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Introducing this Issue
Some of the articles in this issue have grown out of or are related to the 
2019 Preaching Conference held at the RTC. The theme of the conference, 
“Preaching with Vulnerability,” ensured that the focus remained practical, 
experiential, and contemporary. Many of the attendees were pastors, 
preachers and theological students who were challenged to reconsider 
what it means to powerfully preach Christ as a weak, suffering, and 
vulnerable human being. As some of the articles began as lectures at the 
Preaching Conference, readers will appreciate the traces of oral delivery 
that still remain. The elements of immediacy and urgency, while not 
always the hallmark of journal articles, have deliberately been preserved.

In the first article, Murray Capill presents us with four ways in which a life 
with one foot in the grave made Richard Baxter the fine preacher that he 
was. Capill observes that most people today want to live longer, happier, 
and healthier lives. Such thinking, he points out, is a twenty-first century 
luxury. The seventeenth century Puritan preacher, Richard Baxter, lived 
his whole life on the cusp of death. He didn’t want a longer, happier life, 
but a stronger, holier one. And he found that was possible by embracing 
suffering and focussing on heaven. His perspectives are profoundly 
challenging and tremendously helpful for vulnerable preachers today.

In the next article, Martin Williams addresses the crucial question: Why 
is it that at the centre of the Christian faith lies a symbol of death and 
despair—the dreadful picture of Jesus dying on a cross? And what does 
that mean to those of us involved in Christian ministry today? He contends 
that Christian ministry must be conceived of in terms of the cross. It is in 
the scandal of the cross that we learn that God’s power is made perfect in 
weakness (2 Cor 12:9). The cross confronts us with the demand to turn 
away from those things that this world values as great, powerful, and 
majestic (a theology of glory) and instead to bring our thinking about 
God and Christian ministry into conformity with the cross which teaches 
us that divine power is hidden in the form of weakness and suffering (a 
theology of the cross). Luther’s “theology of the cross,” argues Williams, 
is a powerful reminder that the way in which we measure success in 
ministry needs to be shaped by the theology of the cross.
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Steve Voorwinde concludes a two-part miniseries that explores the 
emotions of Paul in his letter to the Galatians. Although Galatians is a 
highly emotive letter, Paul explicitly mentions his emotions on only a few 
occasions. He was amazed at the Galatians (1:6), feared for them (4:11) 
and was perplexed about them (4:20). Looking back on his pre-Christian 
days he could see that he had been extremely zealous for his ancestral 
traditions (1:14). While not numerous, these overt references to Paul’s 
emotions provide a surprisingly clear lens through which to read the entire 
letter. These emotions drive Paul to write as he does. The conventions 
of both ancient letter-writing and Graeco-Roman rhetoric indicate that 
these references are strategically placed within the epistle. Following the 
letter opening (1:1-5) the very first word of the exordium expresses Paul’s 
amazement at the Galatians (1:6). Rhetorically this sets the tone for all 
that follows. If recent studies are correct in pointing out that Galatians is a 
written speech cast within the framework of an epistle (1:1-5; 6:18), then 
its rhetorical features become highly significant for our understanding of 
the letter. The main body of the letter has all the basic elements of classical 
rhetoric—logos, ethos and pathos. It is in a major pathos section (4:8-20) 
that Paul expresses his fear and perplexity. In a close examination of this 
passage, Voorwinde demonstrates that Paul is expressing his zeal as well. 
This is no longer a zeal for the traditions of his former Judaism, but a 
zeal transformed by the gospel. Voorwinde contends that Paul’s explicit 
emotions in Galatians provide not only a key for interpreting the epistle, 
but also for understanding the writer and what made him tick.

The final article by Daryn Graham examines the persecution of Christians 
by the Roman Emperor Nero in AD 64. In a modern age when Christians 
increasingly seek for evidence of Jesus and Early Christianity outside the 
Bible, the discipline of historical enquiry has come into sharper focus 
among modern Christians. Indeed, if the Bible is truthful, one would 
expect to find external historical facts supporting it. With regard to Nero’s 
persecution of the Christians in AD 64, historians and theologians possess 
the account of the Great Fire of Rome and the resulting persecution of 
Christians in Rome by Tacitus, arguably Rome’s greatest historian, as well 
as a plethora of other ancient written sources, both pagan and Christian. 
Consequently, these sources provide us with rare and important windows 
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into the impact early Christians had on Romans, and the influence 
Romans had on the early Christians. In this article, historian Dr Graham 
examines the nature and socio-historical context of Nero’s persecution, 
and concludes that the persecution was a historical event, and that the 
fates of various Christians in Rome around this time, either because of 
the persecution or on account of other factors, including the executions 
of both Paul and Peter, were not homogenous as one might assume.

This edition concludes with a number of book reviews. We trust you enjoy 
reading this edition and find stimulation here for biblical, theological, and 
experiential reflection.         

Martin Williams
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Preaching with One Foot in the Grave: 
Perspectives from the experience of 

Richard Baxter
Murray Capill

Murray Capill is the Dean of Ministry Development at the Reformed 
Theological College

 
 

I preach’d as never sure to preach again,
And as a dying man, to dying men!1

“Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” This famous phrase from the 
American Declaration of Independence in 1776 articulates a sentiment 
that resonates strongly throughout the West. Few things seem to be more 
desirable in our culture than long life and happiness. 

The internet is therefore saturated with formulas for more fun, enjoyment 
and excitement in life, though it is questionable as to whether we are 
actually happier than we used to be.2 We are, however, definitely living 
longer than ever before. Life expectancy for a boy born in Australia 
between 2014 and 2016 was 80.4 years, and for a girl, 84.6 years, an 
increase of over a year in the past decade. The increase is much more 
dramatic over the last 100 years. A male born in Australia in 1900 had a 
life expectancy of just 49.5 years, and a female of 54.8 years.3 So 120 years 
later, we are living thirty years longer. 

Our love affair with long life and happiness is, however, in many ways an 
oddity. Not only is this agenda foreign to many people living in developing 

1  Richard Baxter, Poetical Fragments (1681; reprint; Westmead, England: Gregg International 
Publishers, 1971), 40.

2  See Ruth Whippman, The Pursuit of Happiness and Why it’s Making us Anxious (London: 
Hutchinson, 2016). 

3  Statistics from https://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/statistics/theme/population/vital-statistics/life-
expectancy#current-release-life-expectancy-birth-years-sex-qld-australia. Accessed 19 Sept, 
2019.
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countries today, it would also have been foreign to many in the West in 
earlier centuries. Specifically, it stands in stark contrast to the experiences 
and perspectives of the powerful seventeenth-century Puritan pastor and 
preacher, Richard Baxter. He lived in a very different world that generated 
some very different perspectives. 

Baxter lived in England from 1615 to 1691 in a century full of drama. 
He lived through the Great Plague and the Great Fire of London, 
the beheading of the king, the English Civil War, the protectorate of 
Cromwell, the restoration of the Monarchy, and the great ejectment of 
Puritan ministers in 1662. They were scarcely happy days. 

He also lived in an age of death. As J. I. Packer observes, 

“As a pastor in an era when people died at home, when half the 
children born died young, and when average life expectancy 
was less than forty years, Richard was undoubtedly… used to 
dealing with death.”4

But Baxter not only dealt with death around him; he experienced an 
almost constant sense of being on death’s doorstep himself. Indeed, 
when he wrote his great work on heaven, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, he 
described himself, at age 32, as writing “with one foot in the grave” and as 
“a man that was betwixt living and dead.”5 

What, then, are the perspectives of a man who lived and preached with 
“one foot in the grave”? And how might these perspectives be a corrective 
to our own cultural blind spots? After a brief summary of what he suffered, 
we will consider some of his perspectives on suffering, and then the 
impact of that suffering on his ministry. What emerges is both sobering 
and stimulating for those of us who preach in days of long life and the 
pursuit of happiness. 

4  J. I. Packer, A Grief Sanctified: Passing Through Grief to Peace and Joy (Leicester: Crossway, 
1998), 169.

5  Richard Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest in The Practical Works of Richard Baxter in Four 
Volumes (1846; reprint; vol. 3; Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, 1990), 1.
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A life with one foot in the grave

Baxter’s life was full of what we would call hardships, difficulties, trials 
or burdens. The Puritans typically called them afflictions, sufferings and 
sorrows. Four afflictions stand out.

First, he suffered appalling health. Packer describes Baxter as “a veritable 
museum of diseases, which meant that he lived in some degree of pain 
most of the time.”6 From his youth, he suffered terrible health. Recalling 
his early life, he writes: “To recite a catalogue of my symptoms and pains, 
from head to foot, would be a tedious interruption to the reader.”7 His 
ailments included measles, smallpox, mucus and coughs, indigestion, 
insomnia, haemorrhages, rheumatism, tumours, lameness, headaches, 
and what he called “vertiginous or stupifying conquests of my Brain.”8 He 
put the maladies down to kidney stones, due to poor diet in his youth.9 

His terrible health plummeted even further in 1647, aged 32:

Being in my quarters, far from home, cast into extreme 
languishing, by the sudden loss of about a gallon of blood 
[from the nose], after many years’ foregoing weakness… and 
living in continual expectation of death, I bent my thought on 
my everlasting rest;… I took my pen and began to draw up 
my own funeral sermon…10

What resulted was a massive work on heaven, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 
written by a man with one foot in the grave. It was this constant ill health 
that lead to his famous couplet:

I preach’d as never sure to preach again,
And as a dying man, to dying men!11

6  Packer, A Grief Sanctified, 43.
7  Richard  Baxter, The Autobiography of Richard Baxter (Reliquiae Baxterianae) (1696; reprint; 

ed. N. H. Keeble; abridged by J. M. Lloyd Thomas, 1925; London: Dent, 1974), 11. 
8  Owen C. Watkins, The Puritan Experience (London: Routledge, 1972), 172.
9  See Baxter, Autobiography, 11.
10  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 1.
11  Baxter, Poetical Fragments, 40.
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Second, he suffered because of the English Civil War. From 1642 to 1647 
Baxter faced a new suite of afflictions as he became caught up in the tumult 
of the civil war. His sorrows began when he was falsely accused of being 
anti-monarchist and had to flee town for his life. Next, he was caught 
in the middle of the conflict, himself being supportive of the monarchy 
but more aligned with the Parliamentarians. That position was typical for 
Baxter in that he seldom belonged clearly to one party or the other in any 
controversy, be it theological, ecclesiastical or political. He experienced, 
then, the agony of never fitting in.

The Civil War itself saw him exposed to endless bloodshed and loss of 
life. He records going out to a nearby field where the opposing armies 
stood about a mile apart, with about a thousand dead bodies in the field 
between them.12 Surrounded by constant death, he didn’t know where 
he should be. “I had neither money nor friends; I knew not who would 
receive me in any place of safety.”13

He found a place to rest and write, but later, deeply disturbed by the 
godlessness of Cromwell’s soldiers, felt moved to belatedly respond to 
Cromwell’s call to him to serve as an army Chaplain. There he endured the 
burden of life as a military chaplain in days of war, in a divided country, 
ministering to godless and dying men. It was no easy calling, though the 
difficult work was cut short by his own severe illness of 1647. 

Third, he suffered the agony of pastoral termination and imprisonment. 
After the War and Cromwell’s Protectorate, Baxter was supportive of the 
restoration of the monarchy and preached to the new Parliament in 1660. 
But although he was heavily involved in trying to secure a favourable 
settlement for the Puritans, he was eventually among the 2000 ministers 
who could not agree to the terms of settlement. He was one of Charles II 
chaplains and was offered a bishopric, yet his conscience prevented him 
from taking the easy road. Despite attempts via king, bishop and local 
vicar to preach to his own flock again, he was denied the right to do so, 
and never again pastored a church. It broke his heart. 

12  Baxter, Autobiography, 42.
13  Baxter, Autobiography, 42.
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As with many other Puritans, his refusal to stop preaching led to 
imprisonment. He was arrested on four occasions, two leading to quite 
short and painless confinements but the third leading to a difficult fifteen–
month imprisonment as a widower at age 70. 

Fourth, he suffered a deep grief in the death of his young wife. After 
his removal from his church at Kidderminster he felt free to pursue a 
relationship with a young lady who had been converted under his ministry, 
as had most of the township. She was twenty years his junior and so, at age 
46, he married 26-year old Margaret. Baxter loved her dearly and spoke 
of her in the most exalted terms. But though he was so much older, he 
outlived her, and she died aged 45.

He wrote of her and his great loss in a work entitled “Breviate”, a short 
account of her life. It was written, he said, under “the power of melting 
grief.”14 

These four areas of affliction meant Baxter lived a grave life. Surprisingly, 
he did not actually enter the grave until age 75, but he always had an eye 
on it. What is remarkable is that he did not resent these many adversities 
but viewed them as unique and wonderful blessings that were a great aid 
to his ministry. It is to these spiritual advantages of suffering that we turn 
next. 

B. The benefits of having one foot in the grave

Baxter learnt the value of suffering and chose to embrace it, not bemoan 
it. “Weakness and pain helped me to study how to die; that set me on 
studying how to live; and that on studying the doctrine from which I 
must fetch my motives and comforts.”15 He regarded his ill-health as a 
particular blessing because his weakness made him,

“live and preach in some continual expectation of death… 
And this I found through all my life to be an unvaluable [sic] 
mercy for me, for… it made me study and preach things 

14  Packer, A Grief Sanctified, 56.
15  Quoted in Marcus Loane, Makers of Puritan History (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2009), 161.
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necessary, and a little stirred up my sluggish heart to speak 
to sinners with some compassion as a dying man to dying 
men.”16

As Packer says, 

“…when, like Baxter from the time of his majority, one lives 
with one foot in the grave, it imparts an overwhelming clarity 
both to one’s sense of proportion (what matters, and what 
does not), and to one’s perception of what is and what is not 
consistent with what one professes to believe.”17 

If one expects long-life and happiness as a right, then when life and 
ministry is full of trials, burdens and disappointments, the temptation is 
to complain or even give up. But if one has learnt not only to accept the 
reality of affliction but to embrace it has having spiritual advantages, one 
is far better placed to thrive even in a difficult ministry.

Baxter explores the benefits of suffering at length in The Saints’ Everlasting 
Rest. The massive work is written in four parts. Following the classic 
Puritan sermon structure, first he outlines the doctrine of the everlasting 
rest promised to God’s people; second, he gives proofs from Scripture of 
the certainty of our rest; third, he develops the uses or applications of the 
doctrine; and fourth, he gives directions for “the getting and keeping of 
one’s heart in heaven.”18 

In the third section on “uses”, he unfolds five lengthy applications. One of 
these is the “reason of the saints’ afflictions here.”19 He asks why the people 
of God suffer so much in this life. He knows well that we all wish we could 
have continual prosperity and ease, but he argues that such desires are 
unreasonable. We are like children who cry if they do not get what they 
want; and even if their parents tell them it is bad for them, they still want 

16  Baxter, Autobiography, 26.
17  J. I. Packer, A Quest for Godliness: The Puritan Vision of the Christian Life (Wheaton, Ill.: 

Crossway, 1990), 306.
18  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 248.
19  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 207.
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it and remain unhappy without it. Reason fails to persuade them of what 
is better. Similarly, God gives us reasons for why suffering is good for us, 
but we still cry and complain.20 We foolishly want ease, not reason. 

But Baxter will not indulge us. He proceeds to provide six reasons for 
suffering being profitable for us. First, he argues that there is a natural 
order to life in which rest follows work.21 He saw this world as preparation 
for the next, and just as labour precedes rest, so sufferings precedes glory. 
He cites Paul’s statement in Acts 24:22, “that through many tribulations 
we must enter into the kingdom of heaven” and 2 Timothy 2:22, “that if 
we suffer with him we shall also be glorified with him.” Suffering, then, is 
the natural and necessary prelude to glory. 

Second, he argues that “afflictions are exceeding useful to us, to keep us 
from mistaking our resting-place, and taking up short of it.”22 He points 
out that the greatest danger we face is to exchange the creature for the 
Creator, and to settle for earth, not heaven. We so easily think earth is best 
and want to stay here forever. He again likens us to children who are busy 
playing sport and engaging in recreation and while doing so, completely 
forget their home and their father. We also, when too engaged in this 
world, forget our true home and our heavenly father. That is why it is so 
hard for the rich to near heaven; they have here all they want.

The reality is, when all is well we love this world too much, having “warm, 
affectionate, eager thoughts” for this world, “till afflictions cool them.”23 
We “overlove the world more in prosperity than in adversity”.24 So it is a 
mercy that God afflicts us in order to increase our appetite for glory. “If 
our dear Lord did not put these thorns into our bed, we should sleep out 
our lives, and lose our glory”.25 

20  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 207.
21  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 207.
22  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 207.
23  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 208.
24  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 208.
25  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 208.
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Thirdly, he argues that afflictions keep us on the road to heaven and 
without them we would too easily stray. Using another powerful image, 
he says God has lined the road to heaven with a hedge of thorns on either 
side to keep us on track. When we have prosperity we are inclined to 
become spiritually slack, but then God afflicts us again and we are renewed 
in dependence on him. 

We can therefore come to value afflictions:

“Many a thousand poor recovered sinner may cry, O healthful 
sickness! O comfortable sorrows! O gainful losses! O enriching 
poverty! O blessed day that ever I was afflicted!”26 

He points out, with allusions to Psalm 23, that it is not only pleasant 
streams and green pastures that comfort us but also God’s rod and staff. 
In fact sufferings unbolt “the door of the heart” so that the gospel might 
enter into us. 

Next, he says afflictions are God’s most effectual means of spurring us on. 
We pray more fervently when we are afflicted, and we are more watchful 
and lively spiritually. 

His fifth reason is that in suffering it is only the flesh, our bodies and 
physicality, that suffers. In most of our suffering the soul is free. In poverty 
it is only the flesh that is pinched; in sickness it is only the body that is 
assaulted; in death it is only the flesh that “must rot in the grave.”27 

He does go on to say that our physical sufferings also affect our soul, 
but only because we brood on them so much and fail to handle them 
rightly. We add to our physical sufferings our own self-torment by giving 
into fears, sorrow and discontent. Because we live in the flesh we feel its 
pains deeply. But that inclines us to make our greatest care and labour 
to provide for the body and satisfy its desires. God, by contrast, works 
chiefly to satisfy our souls. We should be thankful that he helps keep 
the flesh down, recognising that real joy does not come from physical 

26  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 208.
27  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 209.
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health, wellbeing and pleasure. We only resent afflictions because we have 
allowed our flesh too great a say in what is best for us. 

Finally, God gives his children their sweetest foretaste of heaven in the 
midst of their deepest afflictions. Baxter regarded the joys of heaven as 
being unspeakably sweet, but he knew that they are seldom a great delight 
to someone overflowing with earthly pleasures. It is when we are deeply 
distressed and troubled that the things of heaven become precious to us. 
He points to the experience of the martyrs who experienced the highest 
joys. 

“Seeing, then, that the time of affliction is the time of our most 
pure, spiritual, heavenly joy, for the most part, why should a 
Christian think it so sad a time? Is not our best estate wherein 
we have most of God?... Conclude, then, that affliction is not 
so bad a state for a saint in his way to rest as the flesh would 
make it.”28 

Baxter’s entire perspective is that affliction in this life is good and 
necessary. We must endeavour to “relish providences by God” who helps 
us by trials to subdue the flesh.29

Did Baxter himself succeed in living this high ideal? Remarkably, it seems 
he did. In a sermon preached at the funeral of a godly woman, he reflected 
on his own experience of God’s Word. Speaking from Psalm 119:111 
(“Thy testimonies have I taken as an heritage for ever: for they are the 
rejoicing of my heart”), he said:

“I have taken God’s testimonies for my heritage, and they 
have been these fifty years, or near, the pleasure of my life, 
and sweeter than honey, and preciouser [sic] than thousands 
of gold and silver.”30

28  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 211.
29  Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 207.
30  Richard Baxter, A True Believer’s Choice in The Practical Works of Richard Baxter in Four 

Volumes (1846; reprint; vol. 4; Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria, 1990), 986. 
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“Though the natural and sinful fears of pain and death too 
long deprived me of much of the joy which I should have 
had in the thoughts of the unseen world, and too much doth 
so to this day, yet I must say that the word of God, and the 
persons that love and practice it, and the holy way of life and 
peace, and all thing that here savour of heaven, have been so 
good and pleasant to me, as enableth me to assure you, that 
on earth there is nothing so worthy of your desire and joy.”31

“By this means,” he adds, “my life hath been almost a constant pleasure” 
and that pleasure had upheld him in “almost constant bodily infirmity 
and pain.” His delight in God’s Word and his testimonies had made “all my 
suffering from men, and crosses in the world to be tolerable, and very easy 
to me: had not God’s word been my delight, I had lived uncomfortably, in 
constant pains and sorrows, and had perished in my trouble.”32

Speaking specifically of death and grief, Packer explains that in Puritan 
thinking generally, and Baxter specifically, three truths served to sanctify 
their experience of bereavement.33 First, the reality of God’s sovereignty. 
We are always in God’s hands and neither bereavement nor anything else 
happens apart from his will. We must trust that absolutely. Second, the 
reality of our own mortality. We will all die and sooner or later we must 
leave this world. We are to live here as temporary citizens and not hold 
to it or its joys too tightly. Third, the reality of heaven and hell. We leave 
this world for one or the other and should therefore use our time here to 
ensure that it is heaven, not hell.

31  Baxter, A True Believer’s Choice, 986.
32  Baxter, A True Believer’s Choice, 986.
33  Packer, A Grief Sanctified, 188.
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Armed with such reality, the Puritans learned to “sanctify” not only their 
grief but all affliction. They learned to be thankful for all we have enjoyed 
in this life; for the people, the opportunities, the provision and the 
blessings of God in this world. They learned to submit to God, including 
yielding to him our health, our possessions, our time, our families, our 
desires, our opportunities. And they learned to be patient, enduring what 
God prescribes for us as we live one day at a time.34 

With such a mindset, Baxter was able to benefit from his afflictions and 
find them to be, in the words of C. S. Lewis, a severe mercy. In fact, it is 
impossible to imagine his writings, ministry, or effectiveness apart from 
the sufferings he endured. They made him the man he was and powerfully 
impacted his ministry. It is, then, to a few observations about preaching, 
that we will finally turn.

Preaching with one foot in the grave

We can observe four ways in which a life with one foot in the grave made 
Baxter the preacher he was.35

1. The Grave and Godliness. 

For Baxter, the matter of foremost importance is not ministering well, 
preaching well or leading a church well, but living well by being ready to 
die well. He knew that he was a Christian first and a preacher second; that 
his relationship to God was more important than his sermons. 

Believe it, brethren, God never saved any man for being a 
preacher, nor because he was an able preacher; but because 
he was a justified, sanctified man, and consequently faithful 
in his Master’s work.36 

34  Packer, A Grief Sanctified, 188-189.
35  For a fuller treatment of Baxter’s preaching ministry, see my book Preaching with Spiritual 

Vigour: Including Lessons from the Life and Practice of Richard Baxter (Fearn: Christian Focus, 
2003).

36  Richard Baxter, The Reformed Pastor (1656; reprint; abridged by William Brown, 1829; 
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1974), 54.
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It therefore follows that, “We must study as hard how to live well, as how 
to preach well.”37 That takes time, yet too easily we fail to invest time in 
cultivating our own godliness. “All the week long is little enough, to study 
how to speak two hours; and yet one hour seems too much to study how 
to live all the week.”38 

Illness led Baxter to focus on cultivating his own spiritual well-being:

I unfeignedly thank God, that, by sickness and his grace, he 
called me early to learn how to die, . . . and thereby drew me 
to study the sacred Scriptures, and abundance of practical, 
spiritual English books, till I had somewhat settled the 
resolution and the peace of my own soul, . . .39

Baxter found in God’s Word an endless source of perspective on all he 
faced. It is striking that The Saints’ Everlasting Rest was written with no 
other books or aids apart from the Bible. From the Scriptures alone he 
plumbed enormous theological and spiritual depths.

Suffering, moreover, taught him to yearn for God with all his being:

My displaced soul will never be well till it come near to Thee, 
till it know Thee better, till it love Thee more. . . . Wert Thou 
to be found in the most solitary desert, it would seek Thee; or 
in the uttermost parts of the earth, it would make after Thee. 
Thy presence makes a crowd, a Church; Thy converse makes a 
closet or solitary wood or field, to be kin to the angelic choir.40

Such spiritual fervour in turn shaped his preaching which was replete with 
experiential theology, high thoughts of God and constant meditations on 
heaven.

37  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 64.
38  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 64.
39  Richard Baxter, Compassionate Counsel To All Young Men in The Practical Works of Richard 

Baxter in Four Volumes (vol. 4; Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, 1990), 27.
40  Quoted in Hugh Martin, Puritanism and Richard Baxter (London: SCM Press, 1954), 137.
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2. The Grave and Gravity

John Piper, in The Supremacy of God in Preaching talks about Jonathan 
Edwards preaching with gravity. What does that mean? “Intensity of 
feeling, the weight of argument, a deep and pervading solemnity of mind, 
a savor of the power of godliness, fervency of spirit, zeal for God–these 
are the marks of the ‘gravity of preaching.’”41

Piper could just as well have been describing Baxter as Edwards. Given the 
imminence of death and beyond that, of heaven and hell, Baxter viewed 
preaching as the most serious activity we can engage in, demanding that 
preachers take it seriously and be serious. “Oh the gravity, the seriousness, 
the incessant diligence, which these things require!”42

Baxter adopted the Puritan “plain” style of preaching.43 It was not plain 
in the sense of uninteresting, but in that he refused to engage in theatrics, 
gimmicks or unnecessary displays of learning that might detract from 
the message.44 If we preach lightly, people take the things of God lightly 
and the “hearers do rather come to play with a sermon, than to attend a 
message from the God of heaven about the life or death of their souls.45 
He therefore denounced frivolity in preaching: 

I hate that preaching which tends to make the hearers laugh, 
or to move their minds with tickling levity, and affect them as 
stage-plays used to do, instead of affecting them with a holy 
reverence of the name of God.46

This prompts the question of whether there is any place for humour in 
preaching. Baxter would evidently have said no, but a case can be mounted 
for it. If people will laugh with us, they will cry with us; if they see our 

41  John Piper, The Supremacy of God in Preaching (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1990), 50.
42  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 203-204.
43  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 196.
44  For a fuller discussion of the Puritan plain style see Preaching with Spiritual Vigour, 165-167.
45  Richard Baxter, A Treatise of Conversion in The Practical Works of Richard Baxter in Four 

Volumes (vol. 2; Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, 1990), 399.
46  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 119-120.
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humanity, they will come with us as we show them divinity. It is critical, 
however, to distinguish between using humour and telling jokes. If we use 
humour, it needs to contribute to the seriousness of the matter, not merely 
to entertainment.

We must also distinguish between seriousness and dullness. Baxter was 
serious but far from stodgy. He was passionate and energetic, and his 
sermons were full of imagery, illustration and an unusually large amount 
of reference to himself and his own experiences. He almost never quoted 
other scholars because he was not delivering a lecture but a sermon; he 
spoke directly and forcefully, straight to the heart; he intertwined doctrine 
and application from beginning to end of his sermons; he reasoned 
ruthlessly with his hearers, anticipating every objection and proposing as 
many motivations as he possibly could. It was lively, dynamic, engaging 
preaching, that was dead earnest.

3. The Grave and the Gospel 

The reason his manner was so serious is that the matter is serious. With 
one foot in the grave, Baxter viewed all people as living on the cusp of 
eternity. Beyond them just a little, lies heaven or hell. Every time we 
preach, the eternal destiny of people’s souls is at stake.

That means preachers are evangelists first and foremost. “The work of 
conversion is the first and great thing we must drive at; after this we 
must labour with all our might.”47 He therefore urged pastors to “speak 
to your people as to men that must be awakened, either here or in hell.”48 
He believed that “heaven is such a thing, that if you lose it, nothing can 
supply the want, or make up the loss; and hell is such a thing, that if you 
suffer it, nothing can remove your misery, or give you ease and comfort; 
. . .”49 Indeed, “He is no true Minister of Christ whose heart is not set on 
the winning, and sanctifying, and saving of Souls.”50

47  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 94.
48  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 148.
49  Richard Baxter, A Call to the Unconverted (1657; reprint; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1976), 81.
50  Quoted in N. H. Keeble, “Richard Baxter’s Preaching Ministry: its History and Texts,”  Journal 

of Ecclesiastical History 35, no. 4 (October 1984): 540.
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When Baxter, in typical Puritan fashion, identified the heart conditions 
of his flock, the first condition he identified was the unconverted.51 The 
unsaved are to be central in our mind as we prepare to preach and as 
we shape applications. We need to interact with their questions, fears, 
doubts, objections and distractions. 

His heart for the unconverted also led him to write to the unsaved. His 
small book, A Call to the Unconverted, was published in 1658, and in a 
little over a year some 20,000 copies had been printed, and thereafter 
another 10,000, besides those that were illegally produced. It became 
instrumental in the conversion of many hundreds, perhaps thousands, of 
sinners. His gospel heart also extended beyond his immediate flock and 
those he was writing for in England. Later in life, reflecting on changes he 
saw in himself he wrote:

My soul is much more afflicted with the thoughts of the 
miserable world, and more drawn out in desire of their 
conversion than heretofore. I was wont to look but little 
further than England in my prayers, as not considering the 
state of the rest of the world... But now, as I better understand 
the case of the world and the method of the Lord’s Prayer, 
so there is nothing in the world that lieth so heavy upon my 
heart as the thought of the miserable nations of the earth… 
No part of my prayers are so deeply serious as that for the 
conversion of the infidel and ungodly world…52

Living with one foot in the grave makes you serious about the gospel and 
about lost souls. “The harvest is great, the labourers are few; the loiterers 
and hinderers are many, the souls of men are precious, the misery of 
sinners is great… the joys of heaven are inconceivable…”53 So, “The work 
of God must needs be done! Souls must not perish, while you mind your 
worldly business or worldly pleasures, and take your ease, or quarrel with 
your brethren!”54

51  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 94.
52  Baxter, Autobiography, 117.
53  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 202.
54  Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 40.
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4. The Grave and Glory 

Resonating throughout all his sermons is the prospect of eternal glory, the 
saints’ everlasting rest. With one foot in the grave you think frequently 
about the next life. The longer he lived, and the more he suffered, the more 
his thoughts were drawn heavenward. In his autobiography he observed 
this change in himself, earlier on his life reflecting more on himself and 
the condition of his own heart, but later reflecting much more on heaven 
itself.55 

This change in his own mindset shaped his preaching as well. He believed 
that meditation on God and heaven “altereth and elevateth the mind”, 
lifting us above the mundane and the ordinary.56 Given that today we 
preach to people who spend countless hours scrolling often unedifying 
Facebook and Instagram posts, and whose focus through the week is 
often on the body, image, food, sex, relationships and possessions, it is 
valuable to remember that we have an hour or so to lift them to higher 
things, giving them a glimpse of the promised land and the hope of glory. 

Preaching with one foot in the grave reminds you to talk about the things 
that most uplift, encourage and spur believers on.

In these four ways, Baxter’s experience of living with one foot in the grave, 
and viewing his afflictions as a blessing, uniquely equipped him for a 
powerful and pointed preaching ministry. 

55  Baxter, Autobiography, 113.
56  Baxter, Autobiography, 112-113. 



Vox Reformata, 2020 PAGE  21

Conclusion

While it is unlikely we will experience the same afflictions, or experience 
our own hardships to the same degree, Baxter’s experience illustrates a 
truth preachers today need to embrace. All those things that make us feel 
weak, overwhelmed, burdened and pained, are God’s agents to draw us 
nearer to himself, set us more firmly on living for the world to come, and 
therefore to make us more urgent and passionate in preparing our hearers 
for eternity. 

As children of our own day, we naturally want to live longer, happier lives, 
but our greatest need is to live stronger, holier lives. In the providence of 
God, nothing is so well-suited to achieving that as hardship and affliction. 
These, then, become the preachers’ aid. As we are refined by suffering our 
preaching is deepened and sharpened. 

This pattern is not merely based on the life of Baxter; it is the paradigm 
of the gospel itself. Christ’s humiliation preceded his exaltation; victory 
came via the cross; God’s power is made perfect in weakness; in losing 
our life we gain it. We have to step away from our culture to embrace 
these paradoxes, but when we do, we are likely to find both greater joy and 
greater fruitfulness in gospel ministry. 
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Luther's Theology of the Cross and 
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Introduction

The Cross of Jesus Christ stands at the very centre of the Christian faith. 
As Herman Bavinck points out, “Christ is the turning point of the times, 
the cross is the focal point of world history. First, everything was led in 
the direction of the cross; subsequently, everything was inferred from the 
cross.”1It was through the suffering and death of the Son of God that the 
redemption of all God’s elect was accomplished. As a result, the Christians 
proclaim, celebrate, remember, and order all of life around the story of the 
cross. The Christian faith is distinguished from all other religions by its 
worship of the crucified Christ.

For the German Reformer Martin Luther, true Christian theology was 
not a “theology of glory” (theologia gloriae) but a “theology of the cross” 
(theologia crucis). There is enough in the cross of Christ, he said, to last a 
person all their life. Luther writes: 

Therefore this text, “He bore our sins,” must be understood 
particularly thoroughly, as the foundation upon which 
stands the whole of the New Testament or the Gospel, as that 
which alone distinguishes us and our religion from all other 
religions. For Christians alone believe this best. Therefore 
whosoever believes this article of faith is secure against all 
errors, and God the Holy Ghost is necessarily with him.2

1  Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics: Volume Three - Sin and Salvation in Christ (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2006), 223.

