmet expectations, or simply the result of normal fluctuating emotions related to the victories 
and defeats of ministry. Yet God is faithful to pursue his servants even when they are faithless (2 
Tim 2:13). And even in the midst of spiritual depression, God’s servants must remind themselves 
that they are the aggressors in the midst of spiritual conflict. As Leithart insightfully points out: 

 
Jezebel’s actions are not unexpected, and they are not really actions. They are reactions. 
Elijah is the aggressor, and so is the church, if we do not forget ourselves. The church 
does mean to do harm to unbelief, injustice, and wickedness. We mean to cast down 
every vain imagination and every thought that exalts itself against Christ Jesus (2 Cor. 
10:1–5). To proclaim the gospel until all knees bow and every tongue confesses Jesus is 
the Christ.59 

First Kings 19 reminds readers that when leaders are faithful to God, they will likely face 
opposition. Opposition does not mean the leader has done something wrong. It may mean that he 
has done something right. As Jesus said in Luke 6:26: “Woe to you, when all people speak well 
of you, for so their fathers did to the false prophets.” 

Leaders must also learn to patiently wait on the Lord to act, especially when God does 
not answer their prayers in the way they expect. Israel was not converted like Elijah had hoped. 
Nevertheless, Elijah would one day see God answer his prayers to transform the hearts of Israel 
in a more dramatic way than he ever dreamed possible, when he met with the Messiah on the top 
of the Mount of Transfiguration (Luke 9:28–36). Yet at this point, he had to learn to be content 
with having his prayers answered on God’s timetable. Similarly, leaders must also be aware of 
the temptation to think that they are the only faithful ones who remain in God’s kingdom. God 
graciously preserves his remnant, a theme that is picked up in the New Testament by the Apostle 
Paul (Rom 11:1–6). 

 
 

Discouragement: A Reality in the Psalms 
 

The book of Psalms provides an honest perspective of how the people of God worship the Lord 
in the midst of a fallen world. They not only give words to our praise, but they often provide 
insight into the inner lives of those struggling in their walk with God. S. G. Meyer, a 
psychologist, said concerning the Psalms: “The range of emotional expression often allows the 
reader to express his inner life. They assist him in verbalizing what he heretofore has been 
unable to communicate. In doing so, he often crystallizes the nature and identity of his 
problem.”60 This is certainly true of the issue of discouragement. In addition to Psalm 73 
discussed above, Psalm 42 also reveals the heart of a minister experiencing discouragement. In 
Psalm 73, the issue is largely envy. In Psalm 42, the focus is on longing for God to move in times 
of delay and when evil seems to be winning. 
 

                                                 
59 Leithart, 1 & 2 Kings, 139–140.  
60 S. G. Meyer, “The Psalms and Personal Counseling,” JPT 2 (1974): 26. 
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 The title of Psalm 42 indicates that it was written by the sons of Korah.61 The Korahites 
are described elsewhere as priests who were in charge of temple singing (2 Chr 20:19). 
Concerning the Psalm’s background, Kidner writes: “It is the lament of a temple singer exiled in 
the north near the rising of the Jordan, who longs to be back at God’s house, and turns his 
longing into resolute faith and hope in God himself.”62 The psalmist begins by expressing his 
deep longing and thirsting for God in a desperately dry time in his life. He compares his soul’s 
thirst to the panting of a thirsty deer after springs of water (Ps 42:1). In verse 3, this worship 
leader going through a dry season opens up a window into his soul as he describes the 
discouragement he is experiencing. He laments: “My tears have been my food day and night, 
while they say to me all the day long, ‘Where is your God?’” (Ps 42:3).63 This is an example of 
discouragement caused by a reaction to life’s circumstances. 
 So how does the Psalmist respond to discouragement? First, he recalls how God has 
worked in the past (Ps 42:4). He remembers the days back in Jerusalem when he would lead the 
joyful multitudes to the house of the Lord with shouts and songs of praise. While the contrast 
between past victories and present pain may seem to deepen discouragement, the Psalmist 
remembers the past, hoping in the restorative actions of a sovereign God.64 Plumer comments: 
“Some rely wholly on past experience without inquiring how it is now with them. Others forget 
all God has done for them as soon as new troubles rise. Let us avoid both these errors.”65 
Remembering past victories encourages the soul when one realizes that the same God who 
fought for you yesterday remains the champion today (cf. Heb 13:8). 

Second, the Psalmist learns the art of preaching to himself. He twice says: “Why are you 
cast down, O my soul, and why are you in turmoil within me? Hope in God; for I shall again 
praise him, my salvation and my God” (Ps 42:5, 11). Lloyd-Jones comments: 

 
I suggest that the main trouble in this whole matter of spiritual depression in a 
sense is this, that we allow our self to talk to us instead of talking to our self . . . 
The main art in the matter of spiritual living is to know how to handle yourself. 
You have to take yourself in hand, you have to address yourself, preach to 
yourself, question yourself.66 
 

In a similar vein, Paul Tripp counsels pastors to preach the gospel to themselves, writing: 
                                                 

61 Peter C. Craigie, Psalms 1–50, 2nd ed. (WBC 50; Nashville: Nelson Reference & Electronic, 2004), 28–
29. 

62 Derek Kidner, Psalms 1–72: An Introduction and Commentary (TOTC 15; Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 1973), 182–83. 

63 Concerning the Psalmist’s struggle, Plumer writes: “They who can do nothing but shed tears, commonly 
must shed those tears alone. Mankind are so busy, each one with his own affairs, the human heart has so little 
genuine philanthropy in it, and overtures of sympathy have so often met with ingratitude, that sadness is commonly 
left solitary. Oftentimes human wickedness makes things worse than ever. It charges the subjects of distress with 
hypocrisy and weakness. Or it declares the sufferer’s case to be hopeless.” See W. S. Plumer, Psalms (1867. Repr., 
Chelsea, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 2016), 495–96. 

64 Again, Plumer provides insight: “Even if the memory of past joys has some tendency to deepen present 
distress, yet it is best not to forget them, for he, who once filled our mouth with praise, can bring back the days when 
the candle of the Lord shined upon us.” Ibid., 500.  

65 Ibid. 
66 Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression, 20–21. 
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[Y]ou need to be committed to preaching the gospel to yourself. You need to 
preach a gospel that finds its hope not in your understanding and ability but in a 
God who is grand and glorious in every way and who has invaded your life and 
ministry by his grace. You need to preach a gospel to yourself that does not find 
its rest in you getting it right but in the righteousness of Jesus Christ. You need to 
preach a gospel to yourself that does not get its motivation from man success, 
respect, and acclaim but from plenteous grace, which you could have never 
earned. You need to tell yourself again and again that there is no pit of life or 
ministry so deep that Jesus isn’t deeper. You need to call yourself to rest and faith 
when no one else knows that private sermon is needed.67  
 

The Psalmist is preaching to himself, telling himself what to think, and consistently reminding 
himself over and over again about the character and salvation of God. 
 Third, the Psalmist seeks the Lord in prayer. In verses 6–10, the author is humbly honest 
with the Lord concerning his brokenness. He remembers that the Lord is sovereign over all, and 
that the ultimate reason he is experiencing this trial is that the Lord has willed it (Ps 42:7).68 And 
in the moment of prayer the Psalmist is reminded of both the Lord’s steadfast love and rock-solid 
faithfulness (Ps 42:8–9). And he also cries out to God concerning the source of his distress: “As 
with a deadly wound in my bones, my adversaries taunt me, while they say to me all the day 
long, ‘Where is your God?’” (Ps 42:10). Again, Plumer provides insight into the Psalmist’s 
prayer: “In every extremity let believers plead their covenant relation with God, saying Thou art 
my God, v. 11. This will sustain them when all else fails. Often this is all they can do.”69 
Sustaining prayer focuses upon the sovereign God who loves and saves. And Psalm 42 provides 
an example of a man who remembered God’s work in the past, preached to himself, and 
continued steadfastly in prayer, even in the midst of the most difficult circumstances.  

 
 

The Apostle Paul’s Example in 2 Corinthians 
 

Similarly, as Elijah and the Psalmist, the Apostle Paul also struggled with discouragement in 
ministry. Both his struggles and his strategies to overcome are instructive to ministers today. 
Paul’s struggle with discouragement is particularly evident in 2 Corinthians. In the opening 
chapter, Paul offers insight into a season of discouragement in his own ministry. In the opening 
benediction, Paul praises God for being the “Father of mercies and the God of all comfort, who 
comforts us in all our affliction” (2 Cor 1:3–4). Paul recognizes that suffering is necessary if the 
gospel is to be preached in all nations. But with suffering will come God’s comfort. And with 
suffering will come opportunities to minister to others enduring similar sufferings. 

Then in verses 8–11, Paul reveals that his theological speculations are not divorced from 
his actual experiences.70 He writes: “For we do not want you to be unaware, brothers, of the 
affliction we experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly burdened beyond our strength that we 
despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death. But that was to 
                                                 

67 Tripp, Dangerous Calling, 136. 
68 Plumer, Psalms, 498–99. 
69 Plumer, Psalms, 500. 
70 David E. Garland, 2 Corinthians (NAC 29; Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman, 1999), 71–72. 
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make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead” (2 Cor 1:8–9). While we do not 
know the nature of Paul’s affliction (θλῖψις), the string of the following superlatives reveals the 
intensity of the suffering.71 Paul was overwhelmingly burdened and despairing of life. One 
commentator describes the intensity of the discouragement Paul faced, saying “He stared death 
in the face and fully expected it to embrace him.”72 But in all of this, Paul recognized the hand of 
God at work. The apostle recognized God was leading him to increased dependence upon the 
Lord, even if that meant his own death for the gospel’s sake, because God will one day raise the 
dead anyway. Concerning this lesson, Kruse comments: “Reliance upon God rather than upon 
one’s own native ability is of fundamental importance in the Christian life, yet such an attitude 
does not come naturally. Very often, as in the case of even the apostle Paul, the facing of 
impossible situations is necessary to make us rely not on ourselves but on God.”73 Thus one 
biblical means of overcoming discouragement is once again to recognize the sovereign hand of 
God at work, even in the midst of the most difficult circumstances. 