2  Luther, W.A., 25:330.
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John Calvin extols the glory of the cross in the most exalted terms: 

For in the cross of Christ, as in a splendid theatre, the 
incomparable goodness of God is set before the whole world. 
The glory of God shines, indeed, in all creatures on high and 
below, but never more brightly than in the cross, in which 
there was a wonderful change of things—the condemnation 
of all men was manifested, sin blotted out, salvation restored 
to men; in short, the whole world was renewed and all things 
restored to order.3

Thus in the death of Christ the Reformers discovered the only adequate 
payment for sin, the defeat of Satan, the death of death, the sole sufficient 
cause of our reconciliation with God, and the meritorious ground of our 
eternal life. Therefore, as J. I. Packer remarks: 

The preachers’ commission is to declare the whole counsel 
of God; but the cross is the centre of that counsel, and the 
Puritans knew that the traveller through the Bible landscape 
misses his way as soon as he loses sight of the hill called 
Calvary.4

From these few brief quotations, it is obvious that Reformed evangelical 
Christianity has the cross of Christ at its heart. If any people are the people 
of the cross, Reformed evangelicals are. They take the cross of Christ very 
seriously. They love the cross. They preach the cross. They glory in the 
cross. But it might just be possible to do all these things and still not be 
shaped at a profound level experientially and practically by the theology 
of the cross. 

Objectively, the cross of Christ has to do with our redemption. But 
experientially the cross shapes our understanding of who God is, the 
nature and purpose of our suffering, and the nature of Christian life and 

3  John. Calvin, The Gospel according to St. John, chapters 1-10 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 
71.

4  J. I. Packer, A Quest for Godliness: The Puritan Vision of the Christian Life (Wheaton: Crossway, 
1994), 286.
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ministry in this world. The event of the cross not only shapes the message 
one preaches but must also shape the messengers who preach it.5 

Paul says in Phil 3:9–10 that he wants to “know him [Christ] and the 
power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him 
in his death.” Notice that for Paul “knowing Christ” is more than merely 
an intellectual exercise, it is not less than that, but it is so much more than 
that: it is to know him relationally and experientially. It is to know him 
not just to know about him.   Paul is not content to know Christ as a mere 
fact of history, but “know him and the power of his resurrection” and “the 
fellowship [κοινωνία] of his sufferings.” And the aim and character of such 
an intimate, relational and experiential “knowing” and “fellowshipping,” 
says Paul, is “becoming like him in his death.” 

The expression the ESV renders “becoming like him in his death” contains 
a verb that means “being conformed to his death.” It is the Greek word 
συμμορφίζω (summorphizō) means “to come to be similar in form to 
something else—‘to share in having the likeness of, to take on the same 
form as, to become like.”6 The Puritan Matthew Poole renders it “made 
conformable to his death” in the sense of “being conformed to his image 
in suffering, Rom. 8:29; dying daily, or always living ready to be delivered 
to death for Jesus’ sake upon his call, Rom. 8:18; 2 Cor. 4:11. Such was 
[Paul’s] Christian temper, that he could cheerfully go through sufferings 
by reason of some communion and conformity he had in them with Jesus 
Christ.”7 For Paul, union with Christ in his death is both a forensic reality 
(Rom 6:4-6; Gal 2:19) and an ongoing experience (Rom 8:13; Col 3:5).

Throughout his letters “Paul expresses the overall goal of conformity to 
Christ in a variety of ways, but the most powerful involves the language 
of death, of crucifixion.”8 As he asserts Galatians 2:20: 

5  See Alister McGrath, The Enigma of the Cross (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1996), 125-46.
6  Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Albert Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: 

Based on Semantic Domains (New York: United Bible Societies, 1996), 584.
7  Matthew Poole, Annotations upon the Holy Bible (New York: Robert Carter and Brothers, 

1853), 3:698. See also Moisés Silva, Philippians (2nd. ed. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005),165.
8   Michael Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 120.
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I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, 
but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the 
flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me. 

In fact, Paul introduces one of the most beautifully crafted “hymnic” 
passages in all of his letters by telling the Philippian believers “to allow 
their corporate life—their story—to take the shape of Christ’s story of 
obedient self-emptying and self-giving in his death on the cross (Phil 2:1-
5).”9 Michael Gorman refers to this as “Cruciformity”:

We may refer to this conformity to Christ as cruciformity 
(from “cruciform,” meaning “cross-shaped”—literally or 
figuratively). It is clear from the texts cited above [Rom 6; Gal 
2:19; 5:24; Phil 2:1-5] that this is not a onetime experience 
but an ongoing reality. It begins at the first moment of faith, 
expressed in baptism, and continues throughout life. Believers 
both die and rise with Christ in baptism (Rom 6:1-11); the 
paradox is that the new or “resurrection life” to which they 
rise is a life of ongoing “death”—ongoing conformity to the 
death of Jesus.10

In this article we will explore this idea of the believer’s conformity 
to the cross—which Gorman nicely captures with the expression 
“cruciformity”—through the lens of Martin Luther’s “Theology of the 
Cross,” and ponder some of the ways in which it calls the believer to a 
ministry of vulnerability, weakness, suffering, and even death. In the 
Heidelberg Disputation of 1518, “Luther sought to draw that now-famous 
distinction between the ‘theologian of glory,’ who takes his standards of 
success from the world, and the ‘theologian of the cross,’ who knows God 
as he is revealed in the cross of Christ, and that the cross casts its shadow 
over the whole of Christian life and ministry.”11 

9   Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord, 121.
10  Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord, 121.
11  McGrath, The Enigma of the Cross, 12.
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The Heidelberg Disputation
(April 1518)

The date of October 31, 1517 is a very familiar one to most people. 
Those who come from Reformed, Presbyterian and Lutheran churches 
celebrate it every year as Reformation Day. It was the day that Martin 
Luther posted an invitation to debate on the door of the Castle Church 
(All Saints Church). This invitation to debate contained ninety-five theses 
or points, concerning the sale of indulgences. The next famous date in 
Luther’s calendar that most people are aware of is June 27 to July 17, 1519. 
During this time the famous Leipzig Debate took place between Martin 
Luther and the Roman Catholic theologian Johann Eck at Pleissenburg 
Castle in Leipzig, Germany. This debate is famous because it led to the 
formulation of the Reformation slogan Sola Scriptura (Scripture alone). 
There Luther made the famous statement:  

No believing Christian can be coerced beyond Holy Writ. By 
divine law we are forbidden to believe anything which is not 
established by divine Scripture.12

Between these two famous dates a less well-known yet perhaps even 
more significant event took place. Nestled along on the Neckar River in 
southwestern Germany, Heidelberg was the site for the General Chapter, 
or Assembly, of the Augustinian Order in April 1518. The head of the 
order in Germany, Johannes Staupitz, called for a formal disputation in 
which Luther would be given the opportunity to expound on his theology. 
This event came to be known at the Heidelberg Disputation.  The debate 
consisted of forty theses drafted by Martin Luther, the first twenty-eight 
of which were theological, and the last twelve were philosophical.

The Two Theologians

At the heart of the theology expounded by Luther at the Heidelberg 
Disputation is one of the most famous distinctions he ever made: that 
between the theologian of glory and the theologian of the cross. In the 

12  Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (Nashville: Abingdon, 1978), 106.
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Reformation tradition we tend to associate glory with good things, 
especially the glory of God. However, in the context of the Heidelberg 
Disputation, Luther clearly sees the theologian of glory as something that 
is bad. In Heidelberg Thesis 21 Luther writes: 

A theologian of glory calls evil good and good evil. A 
theologian of the cross calls the thing what it actually is.13 
[Theologus gloriae dicit malum bonum et bonum malum. 
Theologus crucis dicit id quod res est.]

Two initial observations are in order: (1) Firstly, it is important to note that 
Luther does not speak here of an abstract theology of the cross (though he 
does speak of a theologia crucis elsewhere in his writings). Instead Luther 
speaks (literally in the Latin) of a “theologian of the cross” (theologus 
crucis) and a “theologian of glory” (theologus gloriae). This is a reminder 
that he is not talking about something that can simply be reduced to the 
level of a set of abstract theological propositions. As Carl Trueman points 
out, “[t]heology is done by real, embodied people, and it is thus a part of 
what makes them who they are.”14 Theology is to be personal also well as 
propositional, experiential as well as intellectual, heart and life-oriented 
as well as head-oriented. 

(2) Secondly, we see here that the “theologian of glory” sees things 
differently from the theologian of the cross and therefore he speaks 
differently: he or she “calls evil good and good evil” [dicit malum bonum 
et bonum malum]. The problem is that the theologian of glory has 
everything the wrong way around. His or her values are all reversed. The 
way in which they view things are all upside-down an this different way of 
seeing leads to a completely different way of speaking and living.15 

Can we be more specific than that? Did Luther have something specific in 
mind when he penned Thesis 21? Yes, he did. He was thinking about how 

13  Luther, Heidelberg Disputation, in Luther’s Works, 31:40.
14  Carl R. Trueman, Luther on the Christian Life: Cross and Freedom (Wheaton: Crossway, 2015), 

61.
15  Gerhard O. Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross: Reflections on Luther’s Heidelberg 

Disputation, 1518 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 82.
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we view, how we speak of, and how we cope with suffering.16 We need to 
listen carefully to Luther’s own words in his “Proof ” for this thesis: 

This is clear: He who does not know Christ does not know 
God hidden in suffering. Therefore he prefers works to 
suffering, glory to the cross, strength to weakness, wisdom to 
folly, and, in general, good to evil. These are the people whom 
the apostle calls “enemies of the cross of Christ” [Phil 3:18], 
for they hate the cross and suffering and love works and the 
glory of works. Thus they call the good of the cross evil and 
the evil of a deed good. God can be found only in suffering 
and the cross, as has already been said. Therefore the friends 
of the cross say that the cross is good and works are evil, for 
through the cross works are dethroned and the Old Adam, 
who is especially edified by works, is crucified. It is impossible 
for a person not to be puffed up by his good works unless 
he has first been deflated and destroyed by suffering and evil 
until he knows that he is worthless and that his works are not 
his but God’s.17 

The Theologian of Glory

In other words, what we have to say about suffering reveals the type of 
theologian we are. We could modify Thesis 21, then, in light of Luther’s 
own “Proof ” to read: “The theologian of glory calls suffering evil and 
works good.”18 On the one hand, a theologian of glory reflects that innate 
human tendency to devalue and dismiss what the world regards as weak, 
foolish, and humble—yet it is precisely in and through these things that 
God has chosen to work.19 On the other hand, a theologian of glory values 
those qualities that the world regards as wise, powerful, confident, and 
successful—and yet it is precisely these things that the self-revelation of 

16  Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross, 82.
17  Luther, Heidelberg Disputation, in Luther’s Works, 31:53.
18  Thesis 21: “The theologian of glory calls evil good and good evil. A theologian of the cross 

calls the thing what it actually is.”
19  Alister E. McGrath, Roots that Refresh: A Celebration of Reformation Spirituality (London: 

Hodder & Stoughton, 1991), 72.
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God at Calvary powerfully critiques. The theologian of glory suggests 
that God ought to reveal himself in such situations as the world accepts 
and recognises as great and glorious, impressive and majestic, powerful 
and successful—whereas God has in fact chosen to reveal himself in a 
situation of tragedy, grief, pain, suffering, despair, weakness and death.20 
This brings us to the theologian of the cross. 

The Theologian of the Cross

Thesis 20 is key here:

But anyone who understands the visible rearward parts of 
God as observed in suffering and the cross does deserve to 
be called a theologian. [Sed qui visibilia et posteriora Dei per 
passiones et crucem conspecta intelligit]21

For Luther, God’s self-revelation in the suffering of the cross is analogous 
to God’s self-disclosure to Moses in Exod 33:18-23 who was shown only 
the “rearward parts of God”:

Moses said, “Please show me your glory.” And he said, “I 
will make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim 
before you my name ‘The Lord.’ And I will be gracious to 
whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will 
show mercy. But,” he said, “you cannot see my face, for man 
shall not see me and live.” And the Lord said, “Behold, there 
is a place by me where you shall stand on the rock, and while 
my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I 
will cover you with my hand until I have passed by. Then I 
will take away my hand, and you shall see my back, but my 
face shall not be seen.”

In this passage Moses’ request to see God’s glory is denied. God tells 
Moses that no one can see his face and live. Consequently, God hides 

20  McGrath, Roots that Refresh, 72.
21  Alister McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross: Martin Luther’s Theological Breakthrough 

(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 203.
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Moses in the cleft of a rock and only allows him a glimpse of God’s back, 
his posteriora, after he has passed on by (the Latin Vulgate familiar to 
Luther renders Exod 33:23 as videbis posteriora mea faciem autem meam 
videre non poteris [“and you will see my back parts: but my face you 
cannot see”]). Luther’s reference to the posteriora Dei (the “back parts of 
God”) in Thesis 20 “serves to emphasise that, like Moses, we can only see 
God from the rear: we are denied a direct knowledge of God, or a vision 
of God’s Face.”22 In Luther’s view, it is in the cross that we are allowed to 
glimpse this revelation of the “rearward parts of God.”23 We see this in 
Luther’s “Proof ” for this thesis: 

The “back”24 and visible things of God are placed in 
opposition to the invisible, namely, his human nature, 
weakness, foolishness. The Apostle in 1 Cor. 1[:25] calls them 
the weakness and folly of God. Because men misused the 
knowledge of God through works, God wished again to be 
recognized in suffering, and to condemn wisdom concerning 
invisible things by means of wisdom concerning visible things, 
so that those who did not honor God as manifested in his 
works should honor him as he is hidden in his suffering. As 
the Apostle says in 1 Cor. 1 [:21], “For since, in the wisdom of 
God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased 
God through the folly of what we preach to save those who 
believe.” Now it is not sufficient for anyone, and it does him 
no good to recognize God in his glory and majesty, unless he 
recognizes him in the humility and shame of the cross. Thus 
God destroys the wisdom of the wise, as Isa. [45:15] says, 
“Truly, thou art a God who hidest thyself.”

    So, also, in John 14[:8], where Philip spoke according to 
the theology of glory: “Show us the Father.” Christ forthwith 
set aside his flighty thought about seeing God elsewhere and 

22  McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross, 203.
23  See Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross, 78; McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross, 

203-4.
24  I have changed the word “manifest” to “back” to reflect the original Latin of Thesis 20.
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led him to himself, saying, “Philip, he who has seen me has 
seen the Father” [John 14:9]. For this reason true theology 
and recognition of God are in the crucified Christ, as it is also 
stated in John [14:6 and] 10[:9] “No one comes to the Father, 
but by me.” “I am the door,” and so forth.25

The best way to grasp the spiritual significance of what Luther is saying 
here is to consider the scene of helplessness and hopelessness on that 
first Good Friday, as Jesus Christ hung bruised and bleeding, suffering 
and dying on a Roman cross of execution. The disciples deserted him. 
The crowds rejected him. The religious leaders triumphed over him. The 
passers-by mocked him. The soldiers tortured and crucified him. All there 
was to see was humiliation and shame, weakness and suffering, death and 
despair. Weakness and powerlessness, failure and folly was writ large over 
the whole scene.

The crowd which gathered round the cross were expecting to see 
something dramatic and dynamic happen. If Jesus really was the Son of 
God, they could expect God to intervene and rescue him in a spectacular 
and powerful and impressive way. Yet, as that long day wore on, there 
was no sign of a dramatic divine intervention. In his cry from the cross, 
even Jesus himself experienced a momentary yet profound sense of the 
absence of God, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt 
27:46). Many expected God to intervene dramatically and powerfully in 
that situation, to gloriously and triumphantly deliver the suffering and 
dying Jesus. But nothing of the kind happened. Jesus suffered, bled, and 
finally died. There was no visible sign that God was present and active in 
that situation.26 All there was to see was shame  and pain, suffering and 
weakness—culminating finally in agonising death—nothing in the least 
impressive by worldly standards there. So those who based their thinking 
about God solely on experience drew the obvious conclusion: God was 
not there.27 However, the resurrection proved how unreliable human 
reason, judgement, and experience really is. 

25  Luther, Heidelberg Disputation, in Luther’s Works, 31:52-53.
26  To paraphrase McGrath, Roots that Refresh, 74.
27  McGrath, Roots that Refresh, 74.
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As Alister McGrath points out:

The resurrection overturned that judgement. God was 
revealed as having been present and active at Calvary, working 
out the salvation of humanity and the vindication of Jesus 
Christ. He was not perceived to be present—but he really was 
present. What experience interpreted as the absence of God, 
the resurrection showed up as the hidden presence of God. 
God may have been experienced as inactive and absent, yet 
the resurrection showed God to have been behind the scenes, 
working in secret.28  

Instead of relying upon the misleading judgment of human reason and 
the deceptive impressions of human experience, we should trust in God’s 
promises. Faith sees beyond the misleading impressions of experience 
and behind the misleading appearance of circumstances to the unfailing 
promises of God.  Faith latches on to the promise of God’s presence even if 
external appearances suggest the absence of God. As McGrath says, “God 
promises to be present with us, even in life’s darkest hours—especially in 
life’s darkest hours and if experience cannot detect him as being present, 
then that verdict of experience must be considered unreliable and should 
not be trusted.”29 In the end, it is faith in the promise of God’s abiding 
presence that sweetens our bitter afflictions, strengthens our weak and 
faltering faith under trial, and provides us with unexplainable peace, 
comfort, and contentment in a times of great suffering and sorrow, 
helplessness and hopelessness.

Luther suggests that we need to think of our own experiences of weakness 
and suffering in light of that first Good Friday. Reason might lead us to 
draw the obvious conclusion that God is absent from whatever form of 
suffering or weakness we might be experiencing. In the same way, those 
who witnessed the events of that first Good Friday no doubt drew the 
conclusion that God was absent from these events. But as McGrath points 
out, that first Easter Sunday, however, transforms our understanding of 

28  McGrath, Roots that Refresh, 74-75.
29  McGrath, Roots that Refresh, 74.
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the way in which God is present and active in our lives, in our suffering, 
and in this world more generally. “It showed that God is present and active 
in situations in which experience might indicate that he is inactive—such 
as suffering. It is only when the experience of Good Friday is viewed in 
the light of the resurrection that the strange and mysterious manner in 
which God is at work can be discerned.”30 

The fundamental question raised by Good Friday is this: “Is God really 
there in the darkest moments of human experience?” The resurrection 
is proof “of the real and redeeming presence of God in situations from 
which he appears to be absent.”31 The darker moments of life, culminating 
in pain, suffering, despair, the knowledge of dying and death, are not 
areas of life from which God has been excluded, but areas in which he has 
deliberately included himself. 

In the midst of the humiliation and suffering of the cross, the glory of 
God’s saving grace redeeming love was being worked out for all God’s 
elect. What looked like humiliation was glory. What looked like weakness 
was strength. What looked like despair was hope. What looked like defeat 
was victory. What looked like the end was actually the beginning. And 
what looked like death was really the source of eternal life. This is what 
Luther said when he was explaining Thesis 21: 

This is clear: He who does not know Christ does not know 
God hidden in suffering. Therefore he prefers works to 
suffering, glory to the cross, strength to weakness, wisdom to 
folly, and, in general good to evil.

The cross provides us with a radically different way of looking at God, 
suffering, and Christian ministry in the world. It demands that we stop 
looking elsewhere and that we see here—in the cross—the way God 
has chosen to reveal himself to us. In the light of the cross we need to 
look at God differently. We need to look at wisdom and knowledge 
and experience differently. We need to look at suffering and weakness 

30  McGrath, Roots that Refresh, 74.
31  McGrath, Roots that Refresh, 75.
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differently.  We need to look at power and greatness differently. We need 
to look at ministry and success differently. We need to look at everything 
differently.32

There are times when we find it difficult to trust that God is present and 
active in our lives—especially in times or suffering and sorrow, darkness 
and distress, death and despair.  If we try to view these times in the light 
of that first Good Friday, we can see that many those same thoughts and 
fears were present then. Yet just as resurrection overturned death so it 
transformed those doubts and fears into faith and joy, showing us just 
how unreliable human reason and emotion and experience is in these 
matters. As McGrath says:

Our present experience seems like Good Friday. God may 
not seem to be obviously present and active. But just as faith 
sees Good Friday from the standpoint of Easter Day, so it 
must also see the same patterns of interpretation in present 
experience. What looks like divine absence is really hidden 
divine presence.33 

Why Are We Called to Embrace a Theology of the Cross

So why are we called to embrace a theology of the cross? Why is God 
in the business of creating theologians of the cross and ministers of the 
cross? Well, much could be said here but I will limit myself to five brief 
points of application before bringing a concluding challenge. 

(1) To Challenge Our Definitions of Success

The way in which we measure success in ministry often betrays a theology 
of glory rather than a theology of the cross. Thompson writes: 

32  This paragraph was inspired by Mark Thompson, “The Theology of the Cross for Today.” 
Nexus, 11 May 2015, 8.

33  McGrath, Roots that Refresh, 76.
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The world measures success quantitatively. It is the world 
which applauds those things which look impressive, make 
the loudest noise, look the most professional, sound the most 
reasonable, engage the most politely. But you can have the 
slickest presentation, the largest audience, an international 
reach, the attention of the opinion makers, a strong 
triumphalist tone and not be successful on God’s terms. And 
you can be involved in the weakest, smallest, most fragile 
ministry, unnoticed by anybody, faithfully struggling in 
a place nobody has heard of, and be in reality approved by 
God.34  

We live and we minister coram deo—in the presence of God, under the 
authority of God, to the glory of God—as the Reformers used to say. We 
play for an audience of One. As Luther said in a sermon on Matthew 6: 

Be content with the fact that your Father up there in heaven 
sees it…The life of all Christians is intended for the eyes of 
God alone. …It is enough that our action is intended to satisfy 
and glorify the one who sees it.35

Puritan pastor Cotton Mather (1663–1728) put it this way: 

Let every Christian walk with God when he works at his 
calling, and act in his occupation with an eye to God, act as 
under the eye of God.36

John Milton ends Sonnet 7, “How soon hath time, the subtle thief of 
youth,” with these words:

Toward which time leads me and the will of heaven. 
 All is, if I have grace to use it so, 
 As ever in my great taskmaster’s eye.37

34  Thompson, “The Theology of the Cross for Today,” 14.
35  Martin Luther, “Sermon on Matthew 6:16-18,” in Luther’s Works, 21:164.
36  Quoted in Leland Ryken, Worldly Saints: The Puritans As They Really Were (Grand Rapids: 

Academie Books, 1986), 27.  
37  Mark Pattison (ed.), The Sonnets of John Milton (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1889), 95.
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As creatures made in the image of God, we instinctively long to be noticed, 
regarded, affirmed and praised. Tim Keller says:

All your life you’ve been knocking on a door, “Affirm me! 
Love me! Tell me I’m okay!” You’ve been...working all of your 
relationships so that somehow you can steal self-acceptance 
from other people. It never works. But in the gospel, the door 
at which you’ve been knocking will open at last....

    And now, finally, the only pair of Eyes in the universe whose 
opinion counts...looks at you and sees an absolute beauty! 
Finally the door on which you’ve been knocking all your life 
has been opened at last. And now the natural world ceases to 
have any claim on you! Who cares what they think now! Now 
criticism doesn’t kill you!38

The temptation to embrace a theology of glory is always there—even 
for Reformed evangelicals: Striving for impact, seeking for significance, 
hankering for human approval, building a reputation, angling for 
recognition, pursuing professionalism—but all of these look very hollow 
and extremely shallow when we take seriously how God has most clearly 
and most powerfully and most decisively made himself known and 
acted to rescue sinful men and women through the cross of Jesus Christ.  
Therefore, the way we measure success must be shaped by a theology of 
the cross. As McGrath says:

The theology of the cross passes judgement upon the church 
where she has become proud and triumphant, or secure and 
smug, and recalls her to the foot of the cross, there to remind 
her of the mysterious and hidden way in which God is at 
work in his world. The sense of total dereliction, of apparent 
weakness and folly, at Calvary is the theologian’s paradigm 
for understanding the hidden presence and activity of God 
in his world and in his church. Where the church recognizes 

38  Tim Keller, “Boasting in Nothing Except the Cross,”’ session 9, 2017 TGC National 
Conference, Indianapolis, Ind., April 5, 2017, The Gospel Coalition Resource Library, http://
resources.thegospelcoalition.org/library/boasting-in-nothing-except-the-cross.
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her hopelessness and helplessness, she finds the key to her 
continued existence as the church of God in the world. In her 
weakness lies her greatest strength. The “crucified and hidden 
God” is the God whose strength lies hidden behind apparent 
weakness, and whose wisdom lies hidden behind apparent 
folly.39

(2) To Make Us to be More Dependent on Christ

In 2 Corinthians 1:8-9 Paul explains that God uses suffering to wean us 
from self-reliance and cast us on himself alone: 

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 make us rely not on ourselves but on God who 
raises the dead. 

This is one of God’s major purposes for our suffering: more contentment 
in God and less satisfaction in self and in the world. Spurgeon said of the 
Puritan Samuel Rutherford: “Rutherford has a quaint saying that when 
he was cast in the cellars of affliction, he remembered that the great King 
kept his wine there and he began at once to seek for the wine bottles and 
to drink of the “wines on the lees well refined.” Spurgeon himself said in 
the same sermon: “They who dive in the sea of affliction bring up rare 
pearls.”40

Believers throughout the centuries have found that the sufferings of life 
have been the school of Christ where lessons of faith were taught that 
could not be learned through books, blogs, or sermons. These are truths 
that God has not just taught me in books but in my own sickness and 
suffering. I am in constant pain—every day I feel pain in my upper and 

39  McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross, 181.
40   C. H. Spurgeon, “The Golden Key of Prayer,” in The Complete Works of Charles Spurgeon (Fort 

Collins: Delmarva Publications, 2015), 78:92.
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lower back, legs, shoulders, neck, and head. In my late teens I was diagnosed 
with Scheuermann’s disease in the cervical, thoracic and lumbar spine. 
Scheuermann’s disease describes a condition where the vertebrae grow 
unevenly, and this uneven growth causes kyphosis and spondylosis which 
is an abnormality of the spine causing excessive curvature with pain and 
stiffness. 

In 2019 a CT scan revealed that my Scheuermann’s disease had advanced 
and that osteoarthritis and some disc bulging has developed in the upper 
and lower spine and neck. Some days the pain and the headaches are 
unbearable. At times the headaches feel like electric shocks going up 
into my head. For almost a year I haven’t had a good night sleep even 
once. Every morning I need to work through at least a one-hour exercise 
program that begins at 5:30am just to be able to function for that day. 
Some days this is very difficult due to fatigue caused by an ongoing battle 
with cancer. Depression has engulfed me on more than one occasion. 

And yet! God’s grace has shone with brightness through this suffering 
and pain. In my pain I have experienced God in a fresh way in his 
Word, particularly in the Psalms. I can recall times when, during the 
evening service at the Reformed Presbyterian Church in Geelong, I have 
experienced God’s comforting presence in an almost tangible way as we 
have sung Psalms which, under the superintendence of God, provide 
the inspired vocabulary for laying our hearts before God in lamentation. 
Singing Psalm 22 has brought me much comfort as it has helped me see 
my own suffering in light of Christ’s (v 1): 

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you 
so far from saving me, from the words of my groaning? 

The Psalms present us with a most vivid and experiential theology of the 
cross and, as Carl Trueman rightly points out, it very disturbing when the 
cries of lamentation disappear from the language and the worship of the 
church. Trueman writes: 

In the psalms, God has given the church a language which 
allows it to express even the deepest agonies of the human soul 
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in the context of worship. Does our contemporary language 
of worship reflect the horizon of expectation regarding the 
believer’s experience which the psalter proposes as normative? 
If not, why not? Is it because the comfortable values of Western 
middle-class consumerism have silently infiltrated the church 
and made us consider such cries irrelevant, embarrassing, 
and signs of abject failure?41 

(3) To Increase Our Usefulness to Others

Personal experience in suffering is often used by God to equip us for 
effective ministry. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 1:4 that God: 

Comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to 
comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with 
which we ourselves are comforted by God.

How does God actually do this? How does our suffering make us 
more useful to God and others? And what is the connection between 
experiencing suffering and being equipped for ministry? David Powlison 
answers in this way: 

When you’ve passed through your own fiery trials and found 
God to be true to what he says, you have real help to offer. 
You have firsthand experience of both his sustaining grace 
and his purposeful design. He has kept you through pain; 
he has reshaped you more into his image. … What you are 
experiencing from God, you can give away in increasing 
measure to others. You are learning both the tenderness and 
the clarity necessary to help sanctify another person’s deepest 
distress.42 

41  Carl Trueman, “What Can Miserable Christian’s Sing.” https://www.9marks.org/article/what-
can-miserable-christians-sing/. Accessed 30/05/2020.

42  David Powlison, “God’s Grace and Your Sufferings,” in John Piper and Justin Taylor (eds.), 
Suffering and the Sovereignty of God (Wheaton: Crossway, 2006), 166.



PAGE 40 Vox Reformata, 2020

Spurgeon once said in a sermon: “Whenever God means to make a man 
great, he always first breaks him in pieces.”43 In my own pain and suffering 
and darkness God’s grace has been seen and experienced in the bright 
rays of light that shine through opportunities he has given me to minister 
encouragement and care to others. He has granted me grace to pastor out 
of weakness and suffering and enabled me to witness to others about his 
unrelenting love and grace and compassion and comfort. I never would 
have chosen or dreamed of a ministry like this, but the Lord has truly 
done surprising and marvellous things.44

(4) To Cause Us to be Embody the Cross

The suffering of gospel workers presents the gospel to those they are trying 
to reach in deed as well as in word. Paul tells the Thessalonians that it was 
this very thing that characterised his own gospel ministry among them 
and that in turn made their own gospel witness effective and powerful (1 
Thess 1:5-7): 

You know what kind of men we proved to be among you for 
your sake. And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, 
for you received the word in much affliction, with the joy 
of the Holy Spirit, so that you became an example to all the 
believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. 

Paul presented the sufferings of Christ as he ministered the gospel in 
“word” and modelled it in “affliction.” This is the kind of ministry Paul 
had in mind when he said in 2 Cor 1:5-6:

As we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through 
Christ we share abundantly in comfort too. If we are afflicted, 
it is for your comfort and salvation.

43  C. H. Spurgeon, “David’s Prayer in a Cave” (Sermon 2282), Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit, 
Volume 38. https://www.spurgeon.org/resource-library/sermons/davids-prayer-in-the-cave# 
flipbook/. Accessed 30/04/2020.

44  Adapted from Dave Furman, “10 Things You Should Know about Suffering.” https://www.
crossway.org/articles/10-things-you-should-know-about-suffering/ Accessed 30/04/2020.
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As John Piper points out, “[Paul’s] sufferings were the means God used 
to bring salvation to the Corinthian church. The Corinthians could see 
the suffering love of Christ in Paul. He was actually sharing in Christ’s 
sufferings and making them real for the church.”45 Paul Says a similar 
thing in Col 1:24: 

Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I 
am filling up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake 
of his body, that is, the church.

What does Paul mean when he says: “In my flesh I am filling up what 
is lacking in Christ’s afflictions?” Is Paul minimising the sufficiency of 
Christ’s atoning work on the cross? Absolutely not! Since elsewhere “Paul 
is convinced of the sole and complete sufficiency of Christ’s atoning work 
for sinful people.”46 So, if Christ’s afflictions are not lacking in their atoning 
efficacy, in what sense are they lacking? The answer is: Christ’s afflictions 
are lacking in that “as Christ has suffered once in his own person, so he 
suffers daily in his members, and in this way there are filled up those 
sufferings which the Father has by this decree appointed for His Body.”47 

The church is destined for suffering because of its identification with 
Christ, because of its need for greater conformity to Christ, and because, 
more generally, it “promotes the welfare of the church,48 by adorning 
the doctrine of the gospel.”49 The suffering of the church adorns the 

45  Piper, “Why God Appoints Suffering for God’s Servants,” in John Piper and Justin Taylor 
(eds.), Suffering and the Sovereignty of God, 98.

46  G. K. Beale, Colossians and Philemon (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2019), 137. See also John Calvin, 
The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians & Colossians (trans. 
Parker; Eerdmans Grand Rapids, 1972); 319. John Davenant, Colossians (Edinburgh: Banner 
of Truth, 2005), 275-91.

47  Calvin, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians & Colossians, 318.
48  Calvin’s explanation captures well the sense of the Greek here: ὑπὲρ τοῦ σώματος αὐτοῦ 

which could be translated “for the benefit of his body” (See Murray J. Harris, Colossians and 
Philemon (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2010), 60; Murray J. Harris, Prepositions and Theology 
in the Greek New Testament: An Essential Reference Resource for Exegesis (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2012), 209).

49  Calvin, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians & Colossians, 319. (I have changed “adorning” from 
the original to “adorn” to conform to the sentence's grammar.) See also Davenant, Colossians, 
275.
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doctrine of the gospel because it not only proclaims the sufferings of 
Christ verbally but also embodies the sufferings of Christ existentially. 
As McGrath points out, in both the preaching and embodiment of the 
cross, “the church’s memory of the event of the cross is brought into the 
present in order that this event may be re-presented to those who hear 
the word of the cross and that its existential challenge be reaffirmed.”50The 
apostle Paul not only gave himself to the proclamation of the message of 
Christ’s sufferings verbally, but also to the embodiment (or adorning) of 
the message of those sufferings in his own suffering for Christ, so that 
people saw Christ’s sufferings in Paul’s suffering.51 John Piper writes: 

Here is the astounding upshot: God intends for the afflictions 
of Christ to be presented to the world through the afflictions 
of His people. God really means for the body of Christ, the 
church, to experience some of the suffering He experienced 
so that when we proclaim the Cross as the way to life, people 
will see the marks of the Cross in us and feel the love of the 
Cross from us. Our calling is to make the afflictions of Christ 
real for people by the afflictions we experience in bringing 
them the message of salvation.52 

Since Christ is no longer physically present on the earth, he wants his 
body, the church, to embody and thus present his suffering in its own 
suffering, as the Thessalonians did for Macedonia and in Achaia (1 Thess 
1:7).53  Since we are his body, we share in his sufferings so that our suffering 
is his suffering (Acts 9:5; Rom 8:17; Phil 3:10; 1 Pet 4:13).54 The church is 
not just the body of Christ (Rom 12:4-5; 1 Cor 12:27), but, this side of the 
resurrection, the broken body of Christ (1 Cor 10:16): 

50  McGrath, The Enigma of the Cross, 125.
51   Piper, “Why God Appoints Suffering for God’s Servants,” in John Piper and Justin Taylor 

(eds.), Suffering and the Sovereignty of God, 98
52  John Piper, Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist (Sisters: Multnomah, 1996), 

225.
53  Piper, Desiring God, 225.
54  See Calvin, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians & Colossians, 318-19.
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The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation 
in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a 
participation in the body of Christ? 

(5) To Cause Us to Magnify Christ

Finally, our willingness to embrace suffering for the sake of the gospel 
magnifies the power and sufficiency of Christ. In 2 Cor 13:5 Paul writes: 

For he [Christ] was crucified in weakness, but lives by the 
power of God. For we also are weak in him, but in dealing 
with you we will live with him by the power of God. 

Here Paul summarises here the paradox of the cross which was the key 
to his apostolic ministry. The strange blend of humility and glory that 
characterised the Lord Jesus, crucified in weakness but raised in power, 
was reflected in Paul’s own life. But here’s the question: But why should 
God’s life-giving work take place in the context of such weakness?  When 
God declined to remove that suffering that resulted from Paul’s “thorn in 
the flesh,” he said to Paul (2 Cor 12:9a): 

But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my 
power is made perfect in weakness.” 

To which Paul then responded (vv 9b-10): 

Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, 
so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of 
Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 
persecutions

Question: Why does Paul prefer to gladly boast of his weaknesses? Answer: 
So that Christ’s power may rest upon him. Here is true power. Paul was 
strong in persecutions and afflictions because “the power of Christ” rested 
on him and was made perfect in him. In other words, Christ’s power 
was Paul’s only power when his sufferings brought him to the end of his 
resources and cast him wholly on Jesus. As Paul says in 2 Cor 1:9: 
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Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death. But 
that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who 
raises the dead. 

The reason God wants such reliance is because this kind of trust displays 
and magnifies his supreme and sovereign power and love to sustain us 
when we cannot do anything to sustain ourselves.

Life is not as it appears to be. We are led by today’s culture to imagine that 
God’s power rests on the especially famous and powerful—those who can 
speak of powerful ministries and miraculous powers and who command 
large crowds as they jet from city to city and enjoy the spotlight of centre 
stage—but it is not so. Christ draws near to us, and gives his grace and 
power to us, in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in 
difficulties, in pains, in lonelinesses, in heartaches and heartbreaks. Here, 
then, is the paradox of theology of the cross: that only in humiliation do 
we find God exalting us, only in dying do we find God making us alive, 
only in throwing away our lives do we find God giving life back to us, only 
when we are weak, are we strong. 

Conclusion: Every Day a Friday

All of this is all so diametrically opposed to the ideas found in a lot of 
modern Christian literature such as Joel Osteen’s Every Day a Friday. This 
book is based around the idea that people’s happiness increases 10 percent 
on Fridays (according to the studies he quotes). People, he says, are excited 
about the coming weekend, so they decide to be happier. TGIF: Thank 
God it’s Friday! They make up their minds to enjoy Fridays more. Osteen 
then has a lightbulb moment: “Hey, he thinks, what if we treat every day 
as if it were Friday?” 

I challenge you to let every day be Friday. Give yourself 
permission to be happy every day. Not just on the weekends. 
Not just when you have a special event. Not just when you are 
on vacation. If you have the right mindset, you can be just as 
happy on Monday as you are on Friday.55

55  Joel Osteen, Everyday a Friday (New York: FaithWords, 2011), 9.
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Osteen’s thinking is clearly shaped by a theology of glory rather than a 
theology of the cross. But he has got something right here. Every day is 
Friday for the theologian of the cross. Every day is Good Friday. Every 
day was Good Friday for the apostle Paul who said in 1 Cor 15:31: “I 
protest, brothers, by my pride in you, which I have in Christ Jesus our 
Lord, I die every day! [Every day is Good Friday].” And in 2 Cor 4:10: “We 
always carrying in the body the death of Jesus.” And according to the Lord 
Jesus every day is Good Friday for the Christian (Luke 9:23): 

If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take 
up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would save his 
life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save 
it. 

And we make sense of this situation not by trying to improve the quality 
of our Fridays as in Joel Osteen’s pop-psychology. Rather, we endure Good 
Friday by looking forward to Easter Sunday. It is only the resurrection that 
makes sense of the cross.  It is only Sunday that makes sense of Friday.  
This is so beautifully captured in a Good Friday sermon by Shadrach 
Meshach Lockridge (1913-2000), the dynamic African-American pastor 
of Calvary Baptist Church in San Diego, California from 1953-1993:

It’s Friday 
Jesus is praying 
Peter’s a-sleeping 
Judas is betraying 
But Sunday’s comin’

It’s Friday 
Pilate’s struggling 
The council is conspiring 
The crowd is vilifying 
They don’t even know 
That Sunday’s comin’

It’s Friday 
The disciples are running 
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Like sheep without a shepherd 
Mary’s crying 
Peter is denying 
But they don’t know 
That Sunday’s a comin’

It’s Friday 
The Romans beat my Jesus 
They robe him in scarlet 
They crown him with thorns 
But they don’t know 
That Sunday’s comin’

It’s Friday 
See Jesus walking to Calvary 
His blood dripping 
His body stumbling 
And his spirit’s burdened 
But you see, it’s only Friday 
Sunday’s comin’

It’s Friday 
The world’s winning 
People are sinning 
And evil’s grinning

It’s Friday 
The soldiers nail my Savior’s hands 
To the cross 
They nail my Savior’s feet 
To the cross 
And then they raise him up 
Next to criminals

It’s Friday 
But let me tell you something 
Sunday’s comin’



Vox Reformata, 2020 PAGE  47

It’s Friday 
The disciples are questioning 
What has happened to their King 
And the Pharisees are celebrating 
That their scheming 
Has been achieved 
But they don’t know 
It’s only Friday 
Sunday’s comin’

It’s Friday 
He’s hanging on the cross 
Feeling forsaken by his Father 
Left alone and dying 
Can nobody save him? Ooooh 
It’s Friday 
But Sunday’s comin’

It’s Friday 
The earth trembles 
The sky grows dark 
My King yields his spirit

It’s Friday 
Hope is lost 
Death has won 
Sin has conquered 
and Satan’s just a laughin’

It’s Friday 
Jesus is buried 
A soldier stands guard 
And a rock is rolled into place

But it’s Friday 
It is only Friday 
Sunday is a comin’!56

56  https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justin-taylor/its-fridaybut-sundays-comin/. 
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Introduction

If ever there was an epistle where Paul writes in the heat of the moment it 
was Galatians.1 “It is the outpouring of a concerned evangelist and pastor 
over some tragic false teaching that had arisen among his converts.”2 Not 
mincing any words, he addresses his readers straight from the shoulder.3 
Omitting the opening thanksgiving or blessing that marks his letters to all 
the other churches,4 he gets straight to the point: “I am amazed that you 
are so quickly deserting Him, who called you by the grace of Christ, for 
a different gospel” (1:6).5 That amazement only intensifies (and becomes 

1  Cf. Greg W. Forbes, “The Letter to the Galatians,” in Mark Harding and Alanna Nobbs (eds.), 
All Things to All Cultures: Paul among Jews, Greeks, and Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2013), 243: “This is no intimate letter of friendship. It is no letter of mild or even moderate 
correction. It is a full-on frontal assault written in an often ironic and sometimes sarcastic 
tone employing a wide range of the Pauline rhetorical arsenal.”

2  D. A. Carson and Douglas J. Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament, 2nd ed. (Leicester: 
Apollos, 2005), 457.

3  N. T. Wright, Paul: A Biography (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2018), 142-43, has an interesting 
take on Paul’s style: “Generations of Christians who have read Galatians as part of holy 
scripture have to remind themselves that, if Galatians is part of the Bible, it is Galatians as we 
have it that is part of the Bible – warts and all, sharp edges and sarcastic remarks included. 
Perhaps, indeed, that is what ‘holy scripture’ really is – not a calm, serene list of truths to be 
learned or commands to be obeyed, but a jagged book that forces you to grow up in your 
thinking as you grapple with it” (italics his).

4  Cf. Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (London: Tyndale, 1970), 465: “He 
wrote without formal greeting (sic) or thanksgiving, deeply moved by the state of affairs 
that had developed.” Craig L. Blomberg, From Pentecost to Patmos: Acts to Revelation: An 
Introduction and Survey (Nottingham: Apollos, 2006), 122, observes: “In striking defiance of 
the conventional custom, he omits any word of thanksgiving or prayer for the Galatians but 
moves directly to his astonishment at the Galatians’ behaviour.” He further notes that “the 
exordium of an epistle could substitute blame for praise or thanksgiving in unusually serious 
situations.” Perhaps Jude 3-4 is another biblical example.

5  Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from the NASB.
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more closely defined) as the epistle progresses. It is laced with anxiety 
when he observes their return to spiritual slavery, “I fear for you, that 
perhaps I have laboured over you in vain” (4:11). Finally, in what sounds 
like a moment of exasperation, he blurts out, “I am perplexed about you” 
(4:20). Galatians is an epistle where Paul’s emotions lie very much on the 
surface.6 The same can also be said when he describes his former way of 
life in Judaism (1:13-14). Compared to his contemporaries, he was “more 
extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions” (1:14). It is a significant 
autobiographical insight into what drove him prior to his Damascus road 
experience. More than that, however, it provides a telling perspective on 
this letter. His zeal has not gone away. It has simply been redirected. His 
zeal for his ancestral traditions has become a zeal for the gospel. Nowhere 
is this expressed more clearly than in Galatians.

Apart from these direct references to his amazement, fear, perplexity 
and zeal, Paul also expresses his emotions in less defined, though equally 
powerful, ways:

• On those who preach another gospel he pronounces a double 
anathema (1:8, 9).

• He addresses his readers as “You foolish Galatians” (3:1). This is 
followed by a volley of six rhetorical questions (3:1-5).7

• But those very same readers he seems to insult in 3:1 he pleads with 
in the next chapter: “I beg of you, brethren, become as I am, for I 
have also become as you are. You have done me no wrong . . .” (4:12).

• As well as heaping anathemas on his opponents, he also wishes that 
they would go beyond circumcision and actually engage in self-
castration: “Would that those who are troubling you would even 
mutilate themselves” (5:12).

6  Everett F. Harrison, Introduction to the New Testament, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1971), 280, notes Paul’s “intensity of feeling” and “the urgency to address the problem at 
hand and rescue the readers from the grip of error.” He further adds that “[n]ext to Second 
Corinthians, this is the most autobiographical of Paul’s letters.”

7  Cf. 1 Cor 9:1-10 where there are twelve such rhetorical questions, also in a context where Paul 
is defending his apostleship.
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• This is followed by another serve to his readers: “But if you bite and 
devour one another, take care lest you be consumed by one another” 
(5:15).

1. I Am Amazed (1:6)

The Paul who tore his robes at being mistaken for the messenger god 
Hermes (Acts 13:12-14) is now amazed at the Galatians because “you 
are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of Christ for a 
different gospel” (1:6). Although it is not difficult to see the connections 
between the two expressions of emotion, the former seems more dramatic 
and memorable. To fully appreciate the force of Paul’s amazement at this 
point in the letter we need not only to understand this statement within 
its broader context but also to appreciate the genre of Galatians itself. Is it 
an epistle pure and simple or is there more to it than that?

1.1 The Question of Genre

Up until the 1970’s most scholars and commentators seemed content 
to regard Galatians simply as an epistle. In 1974 Hans Dieter Betz first 
proposed a rhetorical approach to Galatians in his presentation to the 
Studiorum Novi Testamenti Societas meeting in Stiguna, Sweden.8 
Although his ideas received a cool response at the time, Betz went on to 
publish his commentary on Galatians in 1979.9 This was followed by “a 
heated debate with many assimilating Betz’s rhetorical approach but with 
a few others dissimulating.”10 So influential has Betz’s work proved to be 
that the focus of more recent debate has been on whether Galatians is 
an example of “forensic rhetoric” (as Betz suggested) or of “deliberative 
rhetoric.”11 As Greg Forbes explains, “the former attempts to prove a 
case regarding past actions, whereas the latter attempts to persuade (or 

8  A more detailed account of these developments is given by Troy W. Martin, “The Syntax of 
Surprise, Irony, or Shifting of Blame in Gal 1:6-7,” Biblical Research, 54 (2009):79-80.

9  Hans D. Betz, Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in Galatia 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979).

10  Martin, “Syntax of Surprise,” 79.
11  E.g. Ben Witherington III, Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 25-36.
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dissuade) regarding a future course of action.”12 If Galatians is a case of 
“forensic rhetoric,” Paul’s main focus would lie on rebuking the Judaizers 
and/or the Galatians for their past actions. If it is a case of “deliberative 
rhetoric,” his purpose would be to warn the Galatians against their 
impending apostasy. Although these questions can be resolved only by 
a careful exegesis of the relevant passages, the parameters of the debate 
have in any case been set too narrowly. Galatians’ character as an epistle 
cannot be denied.

However helpful recent discussions about rhetoric may have been, they 
cannot obliterate the fact that Galatians has come down to us as an epistle. 
In this regard Forbes makes a helpful observation: “Letters substitute for 
physical presence; they are a surrogate for oral communication. So in one 
sense Galatians is a letter, but is also a rhetorical piece, as Paul employs 
various rhetorical tools to rebuke and convince his recipients.”13 David 
DeSilva would appear to agree with this evaluation of Galatians when he 
describes the letter as “a public discourse written to be read aloud in the 
author’s absence.”14

It would therefore be safe to say that Galatians is both a letter and a 
speech, an epistle and a sermon.15 We should therefore expect it to 
have both epistolary and rhetorical features.16 This twofold genre of 
Galatians becomes apparent almost immediately. Gal 1:1-5 reads like the 
opening of an epistle, while Gal 1:6-10 has some pronounced rhetorical 
characteristics.

12  Forbes, “Letter to the Galatians,” 257.
13  Forbes, “Letter to the Galatians,” 257.
14  David A. deSilva, The Letter to the Galatians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), 122.
15  Forbes, “Letter to the Galatians,” 258, agrees with J. L. Martyn that Galatians is “an 

argumentative sermon preached in the context of a service of worship.”
16  Cf. Craig S. Keener, Galatians: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019), 41: “... 

just as ancient epistolography helps us understand the epistolary character of Paul’s letters, 
ancient rhetoric helps us to appreciate the character of Paul’s argumentation.”
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1.2 Letter Opening (1:1-5)

Paul’s prescript to Galatians follows the traditional formula for a Graeco-
Roman letter in his day: “A to B, greetings.” This is the pattern that he 
follows in all his extant letters, but with significant Christian additions. 
Particularly where Paul expands this basic formula, we can expect him to 
introduce a theme which he will develop in the main body of the epistle. 
In the case of Galatians the prescript can be divided into three sections as 
follows:

a. The Superscriptio (vv. 1-2a): Here Paul introduces himself as 
the writer, but with a significant expansion:  Paul, an apostle (not 
sent from men, nor through the agency of man, but through Jesus 
Christ, and God the Father, who raised him from the dead), and all 
the brethren who are with me. Paul could simply have introduced 
himself as “Paul, an apostle.” The expansion is extremely telling and 
alerts the readers to the nature of the epistle that follows. As Robert 
van Voorst points out:

This antithetical description and polemical defense of the 
writer’s identity are unheard-of in letter prescripts of the 
time, where brevity and level emotions are consistently 
found. The fullness of expression, a double denial followed 
by a double affirmation, is more characteristic of a letter 
body of the times than of the sender section of a prescript 
. . . The placement of such polemics in the first section of 
the prescript signals the Galatians immediately that this 
would be no ordinary or happy letter. It intimates that they 
would hear more about Paul’s apostleship (1:17, 19) and his 
apostolic message of Jesus Christ (1:6-7, 11-12; 2:1-10; 5:11-
12).17

Paul further establishes his authority by adding the phrase “and all 
the brethren who are with me.” These unnamed brothers also endorse 

17  Robert E. van Voorst, “Why Is There No Thanksgiving Period in Galatians? An Assessment of 
an Exegetical Commonplace,” JBL 129 (2010): 167-68.
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the message of the epistle.18 Paul’s self-introduction is therefore no 
mere formality, but a loaded statement that what follows has both 
divine authority and human endorsement.

b. The Adscriptio (v. 2b): The letter is addressed simply: to the churches 
of Galatia. Compared to the other parts of the opening, this phrase 
comes across as rather bald and unadorned. Paul’s letters to other 
churches usually contain a positive and encouraging word at this 
point. These churches are addressed as the “beloved of God . . . called 
as saints” (Rom 1:7a), “the saints . . . who are faithful in Christ Jesus” 
(Eph 1:1), “the saints in Christ Jesus” (Phil 1:1), “the saints and faithful 
brethren in Christ” (Col 1:2) and as being “in God the Father and 
the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:1). Even the troubled 
church at Corinth is addressed as “those who have been sanctified 
in Christ Jesus, saints by calling” (1 Cor 1:2). That such affirmations 
are entirely absent from the opening section of Paul’s letter to the 
Galatians is an indication of the perilous spiritual situation in which 
the readers find themselves.

c. The Salutatio or greeting to the churches (vv. 3-5) is quite elaborate: 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus 
Christ, who gave Himself for our sins, that He might deliver us 
out of this present evil age, according to the will of our God and 
Father, to whom be the glory forevermore. Amen. The greeting of v. 
3 is quite standard in Paul’s letters to churches. The same greeting is 
found in Rom 1:7b; 1 Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:2; Eph 1:2; Phil 1:2; 2 Thess 
1:2. Abbreviated forms of the greeting are found in Col 1:2 and 1 
Thess 1:1. In no other case is the greeting expanded as it is in the 
letter to the Galatians. In v. 4 Paul gives a succinct summary of the 
gospel and in v. 5 he offers a doxology to God. Although a number 
of doxologies punctuate Paul’s epistles (Rom 1:25; 11:36; 16:27; Eph 

18  William M. Ramsay, A Historical Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1965 [reprinted from the edition printed by G. P. Putnams Sons, New York, 
1900), 241-43, argues that “all the brethren who are with me” are representatives from the 
church of Antioch. Not only was this the city from which Paul wrote to the Galatians, its 
church would have been regarded as the Galatians’ Mother-Church (Acts 13:2-3). The 
endorsement of its representatives would therefore have carried considerable weight.



PAGE 54 Vox Reformata, 2020

3:21; Phil 4:20; 1 Tim 1:17; 6:16), nowhere else are they found in 
the epistolary prescript. These expansions again provide early clues 
to some of Paul’s major concerns in writing this letter. As the letter 
opening draws to a close, the focus shifts away from Paul and his 
readers to God and what he has done in Christ. Again van Voorst 
provides a helpful perspective:

The blessing should end at the end of v. 3, and it would then 
be literarily and liturgically complete . . . [The] profound 
theological statement in v. 4, forming as it does a correction 
of the Galatians, is noticeably out of place in a Hellenistic 
letter prescript. It serves here as an initial indication of 
Paul’s rejection of the “different gospel” that is a perversion 
of the gospel of Christ (1:6-7). The basis for Paul’s gospel is 
the death of Jesus Christ alone (2:19-21; 3:1, 13-14; 4:4-5; 
5:11; 6:12, 14, 17).19

The focus on God and Christ in the salutation of vv. 3-5 is an early 
indication of the divine initiative in salvation that is the burden of 
the remainder of the letter.

1.3 The Exordium (1:6-10)

While in the opening to Galatians Paul adapts the traditional formula of 
ancient letter writing, in the exordium he applies the three elements of 
classical rhetoric.20 According to Aristotle’s Rhetoric the three elements 
in effective oratory are logos (content, substance), pathos (passion, 
fervour, feeling) and ethos (manner, character, authenticity). The first of 
these elements (logos) includes “the examples, analogies and supporting 
arguments marshalled in support of a position defended or a course of 
action urged.”21 By the use of pathos the speaker “puts the hearer into a 

19  Van Voorst, “Why Is There No Thanksgiving Period in Galatians?” 170.
20  As Dieter Sänger, “‘Vergeblich bemüht (Gal 4.11)?: Zur paulinsichen Argumentationsstrategie 

im Galaterbrief,” NTS (2002): 377, has pointed out: “The absence of the addressees forced 
Paul to develop a strategy of argumentation based on elementary advices (sic) of rhetoric 
rules with which he was acquainted.” 

21  DeSilva, Introduction, 508.
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certain frame of mind”22 by arousing emotions conducive to the speaker’s 
purpose. Ethos is an appeal to the speaker’s moral character which, 
according to Aristotle, “constitutes the most effective means of proof.”23 
So whether Galatians is regarded as a written speech or sermon, whether 
it is an example of forensic or deliberative rhetoric, the presence of all 
three of these rhetorical elements can be expected.24 

Like the letter opening, the exordium can be divided into three sections, 
but this time along rhetorical rather than epistolary lines:

a. Logos (vv. 6-7): The exordium begins with what is syntactically 
a single sentence that summarises the substance or content of the 
discourse that follows: I am amazed that you are so quickly deserting 
Him who called you by the grace of Christ, for a different gospel; 
which is really not another; only there are some who are disturbing 
you, and want to distort the gospel of Christ. While in v. 4 Paul had 
provided a succinct summary of the gospel, “what Paul wants to do 
at this point is to reject the whole idea of another gospel as being 
absurd.”25 These verses therefore act as the negative counterpoise 
to the earlier positive statement. Together they provide the main 
burden of the epistle/speech. Paul is intending to expound his gospel 
while at the same time refuting the so-called gospel of his opponents. 
Paul’s purpose is to persuade “the assemblies in Galatia to continue 
to follow the truth of the Gospel already received and reject the 
‘other Gospel’.”26 As an epistle Galatians is clearly ein Streitbrief – 

22  Aristotle, Rhetoric 1.2.3.
23  Aristotle, Rhetoric 1.2.4.
24  When Paul reflects on his preaching of the gospel at Thessalonica, he mentions all three 

elements being present (1 Thess 1:5): “for our gospel did not come to you in word only” 
(logos), “but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction” (pathos); “just as 
you know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake” (ethos). Bryan Chapell, 
Christ-Centered Preaching: Redeeming the Expository Sermon, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2018), 12, insists that “Aristotle’s classic rhetorical distinctions, though not inspired, can help 
us understand the basic components of every message we preach so that we do not needlessly 
cause others to stumble over what or how we speak.”

25  Herman Ridderbos, The Epistle to the Galatians, 2nd ed. (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 
1954), 48.

26  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 30.
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a combative letter. The knives are out for those who have dared to 
tamper with the gospel that Paul originally preached in Galatia. The 
opponents’ “different gospel” is really no gospel at all. According 
to the apostle, “there is only one true Gospel, the Gospel of grace, 
from which the Galatians are defecting.”27 Paul has clearly given 
his readers/listeners notice of the polemics and fireworks that will 
follow. They will not have to wait long.

b. Pathos (vv. 8-9): The second part of the exordium is made up of two 
emotionally charged sentences, each pronouncing an anathema (or 
curse): But even though we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to 
you a gospel contrary to that which we have preached to you, let him 
be accursed. As we have said before, so I say again now, if any man is 
preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received, let him 
be accursed. Grammatically the two sentences are very similar. Both 
v. 8 and v. 9b consist of a conditional sentence made up of a protasis 
(the even though or if clause) followed by an identical apodosis (the 
anathema, let him be accursed). But these conditional sentences are 
not as parallel as they may appear in translation. In technical terms, 
Paul moves from a third class condition in v. 8 (indicated in Greek by 
the use of ean with the present subjunctive28) to a first class condition 
in v. 9b (indicated by ei with the present indicative). What does Paul 
intend by this subtle grammatical shift? The precise nuance here is 
difficult to pinpoint. Is he moving from a “future supposition” in 
v. 8 to a “present concrete situation” in v. 9b?29 Or is the transition 
between the two verses from a “somewhat hypothetical supposition” 
to “something that actually happened”?30 Or is it from “a possibility” 

27  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 83.
28  Although some important manuscripts, such as Codex Sinaiticus, read the aorist subjunctive 

here, the external evidence for the present subjunctive is “stronger and more diversified.” See 
Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 2nd ed. (Stuttgart: 
United Bible Societies, 1994), 521. Some manuscripts omit the word humin (‘to you’), which 
would make Paul’s statement more general.

29  Ridderbos, Galatians, 51. 
30  Leon Morris, Galatians: Paul’s Charter of Christian Freedom (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 

1996), 45.
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to “a reality,”31 or from the “general” to the “concrete”?32 Or could the 
movement be from a “potential action” in v. 8 to an “assumption of 
truth for the sake of argument” in v. 9b?33 These various suggestions 
from highly competent scholars demonstrate the difficulty of the 
problem. Perhaps in this case the most recent suggestion is also the 
best, as it takes in the earlier contributions. According to deSilva, 
the idea that Paul and those with him or an angel from heaven 
should preach another gospel is “an unlikely hypothetical event,” 
while someone preaching another gospel to the Galatians involves 
“an imprecation that directly implicates the rival teachers.”34 Paul’s 
opponents are being put on notice.

But what precisely does the anathema involve? In the LXX the 
noun anathema occurs 27x, usually as a translation of the Hebrew 
cherem (18x),35 which is mostly used in the sense of a “thing hostile 
to theocracy, and therefore (in the strictest application) to be either 
destroyed, or, in the case of certain objects. . . set apart to sacred 
uses.”36 Examples of anathema used in the sense of ‘something to be 
destroyed’ include an Israelite town that is found to serve other gods 
(Deut 13:12-18), the city of Jericho (Josh 6:17-18) and especially “the 
things under the ban” which Achan purloined for himself (Josh 7:1, 
11-13; 22:20; 1 Chron 2:7), such as a beautiful mantle from Shinar 
and a bar of gold (Josh 7:21). As a result of Achan’s sin he and all his 
family and his possessions were stoned and then burned with fire 
in the valley of Achor (Josh 7:24-26). The sons of Israel themselves 
became anathema (Josh 7:12), which probably explains the loss of 
thirty-six of their men in the battle of Ai (Josh 7:5). It seems that 
the Achan incident became an OT paradigm for what it meant to 

31  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 83.
32  Maximilian Zerwick, Biblical Greek Illustrated by Examples (Rome: Scripta Pontificii Instituti 

Biblici, 1963), 103.
33  Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 711-12.
34  DeSilva, Galatians, 128. 
35  The highest concentration of occurrences of anathema in the LXX is found in the book of 

Joshua. In all twelve instances it translates cherem.
36  BDB, 356.
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be accursed (Josh 22:20; 1 Chron 2:7; cf. Hos 2:15). It meant falling 
under the wrath of God (Josh 7:1; 22:20) and suffering destruction 
(Josh 6:18; cf. Num 21:3; Deut 13:15; 20:17; Judg 1:17). This use is 
carried over into the NT (Acts 23:14; Rom 9:3; 1 Cor 12:3; 16:22; 
Gal 1:8-9). In Rom 9:3 Paul equates being accursed with being cut 
off from Christ. In Gal 1:8-9 “Paul turns over the heretics to the 
judgment of God.”37 In cases where Paul handed others over to Satan 
for such sins as incest (1 Cor 5:5) or blasphemy (1 Tim 1:20), the 
effect of his action was intended to be restorative. In the case of his 
opponents in Galatia there are no mitigating factors. They will bear 
their judgment (Gal 5:10-12). It is a hard to imagine more intense 
pathos than the anathemas Paul pronounces in Gal 1:8-9.

c. Ethos (v. 10): Paul closes the exordium with an appeal to the 
trustworthiness and authenticity of his character: For am I now 
seeking the favour of men or of God? Or am I striving to please men? 
If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a bond-servant 
of Christ. Syntactically this verse is made up of two questions and 
another conditional sentence. This time, however, we are dealing with 
a second class or contrary-to-fact condition. In other words, Paul is 
answering the second question quite unequivocally: No, he is not 
striving to please men. This still leaves the first question unanswered: 
Is he now seeking the favour of men or of God? Or, to translate more 
literally, is he now persuading38 men or God? The question allows for 
three possible answers: 

• Yes, Paul is trying to persuade both men and God.
• No, he is trying to persuade neither men nor God.
• He is trying to persuade men not God.

The first option has the advantage of the context. He may not be 
trying to please men, but he is trying to persuade them. In 2 Cor 
5:11 he says precisely that – “we persuade men.” In addressing his 

37  EDNT 1:81; cf. TDNT 1:354.
38  This translation makes good sense in the context. Paul’s verb peithō was used of rhetoric 

which was seen as “the art of persuasion” (Morris, Galatians, 46).
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readers/hearers in Galatia he has the same goal. At the same time he 
is also trying to persuade God in the sense he wants God to endorse 
the anathema he has pronounced in the previous verse.

The second option is possible in the sense that “Paul could be saying 
that he is not merely using the art of persuasion on humans or God 
here, this is no mere exercise in rhetoric, even though Paul will follow 
the rhetorical conventions.”39 A possible advantage to this option is 
its neatness. Both rhetorical questions in this verse have a negative 
answer. Paul is seeking neither to persuade men or God, nor is he 
trying to please men. The implicit conclusion from this is that he is 
striving to please only God.

The last option, that Paul is trying to persuade men not God, is 
supported by the later Pauline writings. Persuading men and women 
was Paul’s constant business (see 2 Cor 5:11 again). On the other 
hand, according to F. F. Bruce, “Persuading God was a concept 
entirely foreign to Paul’s mind: it was the kind of thing that religious 
charlatans and practitioners of magic thought they could do.”40

Whatever the precise answer(s) to Paul’s questions, he wants us to 
come away from them knowing that he aims to please God and 
persuade men. Perhaps more precisely, he wants to please God by 
persuading men. As Witherington concludes:

Thus what Paul is attempting to accomplish in vs. 10 is to 
make clear that while he is trying to persuade, he will not 
stoop to mere people-pleasing. He is a slave of Christ, 
seeking to please him, and so is not a slave of his audience, 
seeking to please them. Thus what he says to the Galatians, 
he means. The exordium closes with the proper rhetorical 
signals about what sort of rhetoric the audience should 
expect in what follows.41

39  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 84. 
40  Bruce, Galatians, 85.
41  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 85. 
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1.4 The Epistle as a Whole

The exordium serves as a brief prelude to what follows. The main body of 
the epistle therefore fleshes out what Paul has said in vv. 6-10. These verses 
are not intended as an outline of Galatians, but they do foreshadow its 
main themes and give a clear indication of the epistle’s tone. Rhetorically 
the logos, pathos and ethos of the exordium are those of the discourse as 
a whole:

Logos Pathos Ethos
1:4 Summary of the gospel
1:11-24 Paul’s gospel is not 
according to man
2:1-10 Paul’s gospel was 
confirmed by the “pillars”
2:11-14 Cephas and even 
Barnabas act inconsistently 
with the gospel
2:15-20 Another summary 
of the gospel. (In rhetorical 
terms this is the discourse’s 
propositio.)42

3:6-29 Paul’s gospel is sup-
ported by the Old Testa-
ment (seven of the ten OT 
quotes are found here)
4:1-7 The son/heir illustra-
tion
4:21-31 The earlier son/
slave distinction is illus-
trated in the Isaac/Ishma-
el story (two further OT 
quotes)
5:14 Another appeal to the 
OT
5:13-6:10 Living out of the 
freedom of the gospel
6:18 The benediction can 
be pronounced on the basis 
of the gospel

3:1-6 The exclamation 
“You foolish Galatians” is 
followed by six rhetorical 
questions
4:8-20 An emotive paren-
thesis that appeals to their 
original concern for Paul. 
He is their mother and they 
are his children. They were 
slaves (vv. 8-9). Now they 
are brothers (v. 12) and 
children (v. 19)
4:11 He fears for them
4:19-20 As their moth-
er who is in labour with 
them again, he is perplexed 
about them (v. 20)
5:1-15 Don’t be subject to a 
yoke of slavery
5:10 The disturber bearing 
his judgment
5:12 Wish for the trou-
ble-makers to mutilate 
themselves
5:15 The Galatians biting 
and devouring one another
6:11-17 From the “large 
letters” in Paul’s own hand 
(v. 11) to “the brand-marks 
of Jesus” (v. 17). This is 
Paul’s final appeal to his 
readers/hearers not to get 
circumcised.

1:1-2 Paul is an apostle 
from God
1:11-24 How Paul received 
the gospel – by revelation 
from God
2:1-10 Paul’s gospel was 
confirmed by the “pillars”
2:11-14 Paul could rebuke 
even Peter for acting con-
trary to the gospel
2:15-20 Paul lives out the 
gospel
4:12, 14 He has done them 
no wrong and they had re-
ceived him as Christ him-
self
4:16 He tells them the truth
4:19, 20 He is their mother 
in labour with them again
5:2, 16 He can now appeal 
to his own authority: “I 
(Paul) say . . .”
5:11 He is still being perse-
cuted
6:17 Paul bears on his body 
“the brand-marks of Jesus,” 
i.e. he has been persecuted, 
while his opponents want 
to avoid persecution

42  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 34.
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From this chart it will be observed that while this perspective does not 
divide Galatians it into discrete sections, it does provide overarching 
categories that interweave and overlap throughout the epistle. From 
beginning to end Paul’s subject is the gospel he originally preached to the 
Galatian churches. It is this gospel which he expounds and defends with 
pathos and passion. He can do so credibly not only because he has been 
commissioned by God to preach the gospel, but also because his life is 
consistent with it and he is prepared to suffer for it.