In the next two verses, Paul expresses how his confidence in God’s ability to deliver him 
has grown through these times of suffering. He writes: “He delivered us from such a deadly peril, 
and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will deliver us again. You also must 
help us by prayer, so that many will give thanks on our behalf for the blessing granted us through 
the prayers of many” (2 Cor 1:10–11). Just like teeth in a shark’s mouth, so often when one trial 
has finished, another is waiting to take its place. But Paul views these trials with renewed hope, 
now having experienced the deliverance of God.74  

Nevertheless, Paul realizes that current and future deliverance is accomplished through 
means. This is no mechanized view of divine providence. One of the means God uses to preserve 
ministers is the fervent prayer of the saints.75 Paul recognized the power of prayer to both bring 
deliverance and comfort in times of distress. Concerning the importance of prayer for the pastor 
in guarding against discouragement, Witt writes: “The heartbeat of a God-centered and healthy 
ministry is the heartbeat of prayer.”76 Both individual and corporate prayer are some of the God-
ordained means of guarding the pastor and church from discouragement.  

 

                                                 
71 Garland analyzes five possibilities for the event Paul referenced. These include the (1) Ephesian temple 

riots recorded in Acts 19, (2) a flare up of a serious illness, (3) a time of imprisonment not recorded in Acts where 
Paul faced impending execution, (4) intense opposition from the Jews, or (5) the view that Paul is utilizing metaphor 
to describe how he felt about the tension between he and the Corinthian church. Regardless of the circumstances, for 
this paper the key is that the source of discouragement came from active ministry for Christ. For more information, 
see, Ibid., 74–77. 

72 Paul Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 85. 
73 Colin G. Kruse, 2 Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary (TNTC 8; Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 1987), 66–67. 
74 Garland, 2 Corinthians, 81–82. Garland writes: “When God has rescued you once from great danger, you 

are confident that God can and will rescue you again. 
75 Concerning the importance of prayer, Garland comments: “Paul does not hide behind the facade of a 

superman who pretends that he can survive quite well on his own without help from anyone else. He has no qualms 
about expressing his desperate need for their prayers. Paul is firmly convinced of prayer’s power because he knows 
that God listens, responds, and delivers.” See Garland, 2 Corinthians, 82. 

76 Witt, Refresh, 143. Witt acknowledges that his sinful lack of prayer often led to his discouragement and 
relying upon his own strength to endure. He discusses how the Lord led him to develop his own practice of prayer, 
offering encouragement for pastors to schedule regular times of prayer. 
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In a second passage in 2 Corinthians 4, Paul twice uses the phrase “we do not lose heart” 
(2 Cor 4:1, 16). The word Paul uses here (ἐγκακέω) means to be discouraged, to lose enthusiasm, 
or to be afraid.77 Yet clearly, Paul had legitimate reasons to be discouraged. In verses 7–10, he 
says that he is afflicted, perplexed, persecuted, and struck down. But the key to Paul’s 
overcoming all of this potential discouragement in ministry is the perspective he gains through 
the gospel. Paul chooses to view every discouraging circumstance in light of a glorious eternity. 
This enables him to counteract every affliction listed in verses 7–10 with an emphatic ἀλλ’ οὐ. In 
verses 16–17, he writes in conclusion for this passage: 

 
So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being 
renewed day by day. For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal 
weight of glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to the things that are seen but to 
the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are 
unseen are eternal (2 Cor 4:16–18). 
 

It is this perspective that gives Paul confidence that the gospel of Jesus Christ is worth any 
sacrifice he is called to make. And it is this perspective that enables pastors to overcome 
discouragement in ministry. 
 

 
Solutions to Ministry Discouragement 

 
So how does one overcome the realities of discouragement in ministry? While answers to this 
question have been offered throughout this paper, a summary section may prove helpful. And the 
suggestions offered come from the strategies C. H. Spurgeon utilized to battle his struggles with 
depression.78 These strategies can be broken down into the categories of spiritual means and 
natural means.79 

A potent spiritual weapon in fighting against discouragement is praying the promises of 
God. In a sermon from Hebrews 11:33, Spurgeon counseled his people to cling to the promises 
of God: 

 
The promises of God are to the believer an inexhaustible mine of wealth. Happy is it for 
him if he knows how to search out their secret veins and enrich himself with their hid 
treasures. They are to him an armoury containing all manner of offensive and defensive 
weapons. Blessed is he who has learned to enter into the sacred arsenal, to put on the 
breastplate and the helmet, and to lay his hand to the spear and to the sword. They are to 
the believer a surgery in which he will find all manner of restoratives and blessed elixirs; 
he shall find therein an ointment for every wound, a cordial for every faintness, a remedy 

                                                 
77 W. Bauer, F. W. Danker, W. F. Arndt, and F. W. Gingrich, “ἐγκακέω,” BDAG 272. 
78 Two recent works focusing on Spurgeon’s battle with depression include Zack Eswine, Spurgeon’s 

Sorrows: Realistic Hope for Those Who Suffer from Depression (Fearn, Scotland: Christian Focus Publications), 
2014. and Brian A. Albert, “‘When the Wind Blows Cold’: The Spirituality of Suffering and Depression in the Life 
and Ministry of Charles Spurgeon.” (PhD Diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2015). 

79 As stated above, there is not an exact bifurcation between spiritual and physical means. They certainly 
affect one another. Nevertheless, categorizing in this manner can be helpful. 
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for every disease. Blessed is he who is well skilled in heavenly pharmacy and knoweth 
how to lay hold on the healing virtues of the promises of God.80 
 

The minister should grow in his ability to wield the promises to examine his own heart, rooting 
out any sinful patterns of idolatry leading to discouragement. Further, the promises are excellent 
sermons the pastor should continually be preaching to himself, even as the Psalmist in Psalm 42 
took control of his internal conversations. Scriptures declaring the attributes of God, and 
certainly the gospel are effective tools against discouragement. And the promises serve as fuel 
for prayer. Again, Spurgeon comments: 
 

I like in my time of trouble to find a promise which exactly fits my need, and then to put 
my finger on it, and say, ‘Lord, this is thy word; I beseech thee to prove that it is so, by 
carrying it out in my case. I believe that this is thine own writing; and I pray thee make it 
good to my faith.’ I believe in plenary inspiration, and I humbly look to the Lord for a 
plenary fulfillment of every sentence that he has put on record.81 
 

It often helps to find another trusted brother in Christ to stand with you on the promises. Too 
often, pastors stand alone when they should be surrounded and nurtured by the body of Christ.82 
And then the discouraged minister must persevere in praying the promises while waiting for the 
Lord to fulfill them in his time. 
 The discouraged minister should also utilize physical means to overcome 
discouragement. As discussed earlier some discouragement and depression can be traced to 
physical causes, and a minister with chronic, regular discouragement would be advised to get a 
full physical examination. Diet and exercise are also vital. Concerning the importance of taking 
care of one’s body, John Piper writes: “Underneath many of my besetting sins is despondency. I 
am less prone to such melancholy when I hammer my body three times a week.”83 By this he 
means that he gets regular exercise, along with eating a healthy diet. While Spurgeon’s dietary 
habits varied throughout his life, evidence reveals that it was indeed a concern for him and he 
sought to control his diet in an effort to curb his depression.84 In addition to diet and exercise, 
Spurgeon had to learn that life consists of a natural cycle of work and rest. This cycle includes 
regular rest every week, and also regular seasons of vacation to completely get away and refocus. 
Combining the medicines of rest and prayer, Spurgeon remarked: 
 

Rest is the best, if not the only medicine for men occupied in mental pursuits and subject 
to frequent depression of spirit. Get away, ye sons of sadness, from your ordinary 
avocations for a little season if you possibly can, and enjoy quiet and repose—above all, 
escape from your cares by casting them upon God: if you bear them yourself, they will 
distract you, so that your soul will refuse to be comforted; but if you will leave them to 
God, and endeavour to serve him without distraction, you will overcome the drooping 

                                                 
80 C. H. Spurgeon, “Obtaining Promises,” in The Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit Sermons (vol. 8; London: 

Passmore & Alabaster, 1862), 897. 
81 Quoted in Eswine, Spurgeon’s Sorrows, 100–01. 
82 See Tripp, Dangerous Calling, 83–96. 
83 John Piper, Brothers, We are Not Professionals (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2013), 186. 
84 Albert, “When the Wind Blows Cold,” 154–58. 
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tendency of your spirits, and you will yet compass the altar of God with songs of 
gladness.85 
 

A combination of spiritual and natural means is often necessary to combat discouragement, and 
ministers through the ages have found need to avail themselves regularly of both. 
 

 
Conclusion 

 
Ministers are susceptible to discouragement and depression, just like many in their 
congregations. While some personality types are more susceptible to these ailments than others, 
every pastor must be aware of his own tendencies. The potential causes of discouragement are 
numerous, and both spiritual and physical causes should be considered when seeking to diagnose 
and care for one’s own soul. Many pastors throughout church history have struggled with 
discouragement or depression. Concerning these times, C. H. Spurgeon wrote: 
 

This depression comes over me whenever the Lord is preparing a larger blessing for my 
ministry; the cloud is black before it breaks, and overshadows before it yields its deluge 
of mercy. Depression has now become to me as a prophet in rough clothing, a John the 
Baptist, heralding the nearer coming of my Lord's richer benison.86 
 

Scripture addresses these issues providing numerous examples of the people of God walking 
through dark nights of the soul. To be a Christian minister this side of the cross is to live in the 
tension between the already and the not yet. Pastors can fight discouragement as they long for 
the coming kingdom, pray for its light to dawn in their hearts, and work diligently for the sake of 
the gospel in a dark world. 