1.5 The Emotion Itself

The prominence of the verb thaumazō (“I am amazed”) can hardly be 
overemphasised. At this point all of Paul’s other epistles to churches have 
either a blessing (2 Cor 1:3; Eph 1:3) or a thanksgiving (Rom 1:8; 1 Cor 
1:4; Phil 1:3; Col 1:3; 1 Thess 1:2; 2 Thess 1:3). Not only is this the only 
occasion where Paul uses this verb of himself, it is also given pride of 
place as the opening word in the exordium. It therefore sets the tone for 
vv. 6-10 and indeed for the whole letter/discourse. Paul writes the entire 
epistle out of a sense of amazement over what is taking place in Galatia. 

That Paul is experiencing amazement here, or that he is in fact experiencing 
any emotion at all, is, however, by no means universally accepted in New 
Testament scholarship. For example, Troy Martin, who did his doctorate 
under the supervision of Hans Dieter Betz, has managed to find another 
conditional clause in the exordium. He translates v. 7b as “If (or unless) 
there are not some who are troubling you and desiring to pervert the 
Gospel of Christ.”43 This would make Paul’s surprise at the Galatians 
conditional on there not being anyone troubling them or perverting the 
gospel, but since  this is the case, Paul is not surprised at the Galatians. To 
support his argument Martin appeals to a number of literary works and 
epistolary examples where the same grammatical construction is found. 

43  Martin, “Syntax of Surprise,” 97.
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From this evidence he concludes:

Paul shifts the blame for the Galatians’ desertion to the trouble-
makers. Being familiar with thaumazō ei mē expressions, 
Paul’s earliest readers would have naturally connected ei mē 
[‘if not,’ ‘unless’] with thaumazō [‘I am amazed/surprised’] 
and understood Paul’s surprise as contingent on the activities 
of the agitators. The entire epistle can thus be read as an 
expression of Paul’s lack of astonishment at the Galatians for 
their desertion and his shifting of blame for the problem in 
Galatia to the agitators.44

Although Martin’s research is impressive and his argument compelling, it 
is not without its problems. He assumes that the original readers would 
have connected ei mē with thaumazō. This cannot be taken for granted, 
however, as in the Greek text eighteen words45 in two clauses separate 
the two expressions, which is a far greater degree of separation than in 
any of the examples cited by Martin. His article also fails to consider any 
biblical examples where, as in Gal 1:6, thaumazō is immediately followed 
by hoti (‘that’, ‘because’), not by ei mē (e.g. Luke 11:38; John 3:7; 4:27). 
For all its scholarship Martin’s case therefore remains unconvincing. 
Moreover, ei mē can be simply translated as “but”,46 which would yield 
the perfectly good sense that “such another gospel does not exist except 
in the imaginations of those who are bringing confusion upon you.”47 The 
old view that Paul is really surprised by the Galatians has been assaulted 
but not shaken.

44  Martin, “Syntax of Surprise,” 97-98.
45  Assuming that Christou (‘of Christ’) is the correct reading in v. 6.
46  Thus BDAG, 278; Zerwick, Biblical Greek, 158; Max Zerwick and Mary Grosvenor, A 

Grammatical Analysis of the Greek New Testament, rev ed. (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 
1981), 564.

47  Ridderbos, Galatians, 48; cf. Albert Vanhoye, “La définition de l’ ‘autre évangile’ en Ga 1,6-7,” 
Biblica, 83 (2002):396-97, who claims that “The expression ouk allo ei mē is certainly very 
good Greek . . . Paul’s phrase simply denies that the other gospel is authentic. It is a subversion 
of the gospel” (author’s translation).
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Another challenge to the traditional view has come from a different 
direction. In a careful study of thaumazō in twenty-five papyrus letters 
J. H. Roberts finds that the verb often refers to a writer who is perplexed, 
but not in an emotional sense. Rather, such a person cannot understand 
and is at a loss to comprehend what is happening.48 He argues that the 
same is true of Paul in Gal 1:6:

[He] does not wonder, puzzle, about something; he is not 
over-awed, or taken aback, overcome with amazement, nor 
is he simply surprised by something or by the turn of events. 
As in the case of the nineteen papyri examples that have an 
event as object, the writer finds himself mentally confused by 
what is happening. He is unable to understand the recipients’ 
negative action.49

According to Roberts, then, Paul is neither amazed nor surprised, 
but rather fails to grasp and is dumbfounded by what is happening in 
the Galatian churches. Roberts’ methodology, however, does have its 
weaknesses. He makes no attempt to date his source material nor does he 
take into account the biblical data beyond Galatians. While it is true that 
Paul was perplexed (as Gal 4:20 explicitly states) was it perplexity in the 
sense that Roberts understands it and is this the best way to interpret the 
verb thaumazō in Gal 1:6?

The biblical evidence turns out to be quite illuminating. In the LXX 
thaumazō occurs 56x. In the canonical section it serves as the translation of 
no less than thirteen Hebrew verbs, which suggests it displays a wide range 
of meanings.50 In the New Testament, where it is found 43x, its semantic 
field is narrower but still impressive. It can be used both transitively (in the 
sense of admire, wonder at, respect) and intransitively (with the meanings 

48  J. H. Roberts, “THAUMAZO: An Expression of Perplexity in Some Examples from Papyri 
Letters,” Neotestamentica, 25 (1991):115.

49  J. H. Roberts, “Paul’s Expression of Perplexity in Galatians 1:6: The Force of Emotive 
Argumentation,” Neotestamentica, 26 (1992):332.

50  These include accept (Job 22:8; Prov 18:5), admire (Lev 19:15; Isa 61:6), respect (Gen 19:21; 
Deut 28:50; Isa 9:15) and wonder (Lev 26:32; Job 41:1; Dan 3:24). For further discussion on 
the range of meanings see TDNT, 3:29-36.
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wonder, marvel, be astonished, the context determining whether in a good 
or bad sense).51 Again depending on context, it has several emotional 
nuances, such as a bewildered, questioning astonishment, surprise or 
even fear.52 In our efforts to determine the precise nuances of thaumazō in 
Gal 1:6, the context will therefore need to play a key role.53 As has already 
been noted, this verb is the very first word in the exordium (1:6-10). If, 
as has been argued, Galatians is a mixed genre of epistle and discourse, 
the epistolary frame can be identified by the opening introduction (1:1-5) 
and closing farewell (6:18). The intervening sections can thus safely be 
regarded as a written discourse, speech or sermon. The emotional tone for 
this whole discourse is set by its first word, thaumazō. Paul is astonished, 
and his astonishment drives the entire discourse. Its precise nuances are 
indicated by the other emotions he overtly expresses – when it comes 
to his readers/listeners he is both afraid (4:11) and perplexed (4:20). His 
fearful, perplexed astonishment therefore colours the entire discourse. It 
is what has driven him to write this epistle. This is also the complex of 
emotions that lies behind some of his more extreme outbursts, such as the 
anathemas (1:8-9), the exclamation, “You foolish Galatians!” (3:1), and 
his wish that the trouble-makers would castrate themselves (5:12). These 
are not the rants of an angry, ill-tempered man. They are the overflow of a 
pastor’s heart filled with astonishment, perplexity and even fear.

But what is it exactly that so astonishes Paul? From the words that follow, 
the answer seems simple enough. Paul is astonished because “you are 
so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of Christ, for a 
different gospel.” It sounds as though the Galatians are guilty of apostasy. 

51  BDAG, 444.
52  EDNT 2:135.
53  Pin-pointing Paul’s emotion here has proved difficult and has divided commentators. Bruce, 

Galatians, 79, identifies it as “indignant astonishment.” Morris, Galatians, 39-40, claims 
that “his verb indicates amazement” and that “the apostle was deeply perturbed.” According 
to Ridderbos, Galatians, 46, “The expression of wonder with which the apostle makes his 
contact with the readers has in it something painful, almost ironical.” Witherington, Grace in 
Galatia, 80 says that Paul “is genuinely amazed and upset and believes his audience needs to 
be rebuked.” DeSilva, Galatians, 123-24, detects almost no emotion at all, arguing that “the 
declaration ‘I am astonished’ . . . appears to have been an almost formulaic way to launch into 
a letter of rebuke in the Hellenistic-Roman world, introducing the behaviour that prompts 
the writer’s rebuke and attempt to correct the addressee.”
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John Stott has compared them to “soldiers in the army who revolt or 
desert, and [to] men who change sides in politics or philosophy . . . 
They are religious turncoats, spiritual deserters.”54 This, however, is too 
stark an answer, as it does not give the aspect of the present tense verb 
metatithesthe (“you are deserting”) its due. The answer to our question is 
more nuanced than Stott suggests. The Greek present tense has sometimes 
been described as “progressive” in that it basically represents an activity 
as in process or in progress and makes no comment as to its fulfilment 
or completion.55 It would therefore be more precise to say that Paul is 
astonished at the Galatians’ “threatening apostacy.”56 As Morris explains, 
“He is not referring to a process that has been completed, but to one that 
is in the course of taking place.”57 DeSilva adds further nuance to Paul’s 
statement: “Paul speaks of the desertion as (potentially) underway, but 
not yet an accomplished fact, hence his urgent intervention.”58 This more 
nuanced interpretation has implications for our understanding of Paul’s 
message as a whole. It is not that the Galatians have already apostasized or 
have already been circumcised. Rather, as Witherington has pointed out: 

All of Galatians is one unified rhetorical piece meant to 
head off the Galatians’ march towards having themselves 
circumcised and submitting to the Mosaic Law and covenant, 
and by contrast to aid them to continue to walk in the Spirit 
and according to grace, according to the Gospel Paul first 
preached in Galatia.59

Thus the Galatians have not yet defected from the true gospel, but they 
are in the process of doing so when Paul writes. But the mere fact that 
they are being hospitable to and entertaining “another gospel” is enough 
to make Paul astonished. It is indeed astonishing that Gentiles in Galatia 

54  John R. W. Stott, Only One Way: The Message of Galatians (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 
1968), 21-22.

55  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 514.
56  Ridderbos, Galatians, 46.
57  Morris, Galatians, 40.
58  DeSilva, Galatians, 124.
59  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 81.
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should suddenly become so attracted to a more Jewish and law-oriented 
approach to their newfound faith than what they had initially received. 
One would have thought that Gentiles would be far more attracted to the 
gospel as it was proclaimed by Paul.60 What particularly astonished Paul 
was that all of this could be happening “so quickly,” which would make 
sense if he was indeed writing from Antioch soon after his first missionary 
journey (Acts 14:26-28). After all he had endured among them just a short 
time earlier (Acts 13:44-14:20), little wonder he is amazed.

2.  More Extremely Zealous (1:14)

Rhetorically Paul now moves from the exordium (1:6-10) to the narratio 
(1:11-2:14) in preparation for his propositio (2:15-21). The propositio 
“forms the thesis paragraph for the entire epistle. It defines the gospel as 
Paul understands it and forms the transition to the rest of chapters 3-4, 
which go on to defend this definition.”61 In the narratio Paul leads his 
hearers/readers to this essential summary of his argument or proposition. 
In this narration he is not writing his autobiography as such, but rather “he 
is arguing a particular case and trying to persuade his audience to adhere 
to the one true Gospel of grace, adhering to his own personal example.”62 
In other words, he is developing the ethos introduced in v. 10 by further 
defending his own credibility and that of his gospel, which is the logos 
of his entire discourse (vv. 6-7). In the narrative section of the discourse 
(1:11-2:14) Paul is therefore not providing a detailed autobiography but 
rather selective and “strategic recollections”63 that will advance his overall 
argument.

The transition from the exordium to the narration is signalled by the 
disclosure formula, “I would have you know” (v. 11), and again by the 
reminder “you have heard” (v. 13). The narrative’s introductory paragraph 

60  See E. Arnold, “’I Am Astonished That You Are So Quickly Turning Away!’ (Gal 1.6): Paul 
and Anatolian Folk Belief,” NTS, 51 (2005):429. In this he article provides archaeological 
evidence for what may have been the Galatians’ pre-Christian beliefs and argues that the 
Judaizers could have tapped into these.

61  Blomberg, From Pentecost to Patmos, 125.
62  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 96.
63  DeSilva, Galatians, 136.



Vox Reformata, 2020 PAGE  67

(vv. 11-12) is also skilfully linked to what precedes, further emphasising 
the ethos and logos of the preceding paragraphs: 

“For I would have you know, brethren, that the gospel which 
was preached by me is not according to man (kata anthrōpon). 
12 For I neither received it from man (para anthrōpou), nor 
was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus 
Christ.”

The double negative in these verses emphasises the fact that Paul’s gospel 
was not of human origin in the same way that his opening words to the 
epistle had emphasised that his apostleship was not a matter of human 
initiative: “Paul, an apostle (not sent from men [ap’ anthrōpōn] nor 
through the agency of man [di’ anthrōpou], but through Jesus Christ, and 
God the Father, who raised Him from the dead)” (v. 1). At the same time 
he is emphasising that the gospel he preached (v. 11) is “the gospel of 
Christ” (v. 7) because he “received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ” 
(v. 12).

The first point, then, that Paul makes in the opening to his narrative is 
that the gospel he had brought to the Galatians was of divine origin. 
Throughout the narration that follows (1:13-2:14) this is in fact the only 
point he seeks to establish. In his “strategic recollections” his focus is on 
those events in his earlier life that seek to prove this point. From his initial 
call to preach to the Gentiles (1:15-17) to his visit with Cephas (1:18-24), 
to his consultation with James, Cephas and John (2:1-10), and finally to 
his public rebuke of Cephas (2:11-14), he is making the single point that 
his gospel is not of human origin. Set against this backdrop is the only 
aspect of Paul’s pre-Christian past that is germane to this discussion:

“For you have heard of my former manner of life in Judaism, 
how I used to persecute the church of God beyond measure, 
and tried to destroy it; and I was advancing in Judaism beyond 
many of my contemporaries among my countrymen, being 
more extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions” (1:13-
14).
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Syntactically these verses form an artfully constructed sentence. Translated 
literally, its careful grammatical structure can be reproduced in English:

For you have heard of my past way of life in Judaism, that

a. beyond measure I was persecuting the church of God
b. and I was destroying it
c. and I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries 

among my own people, 
being more extremely zealous [than they] for my ancestral traditions.

In Greek the three underlined verbs are in the imperfect tense, which 
is the ideal tense for narrative. While the aorist tense might present a 
snapshot of past actions, the imperfect presents them as a motion picture, 
portraying the actions as they unfold.64 In these verses the imperfect verbs 
stress “the continuing and intense character”65 of Paul’s activity. All of this 
activity went on for some time; it was Paul’s habit.66 These imperfects 
“refer to past repeated actions, not one time aberrations from a person’s 
normal conduct.”67 Hence, “attacking the fledgling Christian movement 
was Paul’s regular practice for some period prior to God’s intervention.”68

Furthermore, all three imperfects should be taken together and understood 
contemporaneously. Paul persecuted the church of God beyond measure 
by destroying it, while advancing in Judaism.69 His peer standing grew 
through his determined and ongoing opposition to the infant church. His 
past life in Judaism was characterised by his persecuting, destroying and 
advancing. The Galatians had already heard all this, probably from Paul 
himself and possibly from Barnabas as well (cf. Acts 9:27).

64  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 541.
65  Ridderbos, Galatians, 66.
66  Morris, Galatians, 52.
67  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 100.
68  DeSilva, Galatians, 142.
69  Cf. Mark R. Fairchild, “Paul’s Pre-Christian Zealot Associations: A Re-examination of Gal 1.14 

and Acts 22:3,” NTS, 45 (1999):527: “When Paul asserts that he was advancing beyond (hyper 
with an accusative) his many contemporary Pharisees and links this with his persecution of 
the Church (hyperbolēn – ‘beyond measure, or excessively’), his claim is for zealous action as 
a demonstration of his rank.”
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Paul’s reminder of these things is carefully couched in hyperbolic language. 
In what looks like a conscious use of the literary device of inclusio, it begins 
with the phrase “beyond measure” and ends with “being more extremely 
zealous for my ancestral traditions.” These expressions neatly bracket Paul’s 
description of his past life in Judaism. They are also mutually interpretive. 
His excessive zeal led to his persecution of the church beyond measure, 
and his destructive persecution was a zealous expression for his ancestral 
traditions. These verses therefore provide insight into the nature of Paul’s 
zeal prior to his conversion. They are worth examining in some detail:

a. Paul was persecuting the church beyond measure: 

On other occasions, Paul links his zeal to the persecution of the church. 
He makes the same connection in Phil. 3:8: “as to zeal, a persecutor of 
the church.” Likewise, before the crowd in Jerusalem (Acts 22:1-21), 
he says that “being zealous for God ... I persecuted this Way to the 
death, binding and putting both men and women into prisons” (Acts 
22:3-4). The way Luke describes it, Paul’s persecuting activity was 
indeed excessive. Like a wild beast, “Saul began ravaging the church, 
entering house after house; and dragging off men and women, he 
would put them into prison” (Acts 8:3). True to type, he acted like the 
ravenous wolf of Benjamin (Gen 49:27; cf. Phil 3:5). Just prior to his 
departure for Damascus he was “still breathing threats and murder 
against the disciples of the Lord” (Acts 9:1). Years later, in his defence 
before Herod Agrippa II, Paul admits that “being furiously enraged at 
them, I kept pursuing them even to foreign cities” (Acts 26:11). Later 
still, he confesses to formerly having been “a persecutor and a violent 
aggressor” (1 Tim 1:3). His persecution was indeed “excessive, over 
the top.”70 It involved not only imprisonment, but also violence and 
murder. As John Stott observes, “Paul persecuted the church of God 
‘beyond measure’ (AV). The phrase seems to indicate the violence, 
even the savagery, with which he set about his grim work.”71 

70  Peter Barnes, A Study Commentary on Galatians (Faverdale North, Darlington: Evangelical 
Press, 2006), 69. According to BDAG, 1032, the expression used here (kath’ hyperbolēn) can 
be translated as ‘to an extraordinary degree,’ ‘beyond measure’ or ‘utterly.’

71  Stott, Only One Way, 31.
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b. Paul was destroying the church: 

Modern English translations generally regard this imperfect as a 
conative, i.e. “I tried to destroy it” (e.g. ESV, NASB, NEB, NIV, NKJV, 
RSV). This rendering, however, unnecessarily plays down the force 
of the strong and unusual verb portheō that is used here. In the NT 
this verb is used only of Paul’s persecution of the early Christians 
(Acts 9:21; Gal 1:13, 23). While in Gal 1:23 it could possibly again 
be read in a conative sense, this is not possible in Acts 9:21 where it 
occurs as an aorist participle. In the LXX portheō is used of Antiochus 
Epiphanes’ plundering and persecution of the Jews (4 Macc 4:23; 
11:4), which involved cruelty, violence and death. What Antiochus 
had done to the Jews, Saul of Tarsus would later do to the Christians. 
He was wreaking havoc and destruction on the church. He could be 
held at least partially responsible for the Jewish Christian diaspora 
from Jerusalem into Judea and Samaria (Acts 8:1, 4) and even further 
afield into Phoenicia, Cyprus and Syrian Antioch (Acts 11:19; cf. 
James 1:1). As a persecutor of Christians, Paul was not just making 
an attempt, he had been eminently successful! Humanly speaking, 
he had devastated the Jewish church.72 At one stage only the apostles 
remained in Jerusalem (Acts 8:1), possibly being exempt from 
direct persecution because of the moderate counsel of Paul’s teacher 
Gamaliel (Acts 5:38-40).

c. Paul was advancing in Judaism beyond his contemporaries among 
his own people: 

This and the previous verse contain the only two references to Judaism 
(Ioudaismos) in the NT. In the LXX the term occurs 5x, but only in 
the books of the Maccabees, where it is found in the context of Jewish 
resistance against the tyranny of Antiochus Epiphanes. Judaism was 
worth fighting for (2 Macc 2:21; 8:1), a cause for which to risk life 
and limb (2 Macc 14:38) and even to die for (4 Macc 4:25-26).  If the 

72  Cf. deSilva, Galatians, 141, “Paul was not merely trying to destroy the church; he was on his 
way to succeeding but was simply stopped in his tracks and thus prevented from completing 
the action. The verb was often used in military contexts to indicate the destruction or ravaging 
of cities or physical violence against people.”
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term had these associations for Saul and his contemporaries, it is not 
difficult to see that his advancement in Judaism went hand in hand 
with his persecution and devastation of the church. As Leon Morris 
explains:

One result of his persecuting actions was that Paul advanced 
in Judaism (the word denotes all the traditions of his race, 
more particularly traditional religion), more so than most 
of his contemporaries did. This probably does not mean 
that he became more pious than they, but rather that he was 
more highly esteemed by those in positions of influence, 
which would have resulted in his being entrusted with 
more important assignments, such as the trip to Damascus 
during which he was converted.73

All of this persecuting, destroying and advancing on Paul’s part was due 
to his being more extremely zealous for his ancestral traditions. Like the 
Maccabees before him, Paul’s actions on behalf of Judaism were motivated 
by zeal (cf. 1 Macc 2:50-58). For them it was a zeal for the Law and the 
covenant (1 Macc 2:50); for him it was a zeal for his ancestral traditions. 
The terms may be synonymous, although in Paul’s case it may also have 
included the oral traditions of the Pharisees (Matt 15:2-6; Mark 7:3-13; 
Acts 22:3; 23:6; 26:5; Phil 3:5).74 In either case Paul saw the early church 
as a threat to Judaism and his ancestral traditions. Like the Maccabees he 

73  Morris, Galatians, 53.
74  Opinion varies as to the precise identification. According to Ridderbos, Galatians, 61, the 

traditions refer to “the so-called halacha, the compilation of ethical and other rules which 
took their point of departure from the Torah.” Barnes, Galatians, 70, adds that these 
traditions “came to define Judaism in the aftermath of the disaster of the Jewish War of A.D. 
66-70.” Bruce, Galatians, 91, likewise agrees that the traditions “would be more particularly 
those enshrined in the oral law ... handed down in Pharisaic schools.” Witherington, Grace in 
Galatia, 104, sees things somewhat differently: “Paul’s zeal does not have to do just with oral 
Torah, but also and perhaps primarily with the written Mosaic Law passed down by God’s 
people.” Smiles, “‘Zeal’ in Second-Temple Judaism,” 293, has taken this perspective further 
claiming that “Paul understood zeal in terms of Israel’s heartfelt devotion to observance of 
the Law” (Rom 9:30-10:3), and that “zeal’s concern was law-observance in order to maintain 
the covenant” (297). De Silva, Galatians, 141, probably strikes the right balance when he 
describes Paul’s zeal here as a “wholehearted devotion to studying and bringing his own life 
into conformity with the Torah as taught by his Pharisaic mentors.”
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was stirred with zeal – a zeal that was prepared to resort to violence in 
defence of their religion.

Because Paul’s zeal was connected with physical violence, it has been 
argued that Paul had in fact belonged to the Zealot movement prior to 
his conversion. The case for Paul’s identification as a Zealot becomes 
particularly strong if the word for “zealous” (zēlōtēs), as used here and 
in Acts 22:3, is understood as a noun rather than an adjective. As Mark 
Fairchild has argued:

The term is a noun, meaning ‘Zealot’. . . By understanding Paul’s 
statement as an adjective, interpreters and commentators 
have dissociated Paul from the Zealot movement which 
was emerging during this period of time within Judaism. 
However, Paul appears in these passages to claim that the 
Zealot movement was a powerful influence upon his formative 
Jewish life and theology and was a motivating factor in his 
persecution of the Christians.75

Fairchild further argues that Zealots could be found among the Pharisees 
as well.76 For this he appeals to Josephus who claimed that the Zealots 
“agree in all other things with the Pharisaic notions; but they have an 
inviolable attachment to liberty; and say that God is to be their only Ruler 
and Lord.”77 Based on further evidence from Josephus, Fairchild finally 
concludes that in Gal 1:14 “Paul was claiming to be a radical Zealot, 
exceeding his Pharisaic contemporaries.”78 In his pre-Christian past Paul 
had therefore been both a Pharisee and a Zealot.

This is a bold and attractive theory, but does it stand up under scrutiny? 
The major obstacle in its way is a simple point of grammar. Interpreters, 
commentators and translators have good reason to regard zēlōtēs as an 
adjective rather than a noun. It is immediately preceded by the comparative 

75  Fairchild, “Paul’s Pre-Christian Zealot Associations,” 514.
76  Fairchild, “Paul’s Pre-Christian Zealot Associations,” 525.
77  Antiquities 18.1.6.
78  Fairchild, “Paul’s Pre-Christian Zealot Associations,” 527-28.
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adverb perissoterōs (‘more extremely’). In Greek, as in English, adverbs 
modify adjectives; they do not qualify nouns. Paul is not claiming to have 
been a Zealot. He is simply saying that he was far more zealous for his 
ancestral traditions than those of his own age.79 Paul’s use of the term 
reflects LXX usage where zeal “always denotes a certain fiery intensity in 
the emotions and/or actions of God or humans, which is generally viewed 
by the biblical writers as praiseworthy, even when violent .”80 He had an 
ardent desire for keeping the Law. In his zeal he may well have seen himself 
in the tradition of Phinehas (Num 25:7-11), Elijah (1 Kings 19:16-18) and 
Mattathias (1 Macc 2:26),81 who in their zeal for God and his covenant 
justifiably resorted to violence against those who broke that covenant. 
The Zealots may well have seen themselves in the same tradition, but 
that does not make Saul a card-carrying Zealot.82 More to the point is the 
conclusion reached by Vincent Smiles: “Consistent with its ancient roots, 
‘zeal’ in Second Temple Judaism had to do with an impassioned defense 
of the covenant by observance of the Law. Prior to becoming an apostle, 
Paul would have defended such a view. His zeal led him to persecute the 
church in defense of the law (Gal 1:13-14; Phil 3:6).”83

When Paul describes himself as “zealous for my ancestral traditions,” he 
is therefore indicating a strong emotion that led to violence.84 He was 
fanatical in this enthusiasm for the traditions of his fathers. Stott sums up 
the situation succinctly: “Such was the state of Saul of Tarsus before his 
conversion. He was a bigot and a fanatic, whole-hearted in his devotion to 
Judaism and in his persecution of Christ and the church.”85

79  Thus BDAG, 806.
80  Vincent M. Smiles, “The Concept of ‘Zeal’ in Second-Temple Judaism and Paul’s Critique of 

It in Romans 10:2,” CBQ, 64 (2002):283.
81  Smiles, “‘Zeal’ in Second-Temple Judaism,” 288-89; cf. Wright, Paul, 31-33.
82  Keener, Galatians, 85, makes a sober observation: “Scholars debate whether a specific party 

named ‘Zealots’ existed as early as Galatians, but whenever that party emerged, it probably 
reflects the same ideal of nationalistic zeal that Paul did” (italics his).

83  Smiles, “‘Zeal in Second Temple Judaism,” 298. 
84  Wright, Paul, 4.
85  Stott, Only One Way, 31.
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These verses therefore give us a significant autobiographical window into 
Paul’s past. Spurred on by zeal he persecuted the church of God to the 
death, was bent on its destruction and was determined to wipe it out, 
all the while growing in stature and status in the eyes of both his peers 
and his superiors. It was a trajectory that could be broken only by divine 
grace, as the following verses make plain (vv. 15-16). God’s call and Paul’s 
resulting conversion brought about a dramatic transformation in his life. 
Yet in Gal 1:6-14 there seems to be a remarkable continuity between the 
old Saul and the new Paul. Conversion may change a man’s character but 
not his personality. The one who claimed to be extremely zealous for his 
ancestral traditions now seems to be equally zealous for the gospel, being 
prepared to pronounce anathemas on those who preach another gospel 
(vv. 8-9). His zeal is undiminished, but it has been redirected. It does not 
now express itself in murderous persecution (cf. Acts 22:3; Phil 3:6), but it 
does come to expression in some very harsh language (e.g. Gal 3:1; 5:12). 
This is not unique to Galatians. Some years later Paul could say to the 
Corinthians “I am zealous for you with the zeal of God” (zēlō humas theou 
zēlō[i], 2 Cor 11:2) in a passage known for its biting sarcasm and caustic 
outbursts (e.g. 2 Cor 11:1, 13-15, 16-21; 12:11-13, 16). For all the positive 
transformation that had taken place in his life, it would not have been 
a pleasant experience to be on the receiving end of Paul’s zeal. His fiery 
temperament never seems to have left him.86

3. Afraid and Perplexed (4:11, 20)

After stating his central thesis in Gal 2:15-20, Paul sets out to prove 
this thesis by both detailed argument and personal appeal. The two are 
carefully interwoven. He begins with the pathos of a personal appeal with 
six rhetorical questions in Gal 3:1-6. This is then followed by a careful, 
scripturally studded argument proving that the gospel Paul preached 
announces the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham (Gal 3:7-4:7). 
Then comes another pathos section made up of two paragraphs that 
contain a strong emotional appeal and at least another three rhetorical 

86  Cf. Acts 23:3 where Paul addresses the high priest Ananias as “you white-washed wall!”
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questions87 (Gal 4:8-20). Paul then returns to the story of Abraham to 
illustrate the contrast between the slavery of the law and the freedom of 
the gospel (Gal 4:21-5:1). He concludes his argument with the claim that 
believers are not children of the bondwoman Hagar but of the free woman 
Sarah (Gal 4:21), and the Galatians should therefore not be subject again 
to a yoke of slavery (Gal 5:1). He has reached this conclusion not only by 
logical argument but also by strong personal appeals. He makes his point 
by following a simple structure: pathos (3:1-6), logos (3:7-4:7), pathos 
(4:8-20), logos (4:21-5:1). 

3.1 The Immediate Context (4:8-20)

When Paul admits to his fear and perplexity over the Galatians, he does so 
in a passage that is not a parenthesis, a digression or a jarring detour from 
his overall argument. Gal 4:8-20, rather, is integral to the development 
of Paul’s main point in the central section of the epistle.88 Through the 
gospel the Galatians are free, and they should not be tempted to return to 
the slavery of the Mosaic Law. In the NASB this passage reads as follows:

However at that time, when you did not know God, you were 
slaves to those which by nature are no gods.

But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be 
known by God, how is it that you turn back again to the weak 
and worthless elemental things, to which you desire to be 
enslaved all over again?

87  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 300, suggests that v. 10 can be taken as a question. Frederick J. 
Long, “Gal 4:12-20 as the Transition to the Refutation,” Proceedings AGL & MWBS, 18 (1998): 
102, has argued that v. 12 contains two questions. While grammatically possible, neither is 
necessary for the exegesis of this passage.

88  For example, the language of slavery in vv. 8-9 connects this paragraph to the preceding 
analogies in 3:23-25 and 4:1-7. See deSilva, Galatians, 365. A. J. Goddard and S. A. Cummins, 
“Ill or Ill-Treated? Conflict and Persecution as the Context of Paul’s Original Ministry in 
Galatia (Galatians 4:12-20),” JSNT (1993):118, further argue that the next paragraph (4:12-
20) is best understood within the context of the freedom-slavery contrast of the surrounding 
passages: “Having placed these stark alternatives before the Galatians, Paul then (in 4.12-20) 
appeals to them to emulate himself by standing firm in their new covenant status, refusing to 
fall back under pressure into the old ways of Judaism or paganism, both subsets of the larger 
category of slavery.”
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You observe days and months and seasons and years.

I fear for you, that perhaps I have labored over you in vain.

I beg of you, brethren, become as I am, for I also have become 
as you are. You have done me no wrong;

but you know that it was because of a bodily illness that I 
preached the gospel to you the first time;

and that which was a trial to you in my bodily condition you 
did not despise or loathe, but you received me as an angel of 
God, as Christ Jesus Himself.

Where then is that sense of blessing you had? For I bear you 
witness that, if possible, you would have plucked out your 
eyes and given them to me.

So have I become your enemy by telling you the truth?

They eagerly seek you, not commendably, but they wish to 
shut you out so that you will seek them.

But it is good always to be eagerly sought in a commendable 
manner, and not only when I am present with you.

My children, with whom I am again in labor until Christ is 
formed in you--

but I could wish to be present with you now and to change my 
tone, for I am perplexed about you.

For all their dissimilarities, such as in length and subject matter, the two 
sections that make up this passage have some remarkable parallels:

In both paragraphs Paul argues from experience. As Witherington has 
pointed out: “In the first division of this argument Paul will focus on the 
experience of the Galatians before and after their conversions, and then 
in the second division in 4.12-20 in an emotion-laden move Paul will 
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appeal to the experiences he shared with the Galatian converts when 
he visited them.”89 Again, the experiences to which Paul appeals are not 
parenthetical to his main point. They are practical illustrations of the 
freedom that the gospel brings.

In the middle of each paragraph Paul asks a significant rhetorical 
question.  The underlined verses above (vv. 9, 16) mark a turning point 
indicated by the verbs “turn back” and “become” respectively. Something 
has changed, whether in the Galatians’ spiritual orientation (vv. 8-11) 
or in their relationship to Paul (vv. 12-20). Spiritually they are tempted 
to “turn back to the weak and worthless elemental things” (v. 9). On a 
personal level Paul wonders whether he has become their enemy (v. 16). 
It will also be noticed that before each of these rhetorical questions Paul is 
speaking about a past situation (vv. 9, 12-15), whereas after each question 
he is addressing the present situation (vv. 10-11; vv. 17-20). It is within the 
context of the present situation that expresses his emotions of fear (v. 11) 
and perplexity (v. 20).

Paul expresses these emotions climactically, at the end of each paragraph. 
He feels deeply about the changes that have taken place. The Galatians 
reverting back to a more primitive form of religion makes him afraid that 
his toil among them may have been in vain (v. 11).90 Their threatened 
change of allegiance from Paul to the unnamed interlopers (v. 17) leaves 
him perplexed (v. 20). Paul’s expressing his emotions at the end of each 
paragraph places them in an emphatic position and heightens the pathos 
of the passage. Paul’s comparison of himself to both a hard laborer (v. 
11)91 and a woman in labor (v. 19) further underscores the intensity of his 
emotions. 

While these syntactical observations help to reveal the shape of the 
passage, there are some further grammatical features of the passage that 
will make this more precise.

89  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 295-96.
90  Cf. Keener, Galatians, 364: “The looming threat of his converts’ apostasy (4:8-10; 5:2-4) is 

now expressed in distress (4:11) that will trigger the letter’s heaviest pathos section (4:12-20).”
91  The verb kopiaō that is used here carries the connotation of toiling to the point of exhaustion.
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The only imperative in the passage (and indeed the first imperative in 
the epistle) is in v. 12: “I beg of you, brethren, become as I am, for I also 
have become as you are.” The Greek of this verse is extremely cryptic. The 
NASB, with its usual integrity as a form equivalence translation, places 
in italics English words which have no Greek equivalent. Thus, rendered 
painfully literally, Paul’s command would read, “Become as I, for I also as 
you.” The NASB has done its best to do justice to what in the original is 
very terse and concise. The context suggests, however, that these compact 
words can be filled out in other ways in English. In his crisp command 
Paul both sets the tone and lays the groundwork for the paragraph that 
follows. He describes how he is in v. 19, “I am in labor again until Christ is 
formed in you.” He describes how the Galatians were in vv. 12b-15: They 
did him no wrong (v. 12b) by despising or loathing his physical condition 
(v. 14), but rather received him as an angel of God and even as Christ 
Jesus himself (v. 14), being willing, if possible, to pluck out their eyes and 
give them to him (v. 15).

Paul’s command in v. 12a therefore sets the agenda for the rest of the 
paragraph, but Paul fills out his cryptic words in reverse order. The phrase 
“as I (am)” is explained in v. 19, whereas the phrase “as you (were)” is 
explained in vv. 12b-15. The context would therefore suggest that the 
NASB (and many other English translations) get Paul’s command in v. 
12a only half right. They are correct in that Paul is telling the Galatians 
to become as he is but mistaken in giving the impression that Paul has 
become as they are. Rather Paul has become what they were. Somehow 
Paul sees an equivalence between his being in labor with the Galatians 
again (v. 19) and their earlier reception and treatment of him (vv. 12b-
15). But where does this equivalence lie? What is the connection between 
Paul’s present labor pains for them and their former reception of him?

The only part of the paragraph that does not seem to be covered by the 
comparison of the phrases “as I” and “as you” in Paul’s command in v. 12a 
are the notoriously difficult verses 17-18. Whatever else they may stress, 
in the original they clearly emphasize zeal. This is brought out best by the 
NIV (1984) translation of these verses: 



Vox Reformata, 2020 PAGE  79

“Those people are zealous to win you over, but for no good. 
What they want is to alienate you from us, so that you may 
be zealous for them. 18 It is fine to be zealous, provided the 
purpose is good, and to be so always and not just when I am 
with you.” 

The italicized words are all translations of the present tense of the verb 
zēloō.92 Paul makes a distinction between the bad zeal of v. 17 and the 
good zeal of v. 18. The bad zeal is that of his anonymous opponents, which 
the Galatians are in danger of catching. Good zeal is the kind that the 
Galatians showed Paul when he was with them, and of which Paul has 
just reminded them in vv. 12b-15.93 It is also exemplified in what he is 
about to say of himself in v. 19, i.e. that he is in labor with the Galatians 
again till Christ is formed in them. Paul knew from experience what a 
danger the wrong kind of zeal could be (Gal 1:14; cf. Acts 22:3; Phil 3:6) 
and what harm it could do to the Galatians (Gal 5:20; cf. 5:15).94 On the 
other hand, he could also see it as a positive emotion in both himself (2 
Cor 11:2) and others (2 Cor 7:7, 11; 9:2; Col 4:13; Tit 2:14). This was the 
kind of zeal he wants the Galatians to emulate in v. 18. They had obviously 
demonstrated it in his presence (vv. 12b-15) and now he wants them to 
show the same zeal for him in his absence (v. 18). Partly because of his 

92  In v. 17 this verb is in the active voice, while in v. 18 the form of the verb (zēlousthai) is 
grammatically ambiguous. It can be taken as either a middle or passive infinitive. The NIV 
and the NKJV have clearly understood it as a middle (“to be zealous”) which would have 
a meaning equivalent to the actives in v. 17. Other translations have taken the verb as a 
passive, e.g. “to be made much of ” (ESV, RSV, NRSV), “to be eagerly sought” (NASB). While 
grammatically either is possible, the middle voice seems to make slightly better sense in the 
context.

93  Thus Benjamin J. Lappenga, “Misdirected Emulation and Paradoxical Zeal: Paul’s Redefinition 
of ‘The Good’ as Object of zēlos in Galatians 4:12-20,” JBL, 131 (2012):789: “This reminder, 
along with the repetition of pareinai pros humas (‘being present with you’) in vv. 18 and 20, 
strongly suggests that the description of the Galatians’ initial reception of Paul in vv. 13-14 
is precisely a description of the activity described by the phrase kalon de zēlousthai en kalō[i]” 
(italics his).

94  In Gal 5:20 zēlos is listed as one of the “deeds of the flesh” (v. 19). Usually translated as 
“jealousy” in this context, it sits between eris (“strife”) and thumoi (“outbursts of anger”). 
Sadly, it would seem that the Galatians already knew of these deeds through bitter experience. 
Paul had warned them a few moments earlier, “if you bite and devour one another, take care 
lest you be consumed by one another” (v. 15).
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warm reception among them earlier he can sincerely say, “I could wish to 
be present with you now” (v. 20).95 In his own experience Paul had moved 
from a misplaced zeal (1:14) to a zeal that is healthy and proper (4:18-
19).96 The Galatians were in danger of moving in the opposite direction 
(4:17).

Although masked in many English translations, the zeal which Paul 
opposes in v. 17 is closely linked to his description of his former self 
as “more extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions” (1:14). This is 
now the kind of zeal shown by those who have infiltrated the Galatian 
churches. Paul’s old zeal, on the other hand, has not gone away but has 
been transformed into the positive kind of zeal described in v. 18. In fact, it 
is this kind of zeal that permeates the epistle/discourse as a whole and the 
present passage in particular. The fear and perplexity that Paul expresses 
so emphatically at the close of its constituent paragraphs grow out of his 
underlying zeal for the gospel and his Galatian converts. These emotions 
also stand under the shadow of the overall astonishment that prompted 
Paul to write the Galatians in the first place (1:6). Paul’s emotions in this 
epistle are not isolated feelings. They are interconnected and interrelated. 
They are also hierarchical. The dominant, overarching emotions are 
astonishment and zeal. They are what drive Paul to write the way he 
does. In this passage they are further qualified by fear and perplexity. 
Paul expresses a complex web of emotions, but it is not a tangled web. 
The four emotions he explicitly expresses are mutually interpretive. His 
astonishment and zeal are filled out and further explained by his fear and 
perplexity.

3.2 Afraid (4:11)

Paul was no stranger to fear, and he was not afraid to admit it! There were 
times when he feared the threat of physical violence (Acts 18:9-10) or the 

95  The phrase en tō[i] pareinai me pros humas (v. 18) is repeated almost verbatim in pareinai pros 
humas (v. 20).

96  Cf. Lappenga, “Misdirected Emulation and Paradoxical Zeal,” 792: “. . . a close study of 1:10-
24 reveals that Paul has cleverly portrayed himself as a zealot whose zeal has been radically 
redirected by his encounter with Christ.” Paul’s earlier zeal was not wholly unlike the zeal of 
those he scorns in 4:17.
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disaster of shipwreck (Acts 27:24). His fears are particularly prominent 
in the Corinthian correspondence. No doubt recalling the visit recorded 
in Acts 18, Paul reminds the Corinthians that he was with them “in 
weakness and fear and much trembling” (1 Cor 2:3). On one of his return 
journeys to their city he was waiting in Macedonia for Titus to bring their 
latest news. It was an anxious time, and Paul confessed to experiencing 
“conflicts without, fears within” (2 Cor 7:5). But even after Titus’ arrival 
with encouraging news, Paul still has reasons to be afraid. In 2 Cor 12:20 
he is afraid that he may find the Corinthians not as he wishes, i.e. marked 
by strife, jealousy, angry tempers, disputes,97 slanders, gossip, arrogance 
and disturbances. But he is also afraid that they may find him not as they 
wish, i.e. humiliated by God and mourning over those who have sinned 
and not repented (2 Cor 12:21).

For our purposes, however, the fear most akin to Paul’s fear for the 
Galatians is found in 2 Cor 11:3-4: 

But I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent’s 
cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your 
sincere and pure devotion to Christ. 4 For if someone comes 
to you and preaches a Jesus other than the Jesus we preached, 
or if you receive a different spirit from the one you received, 
or a different gospel from the one you accepted, you put up 
with it easily enough. 

The “different gospel” that the Corinthians are tolerating has strong 
affinities with the “different gospel” against which Paul warned the 
Galatians (Gal 1:6). It seems that for both the Galatians and the Corinthians 
Paul is afraid of the same thing – namely that they are in danger of turning 
to another gospel. The “different gospel” may not refer to the same heresy 
in each case, but in both there would appear to be Judaizing tendencies (2 
Cor 11:22; Gal 6:12-13). In 2 Cor 10-13, however, there is no mention of 
circumcision, which is a key factor in Galatians.

97  The first four items in this list are given in the same order in Paul’s enumeration of “the deeds 
of the flesh” in Gal 5:20.
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The evidence would suggest that the Galatians have not yet submitted 
to circumcision (Gal 5:2-3; 6:12-13), but they have taken the first steps 
in that direction by “observing days and months and seasons and years” 
(Gal 4:10).98 This fills Paul with fear (Gal 4:11), because in his mind this 
is equivalent to “turning back again to the weak and worthless elemental 
things” (Gal 4:9). Rather than going on to a higher form of Christianity, the 
Galatians are reverting to the kind of spiritual slavery in which they were 
trapped in their former paganism (Gal 4:8-9). The equation Paul makes is 
a stark one. The religious calendar which they are observing (v. 10) is no 
different to worshipping non-existent gods (v. 8). Both are indicated by 
the verb douleuein, “to serve as a slave” (vv. 8-9). The Galatians are simply 
exchanging one form of slavery for another.

But what exactly is the religious calendar that fills Paul with such fear? 
There is widespread agreement that this is a reference to the Mosaic Law. 
In Gal 4:10 Paul seems to be borrowing the language of the account of 
the fourth day of creation. Of the lights he created in the firmament God 
said: “Let them be for signs, and for seasons, and for days and for years” 
(Gen 1:14, italics mine). Paul’s order differs, and “signs” are replaced by 
“months.”  Otherwise his language is identical to the LXX rendering of 
these words. Paul arranges these terms according to their chronological 
length and has them refer to the ceremonies that would be elaborated 
in the later books of Moses. As Barnes explains, “Paul was referring to 
Jewish holy days. The Galatians were on the way to observing the Jewish 
new moons (Num. 28:11), the great Jewish feasts (Passover, Pentecost or 
Weeks, the Feast of Tabernacles or Booths), and sabbatical years and the 
year of jubilee (. . . Deut. 16:1-17; Lev. 19:23-25; 25:1-22.”99 They are in 
danger of adopting the ancestral traditions for which Paul had once been 
extremely zealous (Gal 1:14). He knows what this would mean. It would 
mean being slaves again to “the weak and worthless elemental things 
(stoicheia)” (Gal 4:9). They would be regulated by the same rudimentary 

98  Witherington, Grace in Galatia, 300, raises the possibility of taking v. 10 as a question: “On 
this showing Paul is not suggesting in vs. 10 that they are already observing the Jewish 
calendar, but they are seriously considering it. I think this is likely to be the case, though it 
cannot be ruled out that they had gradually begun to adopt Jewish practices but had not yet 
gone on to accept circumcision.”

99  Barnes, Galatians, 198.
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principles that had regulated their earlier pagan way of life. As Bruce 
has pointed out: “For all the basic differences between Judaism and 
paganism, both involved subjection to the same elemental forces. This is 
an astonishing statement for a former Pharisee to make; yet Paul makes 
it – not as an exaggeration in the heat of argument but as the deliberate 
expression of a carefully thought out position.”100 Paul understands the 
full implications of what the Galatians are doing, and it fills him with fear.

But were Paul’s fears realized? They already seem to have been tempered 
somewhat in the next chapter, “I have confidence in you in the Lord” (Gal 
5:10). So had he actually toiled in vain? Has all the time and trouble he has 
spent over them been wasted? The concern that Paul’s work might have 
been in vain is a recurring theme only in Paul’s letters to the Galatians and 
the Corinthians (Gal 3:4; 4:11; 1 Cor 15:2, 14, 58; 2 Cor 6:1). These were 
precisely the churches for which he had good reason to be afraid. Although 
there were tumultuous times in the relationship between Paul and the 
Corinthians, the church’s whole-hearted contribution to the Jerusalem 
offering suggests an eventual positive outcome (Rom 15:26-27; cf. Acts 
20:1-4). The same (and more) could be said of the Galatian churches, 
especially if the connections we have seen between the epistle and Acts 
13-14 are valid. The Galatians contributed to the Jerusalem offering (1 
Cor 16:1). It would also appear that some of their representatives (Gaius 
from Derbe and Timothy from Lystra) accompanied Paul on his journey 
to deliver the gift (Acts 20:4). On his second and third missionary 
journeys Paul also seems to have visited the Galatians to good effect (Acts 
16:1-6; 18:23). By all accounts the Galatians heeded Paul’s warning.101 The 
spiritual peril that threatened them had been averted. Ultimately Paul’s 
fears could be put to one side. As he was writing the Galatians, however, 
they were still very real and they permeate his whole letter. The same 
could be said of his perplexity.

100  Bruce, Galatians, 202-203.
101  Contra Sänger, “’Vergeblich bemüht,’” 399, who concludes that we do not know whether Paul 

was able to convince the Galatians or win them back with his arguments.
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3.3 Perplexed (4:20)

Once again it is only with the Galatians and Corinthians that Paul 
shares his feelings of perplexity. He confides to the Corinthians that 
he was “perplexed, but not despairing” (2 Cor 4:8),102 although in this 
case he is probably speaking more generally rather than saying that he 
was perplexed by the Corinthians themselves. His perplexity with the 
Galatians, on the other hand, is parallel to his fear for them. As we have 
already seen, his fear for them was sparked by their “turning back again 
to the weak and worthless elemental things” (v. 9) by “observing days and 
months and seasons and years” (v. 10). Likewise, his perplexity is triggered 
by an attendant change in the Galatians. This time the focus is not on a 
change in their religious practices but on the change in their relationship 
to Paul (v. 16). Obviously the two go hand in hand. Their attraction to the 
teaching of the intruders undermines their relationship with the apostle. 
The zeal they once had for Paul is running the risk of now being directed 
to his opponents. His zeal for them has not abated, but only intensified, 
as he compares himself to a pregnant woman about to give birth. He is in 
labor with the Galatians again until Christ is formed in them (v. 19). The 
diminution of their zeal for him compared to the intensification of his 
zeal for them leaves him perplexed. He is flabbergasted by their change of 
heart and is at his wits’ end about them (NEB). It is an intensely emotional 
experience.

Not all English translations detect an emotion here, however. Rather than 
identifying an emotion some see a state of mental confusion: “I have no 
idea what to do” (JB); “I don’t know what to do about you” (Holman); “I 
have doubts about you” (NKJV). A similar approach is reflected in some 
of the paraphrases: “I frankly don’t know what to do” (LB); “I honestly 
don’t know how to deal with you” (Phillips). While it is true that the verb 
aporeomai that is used here can mean to “be at a loss” or “be in doubt,”103 
its emotional overtones are hard to deny. Not only is this the case in most 
of its other NT occurrences (Mark 6:20; Luke 24:4; John 13:22; Acts 25:20; 

102  For a discussion of this verse see Stephen Voorwinde, “Paul’s Emotions in 2 Corinthians: Part 
1 (Chapters 1-7), Vox Reformata 80 (2015):82-84.

103  See BDAG, 119; EDNT 1:140; MM, 67.
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2 Cor 4:8), its meaning is also determined by the emotionally charged 
context.104 Not only is Paul’s perplexity parallel to his fear, it also grows 
out of his heightened zeal for the Galatians and their diminishing zeal for 
him.105 Part of his reason for wanting to be with them is that their old zeal 
might be rekindled.

The other reason Paul wants to be with them is to change his tone. Given 
the context, Paul’s wish is an intriguing one. Why would he want to change 
his tone when he has just been addressing them in the most affectionate 
and endearing terms? “I beg of you, brethren,” he had said in v. 12, and just 
now he had spoken to them most tenderly as “my children, with whom 
I am again in labor” (v. 19). Or could he be thinking back to his hard-
hitting questions in vv. 15-16: “Where then is that sense of blessing you 
had? . . . Have I therefore become your enemy by telling you the truth?”? 
The broken syntax of the sentence that makes up vv. 19-20106 could well 
indicate that Paul’s mind is jumping back to these earlier questions. This is 
not how a mother addresses the baby to whom she is about to give birth! 
The broken syntax could also be an indication of Paul’s perplexity. He is 
emotionally torn and does not quite know how to address the Galatians. 
Should he do it with comparative harshness (vv. 15-16) or with tenderness 
(vv. 12, 19)? In this paragraph he has done both. Now he doesn’t know 
which was right and it tears him apart. He is baffled, not quite knowing 
what to do. Hence he wants to be with them and to change his tone.

This still leaves open the question as to how Paul would change his 
tone if he were with the Galatians. Would his tone change from mild 
to harsh or from harsh to mild? Historically this question has divided 

104  Cf. Keener, Galatians, 398-99: “Now Paul laments that he is bewildered (4:20). Some 
communicators used claims of such perplexity to convey the intensity of their emotion . . . 
Paul uses it here to conclude the main pathos section of his letter.”

105  Cf. Blomberg, From Pentecost to Patmos, 130, “the important point for Paul is the contrast 
between the Galatians’ original care for him and their current alienation, leading him to 
agonize like a woman in childbirth (vv. 17-20)!”

106  The syntax is broken by the presence of an adversative de early in v. 20. This break is indicated 
by a semi-colon in the UBS text, and by a dash in the NASB, at the end of v. 19. Were it not for 
the presence of de, the syntax of the sentence would run quite smoothly. Its inclusion suggests 
a sudden change of thought and/or feeling.
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commentators.107 By and large, ancient commentators such as Augustine 
believed Paul wanted to be with them to give them a good dressing down. 
His presence would be punitive and disciplinary. More recent scholars 
on the other hand have championed the view that in person Paul could 
win the Galatians over with gentleness.108 At the time of the Reformation 
Martin Luther proposed a midway position by combining both views. In 
their presence Paul could decide whether pastorally a gentle or a harsh 
tone was called for. He could change his tone depending on the condition 
of his audience. According to Gerhard Wilhelmi all three solutions have 
their drawbacks, but his own view most closely resembles Luther’s: 
“The apostle longs for a direct, unmediated conversation. He sees his 
opportunity in personal, oral expression, but he is suffering because such 
communication is now impossible, as he is counting on the persuasiveness 
of his spoken words.”109 Paul could thus be paraphrased as saying, “If only 
I were with you now and could speak to you directly.”110 He would rather 
be a rhetor than a writer! No doubt he would prefer to deliver his own 
discourse rather than have it read to the churches.

Paul’s perplexity expresses itself, therefore, not in his desire to change his 
tone at this point in the letter either from harsh to mild or vice versa. 
Rather he is expressing his painful awareness of the inadequacy of the 
written word. Bruce has made some perceptive observations in this regard:

Paul’s written words in his letters when he was absent from 
his friends were substitutes for his spoken words when he was 
in their company – and, in his view, inadequate substitutes. 
There are situations in which the tone of voice and even the 
look on the face convey nearly as much as the words that are 

107  A helpful historical overview is provided by Gerhard Wilhelmi, “allaxai tēn phōnēn mou? 
(Galater 4:20),” ZNW, 65 (1974):151-54.

108  Cf. deSilva, Galatians, 387, who argues that Paul’s presence would allow him “to adopt a 
kinder, gentler tone.”

109  Wilhelmi, “allaxai,” 154 (author’s translation).
110  Wilhelmi, “allaxai,” 154 (author’s translation); cf. Ridderbos, Galatians, 171: “Very probably 

we are to think of the advantages that the living voice has over the written word.” Sänger, 
“’Vergeblich bemüht,’” 389, has enumerated some of these advantages, i.e. gestures, mimicry, 
volume, rhythm, voice modulation and pauses for effect.
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said, but when one is writing from a distance only the words 
can be conveyed . . . [I]f only he could be with them he could 
adapt his tone of voice to his deep-seated emotions. He is at a 
loss to know how to best approach them.111

Paul’s feeling of perplexity can therefore not be restricted to the present 
passage. It permeates the entire epistle. The same can be said of his fear 
earlier in the passage (Gal 4:11). Neither his fear nor his perplexity were 
fleeting feelings but settled emotions that pervade his whole undertaking. 
They also give further colour and definition to the overarching 
astonishment that Paul expressed so prominently at the outset (Gal 1:6). 
Emotions seldom stand alone and are often complex.112 Here in Galatians 
Paul’s fear and perplexity flow into his overwhelming astonishment. They 
also mingle with his zeal that has been redirected from a zeal for his 
ancestral traditions (Gal 1:14) to a gospel zeal for the hearts and minds of 
his converts (Gal 4:18). The result is a kaleidoscope of emotional colour 
that produces one of Paul’s most powerful and transformative epistles.

Conclusion

The emotional combination of astonishment, fear, perplexity and zeal that 
undergirds this epistle also helps to account for Paul’s more outspoken 
and jagged outbursts. He never explicitly identifies the precise feelings 
expressed by his anathemas (Gal 1:8-9), insults (Gal 3:1; 5:15), pleas (Gal 
4:12) and imprecations (Gal 5:12). In his pathos he pulls out all the stops 
of his emotional arsenal. But even when the exact emotions behind these 
outbursts are left undefined, we can be confident that they fall within the 
orbit of the four explicit emotions. They are his reaction to the machinations 
of his opponents who are disturbing the Galatians and distorting the 
gospel (Gal 1:7), bewitching them (Gal 3:1), are zealous for them (Gal 
4:17), troubling them (Gal 5:12), hindering them from obeying the truth 
(Gal 5:7) and are trying to compel them to be circumcised (Gal 6:12). 
On his part, says Sänger, “Paul reacts with surprise (1:6), astonishment 

111  Bruce, Galatians, 213.
112  Cf. J. Alasdair Groves and Winston T. Smith, Untangling Emotions (Wheaton: Crossway, 

2019), 41: “Emotions don’t come in single file.”
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(3:1, 3) and lack of comprehension (4:12-20; 5:7). His emotional agitation 
rises to the point of biting irony and even spite (5:12).”113 These reactions 
should not surprise us if we remember that they come from the pen of an 
amazed, anxious and perplexed, converted religious zealot!

Paul makes no apology for his emotional response to what is happening 
in the Galatian churches. It is all part and parcel of his cruciform way of 
life: “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but 
Christ lives in me” (Gal 2:20). This statement belongs to his propositio, 
the central thesis that he is seeking to defend throughout the epistle (Gal 
2:15-21). He defends it not only by the logos of his argument, but also by 
the pathos of his emotions. The strength of his argument is supported 
by the strength of his feelings. Both centre on the cross. While the only 
reference to Jesus’ resurrection in Galatians is in the opening verse, there 
are repeated refences to the cross (Gal 1:4; 2:20; 3:1, 13; 5:11, 24; 6:12, 14). 
Not only is the cross integral to Paul’s gospel. It is equally integral to his 
life, so much so that at the end of his letter he can exclaim with profound 
pathos, “From now on let no one cause trouble for me, for I bear on my 
body the brand-marks of Jesus” (Gal 6:16). There were therefore outward, 
visible and physical signs of his having been crucified with Christ. Would 
it be going too far to say that his emotions reflect that same reality? His 
astonishment, fear, perplexity and zeal for the Galatians are all indications 
that he has been crucified with Christ. They are shaped by the cross of 
Christ. Therefore, both physically and emotionally, there are observable 
signs that Paul is living a cruciform life.

113  Sänger, “’Vergeblich bemüht,’” 394 (author’s translation).
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Introduction

In a recent article, Kelly Shannon argued that our main ancient source 
on Nero’s persecution of the Christians in AD 64, the Roman historian 
Tacitus, relied heavily on Roman memory and oral history rather than 
written records. Still, Shannon adds, this does not render Tacitus’ account 
unhistorical, for the violent extermination of foreign religions had a long 
history in Rome.1 Although Richard Carrier also recently argued that 
references to Jesus Christ and the Early Christians by Tacitus were inserted 
into Tacitus’ text by a fourth century interpolator,2 Birgit van der Lans 
and Jan Bremmer have in contrast, pointed out that there was already a 
strong early Christian tradition for Nero’s persecution of the Christians 
among Christian sources prior to the fourth century, and that therefore, 
the historicity of Nero’s Christian persecution as described by Tacitus is 
therefore factual.3 This article examines the nature of Nero’s persecution 
in light of Tacitus, the Roman biographer Suetonius, and Roman historian 
Cassius Dio, as well as a range of extra-biblical Christian sources, and 
brings them together demonstrating the violence of Nero’s persecution 
and resulting Christian resilience. It shall be found that the introduction 
of the persecution was not a whim of Nero’s, but a calculated persecution 
of a what was perceived by Romans to be a typical foreign cult.

1  Kelly Shannon, ‘Memory, Religion and History in Nero’s Great Fire: Tacitus, Annals 15. 41-7’, 
Classical Quarterly, 62, 2 (2012), 753, 758.

2  Richard Carrier, ‘The Prospect of a Christian Interpolation in Tacitus, Annals 15. 44’, Vigiliae 
Christianae, 68 (2014), 264, 272, 281.

3  Birgit van der Lans, Jan Bremmer, ‘Tacitus and the Persecution of the Christians: An Invention 
of Tradition?’, Eirene, 53 (2017), 316.
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Christians and Romans

According to Tacitus, following the Great Fire of AD 64:

But neither human resources, nor imperial munificence, nor 
appeasement of the gods, eliminated sinister suspicions that 
the fire had been instigated. To suppress this rumour, Nero 
fabricated scapegoats – and punished with every refinement 
the notoriously depraved Christians (as they are popularly 
called). Their instigator, Christ, had been executed in Tiberius’ 
reign by the governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate. But in spite of 
this temporary setback the deadly superstition had broken out 
afresh, not only in Judea (where the mischief had started) but 
even in Rome. All degraded and shameful practices collect 
and flourish in the capital.4

In this passage, one observes Nero deflecting blame for the Great Fire from 
himself and upon the Christians. Thus, one detects Roman bias against 
Christianity in its earliest decades. Tacitus provides audiences with the 
crux for this bias: Jesus Christ’s own execution. According to John’s Gospel, 
Pontius Pilate initially hesitated to sentence Jesus to death, but only after 
receiving public pressure and threats of being labelled an enemy of Caesar 
for preferring Jesus’ kingship to Tiberius’ own, did he capitulate.5 In any 
event, Jesus was executed by a Roman procurator, and Tacitus, a Roman, 
inherited the view that Jesus was simply a condemned criminal. As a 
result, Tacitus appears to have presumed that Jesus’ Christian followers 
both during and after his ascension were enthusiasts of criminality. This 
accounts for the various lampoons by Lucian the Roman satirist, who in 
the mid-second century described Christianity’s leaders as gullible and 
believers merely in ‘the man who was crucified in Palestine’.6

As for Tacitus’ charge that Christianity was a ‘deadly superstition’, it must 
be noted that such terms were often used by Romans with regard to the 

4  Tac. Ann. 15. 43-44.
5  Jn 19:12-16.
6  Lucian, De Morte. Peregr. 11.
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beliefs and practices of foreign religions. The Celts of Britain, the tribes 
of Germany, and the devotees living in Egypt, were all considered deadly 
superstitions by Romans.7 Moreover, the early Christians were not only 
foreign to Romans, being from Judea, but by AD 64 relations between 
Rome and Judea were fast unravelling in the build up to the First Jewish War 
(AD 66-70). Although Christianity’s separation from Judaism developed 
gradually, and was still being largely seen as one of a number of Jewish 
sects which included Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Sicarii, Zealots, and 
others, what made Romans scoff at it was its apparent newness.8 Thus, 
Suetonius justifies Nero’s persecution of the Early Christians as they 
belonged to ‘a new and mischievous superstition’.9

Still, calculated systematic persecution of foreign cults had a long history in 
ancient Rome, dating back to the republican era.10 Religious collegio were 
banned in Rome under that era, and practitioners of foreign cults were 
expelled.11 In a more extreme case, that of the Bacchanalia scandal in 186 
BC, convicted practitioners were even sentenced to death.12 Consequently, 
Nero’s persecution of the Christians appears to have been sanctioned by 
longstanding Roman tradition.13 However, Nero’s persecution held some 
differences to other persecutions that had preceded it. Firstly, it was far 
more severe,14 and secondly, Nero’s primary concern appears not to have 
been the preservation of Rome’s ancestral religion but his public image.15

7  Robert Louis Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them (Yale: Yale University Press, 
2003), 50.

8  Richard Holland, Nero: The Man Behind the Myth (Phoenix Hill: Sutton, 2000), 173; Jürgen 
Malitz, Nero (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 70.

9  Suet. Ner. 16.
10  D. Baudy, ‘Prohibitions of Religion in Antiquity: Setting the Course of Europe’s Religious 

History’, in C. Ando, J. Rüpke (eds.) Religion and Law in Classical and Christian Rome 
(Stuttgart: Verlag, 2006), 105-109; Kelly Shannon, ‘Memory, Religion and History in Nero’s 
Great Fire’, 758.

11  M. Beard, J. North, S. Price, Religions of Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998), 1. 230-231.

12  Liv. 39. 18. 4; ILS 18. 25; K. Shannon, ‘Memory, Religion and History in Nero’s Great Fire’, 758.
13  Kelly Shannon, ‘Memory, Religion and History in Nero’s Great Fire’, 758.
14  A. Momigliano, On Pagans, Jews, and Christians (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 

1987), 196-197; Kelly Shannon, ‘Memory, Religion and History in Nero’s Great Fire’, 758.
15  Kelly Shannon, ‘Memory, Religion and History in Nero’s Great Fire’, 758.
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Adding to Christianity’s disfavour among Romans was their religious 
idealism. The second century Greek philosopher Celsus condemned 
Christians for associating with each other during religious practices, 
but shunning religious gatherings among state endorsed, religious 
associations.16 This air of secrecy produced wild theories among Romans 
like Celsus, who spread rumours that Christians deliberately hid evil 
practices, including cannibalism,17 ritualised sex,18 and black magic.19 The 
power of this dread was of mammoth proportions. In AD 110, Pliny the 
Younger, as governor of Bithynia, issued investigations into the practices 
of Christianity in that province, and discovered that its adherents actually 
shunned evil and embraced honourable living, albeit under a banner 
of worshipping Jesus as God. However, Pliny nevertheless described 
Christianity in Bithynia in a famous letter to the emperor Trajan in terms 
of a ‘degenerate sort of cult carried to extravagant lengths’.20

It might be argued that Christians could have also undermined their 
own legal standing during Nero’s persecution, incriminating themselves 
in the aftermath of the Great Fire with anti-Rome views. The Christian 
apocalyptic belief that Rome would be destroyed by fire in Revelation 
18:8, as described by Jesus’ disciple John while in prison on Patmos in the 
AD 80s or 90s, may have been a longstanding tradition within in earlier 
Christian circles.21 Most certainly, Jesus’ teaching on his role in promoting 
his spiritual kingdom ‘I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I 
wish it was already kindled!’, as recorded in the Gospel of Luke, which was 
written in Rome, may have been misinterpreted by Roman authorities as 
indications that followers of Jesus were taught by their Christian leaders 
to take up incendiarism.22 In addition, Gnostic Christians living in Rome 
maintained an alternative tradition regarding these same words of Jesus’, 

16  Origen, C. Cels. 1. 1; 8. 17.
17  Min. Fel. Oct. 1-13; Stephen Benko, Pagan Rome and the Early Christians (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1984), 54-78.
18  Stephen Benko, Pagan Rome and the Early Christians, 79-102.
19  Apul. Met. 9. 14; Stephen Benko, Pagan Rome and the Early Christians, 103-139.
20  Pl. Ep. 10. 96.
21  Richard Holland, Nero, 171, 177, 180.
22  Lk 12:49.
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since in the second century Gnostic book, the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus 
is reported stating in more immediate fashion, ‘I have cast fire upon 
this world, and see, I am guarding it until it blazes’.23 If this teaching 
was circulated throughout Rome by Gnostic Christians as early as the 
mid-first century, this might have contributed to a popular view that 
Christians were avid enthusiasts of the destructiveness of fire in Rome. 
Combined with the Christian belief that Rome would be destroyed by fire 
at the end of time in Revelation, Jesus’ words in the Gospel of Luke and 
the Gospel of Thomas may have been driving forces in the incrimination 
of Christians during Nero’s persecution.24

Responsibility for the Persecution

As to who may have been responsible for Nero’s use of the Christians of 
Rome as scapegoats for the incendiarism of the Great Fire of Rome in 
AD 64, debate exists. In 1898, Philippe Fabia argued that Poppaea Sabina, 
Nero’s wife from AD 62 to 65, who Josephus described as a ‘God-fearer’, 
is the most likely candidate.25 Thereupon, in 1959, E. Mary Smallwood 
challenged Fabia’s argument, pointing out that it was Poppaea Sabina 
herself who had Gessius Florus appointed governor of the province of 
Judea, on account of her friendship with his wife - a governorship that 
would result in the outbreak of the First Jewish War – which Smallwood 
claimed was hardly the behaviour of a supporter of the Judaism.26 However, 
Poppaea Sabina could never have expected the inevitability of the First 
Jewish War, and Josephus’ statement that had Gessius Florus appointed 
through friendship with his wife alone cannot be ignored. According to 
Josephus, in AD 61 Poppaea Sabina was also instrumental in influencing 
Nero to acquit the Jerusalem leaders in the ‘Wall Case’ trial, in which the 
Roman governor Porcius Festus had brought against them a lawsuit for 

23  Gospel of Thomas, 10.
24  Richard Holland, Nero, 172, 175.
25  Jos. JA. 20. 195; Philippe Fabia, ‘Le Règne et la Mort de Poppée’, Revue de Philologie, de 

Littérature, et d’Histoire Anciennes, 22, 4 (1898), 336-337. 
26  E. Mary Smallwood, ‘The Alleged Jewish Tendencies of Poppaea Sabina’, Journal of Theological 

Studies, 10, 2 (1959), 334-335.
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building a wall that screened-off the Temple from the Antonia.27 Then, 
in AD 64, as recorded by Josephus in his brief autobiography, the Vita, at 
the request of a young Josephus himself, Poppaea Sabina persuaded Nero 
to pardon Jewish priests in Rome after being charged for improprieties 
by the Judean procurator at the time, Antonius Felix.28 According to the 
contemporaneous Roman author Pliny the Elder, Poppaea Sabina was 
obsessed with fashion, and in the words of Margaret H. Williams, who is 
to say this preoccupation of hers did not ‘extend also into the sphere of 
religion?’29 Indeed, given that Paul states in his letter to the Philippians that 
there were some of ‘Caesar’s household’ that is, slaves and staff, that were 
new converts to the Christian faith, it is possible she heard of Christianity 
from them, and unhappy that this breakaway sect that undermined Jewish 
tradition penetrated the palace, struck upon them as a group for Nero to 
blame after the fire.30 Throughout the twentieth century, other historians 
with Williams reached consensus that Poppaea Sabina is most likely the 
one who suggested to Nero to use the Christians as scapegoats, including 
M. Cary, H. H. Scullard, and W. H. C. Frend.31 However, Gray steered 
a middle course, arguing that whilst Poppaea Sabina  most certainly 
encouraged Nero to officially blame the Christians, the introduction on 
persecution of Christians after the Great Fire was broached to her and 
Nero by the Praetorian Prefect, Tigellinus.32 

However, one may argue that Nero himself took a leading role in the 
introduction of the persecution, as the following examination of ancient 
sources represents. Christianity’s unpopularity in Rome was evident, 
which had reached flash point in Rome during the principate (reign) of 
Claudius. 