                                                 
85 Charles H. Spurgeon, “A Sermon for the Most Miserable of Men,” in The Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit 

Sermons (vol. 15; London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1869), 1562. 
86 Spurgeon, Lectures to my Students, 160. 
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True Knowledge Leads to Godly Living: 
In Pursuit of a NT Theology of Godliness 

 
— Andrew Koetsier — 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The interpretation of εὐσέβεια by many critical scholars (e.g. Dibelius and Conzelmann and W. 
Foerster) exhibits an overwrought emphasis on the Greco-Roman background of the term and 

concept at the expense of its utilization in Hellenistic Judaism. . . . While the Greco-Roman 
background of εὐσέβεια provides some helpful backdrop to its usage in the NT, the usage of the 
term in Hellenistic Judaism (particularly the LXX) gives a clearer picture as to why Paul (and 

perhaps Peter) would so readily adopt the term. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Introduction 
 

he concept of “godliness” in the New Testament has been a subject of considerable 
debate. Much of this debate centers upon the nature of the conceptual background and 
usage of εὐσέβεια, a virtue commonly valued in the Greco-Roman world.1 The term 

appears prominently in several late writings of the NT (the Pastoral Epistles and 2 Peter) but is 
nearly non-existent in the early writings of the NT. When the problem of εὐσέβεια and related 
Greco-Roman virtues is applied to the Pauline corpus, its prominence in the later Pastoral 
Epistles has been noted as a perceived shift of thought in the NT based ultimately on a 
transformed eschatological outlook.2 Together with other arguments, it is used as a considerable 
plank in support of a non-Pauline authorship of the Pastoral Epistles.3 
                                                 

1 Harrington and Keenan note: “In pagan Greek and Latin texts eusebia refers to the respect or devotion 
that a person has for the gods. In some circles it ranked with the classical cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, 
temperance, and fortitude.” Daniel J. Harrington and James F. Keenan, Paul and Virtue Ethics: Building Bridges 
Between New Testament Studies and Moral Theology (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010), 118. Mary R. 
D’Angelo sees the usage of εὐσέβεια in 4 Maccabees and the Pastoral Epistles in particular as carrying “the 
implications of pietas, the Roman and imperial virtue that best approximates ‘family values’ combined with 
religious observance.” Pietas was the central virtue cultivated by Augustus and a number of successive emperors in 
an attempt to restore the stability of the family. Mary R. D’Angelo, “Eὐσέβεια: Roman Imperial Family Values and 
the Sexual Politics of 4 Maccabees and the Pastorals,” Biblical Interpretation 11:2 (2003): 139–65, 141.  

2 In his watershed work on New Testament ethics, Richard B. Hays cites the lack of presence of eusebia in 
the non-Pastoral Pauline corpus and an implied interpretation of the term in line with the critical consensus view 
championed by Dibelius and Conzelmann below to contend that “the Christian life in 1 Timothy is characterized by 
conformity to fixed conventions of respectable, law-abiding behavior. The characteristic Pauline themes of freedom, 
suffering with Christ, costly love for the sake of the community, and living in the creative tension between the ages 
have been drastically deemphasized, if not entirely abandoned. In their place we find the modest, mundane virtues of 
the orderly household.” Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: A Contemporary Introduction to 
New Testament Ethics (San Francisco, CA: HarperCollins, 1996), 70. 

3 In contrast, this author holds to the Pauline authorship of the Pastoral Epistles in accordance with their 
own internal testimony (1 Tim 1:1–2; 2 Tim 1:1–2; Tit 1:1–4). Most critical scholars interpret these self-attestations 
as pseudonymous. In his article, “Paul, Timothy, and Titus: The Assumption of a Pseudonymous Author,” Eckhard 

T 
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 Much of this trend in critical scholarship can be traced back to the work of Martin 
Dibelius and Hans Conzelmann who in their critical commentary on the Pastoral Epistles 
proposed the term christliche Bürgerlichkeit to explain the goal of ethical instruction in the 
Pastoral Epistles.4 Towner notes: “By definition christliche Bürgerlichkeit, sometimes translated 
‘Christian Good-Citizenship’ (Dibelius and Conzelmann; H. Koester), and sometimes ‘bourgeois 
Christianity’ (i.e. E. Kümmel and M. Hengel), refers to a concept of Christian existence in which 
the primary goal is to achieve peaceful coexistence with the various orders of the world.”5 The 
bulk of the foundation for this concept rests upon Dibelius and Conzelmann’s interpretation of 
εὐσέβεια and its complementary pairing σεμνότης as “clearly referring to that behavior which is 
well-pleasing to God and men” in 1 Tim 2:2.6 This interpretation of εὐσέβεια as a virtue at least 
equally oriented in its relationship to the world as its object as to God is then read into the usage 
of εὐσέβεια throughout the Pastorals. In the end, reading Dibelius and Conzelmann’s 
interpretation of εὐσέβεια in 1 Tim 2:2 into the other usages of εὐσέβεια insufficiently considers 
the varying contexts of many other occurrences in the Pastorals, something that will be displayed 
through the contextual analysis to come. 
 In line with the trailblazing work of Philip Towner in the monograph already cited and 
his more recent commentary on the Letters to Timothy and Titus,7 this paper will seek to develop 
a NT theology of godliness based upon both Greco-Roman and Jewish backgrounds of the term 
and a contextual interpretation of its usages as they occur in the NT texts.  
 Methodologically, this paper will first examine the Greco-Roman and Jewish 
backgrounds of εὐσέβεια. Though centrally focused on the term εὐσέβεια itself, attention at the 
outset will be given to other Greek terms in its semantic domain, followed by a brief overview of 
the proposed Greco-Roman and Jewish conceptual backgrounds for the term. We will then move 
to survey the usage of εὐσέβεια in the NT texts, focusing in three parts on its usage in Acts, the 
Pastoral Epistles, and 2 Peter. The final section of the paper will then seek to do the work of 
synthesis in pulling together the contextual usages of εὐσέβεια across the NT canon together to 
develop a NT theology of “godliness.”  
 

                                                 
Schnabel gives a helpful overview of the historical, literary, and theological arguments against Pauline authorship 
and concludes that: “the assumption of the pseudonymity of the letters to Timothy and Titus has weaker support than 
the assumption of authenticity. . . . The largely accepted notion that pseudonymous writing was an acceptable 
literary practice in ancient antiquity . . . proves to be incorrect. Writings that appeared under a pseudonymous name 
were not accepted as classic or authoritative texts but rejected as forgeries.” Eckhard J. Schnabel, “Paul, Timothy, 
and Titus: The Assumption of a Pseudonymous Author,” pages 383–403 in Do Historical Matters Matter to Faith: A 
Critical Appraisal of Modern and Postmodern Approaches to Scripture, ed. By J. K. Hoffmeier and Dennis R. 
Magary (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 483.  

4 Martin Dibelius and Hans Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles, (Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1972), 8, 10, 39. See also Martin Dibelius, Die Pastoralbrief erklart (HNT 13; Tübingen: Mohr (Siebeck), 1931, 24–
25 for a much earlier form. 

5 Philip Towner, The Goal of Our Instruction: The Structure of Theology and Ethics in the Pastoral Epistles 
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989), 9–10. He asserts that so many have followed in line with this understanding “that one 
might almost conclude that this interpretation has become one of those unassailable ‘assured results of modern 
scholarship.’” Ibid., 9. Towner lists fully 17 different scholars who fall in line with this christliche Bürgerlichkeit 
interpretation.  

6 Dibelius and Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles, 39. 
7 Philip H. Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus (NICNT; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006). 
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Godliness: Greco-Roman and Jewish Backgrounds 
 

The interpretation of εὐσέβεια by many critical scholars (e.g. Dibelius and Conzelmann8 and W. 
Foerster9) exhibits an overwrought emphasis on the Greco-Roman background of the term and 
concept at the expense of its utilization in Hellenistic Judaism. The below consideration of both 
the Greco-Roman and Hellenistic Jewish usage of the term will provide a more balanced 
understanding of specific usages of the term in the text of the New Testament. But first, an 
examination of several significant semantic domains of εὐσέβεια found within the New 
Testament is necessary to understand the selectivity of its usage by the authors of the NT. This 
overview will seek to demonstrate that though the use of εὐσέβεια is particularly prevalent in the 
later writings of the New Testament (the Pastorals and 2 Peter), its concept is not completely 
foreign to other, earlier writings in the NT canon. 
 

 
Semantic Considerations: Eὐσέβεια, the Eὐσέβεια word group, and Semantic Domains 

 
Eὐσέβεια, occurring 15x in the NT (1x in Acts, 10x in the Pastoral Epistles, and 4x in 2 Peter) 
easily represents the greater bulk of the lexical data for the concept of godliness in the New 
Testament. The εὐσέβεια word group further surfaces another 7x in the NT (3x in Acts, 3x in the 
Pastorals, and 1x in 2 Peter) including the verb εὐσεβέω (2x), adverb εὐσεβῶς (2x), and adjective 
εὐσεβής (3x). Generally, BDAG renders εὐσέβεια as “awesome respect accorded to God” and 
assigns to it the English glosses “devoutness,” “piety,” and “godliness.”10 

When we expand our consideration to semantic domains, we find a number of other 
related terms that help flesh out the concept of godliness in the NT. Most broadly, Louw and 
Nida assign εὐσέβεια to the domain of “Religious Activities,” which “includes a number of 
aspects of religious behavior, including primary roles, rituals, and related states.”11 More 
specifically, Louw and Nida classify εὐσέβεια under the subdomain: “Religious Practice.”12  
In the subdomain, “Religious Practice,”13 we find six significant terms to be considered. 

First, θρησκεία, a ceremonial word translated “religion” or the “worship of God” occurs 
5x in the NT.14 θρησκεία, like εὐσέβεια, is a term used by the author of 4 Maccabees to 

                                                 
8 Dibelius and Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles, 39–41.  
9 W. Foerster, “εὐσεβής, εὐσέβεια, εὐσεβέω,” TDNT 7:175–85, 178. 
10 W. Bauer, F. W. Danker, W. F. Arndt, and F. W. Gingrich, “εὐσέβεια,” BDAG 412. 
11 Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, eds., “εὐσέβεια,” L&N 531. Louw and Nida further note: 

“Domain 53 Religious Activities…is closely related to Domain 12 Supernatural Beings and Powers and to Domain 
88 Moral and Ethical Qualities and Related Behavior.” Ibid., 531. 

12 An expansion of this semantic study could include the verbal form σέβω, σέβομαι which falls under the 
subdomain “Worship, Reverence.” L&N 540. Space constraints lead to the choice to limit this study to the specific 
term εὐσέβεια.  

13 Louw and Nida define “Religious Practice” as “appropriate beliefs and devout practice of obligations 
relating to supernatural persons and powers- ‘religion, piety.’” In totality, they list 15 semantic parallels. We limit 
our discussion to the seemingly most relevant and prominent. L&N 531. 

14 BDAG 363. Occurs in Acts 26:5, Col 2:18, and 3x in Jas 1:26–27. 
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characterize religious devotion or piety.15 Significantly, Paul uses this parallel term in Colossians 
(not in the Pastorals) to denote the worship of angels. Further, it is employed 3x in James 1:26–
27 in the famous exposition of “pure and undefiled religion.”  

Second, the term δεισιδαίμων is used twice by Luke in Acts. The connection with 
εὐσέβεια is seen in their parallel usage in Acts 17:22–23 in describing the religious worship of 
the Athenians to the unknown God. The term is also found on the lips of Festus before Agrippa 
in Acts 25:19 to describe the “religion” of the Jews. Louw and Nida define this term as “a set of 
beliefs concerning deity, with the implication of corresponding behavior- ‘religion.’”16 In 
essence, the term seems to correspond with the general idea of piety that εὐσέβεια can connote. 

Third, the adjective εὐλαβής, fairly common in Luke-Acts, is translated with the sense of 
“devout.”17 A significant example is Luke’s use of the term to describe Simeon, a man who he 
describes as righteous and εὐλαβής (Luke 2:25). The related verbal form εὐλαβέομαι is employed 
by the writer of Hebrews to describe the “reverence” with which Noah built the ark (Heb 11:7). 
Further the writer of Hebrews uses the noun εὐλάβεια to characterize the “piety” with which 
Jesus prayed to God (Heb 5:7) and the “reverence” with which Christians offer service to God 
(Heb 12:28). 

Fourth, another term used by Paul, λατρεία, defined generally as “service or worship of 
God,” appears five times in the NT.18 Louw and Nida note that its cognate λατρεύω was used in 
general Greek usage to denote the action of “performing religious rites as a part of worship.”19 
Significantly, Paul uses the term in Rom 12:1, to describe the whole life and body of the 
Christian as an acceptable offering to God. This particular usage seems to lend a certain level of 
comparison to the conceptual usage of εὐσέβεια by Paul in the Pastoral Epistles that will be 
demonstrated further on in this study. 

Fifth, a final, rarely used semantic parallel to εὐσέβεια is θεοσέβεια, used by Paul in 1 Tim 
2:10 to describe the “godliness” that is professed by women who adorn themselves with good 
works. The primary distinction between εὐσέβεια and θεοσέβεια seems to be that the former can 
be used to reflect the fulfillment of obligations to both God and man, while the latter has its sole 
focus upon the person of God Himself. The related form θεοσεβὴς is used in John 9:31 to 
describe the piety of the God-fearing man who does God’s will and is therefore heard by Him.  

Finally, consideration of the antonym ἀσέβεια, often translated “ungodliness” or 
“impiety” brings the precise force of εὐσέβεια into sharper focus. Ασέβεια, the antithesis of 
εὐσέβεια, appears 6x in the NT and its two usages in the Pastorals (2 Tim 2:16; Tit 2:12), by 
negation provide clearer definition of Paul’s usage of the positive εὐσέβεια in the same corpus.20 
Significantly, Paul uses the term to describe the ungodliness and unrighteousness of those in 
Rom 1:18 against whom the wrath of God is being revealed. Further it is used extensively in 

                                                 
15 See the confrontation between Antiochus and Eleazer in 4 Maccabees 5 for parallel usage of the terms 

(5:13– θρησκεία; 5:18, 24, 31– εὐσέβεια). 
16 L&N 531–32. 
17 BDAG 321–22. Luke 2:25; Acts 2:5; 8:2; 22:12. 
18 BDAG 467. John 16:2; Romans 9:4; 12:1; Hebrews 9:1, 6. 
19 L&N 533. 
20 This will be further fleshed out in the contextual analysis of Tit 2:12 in the middle section of this paper. 

The term appears in Romans 1:18; 11:26; 2 Timothy 2:16; Titus 2:12; Jude 1:15, 18. 
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Jude to describe those for whom God’s judgment is coming (a concept clearly parallel to the 
ultimate fate of the false teachers described in both the Pastorals and 2 Peter).  

Through an examination of the semantic domains of εὐσέβεια two main conclusions 
should be noted. First, εὐσέβεια is clearly the most commonly used term within its semantic 
domain, appearing approximately 4x more frequently than any other competing term. Second, as 
to the question of Paul’s usage of the term in the Pastorals, we should note that the concept of 
εὐσέβεια as represented in the usage of other terms in its semantic domain is found in several 
other NT writings, including two other “earlier” Pauline writings (Romans and Colossians). The 
question remains however, why would Paul adopt the term so extensively in the Pastorals? We 
turn now to a brief survey of the usage of εὐσέβεια in both ancient Greco-Roman literature and 
Second Temple Jewish literature in search of further understanding. 

 
 

Eὐσέβεια in Ancient Greco-Roman Literature 
 

In ancient Greco-Roman literature, the term εὐσέβεια most broadly contains within it the idea of 
a proper attitude and reverence for the gods, but its application varies based on context. Marshall 
notes: “In the Greek world εὐσέβεια connotes an attitude of reverence which can be directed to a 
wide range of persons and objects.”21 The NIDNTTE observes: 
 

The devoutness or religiousness so characteristic of the Greeks does not consist—
as in the Bible—in a committed obedience to a single God who is personally 
conceived, but rather in a holy trepidation, wonder, or admiration called forth by 
majesty in things, human beings, or deities. Accordingly, religious homage can be 
paid to very different objects: one’s country, a landscape, dreams, parents, heroes, 
the dead, etc. Those who are worthy of reverence are primarily the members of 
one’s own family (including one’s ancestors), as well as the gods and the laws 
ordained by them. In religious usage there is an easy transition from respect or 
honor to the reverence of the cult. The term εὐσέβεια expresses one of the highest 
virtues of the person who is righteous and acceptable to the gods.22 
 

In the TDNT, Foerster summarizes his survey of the Hellenistic usage of εὐσέβεια by noting: 
“The true content of εὐσέβεια for the educated Greek is reverent and wondering awe at the lofty 
and pure world of the divine, its worship in the cultus, and respect for the orders sustained by it. 
It is not being under the unconditional claim of a personal power.”23 The term was used widely 
in the Hellenistic world to describe conduct and lifestyle that was governed by respect for the 
orders of life and “acquired its religious orientation (reverence and cult) by virtue of the belief 
that all these ‘orders’ of life were under the care of the gods.”24  
 As Towner has noted, a further source of potential Greco-Roman background for 
εὐσέβεια is found in an inscription from Ephesus dating to 104 C.E. describing one person’s 
                                                 

21 I. Howard Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), 138. 
22 M. Silva (ed.), “εὐσέβεια,” NIDNTTE 4: 272–73. 
23 W. Foerster, “εὐσεβής, εὐσέβεια, εὐσεβέω,” TDNT 7:175–85, 178. 
24 Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 172. 
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“reverence for the most manifest goddess Artemis.”25 Further, in the first century C.E., the 
Kouretes, wardens of the mysteries of the Artemis cult of Ephesus (the most likely place of 
reception of the letters to Timothy), were titled εὐσέβείς.26 As Towner concludes from this 
inscriptional evidence: “such language was very much a part of any Ephesian discourse about 
“godliness” and rooted in the fundamental worship of Artemis.”27 This specific usage of the term 
εὐσέβεια in Ephesus provides substantial potential reasoning and significance for Paul’s decision 
to employ the term so extensively in the Pastorals.28  

 
 

Eὐσέβεια in Second Temple Jewish Literature 
 

While the Greco-Roman background of εὐσέβεια provides some helpful backdrop to its usage in 
the NT, the usage of the term in Hellenistic Judaism (particularly the LXX) gives a clearer 
picture as to why Paul (and perhaps Peter) would so readily adopt the term. The compound 
εὐσέβεια occurs over 55x in the LXX, but fully 46 of the occurrences are found in 4 Maccabees. 
Most of the remaining occurrences appear elsewhere in the Apocrypha, leaving just four usages 
in OT canonical books (Prov 1:7, 13:11; Isa 11:2, 33:6.).29  

On one level, this wide divergence of usage of εὐσέβεια between the portions of the LXX 
paralleled in the Hebrew Bible and the so-called apocryphal books would seem to suggest a 
hesitance on the part of the translators of the Hebrew Bible to use the term because of its 
Hellenistic background. The NIDNTTE notes:  

 
It is fair to say that the infrequent use of the sebomai and eusebia groups in the 
Gk. version of the Heb. Bible, along with their more common occurrence in the 
Apoc., reveals something important about underlying philosophical and 
theological ideas. The basis of OT piety is certainly different from that of 
Hellenism. God the Creator lays claim to human service in thought, word, and 
deed; he requires active obedience, not devout trepidation to which lip service is 
paid just on fixed occasions in cultic homage or in the sphere of intellectual 
rhetoric. This active obedience, together with worship, is the characteristic of the 
‘fear of God,’ which is essentially the OT idea of piety.30  
 

                                                 
25 H. Wankel et al., eds., Die Inscriften von Ephesus (Bonn: Habelt, 1979–1984), 27. Cited in Towner, 

Letters to Timothy and Titus, 172. 
26 H. Wankel Die Inscriften von Ephesus, 1008. Cited in Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 172. 
27 Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 172. 
28 This reasoning holds most significant weight under the assumption of an Ephesian destination for the 