27  Jos. JA. 20. 182-196.
28  Jos. Vit. 13-16.
29  Margaret H. Williams, ‘θεοσεβὴς γὰρ ἦν – The Jewish Tendencies of Poppaea Sabina’, Journal 

of Theological Studies, 39, 1 (1988), 111.
30  Phil 4:22; E. Mary Smallwood, ‘The Alleged Jewish Tendencies of Poppaea Sabina’, 330.
31  M. Cary, H. H. Scullard, A History of Rome Down to the Reign of Constantine (New York, 

1983), 359; W. H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia, 1984), 109.
32  Michael J. G. Gray, ‘Why the Christians? Nero and the Great Fire’, Latomus, 57, 3 (1998), 613.
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According to Suetonius: 

Since the Jews constantly made disturbances at the instigation 
of Chrestus, he [Claudius] expelled them from Rome.33 

Suetonius included no chronological markers as to when this expulsion 
occurred, which makes it somewhat difficult to pinpoint its exact date, but 
what is clear is that it did take place under Claudius during his principate 
between the years AD 41-54.34 To complicate the issue, Cassius Dio states 
a similar but separate event also took place under Claudius in AD 41 
which some scholars believe is the one and same event.35 This has meant 
that these Suetonius’ and Cassius Dio’s texts in this case have been used 
to shed light on each other.36 According to Cassius Dio, in the first year of 
Claudius’ reign, the emperor wished to curb the Jewish presence in Rome, 
but chose not to expel the Jews of Rome from the city on account of their 
many numbers. Therefore, in response, Claudius decided instead to ban 
their public meetings in Rome, itself:

As for the Jews, who had again increased so greatly that by 
reason of their multitude it would have been hard without 
raising a tumult to bar them from the city [Rome], he 
[Claudius] did not drive them out, but ordered them, 
while continuing their traditional mode of life, not to hold 
meetings.37 

33  Suet. Cl. 25.
34  Dixon Slingerland, ‘Suetonius’ “Claudius” 25. 4 and the Account of Cassius Dio’, Jewish 

Quarterly Review, 79, 4 (1989), 306.
35  F. F. Bruce, Commentary On the Book of Acts (1954; reprinted, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1966), 368; F. F. Bruce, ‘Christianity Under Claudius’, BJRL, 44 (1962), 314; A. Momigliano, 
Claudius (New York: Barnes and Noble: 1961; reprinted, Greenwood: Westport, 1981), 31; E. 
M. Smallwood, The Jews Under Roman Rule from Pompey to Diocletian (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 
215.

36  S. Guterman, Religious Toleration and Persecution in Ancient Rome (Praeger: London, 1951), 
150; S. Benko, ‘The Edict of Claudius of AD 49 and the Instigator Chrestus’, Theologische 
Zeitschrift [see p97, n47], 25 (1969), 407; F. F. Bruce, Commentary on the Book of Acts, 368; F. F. 
Bruce, ‘Christianity Under Claudius’, 314; B. Baldwin, Suetonius (A. M. Hakkert: Amsterdam, 
1983), 356; Dixon Slingerland, ‘Suetonius’, 306.

37  Dio 60. 6. 6-7.
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Differences between Suetonius’ and Cassius Dio’s statements can be 
detected. In Cassius Dio’s text, Claudius curbed his wish to expel the Jews, 
whereas in Suetonius’ text an entire expulsion from the city of Rome was 
carried out by that same emperor. Hence, Singerland has concluded that 
Cassius Dio and Suetonius have actually described two, separate events - 
an AD 41 ban on Jewish gatherings in Rome, and a later expulsion, both 
taking place under Claudius’ orders.38 

Two theories exists as to the precise date of this expulsion. The first was 
proposed by E. Mary Smallwood, who has argued that as our texts of 
Tacitus span only from AD 46 to 54 of Claudius’ principate, Tacitus must 
have recorded it somewhere in the lost years of AD 41 to 46 of Claudius’ 
reign.39 Added to this, E. Mary Smallwood argues that a comment by 
the contemporary Jewish philosopher Philo gives greater importance 
to her theory. During the earliest years of the principate of Claudius 
himself, the Alexandrian Jewish philosopher Philo states that Claudius 
‘neither ejected them [the Jews] from Rome…’, confirming Cassius Dio’s 
evidence.40 Smallwood then argued that the Jews must have been expelled 
by Claudius during the years covered by the lost sections of Tacitus’ Annals 
between AD 42 and 46.41 However, as Slingerland points out, because we 
no longer possess these lost sections we cannot certain of this.42

The second theory in regard to the dating of the expulsion under Claudius 
relies on the testimony of the fifth century Christian historian Orosius, 
who prepared some of the historical material for Saint Augustine of 
Hippo’s City of God. According to Orosius:

Josephus reports, ‘In his ninth year [that is, of Claudius’ 
principate] the Jews were expelled by Claudius from the city.43

38  Dixon Slingerland, ‘Suetonius’, 322; Dixon Slingerland, ‘Suetonius Claudius 25. 4, Acts 18, and 
Paulles Orosius’ “Historium Adversus Paganos Libre VII:” Dating the Claudian Expulsion(s) 
of Roman Jews’, Jewish Quarterly Review, 83, 1 / 2 (1992), 128, 144.

39  E. M. Smallwood, The Jews Under Roman Rule, 212-213.
40  Philo, Leg, 23. 243.
41  E. M. Smallwood, The Jews Under Roman Rule, 213-214.
42  Dixon Slingerland, ‘Suetonius Claudius 25. 4, Acts 18, and Paulles Orosius’, 129-132.
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Although this statement by Josephus is no longer extant in any of his 
remaining works, Orosius’ recorded Josephus statement may have once 
been included in an unknown work of his, or perhaps Orosius found these 
facts in another work by an otherwise unknown author and attributed it 
to Josephus by mistake.44 In support of Orosius’ claim that the Jews were 
expelled from Rome in the ninth year of Claudius’ principate, is Acts’ 
testimony that the Jewish Christian leaders Priscilla and Aquila had been 
part of Claudius’ expulsion, and that they had met with Paul in the Greek 
city of Corinth during the proconsulship of Seneca’s brother, Lucius 
Junius Gallio Annaeanus, over Achaea in AD51-52 after their expulsion 
from Rome by Claudius:

After this, Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. There he met 
a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, who had recently 
come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had 
ordered all Jews to leave Rome.45

Since Acts states that Priscilla and Aquila journeyed from Italy to Corinth 
and there met Paul, this could mean they were part of Claudius’ expulsion 
of the Jews from Rome in AD 49/50, but had stayed on somewhere in Italy 
for several years before leaving Italy for Corinth itself, perhaps with the 
express purpose of meeting with Paul there.46

As to whom the ‘Chrestus’ of Suetonius’ text might be, several theories 
also exist. As pointed out by E. Koestermann and Stephen Benko, this 
name was a very popular one in Rome, especially among slaves. Thus, 
they argue, he must clearly have been a historical personality. However, as 
to who that historical personality might once have been is unknowable.47 

44  Peter Lampe, From Paul to Valentinus: Christians at Rome in the First Two Centuries (London: 
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According to H. Slingerland, an alternative reading of Suetonius’ statement 
can mean that this ‘Chrestus’ could have once been an adviser to Claudius 
and was thus responsible for influencing that emperor to expel the Jews.48 
However, Brent Shaw and Richard Carrier argue that he was simply more 
likely to have once been a Jewish insurgent living in Rome inciting Jewish 
rebellions there.49 Shaw argues that Tacitus, writing in the early second 
century, designated Nero’s punishments upon followers of ‘Chrestus’ 
rather that upon the followers of ‘Christus’ as a separate group.50 Carrier 
and others, however, contests Shaw’s view that ‘Chrestiani’ were Jewish 
followers of any Jewish insurgent named Chrestus, arguing that the riots 
among Jews in Rome resulting in Claudius’ expulsion decree of AD 49/50 
had their origins in the preaching of followers of Christ by Christians 
living in that city.51 Indeed, there are numerous examples in Acts of Jewish 
populations causing riots in various cities in the Greek East on account of 

48  H. Dixon Slingerland, ‘Chrestus – Christus?’, in A. J. Avery-Rock (ed.) New Perspectives on 
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Lanham, 1989), 133-144.
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the preaching of the gospel by Paul in their parts of the world, including 
Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, Thessalonika, Beroea, and Corinth.52 
In any event, Suetonius’ ‘Chrestus’ may simply have been a garbled form 
of ‘Christus’. As the late second century Christian apologist Tertullian 
of Carthage pointed out, ‘Christus’ was typically pronounced ‘Chrestus’ 
by Romans on account of their accent, since they verbally pronounced 
the letter ‘i’ as an ‘e’ sound, which may mean that Suetonius had heard 
‘Christus’ pronounced verbally by a Roman, and simply wrote the word 
down as he heard it.53

This last theory is, however, rejected by Bernard Green, who argues that 
given Dio states there were too many Jews to be expelled by Claudius in 
AD 41, this must have still applied in AD 49.54 Also, given Acts mentions 
only Priscilla and Aquila as being expelled from the city of Rome, it must 
have been the Christians of Rome who were expelled, not the Jewish 
population that had lived there. Thus, Green argues, whereas in Acts it 
is Paul and Barnabas who were expelled from the cities they preached 
throughout, in this case under Claudius, the entire Christian population 
of Rome was expelled.55 Peter Lampe agrees with Green to a certain extent, 
but argues that since Priscilla and Aquila appear to have been the key 
figures expelled from Rome in Acts, Claudius’ expulsion must have been 
confined solely to the Christian church leaders in Rome.56 Furthermore, 
although Acts states ‘all the Jews’ were expelled from Rome, the word ‘all’ 
(πᾶς) was a preferred Lukan term, appearing 172 times in Acts, and 157 
times in Luke, which may mean that not all of the Christians of Rome, or 
not all the Jews of Rome, were actually expelled from the city by Claudius.57 
However, Green’s and Lampe’s arguments are also rejected by Slingerland 
and Rutgers who argue that there is no apparent reason that Suetonius’ 

52  Pisidian Antioch, Acts 13:44-52; Iconium, Acts 14:4-5; Lystra, Acts: 14:19; Thessalonika, Acts 
17:5-9; Beroea, Acts 17:13-35; Corinth, Acts 18:12-17.

53  Tert. Apol. 1. 3; Ad Nationes. 1. 3; Tac. Ann. 15. 44.
54  Bernard Green, Christianity in Ancient Rome, 26.
55  See Rom 16:3-5; 1 Cor 16: 19; Bernard Green, Christianity in Ancient Rome, 27.
56  Peter Lampe, From Paul to Valentinus, 14.
57  Peter Lampe, From Paul to Valentinus, 14.
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designation of ‘Jews’ ought to be replaced with the word ‘Christians’.58 
The most likely scenario is that, to paraphrase Rutgers, ‘the appearance of 
Christianity created unrest within the Roman Jewish community’, which, 
in turn, resulted in Claudius’ expulsion of the Jews owing to the riots they 
caused there on account of Christianity’s appearance there, as was the 
case in the various cities of the Greek East as recorded by Acts.59 However, 
once again, it may be argued that those expelled were those who were the 
ringleaders of the Jewish and Jewish Christian circles that took part in the 
riots themselves. There were many Jews in Rome who did not all take part 
in these riotous disturbances, and as Roman citizens may have been loyal 
to Roman authority.60 

The events of AD 49/50 left a bitter taste in the mouths among the Jews and 
Christians of Rome, and Romans, and this bitterness no doubt lingered 
up to AD 64. For, as Acts states, in AD 61, upon Paul’s arrival in Rome, 
a number of Jewish leaders in Rome demanded of Paul, information ‘…
regarding this sect we know that people everywhere speak against...’61 In 
these words we find evidence of the kinds of condemnation that might 
have been experienced by Christians on a larger scale and with more 
intensity during the AD 64 persecution. This sense of condemnation, after 
the events in AD 49, may have been the driving force that inspired Nero 
himself, not Poppaea Sabina nor Tigellinus, to persecute the Christians of 
Rome as scapegoats for the Great Fire of Rome in AD 64. Whatever hand 
Poppaea Sabina and Tigellinus had in the promotion of the persecution 
to Nero and the Praetorian Guards, it may be argued that Nero himself 
was the leading, driving force behind the enacting of his own decision 
to use the Christians as scapegoats to maintain his public image after 
the Great Fire. Thus, as Tacitus himself plainly states, ‘…Nero [that is, 
himself] fabricated scapegoats…’ – that is, the Christians who were living 
in Rome.62

58  Dixon Slingerland, ‘Chrestus – Christus?’, 143; Leonard Victor Rutgers, ‘Roman Policy 
Toward the Jews’, 106.

59  Leonard Victor Rutgers, ‘Roman Policy Toward the Jews’, 106.
60  Peter Lampe, From Paul to Valentinus, 13-14.
61  Acts 28:22.
62  Tac. Ann. 15. 44.
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Tacitus

The course of Nero’s persecution was carried out with violence and acumen. 
According to Tacitus, the Christians who happened to have been present 
in Rome at the time, were ‘punished with every refinement’.63 However, 
copies of Tacitus’ account of Nero’s principate in the Annals derive from 
a single manuscript from Monte Cassino, which some theorise have had 
the passage on Nero’s persecution inserted by a Christian interloper. 
According to Richard Carrier, the term ‘Christian’ was interpolated into 
Tacitus’ text by fourth century Christian manuscript copyists to provide 
readers with the impression a fresher importance to Rome of Christianity 
in that religion’s earliest years – an argument endorsed by many other 
historians.64 

In any event, according to Tacitus’ Annals, Nero had every single self-
confessed Christian present in Rome at the time arrested. Whereupon, 
on the basis of information disclosed through mass interrogations, large 
numbers of Christians were arrested and executed. Tacitus states these 
were collectively despised as anti-Roman in nature – a charge which could 
well have applied to other foreign religious groups as well.65

As argued by Dando-Collins, clues to who was in fact arrested and 
executed by Nero during his persecution can be detected in Tacitus’ 
accounts of the public executions, themselves. For, Tacitus recorded that 
the condemned for execution were mockingly covered in animal skins 
and thereupon eaten by dogs, while others were crucified, impaled, and 
set alight as street lamps. Nero hosted these aggressively violent spectacles 

63  Tac. Ann. 15. 44.
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in his own private palatial Gardens and all around the vast Circus 
Flaminius.66 Dando-Collins has argued that these extreme punishments 
were more pertinent to devotees of the Egyptian goddess Isis devotees, 
and that before the fourth century interpolation by Christian copyists, the 
original text of the Annals ought to be read, thus: 

Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite 
tortures on a class hated for their abominations, followers of 
the cult of Isis, called Egyptians by the populace, which had 
taken root in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful 
find their centre and become popular.67 

Dando-Collins has pointed out that Isis devotees usually portrayed 
Egyptian gods and goddesses with the characteristics and aspects of 
animals, such as Anubis, an Egyptian deity who was represented with the 
head of a jackal, or dog. Devotees of this sect despised touching deceased 
animals. Consequently, Tacitus’ remark that those who were arrested and 
eaten by dogs could have been Isis devotees, as a grave insult. Fire also 
played a centrifugal part in Isis cult worship. Therefore, using fire to torch 
devotees of Isis devotees also living in Rome alongside Christians there, 
would have set a violent example to the empire that Rome was not to be 
trifled with, in any way. Given that many of those arrested were crucified, 
also demonstrates that these were not Roman citizens, for crucifixion was 
not the usual form of execution metered out to Roman citizens. Therefore, 
it is arguable that those arrested and executed were non-Roman devotees 
of Isis.68 For these reasons, Carrier and Dando-Collins concur with one 
another that the insertion of the word ‘Christian’ into Tacitus’ Annals must 
have taken place at some point, most likely during the fourth century 
AD.69

66  Tac. Ann. 15. 44.
67  Stephen Dando-Collins, The Great Fire of Rome: The Fall of the Emperor Nero and His City 
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Dando-Collins also draws attention to Tacitus’ comment that ‘large 
numbers of others were condemned’.70 Shaw also draws attention to the 
same statement in the Annals.71 Notwithstanding, Christopher P. Jones, 
contends Dando-Collins’ and Shaw’s line of argument by suggesting that 
in Paul’s epistle to the Romans the local Christian faith was famous on 
account of their possible large numbers as well as their purity of belief.72 
Still, Dando-Collins has argued that there must have been more devotees 
of Isis than Christians residing in Rome throughout AD 64. According 
to Dando-Collins, the cult of Isis had a long history of imperial disfavour 
in Rome. For, in 21BC, Augustus’ general Marcus Agrippa banned the 
cult of Isis in Rome, and under the sequence of emperors Tiberius, Gaius 
(Caligula), and Claudius, devotees were also expelled from the city.73 

According to Dando-Collins, the term ‘Christian’ is also a late designated 
title, and was not in use among first century Christians.74 However, 
there are sound reasons to question this hypothesis. Two first century 
biblical books, Acts and 1 Peter, use the term ‘Christian’ when to describe 
believers in Jesus Christ.75 The term has a unique origin. According to 
Acts, the term ‘Christians’ was first introduced by non-Christians in the 
Greek-influenced city of Syrian Antioch – for the word Christ is Greek 
for ‘Messiah’.76 This accounts for why most Christians of the Bible seem to 
not have called themselves ‘Christians’ very often, for it was a term used 
by others to describe themselves, initially. Indeed, in Paul’s letter to the 
Roman Christians, Paul hails Jesus’ followers of Jesus there as, ‘brothers 
and sisters’, ‘saints’, and those ‘called to belong to Jesus Christ our Lord’.77 
Outside this letter, other Christians also used other titles and phrases to 
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describe themselves, including ‘believers’,78 ‘children of God’,79 ‘children 
of light’,80 and companions of ‘The Way’.81 This last title might have been 
utilised as a result of Jesus’ self-description as ‘the way, the truth, and 
the life’,82 and since the Gospel of John states that all Christian converts 
become one with the Spirit of Jesus himself, each and every Christian 
can also be a member of ‘the way’.83 According to Birgit van der Lans and 
Jan Bremmer, the term ‘Christian’ was thereafter taken up by believers 
in Jesus Christ gradually, over a period of time.84 Later, non-Christians 
including Josephus, Tacitus, Suetonius, and Pliny the Younger would all 
designate ‘Christians’ by that term.85 According to modern historians 
Carly Daniel Hughes and Maia Kotrosits, Tacitus and Suetonius used the 
term ‘Christian’ in order to compliment Pliny the Younger’s use of the 
term after his investigations into the sect while governor of Bithynia in 
AD 110.86 In any event, Tertullian of Carthage himself, confirms Tacitus’ 
original usage of the term ‘Christians’ over devotees of Isis or Egyptians, 
as he stated in the late second century. To paraphrase Tertullian, readers 
ought to ‘consult your histories’ and there see that ‘Nero was the first 
to rage with Caesar’s sword against this sect [that is, the Christians of 
Rome].’87

Other complications within Dando-Collins’ theories are also detectable. 
The alleged ‘large numbers’ of ‘others’, Tacitus reported as being arrested 
and condemned under Nero’s persecution need not suggest as large 
numbers as one might initially entertain. Elsewhere throughout the 
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Histories, published by Tacitus prior to the Annals, similarly close 
language is used by that historian as approximately twenty persons, 
although in those cases Tacitus was probably utilising over-rounded 
figures.88 In the Annals, Tacitus evokes through his own oratorical skills 
the mental imagery of crowds of victims arrested and executed. As does 
Clement, fourth leader of the Christian church in Rome after Peter, who, 
in his extra-biblical epistle to the church in Corinth, written some years 
before Tacitus published his Histories and Annals, at around the turn of 
the first and second centuries AD, uses similar language to Tacitus (πολὺ 
πλῆθος), which may be regarded as signs of similar rhetorical flare to 
Tacitus’ own.89 

Intriguingly, the number of those condemned need not have been merely 
Christian. According to Tacitus, the large numbers of ‘others’ that were 
rounded up, were rounded up precisely because they were ‘detested’ for 
their ‘anti-social tendencies’.90 Arguably, such ‘others’ could very well have 
included numbers of devotees of Isis throughout Rome, and other foreign 
religious groups, for they also were considered by Romans as anti-Roman 
and therefore, anti-social to Roman minds. However, the forced dressing 
in animal skin could very well not have been intended as an exclusive 
religious insult. Christians may very easily have been dressed in such 
skins simply to invite dogs’ bites. Crucifixion however, if meted out to 
Christians without Roman citizenship, might have been intended to evoke 
in Christian victims’ minds the crucifixion of Jesus himself, more so than 
any other religious group existing in Rome at that time. Furthermore, the 
torching of bodies for lamps was a common penalty for incendiarism, 
mimicking the crime of incendiarism itself, and which might also have 
been intended to mock the contemporaneous Christian teaching that 
believers of The Way are sons of light.91 If these findings are correct, then 
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our translations of Tacitus’ account of Nero’s principate are correct, and 
have not been altered by any fourth century Christian copyist’s hand.92

Connecting the Great Fire with Persecution

Accepting, therefore, that Tacitus’ usage of the term ‘Christian’ is indeed, 
genuine, it is also noteworthy that he is the only Roman historian who 
makes a direct connection between the Great Fire of Rome in AD 64 and 
Nero’s resulting persecution of the Christians. All others that mention 
the Great Fire of Rome, including Pliny the Elder, Suetonius, and Cassius 
Dio, make mention only of the Great Fire itself, and yet do not anywhere 
openly link it with Christian interference or the persecution, itself. 
Pliny the Elder merely refers to the fire itself, but makes no mention 
of Christians throughout his Natural History.93 Suetonius also refers to 
the fire, as well as Nero’s actions against the Christians. However, these 
appear only in separate chapters of his biography of Nero’s life.94 Cassius 
Dio, in addition, also included a description of the Great Fire, however he 
makes no connection between it and the Christians of Rome, at all.95 This 
has led a number of modern historians, from the early 1960s, to promote 
the argument that the Great Fire and Nero’s persecution of the Christians 
were, in fact, unconnected.96 

However, these omissions of connections between the Great Fire itself 
and Nero’s persecution throughout Pliny the Elder, Suetonius, and Cassius 
Dio, can be accounted for. Pliny the Elder described the Great Fire as 
‘the Emperor Nero’s conflagration’; however this statement was served to 
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cast the Nero’s imperial successors, the emperor Vespasian and his sons 
Titus and Domitian, under which he wrote his Natural History, in a more 
favourable light. For, around AD 77, Pliny the Younger dedicated his 
Natural History to Titus. It was in Pliny’s and the Flavian dynasty’s interest, 
therefore, to cast Flavian rule against the low moral behaviour of Nero, in 
a favourable light.97 Historians Andrew Wallace-Hadrill and Tomas Hägg 
also point out that Suetonius, as a loyal adherent to the traditional Roman 
socio-cultural order, believed that Christians, as a new and foreign group, 
could not have been a genuine part of that order.98 

Moreover, as Wallace-Hadrill elaborates, it was Suetonius’ express aim to 
write biography, rather than history, in the same tradition as Suetonius’ 
Greek contemporary, Plutarch.99 Thus, Suetonius focusses mostly upon 
Nero’s morals and personality, in order to ‘impose order on the facts’ – to 
use Wallace-Hadrill’s words.100 Therefore, by placing blame for the Great 
Fire upon Nero, this served Suetonius’ purpose to enhance the defects 
of Nero’s life over and above Christian suffering during the persecution, 
keeping Nero ‘within the bounds of mortality’, to paraphrase historian 
A. Momigliano.101 Such drama was perhaps to be expected among 
Suetonius’ wealthy equestrian readers, who may have found titillation 
in the theatricality and melodrama of Nero’s life, to be little short of 
entertainment.102 Finally, Cassius Dio, like Suetonius, appears to have 
wished to erase Christianity from the pages of history. To Cassius Dio, 
innovations in religion like Christianity and the cult of Isis were threats 
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to the traditional Roman religious order.103 Throughout his mammoth 
Roman History, Cassius Dio, writing in the early third century AD, never 
mentions the word ‘Christian’ once. Perhaps his original references to 
Christianity were so hostile they were omitted by later Christian copyists, 
epitomists, or perhaps that historian believed Christianity was deserving 
of being entirely left out of the pages of his vast Roman History, which 
set forth the history of the Roman people from Rome’s foundations to his 
own times.104

However, early Christian writers did draw the same connection Tacitus 
did between the Great Fire and Nero’s persecution. Hebrews mentions 
persecutions ‘full of suffering’,105 while 1 Peter likens Rome at the time 
to Babylon.106 Revelation also refers to ‘the Beast’ waging ‘war against 
the saints’,107 and in the Gospel of John, the violent deaths that were 
to come to Jesus’ disciples are also referred to.108 In addition to these 
biblical sources, Clement’s Epistle to the Corinthian Church (1 Clement), 
describes the persecution and execution of Christians living under Nero, 
including Peter and Paul.109 Moreover, in the Ascension of Isaiah, a Syrian 
manuscript dated by some historians to AD 70-120, Nero’s persecution 
appears as an enemy against ‘the plant which the Twelve Apostles of the 
Beloved will have planted’.110 In the early second century, the Shepherd of 
Hermas also appears to refer to the ‘crucifixions, and wild beasts for the 
sake of his [that is, Jesus’] name’, precisely the same punishments Tacitus 
states were used by Nero in the aftermath of the Great Fire, and written 

103  K. Bihlmeyer, Die ‘syrischen’ Kaiser zu Rom (211-35) und das Christentum (Rottenburg: Verlag 
von Wilhelm Bader, 1916), 105-108; Fergus Millar, A Study of Cassius Dio (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1964), 108; Adam A. Kemezis, Greek Narratives of the Roman Empire Under 
the Severans: Cassius Dio, Philostratus and Herodian (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), 280.

104  Fergus Millar, A Study of Cassius Dio, 179.
105  Heb 10:32-33.
106  1 Pet 5:13.
107  Rev 13:3-14.
108  Jn 21:18.
109  1 Clement 5.
110  Ascension of Isaiah, 4. 1-4; Birgit van der Lans, Jan Bremmer, ‘Tacitus and the Persecution of 

the Christians’, 310.
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around the same time as the Annals.111 Also, in the Apocalypse of Peter, 
a Syrian or Alexandrian manuscript dated by some to AD 115-150, Nero 
is referred to as ‘the son of the one who is in Hades’ and persecutor of the 
Church.112 Although these early Christian references to the persecution 
under Nero appear to be stylised, as Birgit van der Lans and Jan Bremmer 
find, they must originate from a genuine tradition, for, to quote van 
der Lans and Bremmer, ‘…it is highly unlikely that Nero made such an 
impact on the early Christian imagination if the link between him and the 
Christians was the result only of a later incidental association’.113

The Persecution

It appears that Nero’s persecution of the Christians was confined largely 
to Rome, itself. Various Bible commentators suggest there may be signs 
that Christians throughout the empire were also persecuted under 
Nero following the Great Fire, especially throughout Asia and Bithynia. 
According to Thurston, 1 Peter’s reference to the ‘fiery ordeal coming upon 
you’, written to the Christians of Asia Minor and Bithynia as well as other 
Roman provinces by Peter himself, may indicate that Nero’s persecution 
extended to those parts, as well.114 Other commentators, however, detect 
linkages between Peter’s reference to Christians suffering ‘for the name [of 
Christ]’ and Pliny’s petition the emperor Trajan in AD 110 as to whether 
or not Christians in Bithynia could be arrested for the ‘name itself ’.115 

111  Shepherd of Hermas, 1. 1. 1; Birgit van der Lans, Jan Bremmer, ‘Tacitus and the Persecution 
of the Christians’, 314.

112  Apocalypse of Peter; T. Nicklas, ‘Jewish, Christian, Greek? The Apocalypse of Peter as a 
Witness of Early Second Century Christianity in Alexandria’, in L. Arcari (ed.) Beyond 
Conflicts Cultural and Religious Cohabitations in Alexandria and Egypt Between the 1st and 
6th Century CE (Tübingen, 2017), 27-46; Birgit van der Lans, Jan Bremmer, ‘Tacitus and 
the Persecution of the Christians’, 314; J. N. Bremmer, ‘The Apocalypse of Peter as the First 
Century Martyr Text: Its Date, Provenance and Relationship with 2 Peter’, in M. Den Dulk, 
et al., (eds.) Second Peter in New Perspective: Radbound Prestige Lectures by Jörg Frey (Leiden, 
2018). 

113  Birgit van der Lans, Jan Bremmer, ‘Tacitus and the Persecution of the Christians’, 316.
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Furthermore, 1 Peter’s statement that his addressees ought to be ‘prepared 
to give a defence’ has been considered by some commentators as 
evidence that Peter was preparing his Christian readers for any judicial 
interrogation before Rome’s authorities.116 Still, other commentators 
consider 1 Peter’s references to ‘the same sufferings being experienced 
by your fellow Christians throughout the world’ to be signs that Nero’s 
persecution was an empire-wide persecution.117 However, in juxtaposition, 
there are considerably sound counter-views. As pointed out by Martin 
Williams, Pliny the Younger’s correspondences with Trajan in AD 110 
show that Pliny may have been unaware of a previous ban on Christianity 
throughout his province of Bithynia, and indeed, throughout the extant 
letters between Pliny and Trajan on the issue of Christianity in Bithynia, 
it appears that Trajan was unable to inform Pliny of any.118 Although 
Tertullian of Carthage claimed Nero’s persecution was, in fact, an empire-
wide persecution, T. D. Barnes has noted that Tertullian’s main source for 
this persecution was the church historian Melito, and that other ancient 
historians including Pliny the Younger and Sulpicius Severus showed no 
signs of knowing anything about such a universal ban.119 

Therefore, as T. D. Barnes contests, based on all the evidence at hand, 
Nero’s persecution of the Christians may not have been of empire-wide 
proportions.120 Consequently, the ‘fiery ordeal’ that 1 Peter refers to may 
simply reference the punishments Peter envisaged being inflicted on 
Christians in Rome, which he then suspected were imminent for the 
Christians addressed to in 1 Peter.121 Indeed, 1 Peter’s references to abuse 
‘for the name’ and a need to give a ‘defence’ may be veiled references 
to possible verbal abuse that Christians around the empire might have 

116  1 Pet 3:15; Martin Williams, The Doctrine, 6.
117  1 Pet 5:9; Martin Williams, The Doctrine, 6.
118  Pl. Ep. 10. 96-97; T. D. Barnes, ‘Legislation Against the Christians’, Journal of Roman Studies, 
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Grove: IVP Academic, 2012), 163.
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suffered at this time, rather than organised physical attacks.122 1 Peter’s 
remark that Christians ‘throughout the world’ were undergoing the same 
suffering as those in Asia Minor, may therefore indicate that the same 
verbal abuse the Christian readers of that epistle underwent, was also 
being experienced by other Christians throughout the Roman world.123 

In sum, 1 Peter encouraged its Christians readers to be encouraged in the 
face of mere verbal attacks throughout the provinces of the Roman world 
while Nero’s persecution of the Christians living in Rome was introduced 
and progressed.124

The Executions of Paul and Peter

According to the fourth century church historian Eusebius, the apostles 
Paul and Peter were among those which were executed during Nero’s 
persecution.125 The evidence that Peter was executed by crucifixion 
during Nero’s persecution appears to be very strong. However, the facts 
surrounding Paul’s death and Nero’s persecution appear to be murky. After 
the apostle Paul arrived in Jerusalem in AD 57, he was arrested by Jewish 
authorities, whereupon he appealed to Caesar, who was at that time, the 
emperor Nero. Acts reports that Paul spent two years under house arrest 
in Rome in the lead up to his trial before Nero, which historians date 
between AD 61 and 63.126 Although historians do not possess a detailed 
description of this particular trial, Suetonius provided a description of 
how Nero conducted his trials, generally. According to Suetonius, each 
of Nero’s trials started with prosecution lawyers delivering their evidence 
and charges. Then, the defence lawyers, or simply the accused, presented 

122  Martin Williams, The Doctrine, 6.
123  I. Davidson, The Birth of the Church: From Jesus to Constantine, A.D. 30-312 (Oxford: Lion 
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their own evidence and defence case. Following these proceedings, Nero 
would thereupon retire in order to consider his findings, and deliver his 
final verdict to the prosecutors and defence party the following day.127

There is some evidence that the apostle Paul was not executed during 
Nero’s persecution, but rather, shortly after his trial before Nero in AD 63. 
Paul McKechnie has observed that between the years AD 62 to 65, while 
Nero’s wife Poppaea Sabina, a suspected admirer of Jewish practices, was 
influential over her husband Nero, Nero ruled in favour of the Jewish high 
priesthood in all cases brought before him. As a result, Paul McKechnie 
argues that Poppaea Sabina may have inspired, or at the very least, 
encouraged Nero to execute Paul, in order to please herself and her Jewish 
supporters and sympathisers. These details suggest that the apostle Paul 
may have been executed by Nero following his trial before that emperor 
in AD 63, and not during Nero’s persecution of the Christians, as is often 
taken for granted by other historians.128 As for why Acts does not include 
any mention of the apostle Paul’s execution after his trial before Nero 
Caesar, J. Albert Harrill argues that the author of Acts, which was most 
likely to have been Luke, had few eye-witnesses that he so consistently 
relied upon in his Gospel and its sequel, Acts. In addition, because Acts’ 
account of the apostle Paul’s difficulties in the lead-up to his trial and 
execution to a degree run parallel to Jesus’ own difficulties, trials, and 
execution, J. Albert Harrill finds that Paul’s execution following his trial 
before Nero in AD 63 is omitted from the end of Acts, in order to deny it 
equal status to Jesus’ own atoning sacrificial crucifixion.129

As for St. Peter, Tertullian of Carthage states that he was executed some 
time under Nero’s persecution by crucifixion.130 However, he provides us 
with no date. On the other hand, the Church historian Eusebius states 
that Peter was indeed crucified, upside-down. However, he too provides 

127  Suet. Ner. 15.
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us with no exact date for his execution.131 There is strong evidence that 
Peter was crucified upside-down during Nero’s persecution. Our earliest 
ancient source for Peter’s execution under Nero once again comes from 
Clement’s Epistle to the Corinthian Church. In vague, stylised manner, 
Clement describes Peter’s end to the Corinthian church, thus:

It was by sinful jealousy that Peter was subjected to tribulation, 
not once or twice but many times; it was in that way that 
he bore his witness, ere he left for his well-earned place in 
glory.132

More solid proof has come down to us in other ancient writings. Tacitus 
states that crucifixion was one form of execution reserved by Nero for 
Christians in his persecution in AD 64. Tertullian of Carthage clearly 
states that Peter was indeed executed by such crucifixion.133 In addition, 
in the Acts of Peter, a work composed by Christians in the second 
century, Peter’s death is also described as by means of crucifixion, with 
the addition that Peter was, in fact, crucified upside-down, upon his own 
request.134 Eusebius also confirms Tertullian of Carthage and the Acts of 
Peter, stating that Peter was crucified head down, upon his own request,135 
as does Jerome, writing near the end of the fourth century, adding that 
Peter was buried somewhere on the Vatican hill.136 Helyer confirms that in 
other cases ‘…occasionally Roman soldiers did crucify people in various 
positions just to satisfy their sadistic impulses…’.137 

Therefore, the scenario that St. Peter was crucified sometime under 
Nero’s persecution, upside-down upon his request to satisfy his executor’s 

131  Eus. EH. 3. 1. 2-3; Brent D. Shaw, ‘The Myth of the Neronian Persecution’, 74-75, 94.
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sadistic impulses, or his own desire not to die in the same manner as 
his hero and saviour, Jesus Christ, is, to quote Helyer once more, ‘not 
implausible.138

Conclusion

The destruction Nero’s persecution left upon the church in Rome was 
immense, and no doubt the church’s numbers and morale spiralled. 
However, the remaining Christians there rebuilt a new Roman church 
together with other Christians from abroad, especially from Syria, for as 
Juvenal observed in the late first century, ‘The Syrian Orontes’ - the river 
that flows through Antioch – and the birthplace of the name ‘Christian’ 
and centre of Christian worship in the first century and beyond, had by 
the time Juvenal composed his observation, ‘long been discharging into 
the Tiber’.139 So much so, in fact, that by the end of the first century AD, 
Clement was able to write to the church in Corinth not simply as the 
Roman church’s uncontested leader, but with authority as a universal 
church adviser, offering sage wisdom to the Corinthian church in his 
epistle (1 Clement). A separate Christian work, composed in Rome not 
long after 1 Clement, sometime during the mid-second century, The 
Shepherd of Hermas, also exhibits great interest in the organisation of 
Christian churches, in Rome and abroad.140 Therefore, by the close of the 
first century AD, the Christian church in Rome showed signs not only of 
survival, but of extensive growth and empowerment. That the Christian 
religion in Rome was able to be re-emerge and thrive exponentially by the 
close of the first century AD is powerful testimony to both its tenacity and 
love for the promotion of the gospel throughout the city, and among the 
universal Church of Christian believers throughout the Roman world.141
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Book Reviews

William D. Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek Grammar: Fourth Edition. 
Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2019. 544 pages.

Now in its fourth edition, Mounce’s Basics 
of Biblical Greek continues to be the go-to 
biblical (koine) Greek textbook for teaching 
first year students for me. I first learned 
biblical Greek from the first edition of 
Mounce’s Basics of Biblical Greek (1993) 
while at theological college (1996). Then, 
while I was teaching New Testament and 
Greek as a missionary in Cameroon (2000-
2004), I used both the first (1993) and second 
editions (2003) with my English-speaking 
students. In 2013 I began teaching Greek at 
the RTC and used the third edition (2009). 
Last year I began using the newly revised 4th 
edition (2019) (the hard copies arrived 2-3 weeks after the course began!). 
Like most new editions, the basic content has remained the same, with 
some minor adjustments in design, language and concepts (principally 
related to verbal aspect and the middle voice) based on feedback from 
lecturers, students, self-learners, and homeschoolers, making it still the 
best first year textbook on the market.

The key to the usefulness of Mounce’s Basics of Biblical Greek Grammar 
for me has been its very clear and user-friendly way it introduces students 
to the language. Students learn about the features of the Greek language 
in a logical order, with each lesson building upon the one before it. Each 
chapter begins with an “Exegetical Insight” based on a biblical passage, 
which makes each chapter feel relevant and practical. This is in keeping 
with Mounce’s goal that “biblical Greek should not be taught simply 
for the sake of learning Greek…but as a tool for ministry” (xii). This is 
followed by an “overview” of the chapter’s content, making it easier for 
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students to know what to expect. Next comes a discussion of the relevant 
English grammar in which the English and the Greek are compared, 
with an emphasis on the similarities between the two (this is especially 
helpful if you have forgotten or never really paid attention during 
high school English). The meat of the chapter is the Greek grammar, 
which is clearly explained with apt illustration. Chapters are rounded 
off with “Translation” hints, a summary of the chapter, vocabulary for 
memorisation, and “Advanced Information.” Many chapters also end with 
an “exegesis” section that “expands on the basic grammar of the chapter 
and enables student to see that grammar makes a difference in exegesis” 
(xiii). By the time students have worked their way through Basics of 
Biblical Greek Grammar they will have learned:

• The Greek Alphabet
• Vocabulary for words occurring 50 times or more in the Greek 

New Testament
• The Greek noun system
• The Greek verbal system, including indicative and nonindicative 

verbs, and participles

Other things I really appreciate about 
Mounce textbook include: (1) The sequence 
of the chapters which encourage students 
to master the noun system first (chapters 
5-14) and then verbs (chapter 15-36). This 
makes much sense since Greek nouns all use 
the same endings and follow the same basic 
rules (with some slight variations), while 
the verbal system is much more complex 
(especially in light of recent studies in verbal 
aspect) and requires a more sustained focus 
(rather than constantly switching students 
back and forward between nouns and verbs). 
I have personally found that students really appreciate this approach. 
(2) The textbook contains very fulsome explanations of concepts and 
categories, and plenty of examples and charts to go along with it. (3) 
The Greek examples in the textbook and workbook all come straight 
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out of the New Testament, which is very motivating for the ministry 
student. In fact, students begin translating simple sentences from the 
Greek New Testament right from their very first Greek grammar lesson 
(Chapter 6: Nominative and Accusative).  
(4) The Workbook is synced to the textbook 
that contains excellent examples from the New 
Testament and then “additional” examples 
from the LXX, the Apostolic Fathers, or in 
some cases, made up ones. (5) The textbook is 
supported by: (a) Many free resources available 
at Mounce’s own website, BillMounce.com 
by clicking on the “Classes” and “Resources” 
menus (one of the most helpful aspects of 
the website is that Mounce devotes a whole 
page to every chapter of the textbook); (b) 
Mounce’s Biblical Greek: A Compact Guide 
(2nd ed.) and The Morphology of Biblical Greek; (c) Online and DVD 
lectures that cover every chapter of the textbook; and (d) Vocabulary 
cards for each chapter; (e) A free set of Keynote and PowerPoint slides 
for both the textbook and workbook are downloadable for free (this is 
especially useful for the teacher). 

So, what are some of the major improvements in this fourth edition and 
what do I think is still in need of improvement? (1) Aspectual language 
is now used throughout. This new edition contains revisions to how verb 
tense and aspect are handled, thus bringing it up to date with more recent 
studies on verbal aspect. A key challenge for introductory grammars is 
how to explain tense and aspect to those who are just beginning Greek (this 
is where I am usually faced with the quizzical looks of first year students). 
Mounce (thankfully) 
continues to hold 
that Greek does 
indicate tense (time) 
in the indicative 
mood.  Mounce also 
(thankfully, again) has 
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updated his discussion on aspect (how an author views or portrays an 
action or event). In the third edition he explained the present as “either 
continuous or undefined” (135 [16.13]), the imperfect as “continuous” 
(183 [22.1]), the aorist as “undefined” (195 [22.2]) and the perfect as “an 
action that was brought to completion and whose effects are felt in the 
present” (223 [25.2]). In the fourth edition Mounce has updated his labels 
and some of his explanations to reflect current developments in verbal 
aspect. The following chart sets out these changes: 

BBG-3 BBG-4
Present Continuous or Undefined Continuous (Imperfective)1

Imperfect Continuous Imperfective2

Future Future Action Future Action3

Aorist Undefined Undefined (Perfective)4

Perfect Completed/Present Effects Combinative (combining 
the aspectual force of the 
aorist and present)5

This is a huge improvement on the third edition, and it helps me teach 
verbal aspect without undermining students’ trust in the textbook. 
However, I would like to see a few minor revisions (perhaps BBG-
4.1!), some more cosmetic and others a little more substantial. (a) For 
clarity and consistency, I think I would prefer that Mounce drop the 
labels “continuous” and undefined” and just use “imperfective” and 
“perfective” consistently. For example, on p. 155, Mounce states that the 
“perfective aspect” (all bold is his) states “an undefined action,” while the 
“imperfective aspect” states a “continuous action” (e.g., pp. 225 [21.2], 
250 [22.3] However, the detailed discussion of the different tenses in the 
following chapters tend to drop the labels “continuous” and “undefined.” 
(b) More importantly, as Mounce uses, for example, “perfective” and 

1  BBG-4, 155 [15.19], 165 [16.10].
2  BBG-4, 224 [“Overview”]
3  BBG-4, 197 [19.1].
4  BBG-4, 155 [15.19], 240 [22.3].
5  BBG-4, 277 [25.3].
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“undefined” as synonyms that don’t really explain each other.  With 
other grammarians (Köstenberger/Merkle/Plummer, Porter, Decker, 
etc.), I prefer to describe the imperfective aspect as viewing an event or 
action as in progress (such as watching a parade go by at street level) 
and the perfective aspect as viewing an event or action as a complete 
whole (watching that same parade from a helicopter and taking it in as 
a complete whole). (c) With Mounce I agree that the perfect indicates 
“combinative aspect” (277). That is to say, it combines the aspectual force 
of both the imperfective and perfective aspects (277 [25.3]). According 
to Mounce “the Greek perfect describes an action that was brought to 
completion and whose effects are felt in the present” (276 [25.2]). This 
is identical to Mounce’s definition in the third edition (223 [25.2]). So 
this is really no improvement on the third edition, except for a change 
of label. Rather, with Wallace, Porter, Decker, Köstenberger/Merkle/
Plummer, and others, I prefer to label the perfect tense as being “stative” 
in aspect (i.e., a state of affairs resulting from a previous action or event). 
This seems to be a better fit for the basic usage of this tense form in the 
NT. (d) With Mounce I agree that “[t]he basic genius of the Greek verb 
is not its ability to indicate when the action of the verb occurs (time), but 
what type of action it describes, or what we call ‘aspect’” (155 [15.19]). 
However, Mounce assigns no aspectual significance to the future. Yet 
both the future and the aorist share the same sigma (σ) aspect suffix and 
so should also be viewed as perfective in aspect. The way in which I chart 
the aspects and tenses for my students is as follows:

Aspect Imperfective Perfective Stative
Viewpoint As in Progress 

or Ongoing
As a Complete 
Whole

As a State or 
Condition

Tense Form
Present Aorist Perfect
Imperfect Future Pluperfect

(2) Middle Voice and Deponency. Mounce has updated his discussion 
on the middle voice. In the third edition he argues for the following three 
categories for the middle: “Indirect Middle” [25.16], “Reflexive Middle” 
[25.17], and “Deponent Middle” [25.18] 228-29. According to the third 
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edition a deponent middle is a verb that is middle in form but active in 
meaning. In the fourth edition Mounce notes that “[s]cholarship is in the 
middle of adjusting its understanding of the middle” (185 [18.11]). In 
both chapters 18 (187-88 [18.15]) and 24 ( 269 [24.12]) Mounce mentions 
“deponency” as an option for teachers (188 [18.15]), but this now very 
much takes a backseat to the idea of “subject-affectedness” (186 [18.12-
14]) when he maintains: “The essence of the middle is that the subject is 
affected by the action of the verb” (186 [18.11]). This allows for a richer 
and more nuanced understanding of the middle voice.

(3) The introduction of “Phrasing.” Near the end of some chapters 
(beginning at chapter 8, 74 [8.18-19]), Mounce introduces his “favourite 
exegetical tool…phrasing.” He explains: “Basically, phrasing breaks a 
verse down into its phrases (prepositional phrases, genitive phrases, dative 
phrases, and many more phrases you will be learning). It then lays them 
out with main clauses to the left and dependent phrases indented under 
the word they modify. This means you can see the main thoughts, how 
those main thoughts are modified, and the flow of the author’s thought” 
(74 [8.18]). I think this is a very important tool, but with the length of 
the chapters and the number of new concepts for students to learn, I just 
found there was no time to introduce this concept and so I have decided 
to introduce it in my second year Greek program (a unit titled “Principles 
and Practice of New Testament Exegesis”). Moreover, chapter 8 seemed 
much too early to introduce this discipline. 

(4) Principle Parts. Finally, my one disappointment with Mounce’s 
textbook in all of its editions is that he does not introduce students to 
the concept of “principal parts” as a means of helping students memorise 
the different parts of the Greek verbal system. This is unfortunate for two 
reasons: (a) My students have found it a much easier way to memorise the 
Greek verb system than Mounce’s own “Master Indicative Verb Chart” at 
the end of each chapter (I have slightly adjusted the traditional principle 
parts chart to sync with verbal aspect so that aspect is now prominent and 
not time). (b) All of Mounce’s appendices and lexicon (pp. 450-504—54 
pages!) have the Greek verb set out in terms of the traditional principal 
parts but with no explanation as to why. Teaching students the principle 
parts of the Greek verbal system will not only help students more easily 
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remember Greek verbs, it will also make using these appendices much 
easier. This has been easy to incorporate into my own teaching. 

Despite these and a few other minor issues, Mounce is still my favoured 
textbook by far (I read every new Greek grammar that is published) and 
I will keep using it here at the RTC. In short, I can highly recommend his 
Basics of Biblical Greek textbook, workbook, vocabulary cards, DVDs, 
website, and other fantastic resources. The textbook and workbook 
are clearly written, well laid out, up-to-date, and student (and teacher) 
friendly. And along with his DVDs and website, this is the ideal textbook 
not just for the theology student but also for self-learners, homeschoolers, 
or pastors wanting to brush up on their Greek. Highly recommended. 
Still my favourite text after four editions and 24 years of use! 

Martin Williams

John Calvin, 1 Timothy. Translated by Robert White. Edinburgh: Banner 
of Truth, 2018. 864 pp. 

Calvin’s sermons on the Pastoral Epistles, 
delivered in Geneva during the last decade of 
his life, represent the mature fruit of a seasoned 
pastor and diligent student of Scripture. Calvin 
had already published his commentaries on 
1 and 2 Timothy in 1548 and Titus in 1550, 
and so when he began his series of sermons 
on these letters in September 1554 he was 
already intimately acquainted with Paul’s text 
and exegetically prepared to expound them on 
consecutive Sundays, morning and afternoon. 
He began his series of fifty-four sermons 
on 1 Timothy in September 1554. Working 
systematically through the text he finished this series in April 1555. This was 
followed by a shorter series of thirty sermons on 2 Timothy (completed in 
August 1555) and then a nine-week series of 17 sermons on Titus (August 
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to mid-October 1555). All three series of sermons were taken down in 
shorthand by Dennis Raguenier, transcribed, and eventually published as 
a complete set by the Genevan printer Conrad Badius in 1561 under the 
title Sermons de Iean Calvin sur les deux Epistres S. Paul à Timothée et 
sur l’Epistre à Tite (Sermons of John Calvin on the Two Epistles of Paul to 
Timothy and on the Epistle to Titus). 

Eighteen years later in 1579 this work was translated into English 
by Laurence Tomson and published in London by G. Bishop and T. 
Woodcock. This has been the only English edition of Calvin’s sermons 
on the Pastoral Epistles for 436 years! In 1983 the Banner of Truth Trust 
published a facsimile reprint of the 1579 English translation. I own this 
wonderful edition, but it is a large volume and the English translation and 
typeface are antiquated and not always easy to read. For this reason I am 
very grateful to Robert White for making this fresh new translation of 
Calvin’s sermons on 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus from the original French 
of 1561 and to the Banner of Truth for making this translation available 
in three beautifully bound volumes with dust jackets—they are simply 
gorgeous! 

These sermons on 1 Timothy give evidence 
Calvin’s high view of the Christian ministry 
(see especially sermons 20-24). For Calvin, 
being a pastor was a high calling, requiring 
great gifts, much hard work, a dedication to 
carefully, correctly, and consistently explaining 
and applying the Word of God, a genuine 
care for the flock under his change, and 
perseverance in the face of many difficulties 
and much opposition. Thus, “of all Paul’s 
letters,” says White, “few can have struck a 
more immediate chord with the Reformer than 
this one [1 Timothy]. His too was an onerous 

charge in and beyond Geneva: to nurture the congregations committed 
to his care, to make present and future provision for the ministry of 
word and sacrament far and near…to defend the integrity of the gospel 
against attacks from without and within, to offer counsel, encouragement 
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and rebuke as circumstances required, and to set a personal example 
of godliness consistent with the doctrine he professed…Calvin could 
scarcely have failed to reflect on the parallels between Timothy’s mission 
and his, and on the particular relevance of Paul’s preaching to the work 
which he himself had been called to do” (xv). However, that does not mean 
that these sermons are just for pastors and preachers; Calvin believed they 
were relevant for everyone: “We must not think that this letter was written 
by Paul for the sake of one man only [i.e., Timothy]. It was intended for 
the whole church, as can be seen by its contents” (1). It becomes readily 
apparent as one reads through these sermons that Calvin held not just a 
high view of the ministry but also a high view of the church: “If we wish 
God to own and accept us as his children, we must also be children of 
the church, and not be like those rebels and apostates who merely want 
a Christianity which suits them and their devilish way of thinking” (12). 
Calvin’s obvious love for the church is evident in the passion with which 
writes, “If we would truly be seen to be God’s children, the church must 
be our mother and its ministers our fathers. Anyone who cannot accept 
that should, as we have said before, go and make their home in hell with 
Satan, for there is not place for them in God’s church!” (13) Calvin is 
never a dull read!

Calvin views the church as the “mother of believers” (mater fidelium) 
because it is in the church that believers are birthed and nourished 
though the preaching of the gospel: “God, admittedly, alone, begets us 
by his word, which is called ‘the seed of life’ (1 Pet 1:23). At the same 
time the church is called ‘our Mother” (Isa 54:1). For just as a mother 
conceives her children and bears and feeds them, so God wants his word 
which is always in his church to beget, feed and bring us up, until, as Paul 
says, we reach adulthood (Eph 4:13). Therefore the church is called our 
heavenly mother, as is often the case in Scripture” (11).6 Calvin’s high view 
of the church and the task of preaching should be a great encouragement 
to the church and her ministers. For it is not only through the gospel 

6  Elsewhere Calvin writes: “For there is no other way to enter into life unless this mother 
conceive us in her womb, give us birth, nourish us at her breast, and lastly, unless she keep us 
under her care and guidance until, putting off mortal flesh, we become like the angels [Matt. 
22:30]. …Furthermore, away from her bosom one cannot hope for any forgiveness of sins or 
any salvation” (Calvin Institutes, 4.1.4).
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that we become Christians, it is also through the gospel that we grow as 
Christians. “How, then, do we become children of God?” Calvin asks, 
“By the word of the gospel” (11). And how do we grow? “The apostle [in 
1:1-2] speaks of the grace which is revealed to us, and which through 
the gospel God daily imparts to us in the person of his Son” (10). The 
thing that impresses me most about Calvin’s sermons in this volume is 
just how gospel-centred they are. As Calvin declares in sermon 15, “from 
Paul’s words we see clearly that the death and passion of our Lord Jesus 
avails us nothing without the witness of the gospel, for it is by faith we lay 
hold of salvation” (224). An important component of Calvin’s exposition 
of the gospel (in sermons 14 and 15, for example) and one that is often 
lacking in much preaching today is his emphasis on both the passion 
and (ongoing) intercession of Christ: “By his death and passion our Lord 
Jesus Christ has cleared us of our guilt so that nothing now prevents God 
from accepting us; and today he continues to intercede for us” (211-212). 
Sermon 14 is an excellent example of how we can minister assurance and 
comfort to our listeners by emphasising both Christ’s passion and his 
ongoing mediatorial intercession for believers. 

How, then, does the gospel relate to the law? Rather than discarding the 
Old Testament law, Calvin finds the gospel proclaimed also in the law and 
thus views both law and gospel as complementary: “The apostles…[had] 
to battle against those who championed the law of Moses, as if the gospel 
were somehow opposed to what Moses taught” (31).  Calvin maintains 
that “the Mosaic law [is not] merely a law for good living, according to 
which the Lord desires us to live holy and irreproachable lives. That to 
be sure is part of it, but it is not the whole” (34). In addition “Paul insists 
that at the heart of sound teaching is the need to be instructed in faith. 
And what does faith imply? That we should know what our God is like! 
We must know him as our Father, must depend unreservedly on him and 
must boldly call upon him in prayer, confident that he will answer and 
will help in time of need. We must look to him for everlasting salvation 
which he has promised. That is what Paul understands by faith. We must 
be certain of what God is like; we must worship him and cease to make 
idols in our hearts or invent whatever gods we please. We must know 
that the living God has revealed himself to us and in his free goodness 
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adopted us” How then, asks Calvin, “do we attain the privilege of calling 
God our Father and of coming directly to him as if we were somehow 
worthy?” Answer: “It is because our sins have been forgiven for the sake 
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (34). Moreover, “all of this, I repeat, is contained 
in the law. Through Moses God did more than proclaim that we should 
lead upright lives, should abstain from theft, robbery, false witness and 
covetousness… No, God went further and … declared that he was the 
Father and Saviour of his people with whom he had made a free covenant, 
choosing Abraham’s lineage as his inheritance. The promise was ratified by 
sacrifices which were but images of the Mediator” (35). Calvin concludes: 
“From Paul’s words we understand that to make the best use of the law 
of Moses we must start by having faith in God…After all, from where 
did our Lord Jesus Christ and his apostles get their doctrine if not from 
Moses? Careful study will show that, when all is said and done, the gospel 
is a straightforward exposition of what Moses had earlier proclaimed” 
(36). Here sermon 3 provides the preacher with an excellent example 
of how to preach law and gospel, how not to confuse them, and how to 
preach them as complementary to each another.

Calvin’s sermons in this volume are always engaging; he employs a variety 
of devices by which he seeks to engage his hearers, including questions 
(in sermon 3 [above] he asks 22 questions), metaphors and word 
pictures, colourful expressions, expanded monologues that are placed 
in the mouth of Paul to tease out meaning of the point he is making, 
and pointed applications urging his congregation to live out the truths 
and duties taught. It has been a real pleasure and great spiritual challenge 
to read these sermons (I have read one sermon each Lord’s Day for the 
past year). Calvin’s passionate desire to communicate the truth of God’s 
Word overflows in White’s energetic translation. His sermons are never 
boring or theoretical; they are always insightful and helpful, urgent and 
passionate, full of exegetical insight and theological reflection, Scriptural 
truth and practical application.

Robert White has done a superb job of translating these sermons and 
bringing Calvin’s language right up to date. He observes that “Calvin’s 
French has a robust plainness and an unmannered style which allows it 
to cross barriers of language and culture with comparative ease” (xiii). 
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This has been beautifully captured here in English translation. It is really 
surprising how fresh and modern something written nearly five hundred 
years ago can feel.7 I cannot more highly recommend this wonderful 
volume of sermons (including the ones on 2 Timothy and Titus which I 
also own) not just to the preacher wanting to prepare a series of sermons 
on Paul’s first letter to Timothy, but also to the pastor or layperson who 
is willing to be mentored and counselled, comforted and encouraged, 
challenged and inspired by a wise, seasoned and godly shepherd of God’s 
flock. A really beautiful collection of sermons!

Martin Williams

Dany Christopher, The Appropriation of the Passover in Luke-Acts. WUNT 
Series 2.476. Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2018. XII + 253pp. 

Of all the NT authors Luke is arguably the 
most literate and literary. His two-volume 
narrative of the ministry of Jesus and the early 
Christian mission reveals a deep knowledge 
of the Scriptures of Israel, other Jewish 
writings as well as secular gentile literature. 
Mapping the web of literary allusion in Luke-
Acts has become the aim of much recent 
NT scholarship. Dany Christopher makes a 
welcome to contribution to this growing area 
of research in his study: The Appropriation 
of the Passover in Luke-Acts. Christopher 
pastors and teaches in Jakarta, Indonesia, but 
completed his doctoral research at the University of Durham, England. 
There he studied under Lutz Doering and Jan Dochorn, and his doctoral 
research forms the basis for this study. 

In the opening chapter Christopher defines the focus of his study by 
distinguishing the Passover story and festival in Exodus 12-13 from 

7  From: //banneroftruth.org/us/store/sermons-and-expositions/sermons-on-titus/.
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the broader narrative of the exodus. (He uses the upper-case Exodus to 
refer to the second book of the OT.) The Passover is part of the exodus 
narrative, but it focuses attention specifically on God’s rescue of his 
people through the death of the Passover lamb. The resonance of this OT 
motif has been widely considered in NT scholarship (especially John’s 
Gospel) but, argues Christopher, its role in Luke-Acts has been neglected, 
or restricted to studies of the Lucan account of the Last Supper (Luke 
22:1-20). Briefly, and helpfully, Christopher indicates his reliance upon 
narrative critical and tradition-historical approaches to the question of 
how Luke appropriated the Passover motif into his double work. 

Before approaching the text of Luke-Acts, Christopher surveys the 
passages in the OT (Exodus 12-13; Joshua 5; 2 Chronicles 30, 35; Ezra 
6; Jeremiah 38:8 LXX) and other Jewish writings (Jubilees; Ezekiel the 
Tragedian; Wisdom of Solomon; Philo and Josephus) which describe the 
establishment and development of the Passover tradition. This extensive 
study identifies three aspects of the Passover narrative which were 
prominent in the time of Jesus and the early Church: the Passover time 
marker: night time deliverance; the Passover victim; and the Passover 
lamb which was consumed in a hurry. 

Naturally, the clearest reference to the Passover in Luke-Acts is found in 
the account of the Last Supper – which took place in the context of a 
Passover meal – in Luke 22:1-20. The role of Satan is helpfully discussed 
in the light of Exodus 12:23 and extra-canonical Jewish literature, so that, 
“The real conflict is not between Jesus and the chief priests; rather, it is 
against this evil power, which seeks to destroy Jesus’ disciples, especially 
their faith” (p.73). Helpful, too, is his treatment of Luke 22:15-20 (and 
its associated textual question), which refers to two cups in v.17, 20. 
Christopher argues that Luke’s main goal is “not to depict the chronology 
of the meal per se” but to distinguish and parallel “the Passover meal, 
which anticipates and commemorates the exodus liberation” and “the 
Eucharist, which anticipates the commemoration of the new salvation in 
Jesus” (p.83). The former belongs to the inauguration of the kingdom of 
God, while the latter points to the consummation of the kingdom at the 
Parousia. 
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In drawing this significant section of his study to a close, Christopher 
summarises what by noting how and why Luke appropriated the Passover 
motif. Luke employed the Passover motif by referencing it as a significant 
time-marker, a story line to depict Jesus’ passion, a sacrificial ritual and 
the framework for a new ritual meal (the Eucharist) using the bread 
and wine eaten at Passover (p.103). Luke’s purpose was theological, 
indicating the necessity of the death of Jesus, and connecting it with the 
foundational story of Israel, both continuing that story and establishing a 
“new foundational story through Jesus” (p.104). 

A significant aspect of Christopher’s argument is that Luke appropriated 
the Passover motif both before and after the accounts of the Last Supper 
in Luke 22:1-20. He identifies three settings in which Luke anticipated 
the suffering and death of Jesus in light of the Passover motif: the Infancy 
Narratives; the Parousia passages in Luke; and two rescue narratives in 
Acts. Under the broad heading of the Infancy Narratives, Christopher 
considers how Zechariah’s hymn set the scene for the birth of Jesus (Luke 
1:67-79); the nativity scene (2:8-20); and Jesus’ first Passover (Luke 2:41-
52). Passover allusions are found in Zechariah’s reference to God visiting 
Israel (Luke 1:68, cf. Exodus 4:31); the description of Jesus as the firstborn 
(Luke 2:7, cf. Exodus 13:12); and the shepherds watching by night (Luke 
2:8, cf. Exodus 12:42). Moreover, the Passover timing of Jesus’ visit to 
Jerusalem in Luke 2:41ff. is taken proleptically as an anticipation of his 
death and resurrection. Thus, “the Passover theme is well integrated into 
a net of Jesus’ death-resurrection prefiguration in the infancy narrative” 
(p.136). 

A second setting in which Christopher detects a significant Passover 
motif is the two passages in Luke’s Gospel where Jesus corrected mistaken 
views concerning the Parousia – 12:35-40 and 17:20-37. In the former 
passage the exhortation, “Let your loins be girded …” (12:35) is taken as 
an allusion to the Passover night vigil in Exodus 12:11. While in the latter 
passage, Jesus’ statement that the kingdom of God does not come “with 
observations” (17:20) is taken as a reference to the Pharisees’ expectation 
that the Messiah will come during the celebration of the Passover feast 
(p.151). Not only does Jesus correct their mistaken eschatology, Luke 
takes the opportunity to present Jesus’ teaching about the Parousia in 



Vox Reformata, 2020 PAGE  129

these passages in a way which highlights its character as an eschatological 
Passover feast. 

A third setting in which Christopher explores the Passover motif is two 
rescue episodes in Acts: the deliverance of Peter from imprisonment and 
execution (Acts 12), and the deliverance of Paul from shipwreck and 
drowning (Acts 27). The first of these episodes is linked chronologically 
with the Passover (12:3) and is presented as Peter’s re-enactment of 
both the exodus narrative and the passion narrative of Jesus. Parallel to 
the depiction of Peter’s deliverance in Acts 12 is the narrative of Paul’s 
deliverance in Acts 27. Here too, Christopher argues for a Passover 
allusion in the statements that on the fourteenth night of the storm 
despair settled on the passengers and crew of the boat carrying Paul and 
his companions (27:27), and that on the fourteenth day Paul offered hope 
to them all (27:33). The number fourteen is considered to be significant 
as the Passover was celebrated on the 14th of Nisan.  The deliverance 
of the fourteenth day of the storm is anticipated by Paul celebrating a 
“Eucharist-like meal” – but not a Eucharist (27:34-36). Thus, “Luke shows 
that salvation for all is still rooted in the Jewish story of salvation, albeit 
christologically interpreted” (p.196).