Paul’s letters to Timothy. 
29 M. Silva (ed.), “εὐσέβεια,” NIDNTTE 4: 273. Other Second Temple sources such as Philo (over 160x) 

and Josephus (over 100x) also demonstrate a common usage of the Hellenistic term. Ibid., 274. 
30 NIDNTTE 4:274. 
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On another level, the limited usage of εὐσέβεια in the OT books seems to be indicative of the 
LXX writers appropriation of the term to explain an OT concept in Hellenistic terms.31 In a 
detailed excursus on εὐσέβεια in his ICC commentary Marshall notes: 
 

The literature of Hellenistic Judaism reflects the attempt to translate traditional 
OT concepts into the Greek language. While it is certainly possible that in the 
process certain ideas were diluted, transformed or overpowered by Greek 
concepts, it is not accurate to conclude that this was unavoidably the case. In fact 
the concepts which the εὐσέβεια word-group remains thoroughly biblical. ‘Piety’ 
in Isa 11:2 and 33:6 brings together ‘knowledge’ of and ‘the fear of the Lord’ (cf. 
Prov. 1:7). Elsewhere (e.g. Prov. 13:11; cf. Wis 10:12) εὐσέβεια comprehensively 
describes a kind of behavior that pleases God. Applied in these ways, there is no 
reason to think that the word-group introduces an idea completely at odds with 
traditional Jewish teaching. Much more it sets the stage for the building of a 
significant bridge between the Jewish religion and the Greek culture… Eὐσέβεια 
appears to gather together into one comprehensive idea the knowledge of God and 
the appropriate response (fear of the Lord).32 

 
Thus, while a term with clear roots in Hellenistic rather than Jewish thought, the usage of 
εὐσέβεια in the LXX seems to provide a bridge for the conceptual appropriation of the term by 
Paul and the other NT writers. 

Further, Towner observes that even when εὐσέβεια is used in the strongly Hellenistic 
influenced LXX writings (Sirach, 4 Maccabees, Philo), it exhibits a strong presence of Jewish 
theology.33 Ultimately, he concludes: “use of this language in Diaspora Judaism reflects not 
Hellenization but something more dynamic, on the order of contextualization.”34 Knight, 
reflecting on the commonplace usage of εὐσέβεια in the LXX and in secular Greek, goes so far to 
portend that: “It is strange, therefore, that outside Acts it appears in the NT only in the PE and 2 
Peter.”35  

Taken together, this brief survey of the Greco-Roman and Jewish backgrounds of 
εὐσέβεια suggest a term with significant Hellenistic roots that would have held substantial 
cultural meaning for Greeks and Hellenistic Jews alike. In contemporary Jewish writings, the 
term was appropriated significantly to characterize devotion and piety toward the Jewish 
monotheistic God as the Jewish faith was articulated in an increasingly Hellenized world.  

As we shall see in the survey below, the writers of the New Testament (most prominently 
Paul) also employ the term in an effective way to communicate the idea of devotion to God as 
expressed in a way of living. Towner notes: “‘Fear of YHWH, with all of its cognitive and 

                                                 
31 The clearest example is found in the LXX additions to Prov 1:7: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of 

wisdom; and there is good understanding to all that practice it: and piety (εὐσέβεια) toward God is the beginning of 
discernment; but the ungodly (ἀσέβεια) will set at nought wisdom and instruction.” Elsewhere (Prov. 13:11; cf. Wis 
10:12) εὐσέβεια comprehensively describes a kind of behavior that pleases God.  

32 Marshall, Pastoral Epistles, 140–141. 
33 Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 173. 
34 Ibid. 
35 George W. Knight, The Pastoral Epistles (NIGTC; Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1992), 117. 
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behavioral implications is the Hebrew term that comes closest to the English term ‘religion’ and 
eusebia contained the breadth of meaning in the Greek world (though Judaism’s adaptation 
developed new emphases) to express in Greek the essential interrelationship of the knowledge of 
God and corresponding conduct.”36 A fundamentally new conceptual development of εὐσέβεια 
for the writers of the NT would become its basis and source in Jesus Christ and the gospel (1 
Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:3–4). While the Hellenistic background clearly colors a right understanding of 
εὐσέβεια in the NT, the already established pattern found in Hellenistic Judaism of using the term 
to contextualize the Jewish faith in the Hellenistic world seems to provide a parallel framework 
for Paul and Peter’s adoption of the term to contextualize the Christian faith in the same world. 

 
 

Godliness: A Survey of NT Usage 
 

The compound εὐσέβεια occurs 15x in the NT (10x in the pastoral epistles, 4x in 2 Peter, and 1x 
in Acts). In this section, we will seek to briefly engage these 15 usages in canonical order in 
pursuit of their contextual meaning. Having done this, we will conclude by developing a working 
synthesis as to how the term is used theologically in the NT. 

 
 

Godliness in Acts 
 

Eὐσέβεια first occurs in Acts, in Luke’s account of Peter’s second sermon in Jerusalem. Peter’s 
sermon comes in response to the astonished crowd gathered at the supernatural healing by the 
apostles Peter and John of a man born lame. Peter provocatively engages the astonished crowd 
with a question: “Men of Israel, why do you wonder at this, or why do you stare at us, as though 
by our own power or piety (εὐσέβεια) we have made him walk? (Acts 3:12)”37 Peter uses 
εὐσέβεια to communicate that “mere piety cannot explain this healing, nor is it their character 
that has persuaded God to act.”38 Significantly, Peter here employs the term in a decidedly 
majority Jewish context. The crowd, gathered near the temple is most certainly filled with Jewish 
worshippers and Gentile God-fearers who, by implication of Peter’s usage of the term, would 
readily understand its significance. 

In Acts, the adjective εὐσεβής (10:2, 7) and verb εὐσεβέω (17:23) also appear. The 
adjectival form is used by Luke to indicate the ‘devout’ quality of the God-fearers Cornelius and 
his servant. The verbal form is used by the Apostle Paul to describe the act of worship and 
reverence by the Athenian philosophers for the unknown God.  

The usage of εὐσέβεια and its cognates in Acts comports well with the Hellenistic 
background referenced in the background section. In Acts, the term is used to signify the 
“devotion to the gods” of both a Roman centurion and a group of Greek philosophers (Acts 10:2, 
7; 17:23) in line with its traditional Greco-Roman usage. Significantly, the term is also used in a 
decidedly Jewish context (Acts 3:12) in a way that indicates that it is a term used and recognized 
by Jews as well.  

                                                 
36 Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 173. 
37 All English quotations of Scripture will be taken from the ESV unless otherwise indicated. 
38 Darrell L. Bock, Acts (BECNT; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 168. 
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Godliness in the Pastoral Epistles 
 

In his helpful article “Eusebia: Syncretism or Conservative Contextualization?,” John J. 
Wainwright critiques the consensus historical-critical view (Dibelius-Conzelmann) on the 
background of the PE by noting that “rather than rely on a partial analysis of eusebia in the PE 
for understanding its meaning, conscientious scholarship should take each occurrence of the 
word in the PE, and make any statements or information about it explicit.”39 Wainwright seeks to 
do this in a helpful chart which is reproduced below to introduce this section.40 
 
1 Tim 2:2 when we lead a quiet and still life, we practice eusebia and dignity 
1 Tim 3:16 the incarnation is the confessedly great mystery of eusebia 
1 Tim 4:7 eusebia demands training 
1 Tim 4:8 eusebia is profitable for all things 
1 Tim 4:8  eusebia has promise of life now 
1 Tim 4:8 eusebia has promise of life in the future 
1 Tim 4:9  Timothy should accept the promise of eusebia as true 
1 Tim 4:10  Paul labored and strove for eusebia 
1 Tim 5:4  let their own house first learn to eusebein 
1 Tim 6:3 those who do not agree with doctrine that promotes eusebia are false teachers 
1 Tim 6:3–5 those who reject the doctrine of eusebia are wicked men 
1 Tim 6:5 These wicked men think that eusebia is a means of (worldly) gain 
1 Tim 6:6 eusebia is a means of great (spiritual) gain when one has contentment 
1 Tim 6:11 Timothy, pursue… eusebia,… 
2 Tim 3:5 Men of the last days will have a form of eusebia, but deny its power 
2 Tim 3:12 Everyone who desires to live a godly life (eusebos) life in Christ Jesus will be 

persecuted 
Tit 1:1 I am an apostle…according to the knowledge of the truth that is according to 

eusebia 
Tit 2:12–13 the grace of God teaches you to live godly (eusebos) lives now in anticipation 

of Christ’s return. 
 

While such a methodology has its limitations (i.e. the text is not presented as 
propositions, but in the genre of letter-writing), it does have the helpful function of illuminating 
the fundamental ways εὐσέβεια is used in the Pastoral Epistles that is principally based in the 
text, not a historical-critical reconstruction of its background and usage. While a thorough 
exegesis of each of these texts is not possible in a paper of this length, we will now proceed to 
examine the contextual usage of εὐσέβεια in some of the key texts in the Pastoral Epistles. 
Rather, than survey the usages of εὐσέβεια in strict canonical order, one by one, we will group 
some usages in the following analysis according to their thematic usage. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 

39 John J. Wainwright, “Eusebia: Syncretism or Conservative Contextualization,” EvQ 65:3 (1993): 211–24.  
40 Ibid., 222. 
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Godliness, A Quality of Life Before Those in Authority: 1 Tim 2:1–2  
 
1 First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made 
for all people, 2 for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and 
quiet life, godly (εὐσέβεια) and dignified in every way. 
 
The first usage of εὐσέβεια in 1 Tim 2:2 is, as has already been indicated in the introduction, the 
most foundational text for some interpreters.41 At the outset of chapter 2, Paul entreats his 
readers to pray for “all people,” especially those in authority with the particular purpose and aim 
that “we may lead a peaceful and quiet life in all εὐσέβεια and dignity.” Towner notes that here: 
 

Paul characterizes a ‘life that is observable, lived among people in society in a 
way that registers. The two terms (‘quiet and peaceful”) that initially describe this 
life express the Hellenistic ideal (conveyed variously) of a tranquil life free from 
the hassles of a turbulent society…The next phrase ‘in all godliness and holiness,’ 
describes this life’s character and observable shape. The language Paul uses gains 
its effectiveness from its currency in Hellenistic ethics and from the Christian 
interpretation he gives it.42  
 

The pairing of these two together gives focus to both the vertical (godly) and horizontal 
(respectable) elements of a life lived in devotion to God. The explicit observation made here is 
that when we lead a tranquil and quiet life we practice εὐσέβεια and respectability. Eὐσέβεια is 
thus here a quality of life for the believer before both God and men.  

While the Christian’s “godly life” is prayed for and described in more idyllic terms here, 
any contention that it describes the controlling understanding for the term throughout the 
Pastorals must reconcile this interpretation with Paul’s declaration in 2 Tim 3:12 that “all who 
desire to live a godly (εὐσεβῶς) life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” Towner notes: “What 
should not be confused here are the ideal circumstances for life sought in prayer for the state 
(“the quiet and peaceful life”) and the authentic Christianity called for. “Godliness” as authentic 
Christian existence is called for in all situations, tranquil or turbulent (2 Tim 3:12).”43 As a more 
thorough examination of the usage of εὐσέβεια will demonstrate, an understanding of the term 
used here with exclusive or even primary reference to conduct and life before an unbelieving 
world should not be read into every other usage of the term in the PE. In fact, in light of a 
broader consideration of the other usages of εὐσέβεια in the Pastorals, this usage seems to exhibit 
a focus more unique to this passage than typical of its usage throughout the PE. 
 
 
The Theological Source for Godliness: 1 Tim 3:14–16; 2 Tim 3:12 
 
14 I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, 15 if I delay, you may 
know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, a 

                                                 
41 Dibelius and Conzelmann, 39–41 
42 Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 169. 
43 Ibid. 
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pillar and buttress of truth.  16 Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness (εὐσέβεια): 
He was manifested in the flesh, vindicated by the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among the 
nations, believed on in the world, taken up in glory. (1 Tim 3:14–16) 
 
In this passage, Paul explicates τῆς εὐσεβείας μυστήριον giving particular insight into the 
theological basis upon which his conception of godliness is sourced. This passage serves to “put 
the whole of the epistle in perspective” with the demonstrative pronoun ταῦτά , beginning v. 14 
serving to both refer to chapters 1–3 before and look forward to 4:1–5.44 More specifically, 3:14–
16 serve to draw to climactic conclusion Paul’s lengthy teaching on conduct in the household of 
God in chapters 2 and 3 by connecting this “godly conduct” to its theological source in the 
incarnation and salvific work of Christ.  

In essence, Paul in this passage is writing to express one of the main purposes for writing 
this first epistle to Timothy. Paul writes out of necessity because of his absence from his readers 
with the expressed purpose that they will “know how one ought to conduct himself in the 
household of God” (v. 14). Knight comments: “Timothy and the church will conduct their lives 
appropriately if they remember that they are the home built and owned by God and indwelt by 
him as the living one, and also remember that they are called on to undergird and hold aloft 
God’s truth in word and deed.”45 As v. 16 will demonstrate, this conduct is not sourced simply 
on the striving work of the Ephesian church, but on the finished work of Christ. 
 V. 16 declares in hymnic fashion the “mystery of godliness” that has been revealed in 
Jesus Christ. This mystery of godliness is described in three couplets that underscore how Christ 
was in turn “manifested and vindicated,” “seen and proclaimed,” and “believed on and taken 
up.” As Knight succinctly observes: “The first couplet speaks of the accomplishment of Christ’s 
work, the second of the accomplishment made known, and the third, the response of the 
accomplishment made known.”46 Knight further notes within the context of 3:14–16 together 
that: “It is this great mystery of godliness that the church confesses, that the church, as the pillar 
and support of the truth holds aloft, and that shapes the church’s conduct before the living God. 
The preceding (and following) instructions have as their theological basis this great truth 
concerning the cosmic Christ who is the Lord and Savior of his church.”47 Paul here uses 
εὐσέβεια not to refer to a general piety or devotion to “the gods,” but as a reverence and devotion 
to God sourced in Christ’s work and in line with His example.48 
 
 
 
 
                                                 

44 William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles (WBC 46, Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2000), 219. 
45 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 182. 
46 Ibid., 186. 
47 Ibid. 
48 In a more general but similar vein, Paul declares in 2 Tim 3:12: “Indeed, all who desire to live a godly 

(εὐσεβῶς) life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” The godly life is especially characterized here by Paul as “in 
Christ Jesus” a theologically rich phrase commonplace throughout Paul’s earlier letters (e.g. Rom 8:38–39; 1 Cor 
1:2; 15:22; 2 Cor. 1:20; 5:1, 21; Gal 3:26; Eph 1:4, 7; 2:6 Phil 4:7, 19). “In Christ” language is also found in 2 Tim 
1:9: “who saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own purpose and 
grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began.” 
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Godliness, A Virtue to Be Attained To: 1 Tim 4:7–10; 6:11; Tit 2:11–14  
 
7 Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths. Rather train yourself for godliness (εὐσέβεια); 8 
for while bodily training is of some value, godliness (εὐσέβεια) is of value in every way, as it 
holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come. (1 Tim 4:7–8) 
 
11 But as for you, O man of God, flee these things. Pursue righteousness, godliness (εὐσέβεια), 
faith, love, steadfastness, gentleness. (1 Tim 6:11) 
 
Luke Timothy Johnson explains the imagery pregnant in the imperatival phrase “train yourself 
for godliness” in 1 Tim 4:7: “In Greco-Roman moral discourse, athletic imagery is as common as 
medical imagery. It serves to emphasize the effort demanded for progress toward greater 
virtue…Here Paul distinguished between physical training manifested in ascetic withdrawal from 
sex and food, and that training which involves moral behavior, here expressed as eusebia.”49 
This idea of the “spiritual training” is also reflected in other usages of the term γυμνάζω found in 
Hebrews and 2 Peter.50 For Paul, εὐσέβεια, though sourced in and made possible by the work of 
Christ, is the goal of determined and intentional effort by the one attaining to it. This effort is 
worthwhile since εὐσέβεια is of great value for the Christian both in this present life and in the 
life to come (v.8).51 This passage underscores the eschatological outlook of εὐσέβεια as conduct 
pleasing to God in light of his future return and judgment, a motivation that is further 
underscored by the hope of the salvation He brings to all who believe (v. 10). 
 
11 For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, 12 training us to 
renounce ungodliness (ἀσέβειαν) and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and 
godly (εὐσεβῶς) lives in the present age, 13 waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the 
glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all 
lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good 
works. (Tit 2:11–14)  
 
The contrast between godliness and ungodliness is most starkly portrayed by Paul in his letter to 
Titus where he presents the two side-by-side. Here ἀσέβεια is to be renounced and instead the 
Christian is to live in a εὐσεβῶς manner in this life in expectation of the return of Christ in the 
age to come. Here, εὐσέβεια flows out of the appearance of the grace of God (in Christ Jesus) 
which has brought salvation to “all people” and which again “trains” (παιδεύουσα)52 the believer 
                                                 

49 Luke Timothy Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary (The Anchor Yale Bible; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 249. 

50 Heb 5:14; 12:11; 2 Pet 2:14. 
51 V. 8 is one of five “faithful sayings” found in the Pastoral Epistles: 1 Tim 1:15; 3:1; 4:8–9; 2 Tim 2:11–

13; Tit 3:4–8. These trustworthy sayings are an interesting feature of the Pastorals that “together with other 
linguistic, literary, and theological elements, provides a degree of coherence for this body of literature.” Andreas J. 
Köstenberger, L. Scott Kellum, and Charles L. Quarles, The Cradle, the Cross, and the Crown: An Introduction to 
the New Testament (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2009), 662. 

52 Similar to γυμνάζω in 1 Tim 4:7–8, but with the force of a teacher “training” his pupil in instruction. “The 
verb means both ‘instruct’ and ‘discipline.’ Although both are possible here, the broader concept of instruction is 
more likely because of the instructions that follow (cf. 2 Tim 3:16).” Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 319. 



                                                              True Knowledge Leads to Godly Living | Andrew Koetsier 

130 

to renounce “ungodliness” and instead embrace “self-controlled, godly, and upright” living. The 
motivation for attaining to godliness is further underscored to Paul’s readers as he commends 
them to live in a godly manner in light of Christ’s redemption from their “lawlessness” into a 
people who are “zealous for good works.” Godly good works are thus presented as the proper 
outflow from the grace-based salvation brought in Christ. 

Significant in this passage is also Paul’s grouping of εὐσέβεια together with two other 
common Greco-Roman virtues, σωφρόνως and δικαίως. James W. Thompson notes: “Here the 
Christ event was educational in a way that is reminiscent of the educational value of the Torah in 
Jewish literature (cf. 4 Macc. 1:17; 5:23–24; 13:22). The author describes the believers’ moral 
life in three adverbs that characterize the community in stark contrast with its local environment 
(cf. Titus 1:12; cf. 3:3). These terms approximate the Greek cardinal virtues more than any other 
list in the New Testament.”53 Towner observes: “As we have observed thus far (in the PE), the 
material has been carefully ‘Christianized’ in this setting and terms such as eusebos, sophronos 
and dikaios, which would have otherwise been taken for common Hellenistic moral virtues, have 
been plunged into the Christian reservoir of the author’s thought.”54 Paul uses these Hellenistic 
virtues to conceptualize the believer’s response of holy living in light of the gospel in a 
particularly contextually relevant manner. The virtues provide gospel-influenced shape and 
application to an audience pursing holiness and following Christ in a Greco-Roman world. 
 