Not everyone – and that includes the writer of this review – will be 
convinced that all of the alleged allusions to the Passover motif are 
exegetically well-grounded. The argument based on the fourteenth night 
and day in Acts 27:27, 33 is merely one example of an allusion which 
stretches the reader’s imagination to breaking point. However, to be fair to 
the author, he does acknowledge the significant number of instances when 
his exegetical arguments place him in a scholarly minority. In his reading 
of the text of Luke-Acts Christopher is able to present an impressive array 
of historical-traditional material which supports his argument that Luke’s 
readers might possibly have heard echoes of the OT Passover narrative. 
It may be that further research needs to be done on the limits - as well as 
the explanatory potential – of the modern scholar’s understanding of the 
symbolic universe within which narrative criticism reads the Lucan text. 

A strength of Christopher’s study is his ability to marshal supporting 
arguments from early Christian exposition of Luke-Acts. His exegetical 
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conclusions may, in places, be minority opinions, but they are not without 
precedent. For example, Cyril of Alexandria is cited in support of the 
suggestion that the κατάλυμα of Luke 2:7 anticipates the upper room of 
Luke 22:11 (p.121). Origen and Ambrose argue that the phrase “after three 
days” in Luke 2:46 anticipated the death and resurrection of Jesus (p.122). 
The symbolic understanding of the fourteenth night and day in Acts 
27:27, 33 is supported with an extensive quotation from Arator, a sixth 
century expositor of Acts (p.190-91). Christopher’s interaction with early 
Christian expositors is worthy of note as an example of a recent trend in 
biblical studies to engage with Scripture theologically. It was not so long 
ago that Patristic exegesis was dismissed as speculative and allegorical. 
However, it may be that they were simply narrative critics ahead of their 
time. 

In his concluding synthesis Christopher draws two significant conclusions 
from his study. First of all, regarding the structure of Luke-Acts, he 
argues that Passover appropriation marks out the climax and closure 
of the main narrative units. Thus, for example, Acts 2:41-52 marks the 
climax of the infancy narrative, and Acts 12 marks the end of the Petrine 
section of Acts. I remain to be convinced, however, that Acts 27 (rather 
than Acts 26 or Acts 28) marks the climax of the Pauline section of Acts. 
Secondly, regarding the soteriology of Luke-Acts, Luke’s appropriation of 
the Passover motif is “the primary theological lens to make sense of the 
passion and its crucial place in God’s plan of salvation” (p.208). This is a 
welcome corrective to the oft-made claim in Lucan scholarship that Luke 
does not regard the death of Jesus as having atoning significance. While it 
may be an overstatement to claim that the Passover motif is the “primary 
theological lens” through which to view the Cross, it is one which sheds 
important light upon the necessity and substitutionary nature of Jesus’ 
death for the salvation of sinners. As Christopher puts it, “Just as there is 
no exodus liberation without the Passover, likewise, there is no salvation 
without the passion” (p.209). 

Andrew Stewart
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Robert Letham, Systematic Theology. Wheaton: Crossway, 2019. 1072 pp.

Every pastor and every Christian needs 
to make the study systematic theology 
a lifelong pursuit. When the study of 
systematic theology is carried out in 
prayerful communion with the Triune 
God of grace and glory it deepens 
our knowledge of him, sweetens our 
communion with him, enlivens our 
worship, strengthens our faith, and 
matures our lives. Robert Letham 
tells us that he writes with these goals 
in mind: “I write for the church, 
intending it to be read by laypeople 
as well as students, ministers, and 
professional scholars, with the aim that we will deepen and broaden our 
understanding of the Christian faith and so advance in faith and love for 
Christ, his church, and those around us, and articulate it effectively in 
a rapidly changing world” (38). Letham is certainly up to the task. He 
is  professor of systematic and historical theology at  Union School of 
Theology and a Presbyterian minister with twenty-five years of pastoral 
experience. Letham is the author of books such as The Holy Trinity; The 
Message of the Person of Christ, The Work of Christ, and Union with Christ, 
and a range of articles published in encyclopedias and journals.

As a minister in the Presbyterian church Letham writes from a consciously 
“confessional position” (33): “I am an ordained minister in the Reformed 
tradition. …I am committed to the Reformed faith as it is expressed in the 
Westminster Assembly’s Confession of Faith and Catechisms and other 
kindred documents.  The Westminster divines were thoroughly versed 
in the history and theology of the church, citing the fathers and medieval 
theologians freely” (33). I greatly appreciate the way in which Letham 
not only interacts with the Westminster standards throughout, but also 
helpfully models how to do theology in the framework of Reformed 
confessionalism in a warm and winsome way. But with so many Reformed 
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systematic theologies on the market, Letham is forced to ask: “Do we really 
need another one?” The short answer is “Yes.” In the quotation above 
Letham rightly reminds us that we not only need to “deepen and broaden 
our understanding of the Christian faith” but we also need to be able to 
“articulate it effectively in a rapidly changing world” (38). Because the 
world is a rapidly changing place, every generation needs new systematic 
theologies that not only ground the Christian faith in the Scriptures and 
its historic Reformed expression, but which also enable each Christians 
to freshly articulate that faith to successive generations. One of the ways 
we see the contemporary relevance of Letham’s book is the way in which 
he addresses current issues such as open theism (176-181), feminist 
theology (162-63, 290, 321, 323-28), abortion (290, 347), charismatic gifts 
(203-6), the Bible, science, creation, and evolution (285-88, 302, 315, 317-
18, 860-61, 909-32), sexuality, homosexuality, and gender fluidity (290, 
322-323, 467), ecological and environmental concerns (294-95, 818), 
bioethics (347), other religions (Islam, 53, 152, 156, 209, 298, 284, 408; 
Buddhism, 339; Jehovah’s witnesses, 34, 194, 221, 234, 708, etc.), truth 
and postmodernity (210-19), and civil liberties (588-94, 822). 

A few things that distinguish Letham’s book from other systematic 
theologies include: (1) It is only one volume (the last 5 systematic 
theologies I have purchased range from 3-7 volumes each). (2) Its 
introduction (prolegomena) is much shorter than others (6 pages [pp. 33-
38]; compare with Beeke and Smalley’s Reformed Systematic Theology, 
134 pages [pp. 39-173]). While some may not be very happy about this, I 
appreciate the way in which Letham gets straight to the point and in doing 
so leaves more space for the core doctrines. (4) A major distinctive is that 
Letham begins not the with doctrine of Scripture or the attributes of God, 
but with the Trinity from which each theme that follows is developed. 
Letham explains that “[t]his stems from the overall arrangement of the 
book, which is centered on God and feeds thereafter into the works of 
God in creation, providence, and grace. While many, if not most, recent 
systematic theologies take Scripture as their starting point, so as to provide 
an epistemological foundation, it has struck me that to say that the Bible 
is the Word of God begs the question, in today’s world, of the identity of 
the God whose Word it is” (36). The book is then divided into eight parts 
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covering all the traditional doctrines found in systematic theologies, but 
with a thoroughly Godward focus:  

1. The Triune God (5 subsections)
2. The Word of God (3 subsections)
3. The Works of God (2 subsections)
4. The Image of God (3 subsections)
5. The Covenant of God (2 subsections)
6. Christ, the Son of God (5 subsections)
7. The Spirit of God and the People of God (7 subsections)
8. The Ultimate Purposes of God (4 subsections)

(5) Finally, says Letham, “the main innovation is that I attempt to integrate 
soteriology and ecclesiology. The doctrine of salvation has long been 
treated in isolation from the doctrine of the church.…[I]n Reformed 
theology, individual soteriology is discussed in great detail, but the church 
and sacraments come later. In reality they stand together, since outside 
the church ‘there is no ordinary possibility of salvation’ (WCF, 25.2). We 
are saved not merely as discrete individuals but as the one church of Jesus 
Christ. Consequently, I have long thought that the two should be treated 
together” (36).

In 2019 Letham published both a revised and expanded edition of his 
outstanding book The Holy Trinity: In Scripture, History, Theology, and 
Worship (650 pages) and his Systematic Theology. The latter draws on 
the rich scholarship of the former making the chapters on the Trinity 
some of the richest chapters in the book. These chapters are grounded in 
careful exegesis (chapter 2), rigorous historical scholarship (chapter 3), 
and doctrinal clarity as Letham engages with ongoing questions (chapter 
4). Letham manages to treat the subject with remarkable clarity, depth of 
insight, and sustained reverence. Since Letham’s previous work on this 
doctrine is arguably among the finest discussions available, its distillation 
in these three chapters makes them one of the very best introductions to 
the doctrine of the Trinity. I would like to have seen Letham conclude 
chapter 3 with three brief sections on the Trinity and worship, prayer 
and missions (from chapters 18 and 19 of his book, The Holy Trinity). 
This would have better fulfilled his own purpose of writing a systematic 
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theology that “will deepen and broaden our understanding of the 
Christian faith and so advance in faith and love for Christ, his church, 
and those around us” (38).

In the introduction Letham writes: “You may, or probably may not, be 
disappointed that space limitations preclude an exhaustive discussion of 
everything. No doubt some clever reviewer will point this out, happy to 
refer to this, that, or the other missing book, or to opine that the full 
historical context of every reference to past authors is not spelled out in 
detail” (35). While I do not consider myself to be the “clever reviewer” 
that Letham speaks of, I was a little disappointed in the chapter on the 
attributes of God (chapter 5).  The discussion on the attributes of God 
comprise his “simplicity” (3 paragraphs), “spirituality” (2 paragraphs), 
“infinity” (3 lines plus 2 Scripture references), “eternity” (4½ lines), 
“immutability” (1 para.), “omnipresence, omnipotence, and omniscience” 
(discussed together in one para.), and “incomprehensibility” (2 para.). 
There is no discussion God’s love, goodness, holiness, or righteousness 
(though they are listed as “relative attributes” on p. 159). God’s will, the 
problem of sin and evil, predestination, election and reprobation are also 
included in this chapter (and probably should have their own chapter).

Part 2 contains Letham’s discussion of the word of God and comprises 
chapters 6-8.  Chapter 6 contains a very rich discussion of the doctrine 
of Scripture and includes such topics as the necessity, canon, inspiration, 
authority, inerrancy, sufficiency, clarity, and text of Scripture. Inspiration 
refers to the origin of Scripture which is God (2 Tom 3:16 and 2 Pet 1:20-
21) and is therefore the basis of its authority: “The origin of Scripture, 
its being inspired by God, is the basis of its authority over the church. It 
is independent of the church’s testimony. Scripture’s authority depends 
wholly on God, its author” (189).  The inerrancy of scripture (its “freedom 
from error,” 193) derives from its inspiration and “affirms positively that the 
Bible sits in judgment on all human opinions, in the church and outside it 
and is the final arbiter of all claims to spiritual experience or constructive 
thought” (194). And so when the WCF, 2, states that the Word of God “is 
contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament,” this should 
not be taken anachronistically in the sense of neoorthodoxy, but rather 
to affirm “both that Scripture is the Word of God and that it contains the 
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Word of God…Precisely because Scripture is the Word of God, so it also 
contains the Word of God” (196). 

On pages 200-203 Letham discusses the sufficiency Scripture which 
affirms that “the Bible is complete for the purpose for which it was given” 
(200-201). He adds: “Scripture was given so that we may be thoroughly 
equipped for every good work (2 Tim 3:17). Everything needed for us to 
persevere in the faith and attain final salvation is provided in Scripture, 
under the illumination of the Holy Spirit and with the guidance of the 
teaching of the teaching of the historic church” (203) (Letham’s comments 
here are supplemented by chapter 7, “Scripture and Tradition”). “Into 
this context has come the charismatic renewal, claiming that the Spirit 
speaks directly to the church today” (203). In light of the sufficiency of 
Scripture outlined in the previous pages, “[t]here seems to be no way to 
avoid the implication that continuing prophecy would mean Scripture 
needs substantive supplementation” (203). Here Letham interacts with 
Wayne Grudem’s proposal that prophecy today “concerns speech inspired 
by the Spirit that conveys advice which need not be accepted” and which 
may contain “language that may be imprecise,” that is to say, prophecy 
that is “not infallible or inerrant or canonical or binding in their details” 
(203). However, as Letham rightly points out, “[u]ltimately the claim of 
continued prophecy inevitably collides with the sufficiency if Scripture” 
(204). In the end, there seems to be only three alternatives: “(1) The 
prophecy contradicts Scripture, in which case it is false and must be 
rejected. (2) It repeats the words of Scripture, rendering it unnecessary 
and disqualifying it of the status of new prophecy, for the Bible has 
already spoken on the matter. …Or (3) it adds to Scripture, in the context 
of the closed canon of the New Testament, contradicting the words of 
the apostle that Scripture has been given ‘that the man of God may be 
equipped [ἄρτιος (artios), “complete,” “capable”) for every good work 
(2 Tim 3:16), and implying that the Bible is not sufficient to guide us to 
heaven” (204). This section concludes with a brief but helpful discussion 
of cessationism versus continuationism.

I was less enthused by the chapter on creation (Part 3, Chapter 9). The 
first part of the chapter (which contained discussions on Creation ex 
nihilo [Latin, “out of nothing”], the Trinity and creation, and creation 
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and the revelation of God) contained very good discussions. The section 
titled “The Bible and Science and the origin of the Universe” was less 
than satisfying. Letham begins by correctly pointing out that “science is 
mandated by God” (285) and that “[a]t root, the conflict—such as there 
may be—is not between theology and science…Ultimately the conflict 
is over worldviews and relates to questions underlying the origin of the 
universe, on which science as such cannot pronounce” (287, 288). 

However, Letham equivocates on the issue of theistic evolution and the 
days of creation. Regarding theistic evolution Letham writes: “Christians 
have responded in different ways. Some have ruled out evolution entirely 
[which surely must be pretty much everyone before Darwin!], except 
for micro-evolution within species [by which I think he means natural 
selection, which all creationists affirm]. Others have gone to the opposite 
extreme by accepting science uncritically [I think he should replace 
the word “science” with the word “evolution” in light of his previous 
comments], while attempting to maintain a place for God. A third reaction 
[Letham’s?] has been to adopt some form of theistic evolution” [287]. 
Letham equivocates again on the days of creation in a 33 page “Appendix” 
(909-932). His most sustained critique (10 objections, 911-915) is for 
“The Twenty-Four-Hour-Day Theory.” I found Letham’s critiques to be 
entirely unconvincing. Nor does he interact with the best arguments for a 
view that both “appears to fit the plainest meaning of the language” (911) 
and has the support of most theologians in the church up to the time 
of Darwin. Letham offers the least critique for the “Framework Theory” 
(924-25), which I suspect he adheres to (?). Finally, nor was I convinced 
of his discussion of article 4.1 in the Westminster Confession of Faith 
(see 929-31): “It pleased God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, for the 
manifestation of the glory of his eternal power, wisdom, and goodness, 
in the beginning, to create—or make out of nothing—the world and 
everything in it, whether visible or invisible, in the space of six days, and 
all very good.” It is true the Assembly chose not to include the words “24 
hours” (preferring to retain the exact words of Scripture). However, David 
Hall has gathered much evidence from the writings of members of the 
Westminster Assembly which clearly demonstrate they did understand 
the days of Genesis chapter 1 to be literal 24 hour (i.e., solar) days (in 
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addition, Hall has found no evidence to the contrary), yet Letham does 
not interact with or even acknowledge the presence of this evidence.8

Letham discusses covenant theology in chapters 12 (“Humanity in 
Covenant,” i.e., the pre-fall Covenant of Works), 14 (“The Covenant of 
Redemption (the Pactum Salutis”), and 15, “The Covenant of Grace.” 
Chapter 12 contains an excellent discussion of God’s pre-fall covenant 
with Adam, the covenant of works. Despite the terms of the covenant 
being perfect obedience to God, Letham correctly notes that “God’s 
covenants express his ‘voluntary  condescension’ [WCF, 7.1], which is 
the only way we can come into communion with him” (355). Elsewhere 
he refers to it as “God’s gracious condescension” (355, emphasis added). 
Thus, right from the beginning grace is seen to be fully compatible with 
Law. “In the covenant of grace, grace and law are not competing ways of 
salvation; they fulfill different functions: grace constitutes, law regulates. 
…By extension, grace and law are also present in the covenant of life [or 
works]. The gracious promise of everlasting life is in the foreground” (356). 
Letham confines his study of the covenant of works to Genesis 2, correctly 
arguing that even though the word “covenant” does not appear there, 
the concept does ‘by good and necessary consequence…deduced from 
Scripture’ (WCF 1.4)” (351). However, as is common with covenants in 
the Old Testament, even though the word “covenant” doesn’t appear at the 
time of covenant making, it does often appear at a later time to designate 
it as a “covenant.”9 One such instance is Hosea 6:7: “But like Adam they 
transgressed the covenant; there they dealt faithlessly with me” (ESV). I 
am surprised that Letham doesn’t interact with or even mention this verse. 
It is probable that he is influenced by recent commentators who prefer the 
reading “at Adam” and  see in it a reference to the town Adam in Joshua 
3:16. However, there are at least two problems with this interpretation: 

8  See: David W. Hall, “What was the View of the Westminster Assembly Divines on Creation 
Days,” pp. 43-54 in Joseph A. Pipa and David W. Hall (eds.), Did God Create in 6 Days? (White 
Hall: Tolle Lege Press, 2005).

9  For example: In the account of the first marriage in Genesis 2:18-25 the term “covenant” is not 
used. However, later in the Old Testament the marriage relationship is explicitly described as 
covenantal (Malachi 2:2:14). Again, in the account of the covenant between God and David 
(2 Sam 7; 1 Chron 17) the word “covenant” is once again not used. However, elsewhere it is 
explicitly described as a covenantal (2 Sam 23:7; Psalm 89:3-4). 
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(1) It requires amending the original text “like Adam” (kĕ’ādām) to “at 
Adam” (bĕ’ādām); and (2) there is no reference to covenant-breaking “at” 
the town of Adam (in fact quite the opposite!). Brian Habig has written 
an excellent article on this verse (2016) and it is a shame that Letham has 
not interacted with it.10 Another significant text regarding the covenant of 
works is Isaiah 24:5-6, yet that is not considered either. 

Even more significantly, there was no discussion on Christ’s relationship 
to the covenant of works, nor was there any mention of Paul’s Adam-
Christ theology (Romans 5:12-21) in this context. Letham’s discussion 
thus left me with some unanswered questions: On what basis could Adam 
find forgiveness once he had broken the covenant of works? On what 
basis could Adam’s posterity find forgiveness since in him they now stood 
under a broken covenant of works? On what basis did Christ become 
mediator of the covenant of grace (beginning at Genesis 3:15)? The answer 
is surely that Christ, as the second Adam, fulfilled the covenant of works 
in his active and passive obedience and in doing so became the mediator 
of the covenant of grace. All that he did as the obedient, second Adam is 
imputed to all those who put their faith in him. To all who believe, it is 
as if they had met the terms of the covenant of works. Thus, for believers 
it is a covenant of grace. This is how it was for Adam, Noah, Abraham, 
Moses, and David. Otherwise this chapter is excellent, especially for its 
discussion on the relationship between grace and law. 

This discussion on grace and law is then expanded in chapter 15 on the 
covenant of grace. Here Letham does an excellent job of demonstrating 
the unity of the covenant of grace which is one in substance (i.e., there is 
but one means of redemption) but differing in administration ([Noahic], 
Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, New Covenant, 445). Letham thus disagrees 
with those who contend that the Mosaic covenant is a republication of 
the covenant of works (449-53), rightly pointing out that “[t]reating 
it that way was the error of the Jewish people” (458). The Law, rather, 
served the promise: “The promise to Abraham was fulfilled in Christ, 
the law acting as a custodian of the covenant people until Christ came, 
the seed promised to Abraham. The Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants 

10  Brian Habig, “Hosea 6:7 Revisited,” Presbyterion 42/1-2 (Fall 2016): 4-20.
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existed side by side; the law was added ([Gal 3 [v. 19]). Law and grace 
coexisted fulfilling distinct functions” (361) and are thus complementary 
(except when construed as ways of salvation), in that grace constitutes, 
law regulates: “God’s primary dealings with man are by grace regulated 
by law” (362). 

For some reason Letham leaves the Davidic covenant out of his 
discussion of the covenant of grace (a paragraph needs to be added before 
the discussion on the new covenant). “The new covenant fulfills all the 
preceding redemptive covenants. They all point to Christ, the Son made 
flesh” (461). Letham writes:

He is the offspring, featured in the Abrahamic covenant, in 
whom all the nations are blessed (Matt 1:1; Gal 3:16). He 
fulfilled the law, expressed in the Mosaic covenant, for he 
obeys God’s law throughout, he is the one sacrifice for sins, 
and he is the temple where God and his people meet. He 
also is the One who inherits the throne of David and whose 
kingdom stands and grows forever (2 Sam 7:8-16). (461).

This discussion leads naturally into the person and work of Christ. Letham 
is well-qualified to write these chapters having written two books on this 
subject: The Message of the Person of Christ (2013) and The Work of 
Christ (1993). The “incarnation” is covered in three chapters (16: “Biblical 
Teaching”; 17: “Church Formations”; 18: “Ongoing Questions”). Difficult 
topics (such as the hypostatic union [that Christ is one indivisible person, 
having taken into union a human nature]; the “Extra-Calvinisticum” [that 
the person of the Logos transcends the bounds of the incarnate union]; 
and the two wills of Christ [that Christ has a human will and a divine 
will, the two working in perfect harmony]) are discussed with clarity, 
conciseness, and fairmindedness, giving space to alternative views. 

The work of Christ is divided into two parts. Chapter 19 discusses “Christ 
our High Priest” while a shorter chapter (10 pages) focuses on “Christ 
our King” (six of those pages provide a useful critique of the “Two-
Kingdoms Theory,” 588-94). There is only one paragraph devoted to the 
Christ’s prophetic office, 546). While discussion on Christ’s threefold 
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office is thus a bit uneven, the discussion on Christ’s priestly work is a rich 
and rewarding read (covering such topics as Covenant and atonement, 
obedience, expiatory sacrifice, propitiation, reconciliation, redemption, 
conquest, penal substitution and definite atonement).   

While much more could be said (the book is 1072 pages long!), I would 
highly recommend that you to read it for yourself. This, along with 
Berkhof, is now my go to for one volume systematic theologies. One does 
not have to agree with every detail of Letham’s magnum opus to realise 
that this is a treasure trove of biblical, historical and doctrinal theology 
written from a classical Reformed perspective that resonates for our 
times.  It is impressively erudite, eminently readable, deeply discerning 
and reading it will be a stimulating, edifying, and joyous education for 
pastors, students, and informed laypeople alike. “I hope you enjoy it,” 
writes Letham, “theology should be enjoyed, for our greatest privilege is 
‘to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever’ (WSC, 1)” (38). The final chapter 
of the book finishes where theology itself ought to: “Here language falls 
short. This is an occasion for awe, worship, thanksgiving, and prayer” 
(907). 

Martin Williams
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Carlos M. N. Eire, Reformations: The Early Modern World, 1450-1650. 
London: Yale University Press, 2018. 920 pp.

Writing a single-volume history of the 
Reformation (or ‘Reformations’ as Carlos Eire 
would have it) is a monumental undertaking 
and one that is not too often attempted 
these days. This is because many modern 
church historians tend to focus on ever more 
specialised eras and topics. This kind of 
narrow or focussed approach is, of course, 
not to be dismissed lightly as it has yielded 
significant insights into the day-to-day 
realities of, for example, the Reformation era. 
There is, however, also great value in a broader, 
birds-eye-view, approach. Especially since it allows us to better situate an 
event, or series of events, within the broader historical context. This is 
precisely what Carlos Eire (Professor of History and Religious Thought at 
Yale University) sets out to do with this volume. His period selection is, 
therefore, quite broad. He starts the narrative about 70 years before what 
came to be known as ‘Reformation Day’ (31 October 1517) and continues 
for a further 130 years beyond it. This affords him the opportunity to 
firmly place the Reformation within the context of the political, cultural 
and religious movements that preceded it. 

He then extends this ‘long view’ deep into the 17th century in order to 
trace the long-term and richly varied development of the movement and 
the vast range of responses to it. The theme of variety is something of an 
organising principle in Eire’s treatment of the Reformation. So much so 
that he prefers to speak of ‘Reformations’ in the plural to emphasise that 
the period under discussion did not contain only a single response to the 
desperate need to reform the church. At just shy of 1000 pages this may 
seem like a rather intimidating work, but Eire attempts throughout to 
keep his writing accessible to the non-specialist reader and he succeeds 
admirably in this task. His style is lively, engaging and fair minded. He 
also masterfully weaves anecdotes or little-known facts into the narrative 
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in order to keep the reader engaged. So, if you have been looking for 
a thorough, scholarly but very readable single-volume history of the 
Reformation, this may very well be the book for you.

Phillip Scheepers

Stuart Piggin, Robert D. Linder, Attending to the National Soul: Evangelical 
Christians in Australian History 1914-2004. Victoria: Monash University 
Publishing, 2020. 640 pp.

This is the second in a two-volume work on 
the history of evangelicalism in Australia. The 
first ‘The Fountain of Public Prosperity’ (which 
focussed on the period from 1740-1914) was 
very well received and won the Australian 
Christian Book of the Year Award in 2019. With 
the present volume Piggin and Linder brings the 
story (almost) up to date in a highly readable 
but also deeply authoritative way. One of the 
key arguments of the book is that it is almost 
impossible to understand the development of 
modern Australia without the vital contribution 

of deeply committed Christian believers. This is quite a countercultural 
argument to make, given the endlessly repeated belief that Australia has 
always been a strongly secular place, but I defy any reader to come away 
from reading this volume without an intense appreciation of how deeply 
the Christian faith is woven into the fabric of Australian society. 

As such, this book is a very valuable contribution to the current public 
discourse where there seems to be a growing tendency to dismiss or 
sideline Christian voices. With this book in hand it is possible to argue 
that evangelicals have well and truly earned a seat at the table through 
their tireless efforts in shaping the national culture and the welfare of the 
nation at large by Attending to the National Soul.

Phillip Scheepers
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Peter Marshall, Heretics and Believers: A History of the English Reformation. 
London: Yale University Press, 2017. 652 pp.

Most people who went to school in an English-
speaking country are at least vaguely aware of 
the basic contours of the history of the English 
Reformation. Unfortunately, however, the 
standard treatment of this part of history is 
often reduced to a bare retelling of the lives of 
the monarchs that stood at the centre of this 
period (Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I and 
Elizabeth I). There is no denying the pivotal 
role the ‘crowned heads’ played, yet an almost 
exclusive focus on their activities will leave us 
with a much-diminished understanding of 
the complexities of the English Reformation. 
Heretics and Believers provides readers with a wonderful opportunity to 
expand their historical horizons. Peter Marshall does an excellent job in 
tracing the antecedents of the English Reformation, profiling key figures 
and institutions and tracing the chronological development of attempts 
at reform (and opposition to it). A particular strength of this work is its 
reliance on primary sources. On page after page we are not only told about 
historical figures and their contributions, we also hear them in their own 
words. This is not only true of the ‘great and the good’. Over the course of 
the work we get many a glimpse into the minds of common people as they 
reflect on the momentous events around them in their diaries or letters. 
Weighing in at 652 pages, Heretics and Believers is certainly not a quick or 
light read. I do believe, however, that it will increasingly become the go-to 
resource for those wishing to learn more about the English Reformation.

Phillip Scheepers
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Justo L. Gonzales, The History of Theological Education. Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2015. 168 pp.

Justo Gonzales is the author of some excellent 
church historical texts, including the highly 
regarded two-volume Story of Christianity. 
With this slim volume he focusses in on the 
way in which, through the centuries, the 
church shaped people for ministry and for the 
practice of theology. What immediately strikes 
the reader is how theological education was 
very often a response to a need for well trained 
leaders at the local level. The ways in which 
churches responded to this need was as varied 
as the contexts in which they ministered. 
It seems clear, however, that the long-term 

success of theological education enterprises depended on their fidelity to 
Scripture and the applicability of what was being learned on the lives of 
believers and the ministry of the church. Gonzales, furthermore, shows 
how the professionalisation of theological education, during the Middle 
Ages and beyond, was certainly not an unalloyed blessing. It was far too 
often the case that theological faculties at major universities moved in the 
direction of ever more abstract theological models that did not serve the 
needs of the church on the ground. At least part of the leadership crisis 
in the church in the run-up to the Reformation was due to the fact that 
the theological training that was available equipped people for ‘thinking 
about God’, rather than for leading and shepherding God’s people. While 
I would be the first to affirm the value of academic theology, we should 
be very careful to ensure that theological education is also focussed on 
the implications of living out the gospel in the local context. Gonzales 
makes it clear that this is not a history that had reached an endpoint. 
God’s people are still working out the best ways to train and equip people 
for ministry. This book is a wonderful roadmap to show us how far we 
have come and to help us identify some of the challenges ahead.

Phillip Scheepers
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Irving Hexham, Understanding World Religions: An Interdisciplinary 
Approach. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018. 512 pp.

Since I teach a unit on world religions here 
at the RTC, I am always on the lookout for 
resources to recommend to students. Irving 
Hexham’s Understanding World Religions is 
a welcome addition to the reading list for 
this unit. It covers all the basics that one 
would expect of a book of this nature (with 
discussions of Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, 
tribal religions etc.), but where it really 
shines is in the area of comparing belief 
systems with each other. Hexham would 
like his readers to see both the similarities 
and deep and abiding differences between the religions of the world. To 
achieve this goal, he does the occasional ‘deep dive’ into an aspect of a 
specific faith (or an individual associated with it) to demonstrate how 
this influenced this faith’s worldview and interaction with other faiths. 
I particularly enjoyed and appreciated his extended discussion of the 
impact of Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966) on the development of 20th century 
political Islam. Although Qutb is hardly known in the contemporary 
West, it would be impossible to overstate his influence within the Muslim 
world. By devoting an entire chapter to Qutb, Hexham went way beyond 
what one might expect in an introductory textbook on world religions, 
but the book is all the richer for it. There are several other examples of how 
Hexham made use of detail-focussed chapters to help readers understand 
the contemporary shape of the major religions of the world. I believe that 
this work can serve as a wonderful resource to help believers to better 
understand the contexts in which we are called to share the gospel and 
would especially recommend it for those preparing for missions or other 
kinds of cross-cultural service.

Phillip Scheepers
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John Anthony McGuckin, The Path of Christianity: The First Thousand 
Years. Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2017, 1207 pp.

Many survey histories of Christianity suffer 
from a similar defect, namely that they 
privilege the past few hundred years of 
history. On some level this is only natural; 
events take on more importance in our 
minds as we come closer to our own times. 
However, the effect can often be to make 
ancient church history seem like something 
of an add-on. With this book John 
McGuckin (former Professor of Byzantine 
Studies at Columbia University) neatly 
sidesteps this problem by making the first 
millennium of church history his exclusive 
focus. Given his background and scholarly 
interests this is a task that he pulls off very 

well. McGuckin writes from within the Orthodox tradition so I naturally 
did not agree with all of his emphases and conclusions. 

Still, it was interesting to read a history written from the perspective of 
someone who is deeply invested in some of the debates within the Eastern 
church that more conventional histories tend to skirt over. Another 
unique aspect of the book is that it combines both chronological and 
thematic perspectives. It consists of 24 chapters. The first 12 are devoted 
to a broadly chronological narrative treatment of the course of Christian 
history. With the second 12 chapters McGuckin introduces 12 themes 
and trace their development across the first millennium of the church. 
These are: Bible interpretation, the church and war, hymnography, prayer, 
women in the church, healing and philanthropy, authority, Christians and 
magic, the church and wealth, the church and slavery, attitudes to sexuality 
and ancient Christian art. Although it does add significantly to the heft 
of the book, I found this thematic approach interesting and refreshing, 
especially since it allows the reader to focus in on subjects that are not 
normally much dwelt on in more conventional church historical texts. I 
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would strongly recommend this book for those with an active interest in 
Christian history, and particularly in the history of the ancient church.

Phillip Scheepers

Michael W. Goheen, Introducing Christian Mission Today: Scripture, 
History and Issues. Grand Rapids: Intervarsity Press, 2014. 444 pp.

There can be little doubt that one of the most 
important texts on the theology of mission 
over the past few decades was David Bosch’s 
Transforming Mission. Its broad sweep and 
biblical insight made it the go-to resource 
for those of us teaching Missiology for many 
years. Unfortunately, however, it has begun to 
show its age a little and it can sometimes also 
be a rather intimidating text for students to get 
into. In response to this, Mike Goheen decided 
to produce a new introductory missiology text 
that highlights many of the same issues and 
themes as Transforming Mission but does so in a more accessible and 
contemporary format. The result, Introducing Christian Mission Today, is 
a very impressive and thorough treatment of the Biblical basis of missions, 
the history of Christian missions and the issues that we have to take into 
account when engaging in missions. I especially appreciated Goheen’s 
‘whole Bible’ approach to missions. This is an emphasis that our students 
definitely benefitted from when he taught a ‘Biblical Theology’ unit here 
a few years back. Another highlight is his consistent attempts to include 
the concerns of the worldwide church in his treatment of missions. His 
insights on contextualization, holistic mission and the post-Christian 
west as a ‘mission field’ are also well articulated and thoughtful. There are, 
in short, few single-volume introductory missiology texts that I would 
recommend as highly as this one, and I will continue to make use of it in 
my own ‘Theology of Mission’ unit.

Phillip Scheepers
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