 
Godliness, A Virtue Lacking in the False Teachers: 1 Tim 6:3–7; 2 Tim 3:5   
 
3 If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord 
Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness (εὐσέβεια), 4 he is puffed up with 
conceit and understands nothing. He has an unhealthy craving for controversy and for quarrels 
about words, which produce envy, dissension, slander, evil suspicions, 5 and constant friction 
among people who are depraved in mind and deprived of the truth, imagining that godliness is a 
means of gain.  6 Now there is great gain in godliness (εὐσέβεια) with contentment, 7 for we 
brought nothing into the world, and we cannot take anything out of the world. (1 Tim 6:3– 7) 
 
The purpose of 1 Timothy, though multi-layered, is primarily centered upon the issue of protecting 
the Ephesian church from false teaching.55 This concern drives Paul’s exhortations to Timothy 
throughout the book as he charges him to “fight the good fight, keeping faith and a good 
conscience,” (1:18–19) resisting and rejecting both the false teaching and the false teachers present 
in the Ephesian church. 
                                                 

53 James W. Thompson, Moral Formation According to Paul: The Context and Coherence of Pauline Ethics 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2011), 202. 

54 Towner, The Goal of Our Instruction, 160. Towner further notes: “One may also detect such borrowing in 
Phil. 4:8. In that instance, most agree that Paul adapted the forms and virtues from the pagan philosophers but in the 
transaction, grounded such virtues in the truth about Christ. His use of popular forms in his parenesis indicates both 
that he applied the literary tools at hand (rabbinic and Hellenistic) and that this practice was not particularly unusual 
within the Church nor necessarily indicative of the secularization of his thinking.” Towner, The Goal of Our 
Instruction, 160. 

55 Paul’s command to Timothy in 1:3–4: “As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at 
Ephesus that you may charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine, nor to devote themselves to myths 
and endless genealogies, which promote speculations rather than the stewardship from God that is by faith.”  
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In 1 Tim 6:2, Paul begins the conclusion of his letter to Timothy with some final 
instructions, again concerned with the issue of discerning and resisting false teaching in the 
Ephesian church. In 6:3–4, Paul exhorts: “If anyone advocates a different doctrine and does not 
agree with sound words, those of our Lord Jesus Christ, and with the doctrine conforming to 
godliness, he is conceited and understands nothing…” In essence Paul gives two measurements 
for discerning false teaching. First, does it agree with the teaching of the words of Jesus Christ? 
Second, does the teaching lead toward godliness?  
 While godliness is mentioned positively as the fruitful and proper telos of true teaching in 
v. 3, it takes on a negative light in the motivation of the false teachers who “suppose that 
godliness is a means of gain” (6:5). As Marshall notes, the precise form of this statement is 
debated,56 but Paul seems to infer that the false teachers were taking on an outward appearance 
of godliness in order to play the part of the pious teacher. Through this “show” of godliness they 
were seeking to impress unsuspecting church members who would be moved to support them 
financially. 

In v. 6, Paul modifies his previous statement of the supposed truth presented in v. 5: 
“godliness is a means of gain” in two key ways. First, he escalates the value of the gain by 
characterizing it as μέγας (here functioning as a superlative). Second, he qualifies the nature of 
the godliness, namely it is godliness with “contentment.” Marshall notes that “the effect is that 
by the end of the clause the reader should recognize that he has shifted the reference of ‘gain’ 
from ‘material’ to ‘spiritual’ gain, both in this world and the next.”57 The false teacher attains to 
a vain form of godliness in pursuit of selfish material gain. The follower of Christ attains to 
godliness in a spirit of contentment with what God has already provided. This godliness with 
contentment results in “great gain,” not materially, but rather spiritually.  

In v. 7, the conjunction ὅτι is likely causal, introducing the grounds for seeing “godliness 
with contentment” as “great gain.”58 The transitory nature of life and man’s possessions during it 
provides a framework wherein “godliness with contentment” is great gain. In v. 8, Paul adds 
further nuance to the circumstances of this contentment: it is contentment “with food and 
clothing.” Köstenberger observes: 

 
As Paul noted earlier, a pastor’s teaching and personal life cannot be separated (4:7–8; cf. 
4:15–16). Here Paul elaborates true versus false “godliness.” The false teachers think that 
‘godliness is a means to financial gain’ (v. 5), while in fact godliness must be 
accompanied by ‘contentment’ and gratitude for God’s provision (v. 6). That is why 
Timothy, the ‘man of God’ (v.11), must pursue godliness together with other Christian 
virtues. So closely is godliness linked with the essence of the Christian message that the 
term can serve as shorthand for the gospel itself (3:16). In sum, Timothy is to combat 

                                                 
56 In Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 642–43, he lists four options for interpretation: 1) “The false teachers 

thought that being religious would make them rich….and/or they promised their followers that their new teaching 
would help them to become rich-an ancient parallel to the contemporary ‘prosperity gospel,’” 2) “The false teachers 
were cashing in on the piety of other people by charging for esoteric teaching,” 3) “The false teachers were 
pretending to be pious themselves in order to deceive others to pay them for their teaching” (Marshall’s view), 4) 
“Timothy is faced with an opposition which has emerged from the church’s wealthy members: wealth is regarded as 
the prerequisite to leadership in the church since it has come somehow to be associated with ‘piety.’” 

57 Ibid., 644. 
58 Ibid., 646. 
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false teaching with instruction that conforms to Paul’s own teaching and weds sound 
doctrine to godly conduct.59 

 
The godliness of the true man of God allows him to find contentment in God and His provision 
for his basic material needs.60 
 
1 But understand this, that in the last days there will come times of difficulty. 2 For people will be 
lovers of self, lovers of money…4lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, 5having the 
appearance of godliness (εὐσέβεια), but denying its power. Avoid such people. (2 Tim 3:1–5) 
 
2 Tim 3:5 further describes false teachers (perhaps the same as in 1 Tim) who “have the 
appearance of godliness, but deny its power.” Towner observes: 
 

Ironically the author’s understanding of εὐσέβεια comes best to light as he 
describes his opponents in relation to it. . . . From 1 Tim 6.5 and 2 Tim 3.5 the 
following conclusions about εὐσέβεια can be drawn: (1) for the false teachers, 
εὐσέβεια consisted of knowledge of God or divine things, and (2) apparently they 
(consciously or unconsciously) separated this knowledge from outward behavior 
or ethics. The author’s criticism reveals that he considers their view of εὐσέβεια to 
be, at best, partial, in that though they have the knowledge of God, they have not 
allowed this knowledge to affect their conduct.61 

 
Marshall notes: “In contrast to the superficial ‘form’ of godliness of the false teachers (2 
Tim 3:5), genuine godliness proceeds out of commitment to God and the orthodox 
teaching of the faith.”62 
 
The godly conduct exhibited in true εὐσέβεια is for Paul what clearly separates the true from the 
false teachers. This teaching clearly resonates with Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount 
that “You will recognize them (false prophets) by their fruits” (Matt 7:16). 
 
 
Godliness, Directly Related to a Knowledge of the Truth: Titus 1:1–3 
 
1 Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of God's elect 
and their knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness (εὐσέβεια), 2 in hope of eternal 
life, which God, who never lies, promised before the ages began 3 and at the proper time 
manifested in his word through the preaching with which I have been entrusted by the command 
of God our Savior; 

                                                 
59 Andreas J. Köstenberger, “1 Timothy,” Ephesians ~ Philemon (vol. 12 of EBC, ed. Tremper Longman III 

& David E. Garland; 12 vols.; Rev. ed, Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), 553. 
60 Here it is helpful to remember the exhortations of Jesus to “not be worried about your life, as to what you 

will eat or what you will drink…but seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be 
added to you” (Matt 6:25, 33). 

61 Towner, The Goal of Our Instruction, 148–149. 
62 Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 143. 
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The greeting to Paul’s letter to Titus brings into special focus the particular connection between 
εὐσέβεια and the knowledge of the truth that is found throughout the Pastorals.63 In essence, 
εὐσέβεια is right living that flows out of right action. This εὐσέβεια is foundational in the very 
purpose of Paul’s apostolic ministry which has been entrusted to him by God Himself.  

In v. 1, Paul describes the goal of his apostolic ministry as in essence two-fold: “his task 
is ‘to further’ the faith of God’s people and the gospel (known by the godliness it produces) that 
saves.”64 Towner notes: “Characteristic of each of these letters is a conception of salvation that 
reflects the proper balance between faith in/knowledge of God and the behavior that gives 
expression to this personal knowledge. The term ‘godliness’ (eusebia) was adopted for that 
purpose.”65 Frank J. Matera notes: “Within the pastoral epistles there is a dialectical relationship 
between “sound teaching” and the moral life. Sound teaching enables people to conduct their 
lives in a moral and ethical manner that accords with the gospel: to live in a godly manner 
(eusebos). Those, like the false teachers, who do not follow sound teaching will behave in an 
immoral and godless way.”66 What his opponents presented to the church as “godliness,” Paul 
exposed as empty because of its lack of basis in the true knowledge of God revealed in Jesus 
Christ. 
 In essence, this passage captures the closest thing to a paradigmatic understanding for 
εὐσέβεια in the Pastoral Epistles: godly living that flows out of a true knowledge of God that 
comes through faith in Jesus Christ. Towner avers: “Eὐσέβεια, in the tradition of Hellenistic 
Judaism, defines genuine Christian existence as the ongoing interplay of faith in Christ 
(=knowledge of God) and the manner of conduct issuing from that relationship. In deploying the 
word group in this way, it is hard not to see Paul presenting contemporary culture with the 
challenge that this highly prized Hellenistic cardinal virtue is truly attainable only in Christ.”67 
Eὐσέβεια will exhibit itself as “godly” conduct before men, but most primarily before its true 
source and audience: God Himself. This εὐσέβεια is only possible through the salvation wrought 
by the work of Christ on the cross and the renewing work of the Holy Spirit (Tit 3:5). 

 
 

Godliness in 2 Peter 
 

Eὐσέβεια occurs 4x in 2 Peter, the first 3x at the very outset of the epistle’s body. 2 Peter uses 
εὐσέβεια in a manner closely parallel to its usage in the Pastorals. Like in the Pastorals, εὐσέβεια 
is used both to describe the entire life of the Christian and as a specific virtue to be practiced and 
attained to by Christians.  
 
 

                                                 
63 This connection has already been sufficiently demonstrated in the discussion of false teachers in 1 Tim 6 

above but finds its most direct expression here. 
64 Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 668. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Frank J. Matera, New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul (Louisville, KY: Westminter 

John Knox Press, 1996), 245.  
67 Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 174. 
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Godliness by the power of God and through the knowledge of God: 2 Peter 1:3–8   
 
3 His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness (εὐσέβεια), 
through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence, 4 by which he has 
granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may become 
partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the world because 
of sinful desire. 5 For this very reason, make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, 
and virtue with knowledge, 6 and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with 
steadfastness, and steadfastness with godliness (εὐσέβεια), 7 and godliness (εὐσέβεια) with 
brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love. 8 For if these qualities are yours and are 
increasing, they keep you from being ineffective or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus 
Christ.  
 
The concept of εὐσέβεια figures prominently in one of the overarching themes of 2 Peter: a call 
to holy living. This call to holy living is set in contrast to the conduct and instruction of the false 
teachers and in light of the coming return of Jesus who will judge both the godly and unrighteous 
at His return. Green provides a helpful general outline for understanding the major sections of 
the letter:68 
 

I. Epistolary Greetings (1:1–2)  
II. Letter Body: A Warning Against False Teachers (1:3–3:18a) 

a. Body Opening: God’s Call to Glory and Virtue (1:3–11) 
b. Body Middle: The Apostolic Testimony and the False Teachers (1:12–2:22) 
c. Body Closing: A Call to Holiness (3:1–18a) 

III. Letter Closing: A Doxology (3:18b) 
 

The compound εὐσέβεια occurs 3x in the “body opening” and 1x in the “body closing” providing 
a linguistic bracket to the body of Peter’s letter. 

Following the epistolary greeting in 2 Peter 1:1–2, the body opening of 2 Peter 1:3–11 
introduces the main themes of the correspondence. As Green notes, this practice was common in 
Hellenistic letters.69 White notes: “Whereas the general function of the body is to impart 
information to someone at a distance, the body opening performs the specific role of introducing 
this information…Once this matter of mutual concern has been introduced, the body middle may 
carry the relevant details forward.”70 Green sketches the body intro in 1:3–11 in this way: “In 
these verses he introduces God’s engagement with the readers in salvation (1:3–4) and 
underscores the necessity of moral growth (1:5–9) in anticipation of entrance into God’s eternal 
kingdom (1:10–11).”71 Eὐσέβεια forms a key component both of God’s provision for the believer 
in salvation (1:3) and a key moral virtue that is to be pursued by the believer (1:6–7). Within the 

                                                 
68 Gene L. Green, Jude & 2 Peter (BECNT; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008), vii. 
69 Ibid., 179. 
70 John L. White, The Form and Function of the Body of the Greek Letter: A Study of the Letter-Body in the 

Non-Literary Papyri and in Paul the Apostle (Missoula, Mont.: Society of Biblical Literature Seminar on Paul, 
1972,) 156. 

71 Green, Jude & 2 Peter, 179. 
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context of the full body opening, we note also that εὐσέβεια is to be pursued within an 
eschatological understanding, something that is further borne out in its usage later in 3:11. 

Richard Bauckham notes: “The first section (vv. 3–4) establishes the basis for Christian 
living, in what God in Christ has done for us. By the divine power evident in Christ’s life, death 
and resurrection he has called men and women to be Christians, and when they come to 
knowledge of Christ in Christian conversion they also receive through that knowledge the grace 
of Christ which will enable them to live a life of obedience to God.”72 Peter Davids adds: 

 
The focus of this section is on what God has given us: ‘everything we need for 
life and godliness,’ with the ‘everything’ taking a prominent early position in the 
sentence. Pairs of words like ‘life and godliness’ are common in 2 Peter, and often 
function as hendiadys, two terms standing for a single entity. Thus, while it is 
possible that our author is talking about eternal life (2 Peter does not use the term 
‘life’ again; it is more characteristic of 1 Peter or the Johannine literature) and 
godliness as separate entities (i.e. future and present life), more likely he is talking 
about a godly life, for that will be the emphasis of the rest of the letter.73  

 
Schreiner adds: “‘Godliness’ is linked to life because the latter is not gained without the former. 
Eternal life is not merely the experience of bliss but also involves transformation, so that 
believers are morally perfected and made like God.”74 The life given the believer in Jesus 
ultimately produces εὐσέβεια. 

Significantly it should be noted that the source of this “life and godliness” is, according to 
Peter, “his divine power.” Further: “what is needed came to the followers of Jesus through their 
coming to know ‘the one calling’ them. This calling was due, not to their virtue, but to the virtue 
of Jesus: ‘by his own glory and virtue.’”75 While later in 1:5–7 he challenges his readers to make 
every effort to add to their faith a string of virtues, including εὐσέβεια, it must be remembered 
that the foundation for this moral exhortation is found in the provision of everything needed for 
life and godliness in the saving knowledge of Jesus Christ. 

Moving to 1:5–7, we find a list of virtues (many finding parallels in the Greco-Roman 
world) bracketed by two characteristically Christian virtues, “faith” and “love” which provide a 
distinctively Christian ethical framework. Many of these virtues have expression in life and 
conduct both before people (horizontal) and before God (vertical). In fact, as J. Daryl Charles 
notes: “Eusebia comes to expression most completely in the Christian community.”76 This is 
evidenced in the Petrine progression itself, in which “eusebia leads in the direction of 
philadelphia, mutual or brotherly affection. That is, godliness expresses itself in our relationships 

                                                 
72 Richard Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter (WBC 50; Waco, TX: Word Books, 1983), 192. 
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with others-particularly with those of the Christian community.”77 Eὐσέβεια is not a mere 
asceticism as the believer retreats to live a “godly” life in a monastery or retreat, detached from 
the church and society at large. It is the fully-orbed life of the Christian on the basis of the power 
and provision of God that results in a fruitful life in the knowledge of Jesus Christ (1:8). 
 
 
Godliness, Holy Living in Light of the End: 2 Pet 3:11–12     
 
11 Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of people ought you to be in lives of 
holiness and godliness (εὐσέβεια), 12 waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God, 
because of which the heavens will be set on fire and dissolved, and the heavenly bodies will melt 
as they burn! 
 
After its prominent featuring in the body introduction, εὐσέβεια does not make its final 
appearance in Peter’s epistle until the body closing in chapter 3.78 Perhaps this is fitting since in 
the body conclusion, Peter returns to an exhortation toward holy living, this time in specific 
connection with the reality that God will in a future day return to judge the world and bring about 
the final “judgment and destruction of ungodly men” (3:7). In 3:11, Peter links εὐσέβεια with 
ἁγίαις ἀναστροφαῖς again underscoring the special focus of εὐσέβεια on godly living. Because of 
the coming destruction of this age (3:10) and the promise of the new heavens and new earth in 
the age to come (3:13), Peter exhorts his readers to align their living in reverence and 
faithfulness to their holy God. Davids notes: “Since they know that the heavens will not hide 
them from the Lord or prevent his coming as Ruler and Judge, they should live accordingly. 
Their way of life should be holy, and they should be pious. This not a vague description, but 
rather a summary of the virtues that our author had laid out in 1:5–7, which in turn indicate what 
it means to live with Jesus the Anointed Ruler and Master and Lord.”79 A life of εὐσέβεια in the 
present is shaped by a healthy forward focus on the coming day of the Lord. 

Here we find the repeated and distinctive link between eschatology and the pursuit of 
virtue in the NT. Charles notes: “In the teaching of 2 Peter, eschatology and ethics are 
indivisible. The certainty of judgment and the inevitability of “that day” (thus, e.g., Ob 1:8; Joel 
2; Mic 4; and Zep 1) of moral reckoning prod believers on to holy living.”80 For Peter, as for 
Paul, the virtuous way of life in response to Christ’s coming return is exhibited first and foremost 
by εὐσέβεια. 
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knows how to rescue the godly from temptation, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment for the day of 
judgment.” 

79 Davids, Theology of Peter, 229–30. 
80 Charles, “2 Peter,” 408–09.  



Inservimus 2.1 (2016): 118–37                                                                                                                  

137 

Toward Synthesis: In Pursuit of a NT Theology of Godliness 
 

Having surveyed the usage of εὐσέβεια in the NT, what then can we conclude as we pursue a NT 
theology of godliness? In statement form we can reasonably conclude: 
 

1. Godliness is conduct according to a right knowledge of God and the truth of the gospel (1 
Tim 6:3–4; Tit 1:1).  

2. The means for both the knowledge and practice of godliness is rooted in Christ and the 
gospel (1 Tim 3:15; 2 Pet 1:3).  

3. Godliness is a Christ-enabled virtue that can and should be actively attained to by the 
Christian (1 Tim 4:7–8; 1 Tim 6:11, 2 Peter 1:6–7).  

4. The godly life will lead to times of both peace and persecution for the believer. (1 Tim 
2:1–2; 2 Tim 3:12).  

5. Godliness is a way of living characterized by an eschatologically focused perspective (1 
Tim 4:8; Titus 2:12–13; 2 Pet 3:11). 

 
In εὐσέβεια, we find a concept with distinctive Hellenistic roots that has been adapted and 

contextualized by the writers of the NT (most notably Paul) to describe the proper way of 
Christian living before God in the Hellenistic world. Wainwright notes: “It does not primarily 
reflect the secular connotation of Greek literature, nor is it the chief of a new, socially 
accommodating ethic. Instead, the Christian community adapted the word eusebia, and changed 
certain aspects of its meaning to reflect Christian experience, behavior, and doctrine.”81 For the 
NT writers, εὐσέβεια became an especially relevant concept for describing the life of the believer 
in accordance with the knowledge of God found in Jesus Christ. This true εὐσέβεια, in contrast to 
the εὐσέβεια acclaimed by various groups of false teachers, is characterized by not only a 
knowledge of the truth, but also its accompanying practice. This true εὐσέβεια serves as a 
testimony before both God and men of the salvific work of God in Christ Jesus. Eὐσέβεια, while 
a virtue to be attained to by the believer, ultimately brings glory and honor to God whose 
outpouring grace and power provides the ultimate means through which its qualities come to 
characterize the true follower of Christ. 
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